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Editorial Note

It is often said but is worth repeating: to understand our world, we need 
to understand religion. We see the continuous role of religion in personal, 
social, and political life and in local and global matters, whether we are 
dealing with questions of climate change, migration, meaning, diversity, 
wellbeing, or human rights. The study of religion has also recurrently been 
shown to provide tools with which to understand many kinds of human 
interactions, not just those related to a transcendent reality. In this situation 
it is concerning to hear of colleagues losing their jobs or study of religion 
departments shrinking or closing at more and more universities.

Despite facing challenges in the Nordic countries too, it is inspiring to see 
the thought-provoking research in the study of religion being undertaken 
at universities and institutes across this region. This issue of the journal is 
another great example. It offers not just the traditional four peer-reviewed 
articles but six, written by a total of fourteen scholars from four different Nor-
dic countries, representing eight different universities and research institutes.

Siv Ellen Kraft starts the article section with a study of the presence of 
religion in nature-related conflicts in Sápmi and an exploration of the wild-
card dimension of such a presence. Religion is a relatively new topic in this 
debate; Kraft asks what religion can enable, facilitate, and contribute here. 
She also explores what indigeneity can add to the picture, and what the 
specific spaces of opportunity and limitation are for indigenous religion(s) 
on nature-based conflict grounds.

The second article continues with the theme of nature and conflict. 
Joona Vuorinen examines the framings of a demonstration against politi-
cal inactivity in climate change issues that took place in Helsinki in 2020, a 
demonstration where nonviolent civil disobedient activists were pepper-
sprayed. The source material consists of news articles and material by the 
demonstrators, Elokapina, and the police. Theories of nomos and liminal-
ity are applied to explain the actions of both parties, in addition to media 
framings of the event. 

Staying within the Finnish context, Miitta Järvinen, Terhi Utriainen, and 
Marja Tiilikainen examine interview accounts of Finnish educators of adult 
migrants as they relate to religion, arguing that the accounts are shaped by 
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EDITORIAL NOTE6

a historically constructed Finnish religious lens. Rooted in the intertwined 
history of Lutheranism and secularism, this lens favours private, personal, 
and low-key expressions of religion. The educators express concern about 
whether the practice of Islam and its approach to time are compatible with 
Finnish working life, revealing both the model’s normative and affective 
understanding of religion. 

Turning to Denmark, Uffe Schjødt, Henrik Reintoft Christensen, Helene 
Støttrup Andersen, Niels Christian Hvidt, and Tobias Anker Stripp explore 
invisible Asatru in Denmark, or people outside organized groups who 
identify as Asatru. The authors examine this group’s demography and spir-
itual life. The invisible Asatru group shares several characteristics with the 
more visible organized Asatru, including active spiritual lives, a tendency 
to turn to nature, and an opposition to the church. The authors argue that 
Danish Asatru may best be understood as a pyramid with different levels 
of investment and organization. 

Leaving a directly Nordic context, Hannes Sonnenschein and Tomas 
Lindgren examine the Chabad-Lubavitch movement, arguing that religious 
socialization and radicalization within the movement are manifestations 
of the same process. The authors discuss how educational and communal 
narratives can normalize militaristic and messianic themes, establishing 
conditions conducive to radicalized identity formation. They argue that 
educational materials serve as conduits for transmitting Chabad Kabbalistic 
political theology to children and adolescents. The study thus illustrates the 
contextual narrative conditions that may predispose individuals to radical 
interpretations, without asserting a definitive causal link.

Finally, turning from the here and now to the world of dreams, Andreas 
Nordin demonstrates that dreams and dreaming are universal human 
experiences that form themes in most folk traditions, traditional societies, 
and world religions. Sacred values, for example, are often connected with 
supernatural dreams. By adopting key observations and tenets of the natu-
ralistic approach of the cognitive and evolutionary sciences of religion, the 
article uses explanatory models of the salience, recurring structures, and 
functions of supernatural dreaming to explore the lesser-known aspects of 
the cognition of supernatural agents in religious dreaming and the dream 
imagery of ritual interactions. The topics are explored with reference to 
research projects among Nepalese Hindus.

Including six articles, the issue is special in the sense that it is some-
what larger than normal, offering a variety of perspectives on the study of 
religion in the Nordic countries. It is also special in another way for us as 
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editors-in-chief, Minna Opas and Sofia Sjö, and for our book review editor, 
Alexandra Bergholm, as this is the last issue of Temenos for which we will 
be responsible. Starting in July this year, Jere Kyyrö and Tuomas Äystö will 
take over as editors-in-chief, and Mitra Härkönen as book review editor. 
We are very happy to leave the journal in the capable hands of these three 
excellent scholars of religion!

Our five years as editors of Temenos have taught us a lot. We have had 
the great privilege to gain an insight into the breadth of the field of the study 
of religion in the Nordic countries, which has both expanded our knowledge 
and helped us build essential research networks. The work has had its chal-
lenges. Being an editor comes with a great deal of responsibility. While our 
primary concern has been the quality of the journal, we have also wanted 
to support researchers in their work by providing a positive review process 
that helps develop the output of their research. This has not always been 
possible, and having to turn down submissions is never an enjoyable task. 
It is, however, part of guaranteeing the quality of research. The continuing 
uncertainty about the journal’s financial support has also caused concern, 
and we truly hope a solution to this will be found soon. 

Thankfully, we have had a great deal of support in our work. The edi-
torial team working with Temenos is made up of thoughtful and engaged 
professionals. We have a first-class advisory board that has provided useful 
feedback and expertise. We are also immensely grateful to all the authors, 
reviewers, and readers of Temenos. You make this journal what it is. Thank 
you!

Sofia Sjö and Minna Opas    
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Wildcard Religion: 
Nature-Based Conflicts and Activism in Sápmi

SIV ELLEN KRAFT
UiT The Arctic University of Norway

Abstract 
While suffering the consequences of climate change, traditional 
lifeways in Sápmi are also under pressure from state-based plans 
for an energy transition, including large wind turbine parks in 
reindeer-herding districts. Critics speak of green colonialism and 
climate injustice, structurally connected with former modes of colonial 
intervention. Conflicts have played out in the courts, politics, and 
news media, mostly in secular terms, but increasingly in religious 
registers. I cover some of these grounds through a two-part agenda. 
The first exemplifies the presence of  religion in nature-related con-
flicts in Sápmi. The second explores the wildcard dimension of such 
a presence. As a recent player, what can religion enable, facilitate, and 
contribute? What does indigeneity add? More broadly, what are the 
spaces of opportunity and limitation for indigenous religion(s) on 
nature-based conflict grounds?

Keywords: wildcard religion, Sámi, indigenous religion(s), conflicts, 
activism

Sápmi is the homeland of the Sámi, spanning the northern and central 
parts of Norway, northern Sweden, Finland, and Russia’s Kola peninsula. 
Between 80,000 and 100,000 Sámis live in this large area, the majority in 
Sápmi on the Norwegian side, my entry point in what follows. Traditional 
lifeways such as reindeer-herding are still maintained in settlement areas 
in the north (Troms and Finnmark counties) and parts of the South Sámi 
region. They are increasingly pressurized, critics argue, due partly to the 
Norwegian state’s plan for an energy transition, with large wind turbine 
parks in particular and their extensive associated supporting infrastructural 
development collectively adding to nature and biodiversity loss, and furt-
her eroding adaptation to the consequences of climate change (Sámediggi 
2023). An unprecedented level of conflict has ensued. While it has been 
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predominantly secular, it has increasingly drawn on religious frameworks, 
including sacred claims, religious rights, ceremonial approaches, and art-
based appeals (Kraft 2025). 

Such a presence represents a shift in Sápmi on the Norwegian side. For 
example, religious registers was absent from the decade-long Alta case (Kraft 
2022), which involved the construction of a hydroelectric plant on the Alta 
river in Finnmark county (between the early 1970s and 1981).1 Known as 
the largest protest in Norwegian history, the Alta case triggered a process 
of ethnopolitical revival after decades of harsh assimilation policies (Berg-
Nordlie et al. 2015). Norway’s signing of Convention 169 in 1989 was a result 
of these struggles, along with the establishment of the Sámi Parliament the 
same year. Processes of reclaiming the ancestral Sámi religion can also be 
dated to the 1970s, but they were rarely articulated in the realm of politics, 
protest, and legal struggle between the 1970s and mid-2010s (Kraft 2022). 

In what follows I focus on the more recent shift to religious registers. 
The aim is twofold: first, to illustrate the presence of religion in nature-
related conflicts in Sápmi; second, to explore the wildcard dimension of 
such a presence. As a recent player, what can indigenous religion enable, 
facilitate, and contribute to in nature-related conflicts? What are some of 
the restrictions to the use of religion in political and activist settings? How 
are religion-related resources used, negotiated, and explored?

The first section covers conceptual entry points, along with a contextual 
backdrop that focuses on reclaiming the ancestral religion and connections 
with global indigeneity. A series of ethnographic snapshots follows, offering 
a sense of Sámi indigenous religion on activist grounds and exemplifying 
some of the dynamics at play. These dynamics are further categorized and 
analysed in the subsequent section, with an emphasis on wildcard poten-
tial and limitations. The conclusion gathers threads, along with conceptual 
reflections. 

I have followed religiopolitical developments in Sápmi since the early 
2000s through multisited fieldwork and textual studies, and through living 
and working in Tromsø, the regional centre of northern Norway and the 
largest settlement area for city Sámi (Kraft 2025; 2022; Kraft et al. 2020). This 
article builds on this long-term engagement, including fieldwork on religio-
activist grounds in the southern and northern Sámi areas, and regular moni-
toring of local and national news media coverage of nature-based conflicts. 

1 For a more detailed description of the Alta case and of the overall absence of religion in the 
forms of action and protest registers used, see Kraft 2022, 35–66.
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Contextual backdrop and conceptual entry points   

The history of religion in Sápmi is diverse. In Sápmi on the Norwegian 
side Lutheran state-driven mission took an aggressive turn in the seven-
teenth century, resulting in the disintegration of the ancestral religion, 
at least in systemic terms (Rydving 2004; Rasmussen 2016). Christianity 
became – and remains – the dominant religion, especially in the settlement 
areas (Andreassen et al. 2024). However, it is no longer the only version 
of ‘Sámi religion’. Since the 1970s revived forms of the ancestral religion 
have been established, initially through the work of artists and a process 
of heritagization (Kraft and Tangen 2025; Kraft 2022), and since the 1990s 
in the form of religious groups and milieus. Sámi shamanism(s) emerged 
from the pioneering efforts of the author and Alta activist Ailo Gaup (Fon-
neland and Kraft 2013). While initially shaped by Michael Harner’s core 
shamanism,2 Sámi shamanism(s) was/were gradually anchored in local 
traditions in the decades that followed (ibid.). Running parallel to shamanic 
development was the emergence of ‘Sámi indigenous Christianity’ through 
a rethinking of pre-Christian traditions as a resource, and even as the Old 
Testament of Christianity in Sápmi (Kraft 2022).3 More fluid articulations 
of ‘Sámi spirituality’ also became publicly visible in this period, centred 
on traditional relationships with nature based on practices that had partly 
survived (ibid.).

While differing in significant respects, these formations are anchored in 
the same past, sources, landscapes, and political developments, and they 
share connections with globalizing discourses on ‘indigeneity’. ‘Global 
indigineity’ emerged from the movement of Indigenous people4 during 
the 1970s (Clifford 2013; Niezen 2003), as did the related development 
of ‘indigenous religion(s)’ (Kraft et al. 2020).5 Much of my research has 
focused on this shift and its implications for the processes of reclaiming 

2 Having received training in core shamanism at Michael Harner’s Institute for Shamanic stud-
ies in California between 1986 and 1993, Gaup established himself as a professional shaman 
in Oslo (Fonneland and Kraft 2013). For critical approaches to ‘shamanism’ as a label for the 
pre-seventeenth-century Sámi religion see Kaikkonen 2020. 
3 For influential texts in the field of indigenous Christian spirituality see Johnsen 2007; 2022. 
4 I capitalize the I for Indigenous peoples because this is a legal term based on political 
achievements. I do not capitalize ‘indigenous religion(s)’ because this is an analytical construct 
intended to cover particular formations.
5 This approach was developed within the framework of the ‘INREL – Indigenous Religion(s): 
Local Grounds, Global networks’ project, which I headed between 2015 and 2021. INREL 
gathered seven scholars from around the world in an effort to challenge essentializing app
roaches to ‘indigenous religions’ on the one hand and to explore novel forms of connections 
and commonalities on the other. 
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religion in Sápmi. By indigenous religion (singular) I mean a globalizing 
discourse centred on notions of a ‘we’, and a flexible but fairly standardized 
vocabulary of assumed similarities: harmony and care for nature; healing 
and holism; antiquity and spirituality; shamanism and animism (ibid.). 
By indigenous religions (plural) I mean formations that are anchored to 
ancestral pasts and shaped by this discourse (ibid.).

Three dynamics of indigenous religion(s) are explored in what fol-
lows. One is indigenous religion(s) as a translational device, an identity 
level that can be switched on and off, depending on needs and contexts, 
and that is more likely to be activated during protests, festivals, and 
encounters with other Indigenous peoples than in everyday life set-
tings at home. The second is indigenous religion(s) as a filter, based 
on standardized translations. For example, the shaman has become a 
prism through which the noaidi (a Sámi ritual specialist) is perceived, 
while shamanism has to some extent become the lens through which the 
ancestral religion is understood. The third is indigenous religion(s) as a 
scalar dynamic, affecting size, value, and relevance. The Standing Rock 
protests (2016–2017) offer paradigmatic examples. Although centred on a 
local case – a pipeline on the Missouri river – this protest was upscaled to 
the level of global concerns – Mni Wiconi/Water is Life – thus encompass-
ing water in general and Indigenous people in particular, including the 
Sámi, some of whom joined the protesters on the Sioux Tribe reservation 
in North Dakota, and many of whom supported the protest from afar 
through acts of solidarity in Sápmi and digital co-presence (Johnson 
and Kraft 2017; 2018). 

While this is a case study focusing on recent and largely unexplored 
developments in Sápmi on the Norwegian side, what I refer to as the 
wildcard dimension of indigenous religion(s) may also be applicable 
elsewhere in the world of Indigenous peoples, nature-related struggles, 
and ‘green colonialism’.6 The colonialization of Indigenous peoples 
typically involved the dual machinery of church and state, leading to 
the loss of ancestral religions. The 1970s and 1980s were for many a 
period of reclaiming and revitalization (Clifford 2013), based on local 
grounds and novel connections. Nature-based conflicts have triggered 
religiopolitical mobilization for some (Johnson 2023; 2007; Johnson and 
Kraft 2018; McNally 2020). 

6 For ‘green colonialism’ related to Sápmi see Retter 2021, Reibold 2023, and Normann 2021. 
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Ethnographic snapshots 

In what follows I present a series of snapshots, each exemplifying the pres-
ence of religion in nature-related conflicts in Sápmi. The first snapshot fea-
tures a shamanic performance at a municipal meeting. The second focuses 
on ‘religion as leverage’, including the founding of a religion to influence 
politics and the cathedralization of a sacred mountain. Finally, I introduce 
the AAhkA artwork, a giant depiction of Mother Earth by Sámi art activ-
ist Outi Pieski that has covered the entrance wall of the new government 
quarters in Oslo since November 2025. 

For each of these examples I zoom out to address the broader contexts 
to which they belong. The aim is to illustrate some of the ways in which 
religious frameworks are mobilized, thereby providing a sense of these 
complexities and preparing for a subsequent analysis of ‘wildcard religion’ 
– what religion can be and do on eco-activist grounds. 

Snapshot 1. Arctic Shaman Circle: Ritual display, scalar dynamics 

On 22 November 2018 a community meeting took place at Sijti Jarnge, the 
Sámi centre in Hattfjelldal in the South Sámi area. The mayor attended, 
along with local politicians, reindeer herders, environmentalists, Sámi 
Parliament members, and the Arctic Shaman Circle, a then recently es-
tablished group for which spiritual activism was a central goal.7 We had 
gathered to discuss plans for a hydroelectric plant and the consequences 
for sacred landscapes, local land use, and reindeer herding. Among the 
speakers was the mayor, a non-Sámi man from the south. He entered in 
a suit, with a prepared text that he read aloud and at length, focusing on 
costs and energy needs.

Next was Erena Rhöse, a Maori woman who lives in Sápmi and has been 
involved in the Arctic Shaman Circle from the beginning. She entered with 
facial tattoos and feathers in her hair, carrying two containers of water and 
a bundle of herbs. As she started, she offered the water to the mayor, who 
looked uncomfortable but did as he was told as Rhöse embarked on a pas-
sionate mixture of human rights language and spiritual references: gentle 
appeals, haka-style demands, and threats, including the potential for divine 
intervention. ‘I have made my assessment report,’ she concluded, now fac-
ing the mayor, ‘and I think twenty generations ahead. Will you pay your 

7 I have followed the Arctic Shaman Circle from the beginning, including its founding meeting 
in Oslo and the abovementioned community meeting in Hattfjell (both in 2018).
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share? What will you do when there is no longer any water to drink? … It’s 
you and me now – twenty generations.’ 

There is a diverse milieu of shamanisms in Sápmi (Fonneland 2017). The 
Arctic Shaman Circle is the most politically active, based on an explicitly 
indigenous profile (Kraft 2022). Contributions range from participation in 
protests to the organization of their own events, often with art activists, and 
collaboration with environmental and climate change movements. Venues 
range from the local to the international. The Arctic Shaman Circle has at-
tended UN sessions on Indigenous peoples and climate change. They have 
worked legally in connection with cultural heritage legislation and person 
rights for rivers and mountains, most recently (2024) in a declaration of the 
rights of Akerselva in Oslo. They are familiar with the bureaucracies of nature 
preservation, such as petitions, hearings, assessment reports, media strategies, 
networking, and alliance building, including with environmental organiza-
tions and other spiritual milieus. Moreover, as shamans, they are familiar 
with ritual display and thus with the design of performance-based activism.

Snapshot 2. Religion as leverage: Cathedralizing nature 

One of the most controversial recent projects is the Davvi windpark in Le-
vajok in northern Norway.8 If realized, this would be the largest windpark 
in northern Europe, situated in the second largest contiguous nature area in 
Norway. In December 2021 Norwegian Broadcasting (NRK) posted a video 
featuring local opposition, including from two Sámi men, Olav Nikkinen 
and Thoralf Henriksen (Johre 2021). First, Nikkinen performed what the 
reporter called a shamanic ritual at the foot of Rásttigáisá mountain, in-
tended to ‘ask the spirits of nature to protect the sacred area’. ‘Nature here 
is our cathedral,’ Henriksen declared towards the end, ‘it’s as if someone 
were to build a wind turbine on top of Nidarosdomen’ (Norway’s most 
famous cathedral). 

Almost a year later a similar feature appeared as a six-minute segment 
on NRK’s primetime news: the same two men, here introduced as the 
founders of the Samisk tro- og livssyn/sami osku-ja eallioaidnu (Sámi faith and 
lifeview organization) (Fjeld 2022). The reporter first invoked a new report 
by the United Nations Nature Panel, which recommended that ‘spiritual, 
cultural, and emotional values must count before encroachment on nature’, 
and that Indigenous people must be consulted. Next was a sequence from 

8 I discuss this case in more detail in Kraft 2025. 
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Rásttigáisá, with the caption ‘Henriksen calls it the cathedral of the Sámi’. 
Finally, a water blessing was performed ‘to protect the mountain against 
intruders, windmills, and mines’. 

I first heard of Henriksen and Nikkinen in January 2021 from a journalist 
at the Sámi newspaper Ávirr. She wanted my reflections on whether it was 
‘common to establish a faith community to change politics’. The founders 
had themselves made this connection in the Sámi newspaper Ságat a few 
days earlier by proposing that Sámi Life and Faithview be used as a ‘tool 
in the protection of sacred sites’, as  a ‘leverage against  windparks’, and as 
a necessary defence mechanism for a Sámi future’ (Svala 2021).  

When I first met the founders (in 2021), they described the protection of 
Rásttigáisá as their immediate priority, with building the faith community 
the second.9 In the following years they worked on multiple fronts, includ-
ing making contributions to hearing processes and the media, collaboration 
with environmental organizations, and the gathering of historical informa-
tion to document the sacredness of Rásttigáisá and lay the foundations for 
legal claims.

Snapshot 3. Spiritual craftivism 

Outi Pieski is a prominent visual artist from Sápmi on the Finnish side.10 She 
describes her work as tradition- and land-based, as ‘craftivism’ – activism 
that uses handicrafts as a medium – and as future-oriented, creating spaces 
for envisioning future livability. In an interview with The Guardian she 
talks about earth jurisprudence, a philosophy of law and governance that 
emphasizes the interconnectedness of human and natural systems (Jones 
2024). She believes this can help in the fight against industrial land use in 
Sápmi because it has been used effectively elsewhere. ‘Art is not bound by 
everyday reality,’ she adds in an interview with Tate St Ives: ‘It is free to 
vision, reveal and pose questions that may help others to put forth realistic 
alternatives’ (ibid.).

9 Formal recognition as a religion in Norway is regulated by the Lov om tros- og livssynssam-
funn (2020, the Act on Religious Communities). To qualify, an application must be submitted 
to the county governor, containing the name of the religious community and proof of meet-
ing faith-based, ritual, and organizational requirements. ‘Sami Life and Faithview’ had not 
completed this process at the time of the news media announcements. They had registered in 
Brønnøysundsregisteret (a government agency responsible for managing national registers), 
thus securing the status of a formal organization.
10 See Pieski’s webpage (Pieski n.d.) and Pieski 2023. For craftivism and rematriation see 
Harlin and Pieski 2020; Haugdal 2024; Nylander 2023.
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Among Pieski’s recent paintings is a series devoted to mountains, riv-
ers, and valleys in her home region, with titles like ‘Independent Right to 
Exist and Flourish’ and ‘Sacred Mountain Rásttigáisá as a Legal Person’, 
echoing legal developments elsewhere in the world of Indigenous peoples 
(Willems et al. 2021). Among her most prominent artworks is the monu-
mental AAhkA, integrated into the surface of the inclined wall of Oslo’s 
new government quarter entrance (Haugdal 2024). Aahka is a Sámi term 
that translates to elder woman, grandmother, or guardian, and it can also 
refer to sacred mountains. The press release further connects the term to 
Mother Earth as a legal person (Koro n.d.). Size and site matter. AAhkA is 
fifty metres high, covering 700 square metres, and it is positioned at the 
heart of Norwegian politics, surrounding visitors as they enter the space 
and remaining visible from outside through the glass facade. In the words 
of the newspaper Minerva’s justification for naming AAhkA ‘the artwork 
of the year’, ‘AAhkA means Mother Earth, a fitting reminder for all those 
working in the A-block, which will house the Ministry of Industry and 
Fisheries and the Ministry of Climate and Environment’ (Minerva 2025), 
the two ministries most directly engaged with nature-based developments 
in Sápmi.

Ole Henrik Magga, the first Sámi Parliament president, once stated that 
artists have ‘done more for the breakthrough of political power than our 
hundreds of resolutions’ (Hilder 2010). Artists have the necessary skills 
for crafting forms and imagining designs, as well as platforms for storing 
and spreading them. Such skills were vital for the articulation of a national 
inventory during the 1970s and 1980s (a flag, a map, a calender, cultural 
heritage, etc.). Similar importance can be ascribed to the current genera-
tion through art-based articulations of land rights and nature protection 
(Heith 2020; Hiroshi 2023; Sandström 2020; Hansen 2017; 2019; 2010).11 
Spiritual registers are common, often taking the form of relational ontolo-
gies and involving indigenous stewardship, elements from the ancestral 
Sámi religion, and the translational logics of indigenous religion(s) (Kraft 
and Tangen 2025; Kraft 2022). 

11 The Sámi participation in the 2017 documenta 14 and the Sámi Pavilion at the 2022 Venice 
Biennale have been described as milestones in visibility for Sámi artists (Danbolt et al. 2024). 
They were followed by prestigious assignments, both in Sápmi and internationally, for artists 
like Outi Pieski, Máret Ánne Sara, Anders Sunna, and Joar Nango.  
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Spaces of opportunity and limitation

My snapshots pertain to specific situations, cases, and conflicts, as well 
as to their immediate contexts and some of the dynamics at play. In what 
follows I aim for the conditions of possibility that surround, restrict, and 
enable them. These conditions include what I refer to as secular restrictions 
and escapes, which are related to the role of religion in Norwegian political 
and activist contexts. They also include resources that are categorized here 
based on my snapshots.  By ‘faith in religion’ I mean notions of religion 
as a resource for sustainable development. ‘Religion as leverage’ concerns 
religion’s strategic and pragmatic use as a legal, publicly recognizable, and 
organizational form. ‘Sacred claims’ involve the politics of shame and the 
defining of limits for negotiations and compromise. Finally, ‘scalar dynam-
ics’ focus on mechanisms for changing optics.

Secular restrictions – and escapes

Let me start with restrictions. Nordic majority publics tend to be hostile 
to religiopolitical mixtures (Bangstad et al. 2012; Furseth et al. 2019). To 
be taken seriously on political stages normally means reasoning in secular 
terms, following what John Rawls calls the duty of civility (Rawls 1999). 
Not doing so risks ridicule, critique, and conflict (Døving and Kraft 2013). 
The Arctic Shaman Circle has occasionally been criticized for disturbing the 
unity required for protesters to unite (fieldwork information). At least one 
of the groups connected with the Shaman Association has therefore decided 
to keep a low profile during protests (ibid.). 

Yet there are escapes, or free zones. One is art-based forms. To be framed 
as art is to be positioned ambiguously regarding religiosecular boundaries, 
due at least partly to the forms involved, the tools of the trade, and the frame 
confusion that is allowed (or intended) to follow (Schechner 1993). Artists 
create, imagine, envision, and play roles, often in ways that leave open the 
question of what is happening: belief or make-believe; Mother Earth as a 
symbolic or spiritual reference (third snapshot).

Second, there are legal- and heritage-based forms of suspension. To 
be legally sacred is to be authorized in secular terms, regardless of faith 
or its lack. Even shamans speak in these terms. They normally add other 
elements, though based on a premise of factual sacredness. Moreover, 
boundaries between religion and heritage discourse tend to be fluid for 
both sieidi (sacred rocks/sites) and sacred mountains in ways that enable 
the bypassing of religion-based restrictions. A Sámi friend says that sacred 
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mountains are like cemeteries. You don’t believe in a cemetery; you relate 
to it in particular ways. There are things you do and don’t do there, and 
things that belong and don’t. To my friend this is not about religion at all. 
It is about respect for the place and the past, and a responsibility to protect 
their integrity for the future. 

Faith in (indigenous) religion(s)

By ‘faith in religion’ I mean notions of religion as a resource for sustainable 
development. This has been a longstanding interest in our discipline, but it 
has usually focused on specific religions, and how they influence environ-
mental values and behaviour.12 

By faith in religion I also mean a broader scope prevalent in the envi-
ronmental humanities, critical posthumanities, and feminist and decolonial 
research from leading scholars like Bruno Latour, Donna Haraway, and 
Achille Mbembe. Their focus is not on specific religions and their fol-
lowers. They are interested in alternatives to androcentric cosmologies, 
in figures and narratives that can help us think differently, and that can 
inspire relational, more-than-human, and sustainable terms. From this 
perspective religion is a source of imagination, creativity, and knowledge, 
for expanding the horizons of the thinkable.13 The Cameroonian historian 
and political theorist Achille Mbembe, for example, speaks of the need to 
use all the world’s archives, not only the Euro-American ones, of ‘think-
ing the world from Africa’ and other places whose knowledges have been 
ignored, suppressed, or discarded (Mbembe 2024). When describing such 
knowledge, he tends to favour terms like cosmologies, storytelling, figures, 
and practices, and in ways that escape distinctions between religion and 
the secular. 

Similar faith can be found outside academia, in what Bron Taylor calls 
‘dark green religion’ milieus such as UN fora, the arts, and climate change 
and environmental movements (Taylor 2009). What has been referred to 
as a green shift for the Nordic region is another example (Thurfjell and 
Remmel 2024). Running parallel to a decreasing interest in Christianity 
is an increasing spiritual interest in nature, some of which overlaps with 
environmental concerns (ibid.).

12 For a critical overview of the greening of religion thesis see Taylor 2016a and 2016b; Koehrsen 
et al. 2023; Jenkins et al. 2018. 
13 A similar point is made about Latour in Jenkins et al. 2018. 
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Indigenous traditions hold a privileged position among these various 
forms of faith in religion.14 Such privilege can be a mixed blessing (Conklin 
and Graham 1995). There is on the one hand the lingering strength of ‘the 
ecological Indian’ trope, based on stereotypes and expectations that are 
often unrealistic and blind to the diversities of Indigenous peoples, and that 
can be challenging on local grounds (ibid.). Not so long ago being ‘close to 
nature’ was a sign of heathenness and backwardness. There is the potential 
on the other hand to translate ‘faith in indigenous religion(s)’ to actual re-
sources – alliances, networks, support – for at least some causes some of the 
time. While still vulnerable vis-à-vis nation-state politics and regulations, 
the Sámi are in a better position to negotiate terms and turf than during 
the early period of the ethnopolitical revival. Professional competence has 
been secured for a variety of fields, including law, politics, journalism, and 
art. Media technological developments have facilitated collaboration and 
alliances, reducing dependence on state-run media platforms. 

Religion as leverage 

If ‘faith in religion’ is to explore alternatives to modernity and its regime, 
‘religion as leverage’ is to use modernity against itself. What is today known 
as ‘Sámi religion’ preceded modernity and its distinctions: the secular as 
distinct from the spiritual; nature from culture; lifeways from faithways. 
Such distinctions were imposed from outside through missionary attempts 
to destroy what was perceived as heathen and primitive (Rydving 2004). 
Indigenous religions result from and react to such processes. They relate to 
a premodern world in which lifeways and faithways were intertwined, and 
to a modern world which insists on dividing them. To insist on the political 
relevance of faithways is to reconnect them, to make a mess and a mesh. 

Religion as leverage is also about pragmatism. People like Henriksen 
and Nikkinen care less about the terms used than the realities they name. 
Being organized as an indigenous religion can provide access to political 
arenas such as hearings, consultations, and debates (Niezen 2003). It can 
also open doors to news media platforms and the realm of legal rights 
(Johnson 2007; Årsheim 2018; 2024). During the meeting in Hattfjelldal the 
focus was on the Cultural Heritage Act, which in Norway includes a clause 
concerning ‘cult sites… associated with… beliefs, legends or customs’ as 
potentially protected, with all Sámi examples of such places from before 

14 For a critical take on the assumption that ‘animist’ worldviews necessarily leads to envi-
ronmental concerns, see Rots and Nhong 2023.
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1917 automatically protected (Lov om kulturminner 1978).15 Other options 
include ILO Convention 169,16 soft law instruments like the UN Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, religious rights, and the emerging field 
of Rights of Nature. 

Meanwhile, recent developments in the case of Rásttigáisá against the 
Davvi windpark (second snapshot) indicate that sacredness can add weight, 
even without a legal status. In a report released in June 2024 the Norwegian 
Energy and Water Directorate decided against granting a permit to the Davvi 
windpark, effectively ending a seven-year struggle (NVE 2024). The report 
highlighted two key aspects: the landscapes and biodiversity involved; and 
Sámi interests, including reindeer herding, traditional resource use, and what 
the report called ‘symbolic values’ – myths, legends, and a sacred mountain.

Sacred claims

Religion as leverage is also about persuasiveness or its potential. Sacred 
claims are one example. By sacred claims I mean appeals to ultimate con-
cerns in absolute terms. To say that ‘this is a sacred mountain’ is to set it 
apart (Durkheim 1912) from ordinary mountains and politics as usual; the 
mundane world of needs, costs, opinions, and decision making. Limits of 
negotiation are thereby set. As Jeffrey Olick notes, ‘One does not debate with 
a taboo. One either obeys or transgresses its proscriptions’ (2007, 41). These 
were the options presented to the mayor (first snapshot) and to the parties 
responsible for the wind turbines on Rásttigáisá (second snapshot). They 
qualify for a politics of shame (Niezen 2003; Johnson and Kraft 2017; 2018): 
for soft diplomacy with a sting. Civilized governments do not destroy their 
sacred sites or the sacred sites of others, especially those belonging to colo-
nized groups within their borders. Public exposure of such behaviour is risky 
for governments that care about their moral standing, especially for countries 
with humanitarian superpower ambitions like Norway (Bjørkdahl 2024).

News media interest is basic for the politics of shame to be effective. 
In the above cases at least two related news criteria helped secure it. First, 
there was conflict, drama, exoticism, novelty, and surprising twists – legal 
sacredness, mountain cathedrals, religion as leverage. Oslo-based journalists 

15 The transition from automatic to actual has thus far proved problematic (Myrvoll 2008), 
due partly to methodological issues about how to proceed, and what to cover.
16 ILO Convention 169 concerns the rights of Indigenous peoples, including what is referred 
to as their ‘spiritual values’. See ILO-konvensjon nr. 169 om urfolk og stammefolk i selvsten-
dige stater (1989). 
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would hardly have headed for the distant and remote area of Rásttigáisá 
were it not for the novelty of spiritual designs. Conflict between locals and 
developers is old news, regularly covered in local news media. NRK came 
because of the cathedral. 

Accessibility was the second criterion. Norwegian journalists tend to 
lack competence and interest in Sámi religion, and they have limited space 
for elaboration (Døving and Kraft 2013). Sacred claims are simple and 
straightforward. The mountain cathedral relies on only a minimum amount 
of contextual knowledge about Nidarosdomen17 and the Sámi as an Indig-
enous people (with close spiritual connections to nature). 

Scalar dynamics – ritual display

Critics refer to a piece-by-piece degradation of nature in Sápmi (Nord and 
Duarte 2020). Each piece may be insignificant and is thus difficult to defend. 
Collectively, the extent of the damage is vast, stemming from multiple un-
coordinated developments across various sectors such as  tourism, cabin 
construction, road building, windparks, mining, fish farming, and more.

By scalar dynamics I mean mechanisms for changing optics. To scale is 
to enact changes in scope or degree such as relative size (small–large), reach 
(local–global), or value (good–bad, important–insignificant) (Kraft et al. 
2020). This is what Henriksen and Nikkinen did by portraying Rásttigáisá 
through the lense of Nidarosdomen, Norway’s most famous cathedral, 
reknowned for its medieval grandeur and its ties to the monarchy and the 
Church of Norway (Mikaelsson 2019). To be ‘like Nidarosdomen’ is to be 
all of this on Sámi terms, and similarly entitled to respect and protection. 

Optical scaling is also what Rhöse did, based on performative means and 
a ritual formula. This was a staged encounter between styles, stakes, actors, 
values, goals, and connections; the world of indigeneity and the world of 
colonial modernity. Rhöse shifted the terms of responsibility from faceless 
systems to the mayor personally: I and you, here and now; and she shifted 
the terms of authority by literally silencing and sidelining the mayor and 
his regime. She globalized the event by being an outsider as a Maori and an 
insider as indigenous. She linked spirituality, indigeneity, and sustainability. 
Moreover, she existentialized the stakes by upscaling the case from local to 
global, this water to water in general, here and now to twenty generations, 
a specific case to future livability. 

17 Nidarosdomen is the best known of Norway’s church buildings because of both its historic 
significance and its connections with the royal family. 
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Green colonialism is another example of upscaled optics. Cases like the 
Davvi windpark are not isolated events from this perspective. Exemplifying 
green colonialism implies a history of systemic injustice targeting Indig-
enous people, their land, and their traditions. A broader systemic divide is 
implied concerning ontologies and temporalities. Indigenous long-termism 
contrasts with short-term profit and local economic growth. Rhöse invokes 
this through ‘the seventh generation principle’: always considering the im-
pact of decisions on the next seven generations. Sámi activists often frame 
their arguments in these terms. Originally an Iroquois principle (Graham 
2008), the concept of seven generations has entered the discourses of global 
indigeneity and is thus applicable to the future of Sápmi and the Sámi. 

Closing reflections – wildcard religion 

The Alta case gathered tens of thousands of activists from the mid-1970s 
to the early 1980s, engaging in an unprecedented range of action. Sacred 
claims were absent, however. The protesters spoke about local matters 
in secular terms: the salmon in one of Europe’s richest salmon rivers; the 
reindeer grazing in the area. This was all about nature, but nature was 
connected neither with religion nor with indigeneity. The political shift 
came later, and in multiple forms. There was no master plan behind such 
developments in the sense of elders pulling the strings or religious leaders 
with a unified agenda. Politicization emerges as the aggregated results of 
multiple simultaneous developments, linked by the logics of indigenous 
religion and triggered by a new world of wicked problems, as in difficult, 
complex, unpredictable, lacking simple fixes or solutions,18 and colonial 
wicked problems, as in entangled in colonial structures. They are further 
linked by resources pertaining to religion, indigeneity, and combinations 
of the two, parts of which have recently been assembled. 

Religion is a wildcard in this setting vis-à-vis politics, activism, and the 
law.19 To be a wildcard religion is to enter novel spaces, move in new ways, 
and challenge the established rules of the game of keeping religion out of 
politics and activism. It is also to negotiate such rules and the categorical 

18 Horst W. J. Rittel and Melvin M. Webber formulated the ‘wicked problem’ concept in 1973. 
It concerns problems that lack straightforward solutions. In recent decades it has been used in 
connection with climate change and the biodiversity crisis due to their complexity, intercon-
nectedness, and the numbers of stakeholders involved. For an overview see Lönngren and 
van Poeck 2020.
19 ‘Wildcard’ is used in different ways in various contexts, including gaming, computer 
language, and sport. 
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distinctions on which they rely. Using religion as leverage means depart-
ing from established notions of what religion is, can be, and do from the 
perspective of the Lutheran upbringing of the majority of Norwegians, 
including the majority of Sámi. 

Wildcards move in surprising ways, as with the shamanic shock treat-
ment of the mayor (first snapshot), and they turn up in unusual places, as 
with Mother Earth on the government quarter walls (third snapshot). They 
are difficult to oppose or prepare for due to their lack of predictability and 
the unorthodoxy of their approaches. Mayors are not used to dealing with 
shamans. Sacred claims are difficult to counter, address, and respond to. 

Outcomes are similarly uncertain. To be a wildcard means being unquali-
fied by ordinary standards, using alternative credentials whose legitimacy 
may be questioned, and it means being untested regarding impacts and 
outcomes. Moves are likely to be tentative, exploratory, creative, innova-
tive, adaptive, and pragmatic. The overarching goal is to turn the tables, 
both for specific cases and long-term objectives. People like Henriksen are 
not theologians. Their aim is not to systematize the meaning of life but to 
protect nature-based lifeways and faithways. To be a wildcard religion in 
this context is to favour the trickster over the theologian, the street-smart 
over theorizing, creativity over dogma. 

Indigeneity adds temporal complexity and colonial dimensions. Being 
an indigenous wildcard religion means to ‘become with’ (Haraway 2008) 
the past and the present, and pasts in the present. It means using mission-
ary texts as sources for reclaiming, scripts from elsewhere as methods for 
proceeding, secular criteria for design and infrastructure. And it means 
disregarding the boundaries between religion and the secular. If separating 
them were a colonial move, connecting or confusing them means to take 
and talk back. 

Wildcards involve risk and promise. In contrast with the safety of ordi-
nary play, wildcards sometimes turn the tables, either despite or because of 
their ability to move differently. Shamans know that what they are doing is 
unconventional. People like Henriksen and Nikkinen know that religion can 
backfire on home grounds and in news media venues. But they also believe 
in the promise. Current opportunity structures are in some ways supportive 
of indigenous religion(s), including religious rights and sacred claims.

Wildcards are unruly. Outcomes are unlikely to be random, but they are 
also unpredictable. These are relational terms, dependent on what else is 
on the table – players, stakes, skills, concerns – and on the unfolding of the 
game, including the potential for tipping points and cascading effects. To be 
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a wildcard religion is yet to have failed or succeeded, to explore gaps, test 
potential, regroup if necessary, move reflectively in spaces of opportunity 
and limitation. Wildcards are there because they can be (space and potential). 
Strategies are involved, but along with chance, coincidences, surprises, and 
off-table developments.

* * *
SIV ELLEN KRAFT is Professor at the Department of Archaeology, His-
tory and Religious Studies at UiT The Arctic University of Norway. Email: 
siv.ellen.kraft@uit.no
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Abstract 
This article examines the different framings of Elokapina’s Hätä-
jarrutus demonstration in October 2020, at which nonviolent civil 
disobedience activists were pepper sprayed. The research questions 
focus on the justifications of the activists’ nonviolent civil disobedience 
(NVCD) and the police’s use of force, as well as the media’s role in 
representing the events. The source material consists of news articles 
and material by Elokapina and the police, which are analysed using 
framing analysis. Theories of nomos and liminality are applied to 
explain the actions of both parties. Elokapina is interpreted as chal-
lenging the nomos, or the shared societal order, perceived as toxic and 
exacerbating climate change. The police interpret this demonstrative 
act as liminal, or beyond the normal societal order, and resort to un-
usual methods to control the situation. Media framing influences how 
the event is understood. While most articles are neutrally descriptive, 
both parties’ narratives are also presented, offering readers the tools 
to draw conclusions about which party to sympathize with. Applying 
theories of the study of religions deepens the understanding of climate 
actions and the sentiments they generate. This article highlights the 
role the study of religions can play in interpreting the most urgent 
questions of our time.

Keywords: climate change, civil disobedience, climate activism, sacred, 
sacred order, nomos, liminality

On 3 October 2020 the Elokapina movement, an independent Finnish branch 
(Elokapina n.d. ‘About us’) of the British Extinction Rebellion (XR) move-
ment, staged a demonstration in Helsinki’s city centre. The demonstration 
was part of syyskapina (autumn rebellion), a series of demonstrations between 
29 September and 5 October, and was called Hätäjarrutus (emergency brak-
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ing). The demonstration’s goal was to pressure the Finnish government into 
declaring a climate emergency (Elokapina 2020a).

The demonstration involved a march from Helsinki Railway Square to 
Hakaniemi Market Square (Elokapina 2020a). However, the demonstrators, 
around 50 individuals, suddenly staged what appeared to be an impromptu 
roadblock at Kaisaniemenkatu, a busy street in Helsinki’s city centre. At this 
point the police, who were present to ensure the march’s safety, went into 
action. The police attempted to remove the demonstrators from the roadway 
by ‘advising, requesting, and giving orders’, but to no avail. Eventually, the 
police resorted to carrying the demonstrators away from the road. When 
the police perceived this to be futile, they first threatened to use pepper 
spray, and subsequently did (formally O.C./Olioresin capsicum spray), as 
the mildest means of force for dispersing the crowd (Poliisi 2020).

The use of pepper spray during the Hätäjarrutus demonstration resulted 
in unprecedented media attention. In the days that followed several news 
agencies published multiple articles about the event. Interestingly, most of 
the articles about this climate-centred demonstration were not about the 
climate at all, instead focusing on civil disobedience and the police’s use 
of pepper spray. Several actors and perspectives were to be found in sub-
sequent public discussion. For analytical purposes I recognize only three 
actors involved in the scenario: the Elokapina activists; the police; and the 
media. Politicians and the general public are absent from the analysis for 
practical reasons: the media’s main focus was on Elokapina and the police.  

The activists and the police acted dramatically, and their actions were 
mediated in the news articles. This raises three questions. First, how did the 
Elokapina movement justify its civil disobedience? Although civil disobedi-
ence is no stranger to the Finnish field of political activity, attitudes towards 
public and disruptive civil disobedience have been somewhat critical 
(Luhtakallio and Wass 2023, 142–44). The second question arises from the 
actions of the police. The police’s public use of force is rarely witnessed in 
Finland, especially when the antagonistic party is peaceful and unarmed. 
How did the police justify resorting to what might be considered an exces-
sive use of force? Third, how were the events framed in the media? It is 
obvious that the demonstrators and the police framed their interpretation 
of the events differently, and both framed their actions as justified. These 
framings were more or less equally mediated in the news articles. Media 
framings reach wide audiences and influence public opinion. Comparing 
the media framings with the other two gives us a clue about the public’s 
approval or disapproval of the measures taken.
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My approach to these questions arises from the theories of the sociol-
ogy of the sacred. This denotes a view that a society is constructed and 
maintained by a network of values, rules, prohibitions, and rituals that are 
commonly shared and held (implicitly or explicitly) as sacred, and which 
give meaning to social reality and the individual (Durkheim 1980; Turner 
2007; Paden 1992; 2000; 2017). I argue that instead of purely sociological 
or legal explanations, this shared network of meaning frames the events 
and their interpretation. Sociological and legal analyses of nonviolent civil 
disobedience (hereafter NVCD) usually focus on the justification of such 
action in a given political context or theorize the sufficient conditions for 
engaging in it. What I propose here seeks to conceptualize the significance 
of both NVCD and the police’s action in relation to the prevailing sacred 
order, highlighting the normative elements of the sacred and its violations 
that transcend questions of legal or political theories.

To analyse and conceptualize this defining social structure, I apply the 
theories of nomos and liminality by William E. Paden and Victor Turner re-
spectively. These theoretical concepts are included in the method of frame 
analysis. In the various sources of news articles and material from Elokapina 
and the police I seek to identify and compare the differing framings of 
each party included in this enquiry. To conclude, I discuss how nomos 
and liminality play a role in the competing framings, and how this helps 
us understand the confrontations between the forces attempting to change 
the world and those protecting it.

Nomos and liminality

My key theoretical term is nomos. In this article nomos is mostly aligned 
with the works of William E. Paden (1992; 2000; 2017), where it can be 
roughly translated as the sacred order of the world (Paden 2000), but it is 
enhanced by Victor Turner’s ideas of structure and the liminal. ‘Liminal’ is 
used to describe the space or status between the socially shared categories 
and statuses of the prevailing structure of society that may threaten and 
disturb that structure (Turner 2007). In my view nomos is profoundly aligned 
with Turner’s definition of the structure that must be protected but differs 
in defining that very structure (nomos) as sacred, thus greatly emphasizing 
its inviolability (Paden 2000, 208–10; Turner 2007, 123–24). Paden builds 
his view on the theories of Émile Durkheim (1980) and Peter Berger (1990).

For Durkheim the religious aspects of life exist to validate and uphold 
certain totemic principles within society. A society structures myths, rituals, 
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and boundaries between the sacred and the profane. Believing in, participat-
ing in, and obeying them is inherently a way of maintaining and protecting 
society itself. Simultaneously, society creates boundaries for acceptable 
individual action, roles, and moral sentiments (Durkheim 1980; Lukes 1975, 
292; Paden 1992, 35; 2000, 212). The Durkheimian approach thus unifies 
religious and societal order, rendering both as sacrosanct.

Peter Berger defines the nomic (from Greek nomos, law) ordered cosmos in 
contrast with anomy, disordered chaos. A socially shared understanding of the 
world makes the cosmos tangible and meaningful. All the marginal elements 
of life, especially death and theodicy, threaten this nomos by revealing its 
shortcomings (Berger 1990, 22–3; Paden 2000, 213). This nomos is legitimized 
socially, and every new generation takes it for granted, as it is institutionalized 
into it as it grows. This makes nomos inviolable for the individuals within the 
sacred order (Berger and Luckmann 1995, 73–5; Hjelm 2007, 2).

William Paden’s nomic order, which is applied in this article, is a con-
tinuation of Durkheim’s and Berger’s theories. Echoes of his predecessors 
can be heard in Paden’s work when he writes: ‘[H]ere, where the sacral is 
not what points to the beyond but rather to the ways world order is kept 
intact, profanity is isomorphic with whatever actively threatens or offends 
that order’ (Paden 2000, 209). For Paden sacred order is not as elaborate as 
Durkheim’s analysis of totemic systems; nor does it posit a transcendental 
sacred as Berger implies in his theory (Berger 1990, 25). Instead, Paden 
notes that sacred order is created by certain shared sociological classifica-
tions such as territory, solidarity, hierarchy, and law (Paden 2000, 215–19). 
This means that sacred order can also be found outside religious systems 
wherever the abovementioned and other related constraints create mean-
ing and boundaries.

In this article I interpret the current Western fossil-capitalist way of life as 
a prevailing nomos. All actors present (activists, media, and police) originate 
from and share the nomos, but Elokapina can also be seen as opposing the 
current nomos, describing it as ‘toxic’ (cf. Elokapina n.d. ‘Principles and val-
ues’). In the context of the Elokapina demonstration their antinomic attitude 
creates tension between activists and the police, as the latter’s essential duty 
is to protect the current nomos, tangible in legislation and law enforcement.

Different framings of the events and their analysis

The method of analysis is frame analysis. My analysis is based on a set 
sample of articles from two of the most widely read news media outlets: 
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Suomen Yleisradio Oy (Yle, the Finnish Public Broadcaster), whose webpage 
reaches a total of 2.1 million citizens weekly, and Ilta-Sanomat (IS, the most 
read Finnish tabloid), which has about 2.5 million individual readers weekly 
(Jyrkiäinen 2017, 111; Media Audit Finland 2023; Yle 2023, 4). Other media 
outlets also reported the event. My focus is on Yle and IS because both are 
free of charge and nationwide, aiming to reach the widest possible audi-
ences and therefore arguably representing a wider range of political and 
ideological positions. Both chosen media agencies published several news 
articles about the demonstration. Between 3 and 16 October Yle published 
15, and IS 12, online news articles concerning the event and its aftermath.

Media representations provide only indirect access to events. To better 
understand the motives and values of different actors, I refer to the National 
Police Board’s Report (NPBR) from the aftermath of the event and mate-
rial from Elokapina’s webpage, Twitter, and Facebook pages. While these 
sources are unlikely to reach broad public audiences, they illuminate the 
perspectives of both the demonstrators and the police.

Frame analysis is a method that focuses on how acts, events, and issues 
are framed so that a particular representation or interpretation of them is 
promoted. These frames can be found in every social interaction, as par-
ticipants’ frames structure their views and opinions with principles from 
their own worldview (Reese 2009, 17). Frame analysis is typically applied 
in media studies. For example, news framing analysis focuses on how the 
media frames different actors and events in news articles. The media’s 
journalistic choices frame the events to deliver a certain image which may 
not be fully objective (e.g. it may conform with the views of the political 
elite) and directly shapes how the event is understood by promoting some, 
and marginalizing other, frames (D’Angelo and Kuypers 2009, 1; Lawrence 
2009, 278).

As Stephen D. Reese demonstrates, much of frame analysis is concerned 
with identifying different framings. This involves asking questions such as 
how does a specific frame argue for a certain interpretation? What mean-
ings and values are attached to events? How is the credibility of the frame 
constructed? In short, what are the contents of a frame, and how does it 
construct reality so that one interpretation is more credible than another? 
To answer these questions, frame analysis may focus on the choice of words 
or rhetorical methods employed (Reese 2009, 19–21). With three different 
actors, Elokapina, the police and the media, three separate frames can be 
recognized: ‘climate and change’ by Elokapina; ‘legality, resistance, and 
liminality’ by the police; and ‘critical scrutiny’ by the media.
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In the following sections I present and compare these frames. The article’s 
research questions guide my enquiry, illuminating how in their frames the 
activists and the police justify their disobedience and use of pepper spray re-
spectively, and how the media scrutinizes the acts committed within its frame.

Elokapina’s frame: ‘Climate and change’

Elokapina is concerned above all with fighting climate change, and it seeks 
fundamentally to change society to achieve this. Elokapina is the latest mani-
festation of the Finnish environmental activism that began in the 1950s. In 
the following decades the focus shifted from location-specific preservation 
to industrial pollution and natural resource exploitation. The Ministry of 
the Environment was founded in 1983, and much environmental activism 
was organized under Suomen Luonnonsuojeluliitto (the Finnish Association 
for Nature Conservation), but many activists perceived both to be passive 
and inefficient (Rannikko 1994, 12; Halme 1998, 321–22).

The Koijärvi movement, in which activists succeeded in preventing the 
drainage of Koijärvi (an important lake for many bird species), received 
significant media coverage. This publicized the case for both Koijärvi and 
activists’ social criticism generally (Rannikko 1994, 13; Halme 1998, 315). 
After Koijärvi environmental activism employed individual direct action and 
civil disobedience in numerous cases in the 1980s and 1990s (Rannikko 1994, 
12–8), providing ample examples for Elokapina in the twenty-first century.

Traditionally, NVCD targets unjust laws or oppressive regimes (cf. 
Rawls 1988, ch. VI). From roughly the 1970s NVCD has also been applied 
in environmental activism. It has been noted that after environmental issues 
are included in societal structures (i.e. legislation, organizational environ-
mentalism) public environmental activism diminishes (Halme 1998, 14). 
Correlatively, political activism may become civil disobedience if activists’ 
pleas are ignored (Rawls 1988, 214).

On their webpage Elokapina states that ‘[w]e are rebelling against 
extinction because our species and the many others we co-exist with are 
under threat’, and ‘[i]f necessary, we violate some laws to avoid worst-case 
scenarios’ (Elokapina n.d. ‘Action consensus’, ‘About us’). They proclaim 
as one of the basic justifications for their NVCD that the current system is 
‘toxic’ (cf. Elokapina n.d. ‘Principles and values’) and needs to be replaced. 
In this article I interpret Elokapina’s ‘toxic system’ as the prevailing nomos. 
Regardless of whether the nomos is actually toxic, Elokapina is challenging 
it, and the police are protecting it. According to Elokapina the demands to 



CLIMATE CHANGE, CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE, AND PEPPER SPRAY 37

speak the truth, act accordingly, adapt the democratic system, and empha-
size a globally just transition to a sustainable way of life (Elokapina n.d. 
‘Our demands’) are not only restorative or protective measures against the 
threat but also the core elements lacking in the current nomos.

This background is the social setting reflected in Elokapina’s and its 
activists’ framings of the event (Reese 2009, 20). Elokapina and its members 
see themselves as rebels in the most literal sense: they are defiant against 
the established societal system. Curiously, while rebelling against the ‘toxic’ 
system, they are simultaneously willing to recognize its authority:

I’m suspected of insubordination against the police. This was expected. 
I’ve been summoned to Pasila [police station] on Monday for interrogation 
(Valkama and Svahn 2020).1

For about an hour I couldn’t see. My face was turned away when the gas 
was used. The police were only doing their job. We got along nicely. The 
hearings were also conducted smoothly. Thanks to the police for that (Kirsi 
and Malminen 2020).

The activists recount their view of the event without remorse or bitterness to-
wards the police. They expected sanctions because of their NVCD. How they 
frame the police’s action and legal consequences is mainly understanding: the 
police’s coercion and legal sanctions are expected and accepted. This framing 
springs from Elokapina’s values and action consensus, as elaborated below.

Extinction rebellion and Elokapina openly resort to what they call 
nonviolent direct action, which includes a variety of performative actions 
including drama, demonstrations, and forms of NVCD (Elokapina n.d. 
‘About us’; Extinction Rebellion 2023, 2). NVCD is a standard form of action 
for XR and all its branches around the globe. Evidently, it is also the most 
obtrusive and controversial.

The reasons for applying NVCD are stated several times in Elokapina’s 
webpages (cf. ‘FAQ’, ‘Action consensus’). A theoretical background can also 
be found, alas not usually openly articulated by participants: Elokapina 
does not explicitly rely on any specific theory of NVCD but assumes a 
shared understanding of it within the public. In academic studies it is seen 
as a continuation of Rawlsian liberal civil disobedience (Nykänen 2022, 55; 
Nykänen et al. 2023, 313–14).  

1 All quotations translated by author unless mentioned otherwise.
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The key aspects of John Rawls’s (1988) well-known formulation of 
NVCD include publicity, fidelity to the law, and nonviolence. NVCD is 
also essentially a political act that aims to alter legislation or a regime’s 
policy (Elokapina n.d. ‘About us’, ‘Action consensus’; Rawls 1988, 209; 
Scheuerman 2022a, 796–97; 2022b, 982). In the Rawlsian notion NVCD 
is only acceptable in near-just societies after all standard appeals to the 
majority have been tried in vain (Rawls 1988, 208, 214; Scheuerman 2022b, 
987). NVCD for environmental movements is a last resort to accelerate 
political will formation that would otherwise happen too slowly or not at 
all. Additionally, the success stories of Gandhi and Martin Luther King, 
for example, are seen as evidence of NVCD’s effectiveness (Scheuerman 
2022a, 795).

In Elokapina’s framing NVCD is portrayed as an unwanted but necessary 
method. Both the movement and activists recognize the possible alienation 
caused by public disturbance:

We wish we didn’t feel the need to disrupt, and at the same time we acknowl-
edge that the political, economic, and social system we live in has driven us 
to take disruptive action; recognising that unless actions are undertaken in 
[...] public places any impact will be minimal and localised (Elokapina n.d. 
‘Action consensus’).

Elokapina has received a lot of criticism for its lawbreaking, but the members 
think there isn’t a better alternative. If anyone can propose a more effective 
way to influence policymakers’ climate ambitions, we’re ready to listen 
(Kirsi 2020).

This framing highlights the sociopolitical context: they are forced to resort 
to NVCD because the ‘social system has driven’ them to do so, and there 
is ‘no better alternative’. Elokapina seeks to protect the climate and change 
the current fossil-fuel-based capitalist system that exacerbates it. They avoid 
blaming any individual and instead target the ‘toxic system’ (Elokapina n.d. 
‘Principles and values‘, #8). Paradoxically, when Elokapina claims they are 
not demonstrating against any particular agent, it in fact opposes everyone 
sharing the ‘toxic’ nomos, which is the majority of people in the global north. 
This has two separate consequences. First, Elokapina moves into the liminal 
by challenging the prevailing nomos and revealing its shortcomings (cf. 
Berger [1967] 1990, 22–3). Second, it makes demonstration personal to the 
public who share the nomos.
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In the Hätäjarrutus demonstration all the elements analysed above were 
present. On the event’s Facebook page the demonstration’s background is 
described as follows:

Climate and ecological crisis accelerates in front of our eyes. We face a real 
danger of our civilisation collapsing if we continue on our current path. 
[...] Our societies simply cannot afford to fail in responding to this crisis. 
We the people known [sic] this. 89% of Finns state that climate change is a 
serious problem.

At the same time [...] the inaction of the political system becomes ever more 
blatant. While citizens and many decision-makers really want change, the 
gap between necessary action and the current level of action widens day by 
day (Elokapina 2020a – originally in English).

Tweets from Elokapina in the demonstration’s aftermath also emphasize 
the justification for the actions and criticism of the ‘toxic’ nomos:

Greater violence than the one the police committed today, is what govern-
ments and fossil-economy are doing. We rebel for life (Elokapina 2020b).

I hope that @MarinSanna [Finnish PM’s twitter username] would declare 
#ilmastohätätila’n [#ClimateEmergency]. The government could show that 
it takes the climate crisis as seriously as the corona crisis (Elokapina 2020c).

Elokapina’s framing constructs a clear image of their perception of the nomos 
and their own position regarding it. Their action is reactive. They have a 
moral obligation to act because the government is not doing so. Elokapina 
is openly antinomic, aiming to substitute the current nomos with a better 
one. This moves them into the liminal, directly confronting the established 
sacred order, requiring the police to react. As Eric W. Rothenbuhler states, 
‘[t]he center cannot afford a meaning other than its own to be widely held’ 
(Rothenbuhler 1988, 67).  

Civil disobedience can be viewed as a ritual act: symbolic, dramatic, 
and expressive rituals serve not only to interact with a transcendent reality 
but also to achieve a desired end in the real world as a reaction to possible 
distress or deprivation (Beattie 1966, 66, 70–1). In this case it is performed 
both to protect the climate and environment and as a symbolic act to 
persuade new people to join the movement and to maximize media vis-
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ibility. Elokapina consciously presents itself as an inclusive organization, 
emphasizing that one does not have to identify as an activist to join, but 
everyone is welcome. Elokapina therefore has several subgroups based on 
various common denominators such as age, occupation, or religious belief 
(Nykänen et al. 2023, 288).

As members of a simultaneously liminal and law-abiding actor (cf. Rawls 
1988, 209), Elokapina activists knew about and were prepared to face the 
police’s use of coercion. However, they were surprised and shocked when 
the police resorted to pepper spray, as is evident in many quotations from 
the activists:

Finland is a democratic country where human rights are valued highly. Peace-
ful demonstrators are not sprayed at here. When my skin started to burn, 
I realized that this was also possible in Finland (Valkama and Svahn 2020).

People on the street and in the demonstration shouted angrily. There was 
a lot of shock and aggression in their reactions (Kirsi and Malminen 2020).

In Elokapina’s frame the police’s actions can be interpreted as liminal, 
breaching the normal order of society. This is evident in a demonstrator 
noting that democratic ideals and human rights are valued in Finland, where 
‘demonstrators are not sprayed at’. Pepper spray is standard equipment for 
the police. It is usually used against aggressive attackers. Targeting unarmed 
and peaceful protestors was previously unheard of in Finland and thus, 
arguably, liminal. Alongside the activists several politicians, individuals, 
and legal experts intensely scrutinized the police’s actions (e.g. IS-STT 2020; 
Nykänen 2020). Why did the police use pepper spray against peaceful and 
unarmed protestors?

The police’s frame: ‘Legality, resistance, and liminality’

In the Finnish context the police’s use of force is quite unusual and thus 
scrutinized by both police officials and the media, making it a highly medi-
ated public event when it occurs. The media representations of the police’s 
actions are crucial in determining how the public understands, accepts, or 
rejects the use of force and its justification. Yet to understand the police’s 
own framing of the event, one needs to investigate their own statements 
in the National Police Board’s Report (NPBR) and from police officials as 
quoted by the media.
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Law enforcement must proceed ‘by the book’. This is its conditio sine qua 
non in legal civil societies and a primary way of avoiding establishment op-
pression and arbitrariness. Naturally, this is echoed in police statements con-
cerning the demonstration’s events. Both a short news article on the police 
website and a comprehensive official report heavily emphasize obedience 
to the law, aiming to refute accusations of lawbreaking. The main argument 
in both sources is that when the basic approach of advising, requesting, and 
giving orders proved ineffective, the police decided to use O.C. spray as the 
mildest available means of force to disperse the crowd (Poliisi 2020; NPBR 
2020, 2, 6). Even after this, the NPBR emphasizes, the demonstration was 
not suspended but redirected to an adjacent park. This is written in bold in 
the report, stressing its importance and the correct procedure followed by 
officers (NPBR 2020, 3).

The emphasis on legitimacy can be seen in the quoted police citations in 
the Yle and IS articles. The interviewed officials were not personally involved 
but represent the institution. Their framing highlights the legitimacy of the 
police’s actions:

[T]he operation was ongoing for several hours, meaning multiple police 
patrols were present. And then the decisions were made in a controlled 
field situation according to the normal command system (Valkama and 
Svahn 2020).

[The police] negotiated by advising and ordering, naturally considering 
the location, ergo traffic disruption. And of course, if the police order you 
to relocate, you relocate. Ergo orders were disobeyed. All this was noted in 
this controlled field situation (Nykänen 2020). 

The emphasis on the police being in control of the situation and their fol-
lowing normal decision-making procedures frames the police’s actions as 
remaining within the nomos. Surprising and publicly disruptive NVCD, 
though unarmed and peaceful, was something to which the police had to 
react, and for which they did not necessarily have any clear code of con-
duct. Yet in the police’s framing they managed to make their decisions in 
an orderly fashion, following the normal chain of command.

Additionally, to emphasize their own justification, the NPBR strongly 
emphasizes that Elokapina failed to follow the legislation regarding dem-
onstrations. This criticism encompasses two key areas: deficiencies in the 
advance notification of the demonstration (Public Meetings Act, §7); and 
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the civil disobedience, which resulted in significant collateral damage 
(NPBR 2020, 12–7). The Hätäjarrutus demonstration, which was initially 
under police protection, therefore gradually drifted from being an accepted 
structural form to a liminal form of civil activism, perceived by the police 
as threatening the current order.

It is noteworthy that the police cannot use such academic terms as 
liminality. Yet it can reasonably be argued that liminality is implicitly a 
defining factor in the police’s framing of the event. If the police interpreted 
the demonstration as a liminal phenomenon, this might explain the unu-
sual force applied. Liminality exists beyond society’s normal categories, 
hierarchies, and norms. It is tolerated on special occasions such as rites 
of passage and religious or festive events, but if it is presented without 
precautions, it may generate significant risk to the prevailing structure 
(Turner 2007, 108–9, 123–24; Rothenbuhler 1988, 67). Some details here 
suggest that the demonstration was framed as a liminal event rather than 
a normal demonstration. Helsinki police representatives, both in some 
news articles and the NPBR, clearly state their verdict: the police resorted 
to O.C. spray as the mildest means of breaking resistance (cf. Viljakainen 
2020; Valkama and Svahn 2020; NPBR 2020, 22). Resistance is an affective 
term, with connotations of uprisings and guerrilla warfare, but it is not a 
fortuitous choice of words. In the NPBR the police officials elaborate on 
their definition of resistance:

It should be noted that breaking resistance by the use of force does not require 
police officers to be subjected to violence, threats, or aggression. Resistance 
does not have to be targeted at the police. It can be any form of resistance 
requiring police action to be broken. This includes cases where the subject is 
passive in order to complicate the police’s action and duty (NPBR 2020, 21).

Thus framed, the demonstration becomes a recognized form of resistance, 
though the police’s definition may diverge from the term’s vernacular use. 
Using such choices in wording, the police imply that instead of or in addition 
to being a legal demonstration, Hätäjarrutus was also a form of resistance, 
locating it somewhere between the normal categories of public action.

Similarly, the NPBR refers to Elokapina three times as a ‘community’ 
(orig. yhteisö) (NPBR 2020, 2, 3, 5). This terminology is interesting. The term 
commonly associated with Elokapina is ‘movement’, and less often ‘organi-
zation’. Framing Elokapina as a ‘community’ shapes how it is understood. 
Words like ‘movement’ and ‘organization’ suggest an open, legal, and 
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accepted phenomenon that belongs to the shared nomos. ‘Community’, 
meanwhile, implies exclusivity, separation, and potential disruption.

NVCD, though not unheard of, is far from typical of legal demonstra-
tions. Moreover, the aim of changing the system can be seen as a more 
direct threat to the nomos than ‘regular demonstrations’, which protest 
against specific issues. It can reasonably be argued that the police may 
have had difficulty understanding Elokapina’s linking of NVCD to vague 
and all-encompassing demands. All this made Elokapina’s action liminal, 
different from regular demonstrations. Interpreting a demonstration as a 
liminal event is not novel. For example, there was a similar interpretation 
of an industrial strike in the USA in the early 1910s, which the police per-
ceived as liminal and difficult to adjust to because of the demonstrators’ 
unconventional methods (Rothenbuhler 1988, 75–85).

To support the argument that NVCD in a demonstration is a liminal act, 
it is noteworthy that a year later, when Elokapina blocked the roads again 
on 2 October 2021, the police report states that they took 142 demonstra-
tors ‘peacefully’ into custody, (STT and IS 2021). There were significantly 
more demonstrators than the previous year, when only 53 individuals were 
sanctioned, yet no excessive force was required. Although the two dem-
onstrations’ context was not identical, it can be argued that this is not the 
sole explanation of the difference in the law enforcement response. On the 
second occasion, with the novelty and uproar of the inaugural roadblock 
having diminished, Elokapina NVCD was probably no longer framed as a 
liminal act but as a less severe transgression than the first had been. It was 
perhaps seen as part of a new nomos where roadblocks were a recognized 
component of democratic activism, thereby mitigating their perceived threat, 
significance, and public interest.

A more recent Elokapina-related case of liminality occurred in late Sep-
tember 2024, when a group of activists defaced the pillars of the Finnish 
parliament building with red paint (Suutari and Huttunen 2024). Follow-
ing the demonstration the Finnish police considered whether to file for the 
Elokapina movement’s abolition. Simultaneously, a citizens’ initiative to 
officially ban Elokapina gathered more than 100,000 signatures in just two 
days. Outlawing Elokapina would have been extraordinary: in recent years 
only a neo-Nazi organization and two separate criminal organizations have 
been legally banned (Schauman 2024; Julkunen 2024).

Public and police reactions to the most recent Elokapina activism seem 
disproportionate and are aligned with those in 2020. The transgressions did 
not necessarily require such strict control measures, yet they were applied. It 
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is likely that Elokapina’s actions on both occasions were indeed interpreted 
as a liminal form of civil activism, requiring the police to restore the cohe-
sion of the structure, even if unconventional methods were necessary. The 
public outrage also hints that a boundary of accepted activism had been 
breached. A comparison with the diminished reactions to the autumn 2021 
roadblock underlines the argument that new forms of demonstration are 
typically interpreted as liminal.

Media framings of the event: ‘Critical scrutiny’

Through its framings the media creates and highlights otherness (Hoover 
2005, 181). Demonstrators act unusually, resist the police, and risk their own 
wellbeing. This behaviour is difficult to understand and accept unless the 
media makes the demonstration and demonstrators familiar to the public. 
Focusing on details such as the wording and chosen perspective in news 
articles reveals the reality constructed by media framings of the event. Com-
paring the mediated image with that of the NPBR or the sources provided 
by Elokapina allows us to draw conclusions about whether the media is in 
line with the police or the demonstrators, or takes any stance at all.

As is often said, a free media is the watchdog holding the establishment 
and users of power to public account. This explains the media’s great interest 
in the police’s actions during the Hätäjarrutus demonstration. It may even 
affect the framing of the event if a journalist is dedicated to their ‘watchdog’ 
role (Lawrence 2009, 265). In referring to the police’s actions, the media also 
uses the word ‘resistance’. All their reports quote the police statements. 
However, the NPBR sees resistance in more nuanced terms that include 
forms of passive resistance, as discussed above (NPBR 2020, 21). Seven Yle 
and IS news articles mention the word ‘resistance’, but it is accompanied 
by the word ‘passive’ only twice.

The police assessment of the situation seems questionable when the 
media quotes the police statement:

Eventually the decision was made following the normal command system 
to apply [pepper] spray to disband the crowd and break the resistance 
(Viljakainen 2020).

Any ordinary follower of the media may find it difficult to concur with 
the police, as resistance is usually understood as violent conduct. A media 
consumer’s conception of resistance may therefore differ greatly from that 
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of the police. If the demonstration’s NVCD is not understood as resist-
ance, sympathy may swing towards the activists, and the police’s action 
may be interpreted as liminal, transgressing the nomic limits of the use of 
force. However, this may also benefit Elokapina’s agenda of challenging 
the nomos. If readers conceive and disagree with the police’s use of force 
as an expression of the nomic order, they may indeed question the order’s 
justification.

The media framing of the police’s actions uses quotations from the po-
lice’s own sources: Twitter; interviewed police representatives; and police 
reports about the event. The police imply here that they had no other option 
for resolving the situation, which seems unlikely. The police could easily 
have let the demonstration continue uninterrupted; they could have stuck 
to removing protestors from the lanes (as they eventually did) without any 
use of O.C. spray; or they could have resorted to stronger uses of force such 
as water cannons and tear gas. Dismissing these alternatives in the police 
narratives and in the media framing subtly favours the police’s interpreta-
tion of the event.

How then does the media frame the police’s counterpart? As Nyberg et 
al. (2022) note, in the global north corporate hegemony and capitalism – key 
elements of Elokapina’s ‘toxic system’ – largely control the portrayals of 
environmental activism. Activists are often portrayed as hypocrites, naive 
idealists, or members of a cultural and economic elite disconnected from 
the general public. Alternatively, activism is seen as (violent) extremism, 
emphasizing disturbances to the common societal order and potential dam-
age to business and property (Nyberg et al. 2022, 235). This view is present 
in my sources: a columnist refers to Elokapina activists as ‘anarchists’, 
writing in her column:

The movement’s goal is to tempt goodwilled but naive individuals into par-
ticipating in actions where lies and illegalities are prevalent (Sohrabi 2020).

Interestingly, this column is the only explicitly critical text among the 27 
analysed articles. The majority of media portrayals of the demonstration 
are either neutral descriptions of the event or present somewhat favourable 
views of the movement. The few articles quoting individual activists are 
particularly understanding and empathetic: 

It feels like nothing has changed in 30 years. It’s horrible to see young people’s 
climate-change-generated anxiety and depression. When they try to make 
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their distress heard, they’re treated like criminals. [...] It was shocking to 
see peaceful demonstrators making themselves vulnerable for the cause of 
a viable planet being violently treated (Kirsi and Malminen 2020).

I’m prepared to be imprisoned, humiliated, to starve, and to break law, but 
not to die (Kirsi 2020).

These and other similar articles inherently transform the media framing of 
the event. The demonstrators’ otherness diminishes when they are allowed 
to present their values and motives publicly through the media. The articles 
focus on the (unjustified) suffering of the sprayed activists or frame them 
as unwilling underdogs fighting the corrupt system for the greater good, 
thus swaying sympathy in activists’ favour. The police’s actions thus seem 
questionable. Scrutiny of the police is evident in several articles about the 
event’s aftermath. Articles about activists who have been sprayed possibly 
filing a charge against police officers or about an internal police investiga-
tion (e.g. Rimpiläinen 2020; Ranta 2020) frame the police’s use of force as 
possibly excessive.

The media frames the event by focusing on the civil disobedience and 
the pepper spray, leaving climate change largely unaddressed. Perhaps the 
most important question the media addresses is whether the consequence 
(pepper spray) is consonant with the cause (the demonstration). Several 
media reports, instead of merely summarizing the chain of events during 
the Hätäjarrutus demonstration, also highlight the ensuing reaction:

The spraying by the police of seated demonstrators has provoked discussion, 
astonishment, and criticism in social media (IS 2020).

Many experts have criticized the police’s use of force against demonstrators 
(Juusola 2020).

It seems the main news in the media is not about climate change or 
Elokapina but the limits of nomos: what are the limits to the acceptable 
use of force and methods of protest? The media does not explicitly answer 
these questions but clearly implies that these limits, if not breached, were 
at least endangered. The media is interested because both parties’ actions 
are liminal and thus newsworthy. The media consumer must make their 
own assessment of the situation. If both parties breached the nomos, which 
had the better justification? Media framings give subtle clues for whom to 
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sympathize with by referring to opposing actors’ views, but as a heated and 
prolonged discussion in social media and news comment sections reveals, 
the issue was not finished in 2020. Indeed, a similar discussion will continue 
as long as climate activism resorts to nonviolent direct action, provoking 
an establishment reaction.

Conclusion

Most news articles analysed for this study were descriptions of the events. 
Even when activists were interviewed, they focused mostly on the clashes 
with the police or the activists’ stance on NVCD rather than on climate 
change. The demonstrators’ message was nonetheless delivered indirectly. 
The first of my research questions examined the justification of Elokapina’s 
NVCD. Based on my analysis, the justification for their actions was deliv-
ered in their own material and in the articles. Protecting the climate and 
changing the system are normative principles for Elokapina, necessitating 
the breaching of the boundaries of the prevailing nomos.

Elokapina’s assertion that conventional parliamentary influencing 
methods have proved ineffective supports the notion that altering the no-
mos requires radical measures that the police perceive as liminal. From a 
theoretical perspective this rationale holds. Although Elokapina may not 
have framed their actions in these terms, liminality is a threat to the nomos 
and has the potential to disrupt it even permanently. Liminal forms of civil 
activism may indeed therefore be among the most effective methods for 
challenging and transforming the nomos.

My second research question addressed how the police justified resorting 
to the public use of force. As I have demonstrated, the explanation lies in the 
demonstration’s liminality and its direct challenge to the nomos in declin-
ing to follow the rules and hoping to get more people involved. NVCD is a 
liminal act: it is simultaneously defiant of and obedient to the law, making it 
difficult for the authorities to respond. Calling the demonstration resistance 
may have been a way of conceptualizing this liminal act. In acting as the 
protectors of the nomos, the police probably interpreted the demonstration 
as a direct challenge to societal order. This is evident both in their statements, 
where the police were worried about the consequences if the demonstration 
continued (NPBR 2020, 5; Poliisi 2020), and in the thorough control meas-
ures applied in the Hätäjarrutus demonstration. While the police did not 
analyse their actions so theoretically, their behaviour and statements reveal 
implicit recognition of these dynamics. The police’s statements elaborating 
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on the demonstration’s resistant nature and illegal aspects, as well as their 
emphasis on their own allegiance to law, support this.

Third, how did the media frame the event? Besides descriptive and 
neutral reporting, the media also gave room to both parties’ narratives. 
The media focused on the justifications of NVCD and the use of force: 
motivations were found in the government’s climate inaction and in civil 
disobedience. The media portrayed both as liminal but also explained the 
rationale behind the actions. Mentions of public and expert criticism (e.g. 
Valkama 2020) of the police and news about legal actions against them may 
have framed the demonstrators more favourably than the police.

The classic question with NVCD is whether morally justifiable diso-
bedience can also be legally justifiable (Dworkin 2013, 249). The concepts 
of nomos and liminality offer a different approach. Typical illegalities are 
included in the nomos: they are clearly defined in the law, which is a major 
element structuring the nomos. Civil disobedience, meanwhile, is essentially 
oxymoronic in relation to the law and is thus outside the nomic order. Yet 
the nomos is more than just legislation; it is the functioning order of society 
ensuring its self-maintenance, the way to keep the world ‘right’. Liminal acts 
are not only or necessarily illegalities but direct challenges to the world’s 
culturally defined ‘rightness’, making them akin to sacrilegious incidents 
(Paden 1999, 169). Instead of being a legal problem, NVCD is essentially a 
question of significance, meaning, and value – of sacredness.

There are numerous opportunities to follow up this article’s themes. One 
can reasonably question whether a shared nomos exists, and what consti-
tutes it. Are the police protecting ‘the toxic nomos’ in their own perception, 
or are they simply upholding ‘law and order’? If so, is there any practical 
difference? What elements do Elokapina and the prevailing nomos share? 
How do they interact with or influence each other? Have they already done 
so, as the differences between the 2020 and 2021 roadblocks may suggest?

 To conclude, climate change, climate activism, and reactions to them are 
not only geophysical or political issues. Analysing them with theories from 
the study of religions deepens the understanding of the phenomena beyond 
the natural and political sciences. The current way of life that is accelerating 
the environmental emergency reveals the shortcomings of the prevailing 
nomos. This is why the media portrayals of the Hätäjarrutus demonstra-
tion in October 2020 are so affective. They invite readers to reflect on their 
own relationship with climate change, climate activism, and the nomos – a 
framework that is simultaneously jeopardized and fiercely defended.
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Various disciplines have studied international migration in Finland since the 
1990s. Research has typically focused on newcomers and increased migration. 
Their cultures, including religion, have often been studied as something apart 
from ‘us’. Less attention has been paid to the receiving society’s understand-
ing of culture and religion, including the views of civil servants. Religion has 
become newly visible because of globalized economies, increased migration, 
and the development of both mobility and communications (Bäckström 2014). 
To understand religion in today’s societies, scholars of religion therefore 
also need to pay attention to areas that have not been their traditional field 
(Martikainen 2013a, 141). In this paper we consider the conception of religion 
and the models of religious practice which professionals working in educa-
tion for adult migrants aspire to cultivate in their students.

We focus on the education that is usually offered in the early stage of 
migrants’ residence. This education is part of the Finnish integration system, 
which, as the Integration Act (681/2023) states, involves migrants who have 
received a valid residence permit in Finland, a registered right of residence, 
or a residence card in accordance with the Aliens Act (301/2004).1 Migrants 
can begin suitable education based on their language skills and educational 
background after the required reception measures municipalities provide (see 
Table 1). While Finnish teachers and their relationship with diversity, religion, 
worldviews, and migrants have frequently been studied (e.g. Lipiäinen and 
Poulter 2022; Niemi et al. 2020; Ubani 2018), educators working in the inte-
gration of migrants beyond compulsory school age remain understudied.

Education for adult migrants shares the Finnish education system’s basic 
values, which are founded on democracy, human rights, and equality (Kekki 
et al. 2023, 91). The national core curriculum (Finnish National Agency for 
Education [EDUFI] 2022) refers somewhat vaguely to religion: it mentions 
non-discrimination based on religion, and that teaching is not based on any 
specific religion. The 2012 core curriculum for integration training included 
‘religions and religious freedom in Finland’ as a content for instruction 
(EDUFI 2012, 39), yet the definition of religion remained open. The core 
curriculum for basic adult education mentions the coexistence of different 
convictions, or ‘cultural diversity as a richness’, as exemplifying another 
basic value (EDUFI 2017a, 18). 

In this article we ask how adult migrants’ educators reflect on and in-
terpret religion. Our analysis focuses on three main themes in interviews 
with them:

1 Integration Act (681/2023); for the integration system see Masoud et al. 2021.
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1)	a general understanding of religion in Finland; 
2)	culturalized Lutheranism in Finland;
3)	accounts of migrant students’ practice of religion.

Migration, religion, and attitudes in Finland

Unlike its Nordic neighbours, Finland was a country of emigration until 
the 1990s (Turtiainen et al. 2020). In recent decades urban areas in Finland 
especially have rapidly diversified because of international migration. This 
has also affected religious landscapes and interreligious relations. Finland’s 
Muslim population started to grow gradually in the 1980s as more Muslims, 
especially from the Middle East, migrated as quota refugees (Martikainen 
2013b, 111). The arrival of larger numbers of Somali asylum seekers, with 
their explicitly Muslim identity, in the 1990s made Islam visible to the 
Finnish public for the first time. Migratory patterns have diversified since 
the 1990s, but most Muslims in the country share a background of forced 
migration or family reunification (ibid.). 

In the broader European context the Finnish public shows extensive anti-
Muslim bias against asylum seekers, for example. Islam has been widely 
seen as a threat to national cultures in Scandinavian surveys (Bansak et al. 
2016; Lundby et al. 2017). Furthermore, Finland scores particularly highly 
in anti-Muslim attitudes, with 62 per cent agreeing that ‘Islam is fundamen-
tally incompatible with the [national] culture and values’ (Pew Research 
Centre 2018, 66).

Based on international data on religions in countries of origin and the 
number of their nationalities in Finland, Teemu Pauha and Tuomas Mar-
tikainen (2022) have estimated the religious distribution in the migrant 
population in Finland. They estimate that the three largest groups are 
Christians (40%), Muslims (25–27%), and nonreligious (20%). However, 
Christian and nonreligious students are scarcely discussed in the educa-
tors’ accounts of religion in this study, probably because they are more 
invisible and contrast less with assumed Finnish customs than Muslim 
students.2

2 The interviews this paper analyses were conducted before the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 
so Ukrainian refugees did not participate in the aforementioned education. The impact of 
Orthodox Christianity on the data acquired since the invasion may therefore be greater.
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Theoretical framework: ‘Finnish lens’, affect and whiteness

Our theoretical departure is the concept of intersectionality, which in gender 
studies marks the point where categories of difference such as gender, race, 
education, (dis)ability, and class meet. Religion has often been omitted from 
these categories, however (e.g. Castelli 2001; Vuola 2017). In this article we 
zoom in on religion as a category and its formation in the intersection of 
educators’ cultural, institutional, and affective positions. Based on inter-
views, we argue that educators’ accounts of religion come to be understood 
in terms of a special historically constructed Finnish ‘lens’ on religion, their 
affective engagement, and at the systemic level of whiteness/racialization. 

In this article we examine the Finnish lens as a form of culturalized reli-
gion: instead of the more traditional understanding of religion as personal 
belief or dogma, we emphasize religion primarily as a cultural factor that 
can be embedded in social structures (Astor and Mayrl 2020, 209). Finland 
has a long history of Lutheranism as the majority religion: 60 per cent of the 
population are still members of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland 
(ELCF), though membership has been declining steadily in the twenty-first 
century, and many Finns are merely nominal members. The Nordic countries 
have never disowned their Lutheran heritage but have integrated religion 
and secular society: the ‘traditional Lutheranism’ of previous centuries has 
given way to a new form of ‘secular Lutheranism’, and much of this herit-
age takes the form of ‘unconscious Lutheranism’ (Sinnemäki et al. 2019). 
Finnish Lutheranism thus shares some characteristics with the other Nordic 
Lutheran countries (see e.g. Bäckström 2014; Thurfjell and Willander 2021). 
One characteristic recognized in both previous research and our material 
is religion as a private matter: religiosity is seen as belonging to the private 
sphere of life: it is uncommon to discuss religion in general or one’s own 
religiosity in public (e.g. Tiaynen-Qadir et al. 2021).  

The educators’ interviews reflect the complex position and significance 
of religion in Finnish society today, which we theorize as a Lutheran and 
largely secularized Finnish lens of religion; their accounts of religion re-
flect the understanding typical of Finnish culture and society, in which an 
individual’s religion is understood largely in terms of internalized belief, 
experience, and worldview rather than visible practice, ritual, and doing 
religion through engaging in particular religious practices (Van Laer and 
Essers 2024, 1008). This partly normative and affective model works as a 
lens that guides their understanding and evaluation of religion in both 
the interview situation and in interaction with their students. This lens is 
a product of society’s intersecting power dynamics, reflecting its bearer’s 
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position within these systems (Collins 2015, 14). In terms of intersectionality 
the educators’ accounts of religion are not separate from their positionings 
with other axes of inequality (i.e. race, class, education, gender), including 
institutional affiliations. 

The lens also displays affective engagements with religion: educators 
commit to this way of thinking, though their relationship with it may be 
ambivalent. The first author has previously argued that educators’ labour 
is affective, as they are positioned between cultural/institutional structures 
of integration and daily interactions with their students (Järvinen and 
Suopajärvi 2025). Sara Ahmed sees emotion and affect as belonging to the 
same phenomenon and circulating in interactions in the classroom or in the 
interview, and different actors leave impressions on each other. Cultural 
practices like the relationship with religion are formulated and conveyed 
in such an affective movement (Ahmed 2014, 44–45). Furthermore, affect 
is a cultural concept, enabling an examination and explanation of social 
structures related to gender or race, for example (Ahmed 2014). In the article 
the contribution of affect theory stems from a recognition of the dynamics 
between individuals, cultural norms, and social structures (Ylijoki et al. 
2024, 20).

Educators’ classroom roles include the implementation of official policy, 
and its structures should therefore be recognized in research: structural 
inequalities such as racism affect migrants’ experiences, access to the la-
bour market, education, and opportunities (Masoud et al. 2023, 12). With 
its intersectional focus on educators our interpretation draws on Critical 
Whiteness Studies. ‘Whiteness’ is both a social structure and an embodied 
position, and treating it as a universalizing and unmarked ‘default’ repro-
duces racializing divisions (Seikkula 2019, 1004–5). Racialization is a social 
process in which the ideas of race3 and the hierarchies it entails become 
part of social reality and thus produce an unequal distribution of power 
(Keskinen et al. 2021, 51–52).

We interpret private and restrained accounts of religion as expressions 
of whiteness norms, ‘patterns of behaviors that systematically benefit White 
people’ (Chandler and Wiborg 2020, 714). They contrast different religious 
expressions, especially Islam, with the basic assumptions of the Nordic wel-
fare states (Nelson 2017, 284). For example, racialization occurs in policies 
or discourses that place some groups outside the ruling majority (Korteweg 

3 In Critical Race Studies ‘race’ is not understood as a biological characteristic but as a social 
qualification system that is based on physical appearance or cultural matters (Keskinen et al. 
2021, 51).
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2017, 432). However, such racialization originates more from structures and 
less from individual actions ‘smuggled into the conceptions of integration’ 
(Favell 2022, 6). Our argument is not that educators racialize migrants/Mus-
lims, but that their accounts of religion are intertwined with integration as 
a whole, whose racializing policies and structures (e.g. Karimi 2024; Kurki 
2019; Masoud et al. 2023) are the foundation on which society is built, and 
which may be invisible to them as white Finnish nationals.

Methodology, interlocutors, and ethics

In 2021 the first author-conducted 16 qualitative interviews with educators 
working within integration training, basic education for adults, and literacy 
training provided by liberal adult education were conducted. Because of 
the Covid-19 pandemic the interviews were conducted remotely. Later, two 
focus groups consisting of two and three participants from the previous 
interviews were assembled to provide the interactional element that was 
missing from the material after the pandemic resulted in the cancellation of 
ethnographic participation in the institutions. Eventually, this was used as 
supplementary material in the analysis. The language in all the interviews 
was Finnish, the native language of both the educators and the researcher.

The thematic interview was elaborated using the prompt method: 
prompts, or elicitation techniques, are visual, verbal, or written stimuli that 
encourage interviewees to share their ideas (Barton 2015). Quotations from 
the educational settings’ core curricula were presented to the participants, 
who were then asked to comment on, explain, and/or reflect on them. The 
quotations had an associative function, and they also served as an introduc-
tion to the interview’s main themes: personal role(s); labour market position; 
in/exclusion; and cultural diversity. As a form of social or group identity (cf. 
Ramsey 2000, 172), religion was included under the fourth theme. This was 
also the context where it mostly occurred in the core curricula.

Most educators4 in our study worked in integration training and liberal 
adult education, and were trained as mother-tongue and literature subject 
teachers, which also qualifies one to teach Finnish or Swedish as a second 
language (see Table 1 for the education included in this study). The other 
interlocutors were from basic education for adults and were mainly class 
teachers (grades 1 to 6). The names of the educational institutions and other 
identifiers were faded out of the transcriptions. The text’s interview extracts 

4 We use the term ‘educators’ instead of ‘teachers’ because not all the interlocutors had the 
official teacher qualification.
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are labelled P (for participant), referring to individual interviews, and G 
(for group), referring to focus groups. The average interview duration was 
two hours. Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim.

Table 1. Educational institutions included in the study.

Educational 
institution Students Content

Basic education 
for adults basic education not completed

literacy training,  
Finnish, the basic  
education syllabus

Integration  
training

sufficient basic education and 
literacy in the Latin alphabet

language training in Finn-
ish or Swedish, introduc-
tion to Finnish society

Literacy  
training in 
liberal adult 
education

-	basic education not completed 
-	need flexibility/part-time study
	 opportunities  (i.e. stay-at-home 
	 parents)
-	benefit from activity-oriented 
	 learning  

literacy training,  
Finnish, civic studies

Ethical matters were considered throughout the research process in compli-
ance with the guidelines of the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity 
(TENK 2023). This means participants were informed about the research 
before consenting to be interviewed. To protect the privacy of educators, 
sensitive data such as gender identity, sexual orientation, and religious and 
political affiliation were not sought. Although these identifications may have 
served as background information (e.g. Lønsmann 2023, 682), our primary 
interest was in how the accounts were made in their position as integration 
professionals, not as teachers responsible for upbringing. However, differ-
ent identifications were allowed to emerge if the educator wished. All were 
white university-educated Finnish nationals, and with one exception they 
self-identified as or were assumed to be women.5

The transcribed interviews were categorized, with intersectionality 
steering the focus on sociocultural categories. The categories should how-
ever be analysed as overlapping and relational, not in isolation (Collins 

5 This reflects the gender segregation of teachers at all levels of education in Finland: 77.7 per 
cent of teachers in basic education were women, and 100 per cent of those teaching migrants 
were female, in 2019. The proportions are similar in liberal adult education (EDUFI 2020a; 
2020b; 2020c). 
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2015, 14). This means that religion is analysed in this article in relation to 
Finnishness, labour market position, and race, for example. The emerg-
ing categories required further thematization. The definition of religion 
remained open: what would count as religion in the interviews? Policy 
documents such as core curricula did not define it: for example, the 2012 
national core curriculum for integration training included ‘religions and 
religious freedom in Finland’ (EDUFI 2012, 39), and basic education for 
adults mentioned the coexistence of different convictions as an example 
of a basic value, that is, ‘cultural diversity as a richness’ (EDUFI 2017a, 
18). Thematizing the category of religion produced nine subthemes: 
Lutheranism and Finnish holidays; proneness to conflict; nonreligiosity; 
oneself/others; prayer and holidays; private/public; religionizing; religion 
in general; religion/culture.

As professionals, interviewees’ accounts were informed both by their 
experience of working in diverse environments and their lived experi-
ence of Finnishness. Because of her similar educational background and 
socioeconomic standing as a middle-class white women, the first author 
was often treated as a peer during the interviews; many characterizations 
of Finnish culture and society were conveyed in a shared understanding. 
The discussion of Finland and Finnishness therefore reflected what was 
said about ‘the other’. Here, we apply the inverted approach (Hjelm 2021, 
272), focusing on the discourse about the ‘other’ to understand what it 
reveals about the ‘self’. 

The inverted approach directs our attention less to the expression of mi-
grant religions and more to the somewhat covert Finnish attitudes towards 
religion in general. These attitudes are conveyed in how migrants’ religions 
are discussed; a concerned undertone, especially regarding Islam, illustrates 
this. In addition to categorizations and subthemes we incorporated the 
understanding of emotional hotspots in our analysis. According to Maggie 
MacLure hotspots mark moments of disconcertion that demand attention 
in data analysis but simultaneously ‘resist translation into codes and sig-
nifications’ (Maclure 2013, 173). Religion works as a kind of hotspot in the 
material, drawing attention to itself not only discursively but also emotion-
ally. Theoretically, this means educators’ affective engagement with religion 
becomes visible in those spots where the interview’s atmosphere changes 
because of specific tones of voice or physical reactions, for example. These 
may result in a sense of joy, unease, or caution, all of which are entwined 
in, yet somewhat beyond, verbal expressions. 
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Concerning religion

Freedom, secularity, and privacy

In this section we formulate the educators’ general understanding of religion 
in Finland. In the interviews they were asked how they addressed religion 
in Finland. Religious freedom as a principle of Finnish society, and reflected 
through the Finnish lens described above, was more entangled with the 
ideas of secularity and privacy than freedom of expression, for example. 

One educator states: ‘And in Finland, for example, we don’t interfere 
with other people’s religion, and we have religious freedom – it’s stated 
in the law, and so on (P2)’. ‘We’ here may refer to Finland as the receiv-
ing society, but it may also include the students, the individual speaker, 
and educators in general as a larger social collective that should comply 
with the principles of religious freedom. The ‘don’t interfere’ interpreta-
tion of religious freedom is also present when discussing how and when 
some background information about students transpires: ‘They come up 
if they happen to because I don’t really bother to question them either – 
I mean, then again, freedom of religion and so on, what does it matter, 
anyway?’ (P12). 

This approach, verging on indifference to religion, coheres with educa-
tors’ idea of the typical Finnish stance. Indeed, ‘religion in Finland’ often 
becomes a negation of the subject in the interviews: rather than discussing 
religiosity among Finns, more attention is paid to their irreligiosity (cf. Taira 
et al. 2023, 8–9), which is interpreted as a cause of amazement for students:

P2: And then maybe it’s a bit of a surprise, especially for people from coun-
tries that are quite religious, how many irreligious people there are – how 
secular this [country] is.

Educators acknowledge the possible differences between Finland and their 
students’ countries of origin. They observe that the ELCF’s enormous mem-
bership is not a reflection of personal religiosity but of Finns’ cultural com-
mitment. Nevertheless, the ELCF has maintained its role as an established 
agent in Finnish society, including its prominent visibility in people’s lives:

P12: Finns only go to church when there’s a wedding or funeral. And 
people don’t pray that much in Finland, so maybe there are some believers 
or churchgoers. […] So religion isn’t that important. [...] Maybe I can try to 
talk about it in a way that everything is allowed.
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Alongside secularity, the idea of Finland as a culturally Christian country, 
which we address in the next section, is widely accepted in the interviews, 
and it also has personal relevance for some educators. However, most 
speak about the privacy of religion in Finland as a given. When asked about 
encounters with their students’ religions, many find it best not to discuss 
religions ‘too much’. Students are typically the ones who ‘bring it up’; this 
is both to avoid potential conflicts between students and because educators 
wish to protect their students’ privacy:

P8: Perhaps, perhaps religion is the kind of thing that you tiptoe around 
quietly. Perhaps it’s the Finnish way of dealing with religion. [...] Like, for 
us – people from Finnish culture – it’s perhaps more of their own business. 
[...] The biggest or most important thing that everyone should learn and 
remember is that we have freedom of religion, [...] and if it doesn’t break 
the law, you have the right to believe what you believe. What you want for 
yourself, you give to others.

Two expressions catch the attention in this extract on the Finnish relation-
ship with religion that illustrate our theoretical argument: the reference to 
the Golden Rule as a form of culturalized Lutheranism (see below); and the 
affectivity of the Finnish lens as a form of embodied caution. Finns want to 
be left alone with their religiosity to the extent of tiptoeing around it, and 
they reciprocate by treating others in the same way. Religious freedom seems 
to be condensed into a right to believe and practise religion in private or 
not to believe at all, instead of freedom of expression. The caution extends 
to where and when it is suitable to discuss religion:  

P10: Many [Finnish] people do [believe], but they don’t always want to talk 
about it. So don’t go to the workplace and start asking if people believe in 
God. That might not be the best way to start a conversation.

This warning against bringing up religion in the workplace recurs in the 
interviews, though not everyone agrees here. Consenting to this idea works 
as a process of othering religion, which assumes intense and engaging reli-
gion in others, not the national ‘us’ (Thurfjell and Willander 2021, 314). One 
educator illustrates the biased nature of this way of thinking by discussing 
students who have found the Finnish reluctance to discuss religion ‘uncivi-
lized’. Moreover, this reluctance calls the implications for those for whom 
religion matters a great deal in everyday life into question. 
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Culturalized religion and the virtue of a nominal Lutheran citizen

In this section we focus more directly on the cultural significance of Evan-
gelical Lutheranism as reflected in the interviews. One educator pinpoints 
the roots of the caution around religion in Lutheran norms:

P13: It’s just this kind of Lutheran, somehow, Protestant way that you don’t 
have to display your religion. […] And perhaps this is related to the kind 
of restrained Finn, as a cultural difference: Finns appreciate the restrained, 
at least that’s how I feel. Do you agree that it’s a virtue, a kind of virtue?

This reflection is affective, as the educator explicitly expresses feeling and 
even engages the researcher in this opinion. Indeed, it is congruent with 
the moderate Finnish self-image which favours restraint in religious expres-
sion. In a 2011 study most Finns found themselves to be neither strongly 
religious nor nonreligious (Ketola 2011a, 23). The study also showed that 
strong expressions and the visibility of both religion and atheism were more 
shunned in Finland than in other countries (Ketola 2011b, 67, 76). The reflec-
tions also include the idea that Lutheranism has shaped how Finnish people 
understand religion in general, which indicates internalized, or unconscious, 
Lutheranism: the core values of society, including those taken as secular, 
are firmly rooted in Lutheran customs and traditions (Sinnemäki et al. 2019, 
14). The affectivity of the lens is present in how the norm is embodied in 
desirable restrained behaviour. 

The educators refer to Finland more often as a Christian than a Lu-
theran country, albeit describing the latter primarily as a constituent of 
their representation of Finnish culture. Many find Lutheran Christianity 
key to understanding the organization of the calendar, festivities, Finn-
ish cuisine, and even essential institutions such as the school system. 
We call this outlook culturalized Lutheranism.6 The culturalization of reli-
gion is seen as a process in which society’s central structures with their 
religious presuppositions are cast as cultural aspects of life (Astor and 
Mayrl 2020, 221).

6  For example, culturalization extends to the persisting church-school relationship (ELCF: 
Parish agreements https://evl.fi/plus/hallinto-ja-talous/seurakuntahallinto/seurakuntien-
sopimukset/).
The privileged status of the ELCF and the Finnish Orthodox Church includes the right to 
levy taxes (Ministry of Education and Culture: Financing: religious affairs <https://okm.fi/
en/financing-religious-affairs>). For the culturalization of Lutheranism in Finland see Taira 
and Beaman 2022.

https://evl.fi/plus/hallinto-ja-talous/seurakuntahallinto/seurakuntien-sopimukset/
https://evl.fi/plus/hallinto-ja-talous/seurakuntahallinto/seurakuntien-sopimukset/
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The educators’ accounts reflect this idea and religion as representative of 
the wider ‘culture’. Some address religion only when teaching about Finnish 
public holidays, most of which have Christian backgrounds; culturalized 
Lutheranism is present as a kind of ‘calendric religion’.

 
P1: I don’t want to push Finland or this culture too much. But so that they 
know that we celebrate Christmas, because it’s the celebration of Jesus’s 
birth, that Finland is a Christian country. And we’ve been to church with 
the students, for example, and they found it very interesting.

Lutheranism’s cultural relevance is conveyed by recognizing the Christian 
bearing and symbolic meaning of holidays. Christianity underlies Finnish 
culture, and culturalized Lutheranism binds the ideas of nationality, values, 
and identity (Sinnemäki et al. 2019, 23; Lundmark and Mauritsen 2022). 
Another educator saiys: ‘I always tell them why a holiday is celebrated if it 
has a Christian background. Because it’s our culture’ (P6). 

Christianity is explicitly defined here as a culture, in contrast with the 
earlier account of the privacy of religion. Similarly, in Sweden participation 
in the Lutheran tradition is no longer experienced as religious (Thurnfjell 
and Willander 2021). Understanding the religious background of holidays 
becomes part of understanding Finnish culture, even if some students find 
it difficult to learn about them:

P13: [J]ust before Easter, a Muslim said ‘I’m a Muslim, I don’t eat mämmi.’ 
[…] [A]nd that’s the challenge: what is Christian life and what is social cul-
ture? […] Of course, mämmi isn’t a religious food, but it’s eaten at Easter, 
and there are historical reasons people eat such foods at Easter, but then 
we also need to bring out what Easter is about, why people celebrate it, and 
what those days are about. All of it, the history, the festive decorations and 
delicacies, is separate from religion, which we also emphasize. 

The educator separates the delicacy from the religious holiday. This presenta-
tion of the holiday celebrations takes ‘the religion out of the holidays’ (Rich 
2021, 32). However, to understand the concept of Easter and separate it from 
secular holidays, its religious background must be clarified. Learning about dif-
ferent religions seems mainly to cover the Lutheran majority, as the interviewee 
continues by talking about taking their students on church visits: ‘[B]ut then 
again, [...] integration training is about bringing out Finland and Finnishness, 
so we haven’t been to a mosque or synagogue, or even a Catholic church’ (P13).
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The educator claims church visits, presumably to the ELCF, can add to 
the understanding of Finnishness and thus promote integration. To that 
end, there is no reason to visit other denominations or places of worship, as 
they are viewed as external to Finnishness. In the same way Jenny Berglund 
discusses the ‘Lutheran marinade’ of Swedish religious education: although 
the confessional material has been ‘wiped off’ the neutral and objective 
subject, the taste of Lutheranism still sticks (Berglund 2023). In a Danish 
religious education context Christianity is depicted in terms of Danishness, 
and furthermore, ‘universal human conditions’ (Buchardt 2014, 119, 139). 
In our study the idea of Lutheranism as a religion that has become culture, 
or even a constituent of Finnish culture, is a justified part of public institu-
tions, including education.

Concern about Islam, and the labour market logic of integration

Successful migrant integration is often measured by labour market par-
ticipation (Kekki et al. 2023, 94). Alongside integration services education 
has wider objectives, including mutual interaction and preserving one’s 
culture (cf. Integration Act 681/2023). However, while acknowledging the 
significance of these objectives, the educators emphasize their obligation 
to promote their students’ labour market integration and thus accustom 
them to the principles of Finnish working life. Here, we observe a concern 
connected with problem solving: educators aspire to accommodate religion, 
as ‘too much’ of it may cause problems. In the final section of the analysis 
we focus on this concern.

A recurring example of the concern is an assumed clash between work-
ing life and Muslim students’ religious practice. There are no top-down 
regulations for education about when and where adult students are al-
lowed to pray. Directions for the celebration of religious holidays also 
seem to vary. These issues often depend on the institution, or even the 
individual educator. Discussions can result in disagreement in the school 
environment, as well as in broader conversations about the conventions 
of Finnish working life: 

P10: Islam as a religion often causes the students to feel discriminated against 
because they aren’t allowed to take prayer breaks. But we’ve also discussed 
that the employer is allowed to determine working time in Finland. And, 
well, you can pray at home in the afternoon when you’re off work. But it’s a 
bit divisive. Some [students] understand and say, ‘Ok, it’s fine with me, I’ll 
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do that’, but some don’t. So that makes working really difficult. You can’t 
work as a bus driver or in many other jobs, so you can’t work if you’re such 
a nitpicker. We’ve confirmed with the Imams that it’s not compulsory to 
pray according to the clock.

The educator says that their institution has attempted to settle the prayer 
issue by contacting religious experts, but some students disagree with those 
experts’ interpretation. This raises the question of who if anyone is qualified 
to mediate the needs of a religious or any minority and the expectations 
of working life. The interviewee continues: ‘I don’t know how any work 
can be done in Finland. You’d have to have a job where you could sort of 
pace the working day yourself. There’s very little of the kind of manual 
labour that allows such an approach.’ The excerpt demonstrates religion’s 
intersection with categories of race, class, and education. The structures of 
integration, based on the demand on the labour market and expectations 
of people with different migratory statuses, steer migrants towards certain 
low-wage fields like care work, producing a new racialized underclass (cf. 
Kurki 2019; Ndomo 2024).

The question was not usually about whether to ban prayer completely 
when it would be suitable: many educators think that following the salah 
rhythm strictly could prove problematic later and therefore state that ‘in 
practice, [education] works like working life’ (P11). In the institution in 
question this principle is enacted with an even stronger restriction:

P5: So of course we have the obligation to follow the curriculum, and we 
have the obligation to follow certain principles of integration, which include 
that we should consciously reduce the Islamic prayer rhythm [...].

[After classes] they can go to some classrooms, but we’re responsible for 
making sure they don’t pray in the corridors. It’s kind of an instruction 
given to us. It has nothing to do with how I personally see it, but it’s the 
instruction.

Although none of the national core curricula (EDUFI 2012; 2017a; 2017b) 
specify any regulations on prayer, the interpretation of the local curriculum 
is that a prayer rhythm, or praying publicly in common areas, conflicts 
with the principles of integration. The educator clarifies that this is not 
her personal opinion, but an obligation. Elsewhere, there seems room for 
interpretation: 
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P6: [S]ome educators […] believe that we’re giving a false signal about so-
ciety, and I’m always silent when this is discussed at meetings. Because I 
think that really, if a person […] asks if they can go and pray, it’s so deeply 
rooted in that person that I wouldn’t want to take away its meaning […] if 
they come and go quietly and do their work, and it doesn’t interfere with 
their schoolwork.

The lack of official guidelines means the question of prayer can also be divi-
sive within a single institution: allowing free prayer times sends the wrong 
signal about society for some because of the assumption that such conduct 
will not be allowed outside education. Others feel uneasy about interfering 
with someone else’s religious practice. Nevertheless, there is conditionality: 
if the salah is performed correctly, discreetly, quietly, and without interfer-
ing with schoolwork, then it can be allowed. The ambivalence concerning 
whether this can be done in working life remains.

The outlook concerning students’ religious holidays is somewhat stricter. 
A few educators allude to a policy of one religious day off per semester, but 
the officialness of this policy is also unclear to them. Some educators have 
granted a day off but have asked for a presentation about the holiday for 
the whole class as compensation, thus making the current holidays part of 
instruction. Others grant even more recognition to the most visible holidays 
like Id al-Fitr, especially if the majority of students – and two billion people 
globally – celebrate them. Holidays and time and its use are represented 
as non-negotiable when it comes to Muslims, but the Lutheran calendar’s 
place is self-evident.

Educators are concerned that Muslim students’ insistence on their 
preferred religious practice has potential to cause problems. They may be 
aware of anti-Muslim attitudes in Finland and smooth their students’ path 
into working life by encouraging accommodation. Yet the whiteness norm 
can be so thoroughly internalized that in their view religion, not just Islam, 
should be excluded from workplaces. These accounts contradict the principle 
of ‘not interfering with other people’s religion’. The guidelines for reducing 
the prayer rhythm, denying prayers in public spaces without offering an 
alternative space, or dismissing religious holidays can be understood as de 
facto interfering with religious freedom.

In comparison, apart from a few examples of negotiating permission for a 
student to wear a scarf during an internship, headscarves as visibly religious 
expressions are not generally an issue. Unlike the recurrent concern about 
time and its use, the bodily expression of religion has become somewhat 
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mainstream; some educators even compliment employers for providing the 
hijab as part of the work uniform and paying attention to employees’ other 
religious needs (cf. Karhunen 2024).

G4: But to my delight I’ve noticed while supervising internship periods that 
some employers already have set practices, which is nice. For example, they 
have brand scarves for Muslim women with company logos and other things 
that are part of the uniform. And they’ve taken prayer breaks at work into 
account, and they have mats ready and stuff like that […]. It’s nice to see 
such things being so well thought through already.
MJ: Yes. So working life isn’t completely out of touch with these things, either.
G5: No, definitely not. […] And it’s not a big deal. It’s nothing new.

This exchange in a group interview indicates grounds for other kinds of 
narratives of religious encounter in the form of deep equality, which shifts the 
focus from larger structures such as law, state, and institutions to the micro-
processes of daily interaction (Beaman 2017, 23–24). There were examples 
in the interviews of various measures that had been taken to acknowledge 
students’ religions: in many places prayer rooms had been established on 
either the students’ or institution’s initiative, or certain restrooms had been 
reserved for wudu cleansing.

Concluding discussion

In this article we have demonstrated how ‘the Finnish lens’ on religion func-
tions in interviews with adult migrants’ educators. We argue that this lens is 
formed in educators’ intersecting and affective position between structures 
of integration and their students, as well as the long and entangled history 
of Lutheranism and secularism. This has led to a special form of culturalized 
Lutheranism that prefers private and modest, or more precisely, ‘restrained’, 
forms of religiosity. The lens is also affective, as the educators are simulta-
neously ambivalent about and committed to it. We observe the virtue of 
‘restrained Lutheranism’ as the whiteness norm, which has been incorpo-
rated to promote the (labour market) goals of integration. Diverging from 
the norm causes concern, and this is cautioned against. Restricting various 
religious expressions like Islamic prayer in working life follows a logic that 
views migrants as potential members of the workforce, and educators wish 
to ensure their employability (e.g. Ndomo 2024). We end our article by offer-
ing some reflections on the implications of this normative and affective lens.
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The interview accounts leave a concerned impression; they ‘tiptoe’, pro-
ceeding carefully around religion. Ahmed writes about anxiety, the cause of 
which is not usually present, but which intensifies as thoughts move between 
different objects (Ahmed 2014, 66). Although ‘concern’ has a less intense 
connotation than ‘anxiety’, a similar movement is present in the interviews. 
It is not necessarily directed at religion per se but at the anticipated clashes 
that may occur, particularly in workplaces, between migrant religions (i.e. 
Islam) and the Finnish conception of religion. In the accounts there is a 
concern that religious expression, if insufficiently adapted in accordance 
with Finnish standards, may hamper integration, the primary goal of the 
educators’ work. Their concern extends to migrants’ future employability 
in the Finnish labour market, which they wish to ensure. 

The educators posit the labour market as an incontestable entity to 
which other aspects are subordinate, including the understanding of time 
and its use sanctifying working times. The private sphere is thus not only 
spatial but temporal. This accommodation of Islam to being labour-market-
compatible is a process of becoming integratable (Masoud et al. 2021). It 
occurs within unequal power structures, and if unsuccessful, may increase 
stress and other psychosocial consequences for migrant students (Masoud 
et al. 2023, 10; Masoud 2024, 90). A study of Muslim young people’s prayer 
ritual indicates that prayer stays in students’ minds whether it is allowed 
or not, which may in turn affect schoolwork (Vähärautio-Halonen 2021). 
Despite their challenges, young people face, solutions seem more acces-
sible for young people, possibly because of what feels like the permanence 
of school in their lives. In contrast, adult education, especially integration 
training, is seen mainly as a steppingstone to the labour market.

The restrained Lutheran Finn stands as the virtue of a religious subject, 
and the secularized Lutheran is the ideal Finnish working citizen. The ex-
pectation of newcomers’ religious adaptation emphasizes their obligation 
to integrate, whereas the obligations of the majority remain vague (Zapata-
Barrero and Gropas 2022, 195; Masoud et al. 2021, 54). In her critique of 
multicultural nations Ahmed defines such integration as conditional hospital-
ity (Ahmed 2012, 43): those who are positioned outside the norm of (white) 
citizenship need to construct themselves as deserving of this hospitality 
(Karimi 2024, 52; Berg and Peltola 2015).

Although some educators separate their personal views from authorita-
tive roles, they claim to adhere to the latter in their conduct. The recurrent 
concern about Muslim students’ prayer times may be a by-product of the 
market-oriented goals of integration (Kurki et al. 2018, 239), which repre-
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sents their position in structures with racializing tendencies. Educators may 
therefore aspire to improve Muslim students’ employability and reduce the 
risk of discrimination in working life by guiding them to more moderate re-
ligiosity and becoming more like the white majority. The current mentality in 
Finnish working life is that an employee’s religion should not be considered 
except in cases of direct discrimination (Bergbom et al. 2020). According to 
the International Labour Organization (2016), however, religion and belief 
are among the four most common reasons internationally for workers to 
request reasonable accommodation in the working environment, a policy 
which the ILO advocates.

Previous studies have demonstrated cases where Muslimness and 
Finnishness have not been seen to cohere. In Karhunen’s study (2024, 165) 
Finnish-born Muslim women found that visible religious expression caused 
their Finnishness to be questioned. Furthermore, Hyökki (2022, 65) describes 
how Finnish Muslim converts described their social experience as ‘losing 
one’s whiteness’. These experiences depict the racialization of Islam, a pro-
cess in which ‘Muslims are homogenized and degraded by Islamophobic 
discourse and practices’ (Garner and Selod 2015, 17). Together, these results, 
as well as widespread anti-Muslim attitudes recorded in Finland (e.g. Pew 
Research Center 2018), hint at the systemic racialization of Muslims. 

Negotiations of religion never happen within equal power dynamics: 
for Finnish educators these discussions may be merely practical; for many 
of their students they are a lived reality (Rich 2021, 84; Leonardo and Porter 
2010, 149–50). For example, the private/public division may work as a means 
of exclusion and regulation of the ‘different’ (Moosa-Mitha 2005, 377), and 
the demand for secular public space places the religious in a disadvantaged 
position (Sears and Herriot 2016, 293). Macro-dynamics that produce power 
differences such as market-driven integration systems therefore cannot be 
dismissed in these analyses. Our analysis shows that negotiations of reli-
gion cannot be separated from societal structures such as the legal system, 
general codes of custom, and educators’ personal views. The interviews 
depict religious freedom for migrants as the right to practise their religion 
if it does not coincide with the public sphere, particularly working life. In 
the educators’ accounts the labour market constitutes an entity with which 
everyone must unquestioningly comply. This ethos illustrates the educa-
tors’ position between the structures of integration and their students (cf. 
Järvinen and Suopajärvi 2025). 

As argued elsewhere, antiracist pedagogy that encourages the learning 
of educators, self-reflection, and confronting old understandings should be 
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brought to the centre of all levels of education and as a basis of the curriculum 
(Alemanji 2016, 58–59; Järvinen and Suopajärvi 2025). The current curricular 
requirement of a critical examination of one’s own perceptions in the name 
of two-way integration seems to be directed more at migrants than education 
providers (Kekki et al. 2023). We concur with previous researchers who have 
stressed that racializing integration policies and structures must be critically 
examined, as they can also result in the othering of migrant religions. 

Policy-level reforms take time to be realized, which can cause apathy 
among those working at street level. Meanwhile, there are ways forward 
in the classrooms, for example. Religious identity is one of many identities, 
and it represents itself in complex ways (Beaman 2017, 4). These matters are 
already considered in the immediate educational environment and work-
places as some interviewees described with examples of wudu restrooms 
and prayer spaces. Educators’ affective position can make them receptive to 
change. They also have the authority to decide how to implement policies 
at street level (Lønsmann 2023, 688), and they are often required to do so 
independently, as instructions are inadequate and inconsistent. As predeces-
sors of workplaces, educational communities should therefore seek daily 
actions that work not only for the customs of the majority: the issue of prayer 
times, for example, should be resolved with Muslim students, using avail-
able protocols such as ILO 2016’s Model Policy for Reasonable Accommodations. 

Zeinab Karimi calls selective secularism the double standard of Muslims’ 
obligation to constantly explain their religiosity as opposed to the taken-
for-granted position of the majority religion (Karimi 2024, 54). Although 
educators may be able to train their students to comply with the standards 
of Finnish working life, they cannot protect them from discriminatory re-
cruiting processes. Although it has decreased in larger cities, discrimination 
based on ethnic and cultural background, religion, and gender still happens 
in the Finnish labour market (Bergbom et al. 2020; Ahmad 2025). Finnish 
working life generally still looks largely white, secular, and Lutheran, and 
inflexible and unwelcoming for those who diverge.
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Abstract 
Organized Asatru is estimated to include no more than 20,000 mem-
bers worldwide, and between 1,000 and 3,000 in Denmark, but it is 
well known that there are people outside organized groups who 
identify as Asatru. Yet no one knows how many, who they are, and 
in what they believe. Here, we examine the demography and spiri-
tual life of this broader group of Asatru for the first time. Of 23,326 
participants from a Danish national cohort group (EXICODE), 94 
(0.40%) self-identified as Asatru, which extrapolates to 15,000–23,000 
Asatru individuals in Denmark alone. Compared with other Danes, 
matched by age, gender, and ethnic/cultural background, these self-
identified Asatru respondents tend to be single younger males with 
lower income and education. This invisible group of Asatru shares 
several characteristics with the more visible organized Asatru, includ-
ing active spiritual lives, a tendency to turn to nature, and opposition 
to the church. Importantly, our data indicate that the vast majority 
of self-identified Asatru exists in unorganized, fluid, and less visible 
forms. Indeed, we argue that Danish Asatru may best be understood 
as a pyramid with different levels of investment and organization, 
ranging from a few highly invested and organized neopagan Asatru 
at the top to a much wider group of less invested and unorganized 
cultural Asatru at the bottom.
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Asatru is usually researched as an international movement of people who 
organize in groups to worship the Old Norse gods, but it is well known that 
people outside these groups identify as Asatru. The number, demography, 
and spiritual life of these individuals are largely unknown because they are 
unaffiliated with any Asatru organization and therefore difficult to study 
(Amster 2015, 47). We call them the invisible Asatru. It should be noted that 
we use the term Asatru following the Danish terminology, in which Asatro/
Asatru is used to denominate both the movement, for example, ‘Asatru is 
a movement’, and its members, for example, ‘they are Asatru’. Studying 
this group requires a sociological survey, but a large sample is necessary 
given that the number of self-identified Asatru probably represents a small 
proportion of the population in most countries. In 2022 a sample of 23,326 
randomly selected individuals was collected by the EXIstential COhort DEn-
mark (EXICODE) project. The survey included the option to self-identify as 
Asatru (Stripp et al. 2022a). The dataset includes 94 self-identified Asatru in 
Denmark. We analyse the data on this unique sample in this study. 

Individuals who become Asatru practitioners tend to grow up like other 
individuals in secular societies with a dominant Christian cultural heritage, 
but it is unclear why they choose to become Asatru. Although previous re-
search indicates that Asatru mainly consists of young males with a northern 
European ethnic background, little is known about how these individuals 
distinguish themselves from individuals with similar demographic profiles 
(age, gender, ethnicity). In this EXICODE study we therefore compare the 
invisible Asatru with age- and gender-matched Danes who maintain their 
ethnic and cultural identity in Protestant Christianity. The vast majority 
of Danes (85%) belongs to the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Denmark, 
with 99 per cent of members ethnic Danes. To examine their spirituality, we 
compare the invisible Asatru with both secular and devout Protestants. Our 
aim is to address four important questions: How many individuals identify 
as Asatru outside organized religion? What are their socio-demographic 
profiles? What distinguishes their spirituality from Danes with similar 
demographic profiles? What is their relationship with Christianity?

Background: Asatru in Denmark

A dual identity in pre-Christian and Christian culture

Most Danes today identify with both a pre-Christian and a Christian cul-
tural heritage (Schjødt et al. 2022a). This dual identity was instilled in the 
population during the nineteenth-century national romantic movement by 
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thinkers like N. F. S. Grundtvig and Adam Oehlenschlager, who promoted 
the idea that Denmark’s pre-Christian past was integral to Danish national 
identity. As part of the nineteenth-century nation-building project, they 
argued that Danes had a magnificent past before Christianity, and that the 
pre-Christian spirit remained essential to the contemporary Danish national 
character (Bønding et al. 2021, 16). Evidence of this national character was 
found in the Old Norse myths about the gods and their eternal struggle 
against the giants. 

The notion of a northern antiquity as a valid alternative to Greek and 
Roman antiquity worked as a strong nation-building narrative (Bønding et 
al. 2021), but thinkers like Grundtvig and Oehlenschlager did not see Old 
Norse culture and mythology as an alternative to Christianity. Instead, they 
envisioned an alliance between Thor’s hammer and the Christian cross, a 
dual identity that defined what it meant to be Danish. Grundtvig main-
tained that the Old Norse gods served as role models for the secular life 
of Danes, while Christianity offered salvation and spiritual truth (Bønding 
et al. 2021). Although this pagan–Christian alliance was controversial at 
the time, and something with which Grundtvig struggled in his personal 
worldview (Auken 2012), the understanding that there was no conflict 
between Christianity and Asatru was gradually normalized in the Danish 
population. The dominant identity in Christian culture in Denmark today 
tends to coexist with a less pronounced but equally robust identity in Old 
Norse culture (Schjødt et al. 2023).

A continuum of Asatru

The term Asatru emerged in northern Europe in the 1970s to describe the 
neopagan practitioners of Old Norse religion (Icelandic: ásatrú; Norwegian: 
åsatru; Swedish: asatro; Danish: asetro). Beginning in Iceland, these neopa-
gans gradually formed local, regional, national, and international networks 
during the 1990s. In Denmark and in other northern countries, however, 
the nineteenth-century national romanticists had already popularized the 
concept of Asatru. Grundtvig used the term Asalære (doctrine of the Aesir) to 
describe the pre-Christian influence on the Danish national character (1807), 
and Adam Oehlenschlager was the first to use the term Asatru to describe 
belief in the Old Norse gods (1836). Much like modern neopagan Asatru, 
this early version of Asatru celebrated individual freedom and responsibil-
ity, nature, and virtues like courage, strength, and action. This overlap is 
still present in contemporary Danish society: neopagan Asatru individuals 
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appear to share many values, attitudes, ideas, and a pre-Christian identity 
with hundreds of thousands of Danes who, to varying degrees, celebrate 
Old Norse culture and mythology (Schjødt et al. 2022a; 2022b; 2022c; 2023). 
Building on the concepts of cultural religion (Astor and Mayrl 2020) and cul-
tural Christianity (Iversen 2005), Schjødt et al. refer to this broader spectrum 
of identity, beliefs, and values as cultural Asatru (Schjødt et al. 2023). They 
argue that the relationship between neopagan and cultural Asatru is fluid, 
with different levels of belief, commitment, and organization ranging from 
the few neopagan practitioners organized in small sacrificial groups to the 
many secular individuals who passively identify with Old Norse culture 
and mythology as part of their cultural heritage. Whether this study’s in-
visible Asatru resembles organized neopagan Asatru or a broader cultural 
Asatru is important for understanding the complex nature of Asatru as both 
a spiritual and cultural phenomenon. 

Research questions: Identity, size, demography, and spirituality

The unique context of Asatru in Denmark poses several important questions 
about the prevalence, demography, and spirituality of individuals who 
explicitly identify as Asatru without committing to any organized practice.

First, do the invisible Asatru embrace a dual identity with Christianity, 
or do they reject Christian traditions? On the one hand organized neopagan 
Asatru practitioners tend to position themselves in opposition to Christian-
ity, rejecting monotheism and Christian dogmas, which they believe portray 
humans as weak, sinful, and under the control of God’s will (Amster 2015, 
53; von Schnurbein 2016, 88). On the other most ethnic Danes embrace 
Christian traditions and hold positive views of the church and its traditions 
(Andersen and Lüchau 2011, 88). If the invisible Asatru resemble neopagan 
Asatru practitioners, they may be inclined to reject the church’s traditions. 
However, if they match the profile of most secular ethnic Danes, they may 
endorse both traditions as part of their dual cultural heritage. 

Second, how many individuals identify as Asatru? Previous attempts 
to count the number of Asatru individuals have focused exclusively on 
organized Asatru, but no accurate estimates exist because of the scarcity 
of reliable data. However, in a non-peer-reviewed report cited by several 
academic studies (cf. Skjoldli 2024, 538; Cragle 2017, 78; Snook et al. 2017, 
43) Karl Seigfried estimates, based on self-identification and the weighing 
of data, that there are 36,000 Asatru worldwide (Seigfried 2014). Another 
informal estimate by one of the leading experts in the field suggests that 
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there are no more than 20,000 Asatru individuals worldwide (von Schnur-
bein 2016, 88). In Denmark estimates indicate that there are approximately 
1,000–3,000 practitioners organized in local and regional groups within the 
Asatru community, the blótlaug (Warmind 2007; Bøgelund 2008; Pedersen 
2016). The precise figure remains uncertain because of the transient nature 
of these blótlaug, which frequently emerge and disband over time (Warmind 
2007). However, the number of individuals who identify as Asatru must at 
least be equal to and probably larger than the number of organized Asatru 
practitioners. If we conceptualize Asatru as a pyramid with different levels 
of investment, where the top represents the few highly invested practition-
ers who organize in Asatru blótlaug (1,000+ in Denmark), and the bottom 
represents the much larger group of minimally invested individuals who 
endorse a kind of cultural Asatru (100,000+, if not millions) (Schjødt et al. 
2023), it is reasonable to assume that the number of unorganized individu-
als who identify as Asatru (the invisible Asatru) lies somewhere in between 
(10,000+).

Third, who are the invisible Asatru? Most studies show that organ-
ized visible Asatru mainly attracts young males of northern European 
ethnic origin (Kaplan 1996, 199; Gardell 2003, 153; Warmind 2007; Amster 
2015; von Schnurbein 2016, 89), although considerable variation exists 
between Asatru groups (Cragle 2017). The data are generally inconclu-
sive or lacking regarding employment and education. In a convenience 
sample of 2,700 Asatru worldwide Cragle observes that their unemploy-
ment rates surpass national averages (Cragle 2017, 92). Unfortunately, 
his analysis of education levels does not include comparative national 
data. Importantly, no studies have examined unorganized self-identified 
Asatru. If this group of individuals serves as a potential recruitment 
base for organized Asatru in Denmark, we may expect them to share a 
similar demographic profile.

Fourth, how spiritual are the invisible Asatru? Most scholars perceive 
organized visible Asatru in Scandinavia as a new religious movement 
whose spiritually active members have a marked reverence for the spiritual 
forces of nature (Strmiska 2005; Gregorius 2008; Asprem 2008; Pedersen 
2016; Rood 2020). The extent to which the invisible Asatru share this 
profile is unknown. Again, if the invisible Asatru serve as a recruitment 
base for organized Asatru, we may expect them to share similar spiritual 
characteristics.
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Methods: Sampling the invisible Asatru

The EXICODE data were originally collected by researchers from the 
University of Southern Denmark to investigate the relationship between 
existential and spiritual needs and health in Denmark (Stripp et al. 2022a; 
2022b). They invited 104,137 randomly selected Danes via the national 
social security register (CPR register) to participate in the survey, yielding 
a sample of 23,826 who answered all the central questions (Stripp et al. 
2023). The EXICODE survey asked the participants to describe their faith 
(‘if a believer, which faith?’, offering eleven response categories, including 
‘Catholic’, ‘Protestant’, ‘Muslim’, ‘Asatru’, and so on. The 94 individuals who 
answered ‘Asatru’ to this question are the current study’s focus. It should be 
noted that ‘Asatru’ was only included as a response category because of a 
single comment in a pilot study. Yet more participants identified as Asatru 
in the final questionnaire than Jews and Hindus, for example. We are aware 
that many labels exist to denote a kind of identity in Norse paganism, and 
that ome individuals may have distinct preferences. Jane Haug Skjoldli, 
who recently examined the variation in religious self-identification, found a 
reluctance to identify with the term Asatru in the American context because 
of its religio-racial connotations, but this hesitation was not present among 
Nordic respondents (Skjoldli 2024, 548). 

In addition to socio-demographic variables such as gender, age, income, 
and marital status, the EXICODE study included several items on spiritual 
beliefs and practices, including church attendance, meditation, prayer, 
religious experiences, afterlife beliefs, and nature worship. It is the socio-
demographic data and these variables that we analyse in this report.

Despite its enormous size and meticulous sampling method, the EXI-
CODE data cannot be said to be completely representative of the Danish 
population. The respondents were on average older, more educated, and 
wealthier than the general population, and female respondents were over-
represented. At the same time ethnic/religious minorities such as Hindus and 
Muslims were underrepresented. It would therefore be difficult to interpret 
any direct comparisons between the self-identified Asatru and the entire 
EXICODE sample. Instead, we decided to compare the self-identified Asa-
tru with Danes who shared a similar profile in three theoretically relevant 
demographics: age; gender; and ethnic/cultural background. The Asatru are 
known to consist primarily of young (age) males (gender) with a northern 
European ethnic background brought up in majority Protestant Christian 
societies (ethnic/cultural background) (Kaplan 1996; Gardell 2003; Warmind 
2007; Amster 2015). While age and gender can easily be matched, the EXI-
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CODE did not collect specific data on ethnicity. However, 8,059 respondents 
self-identified as Protestants in the EXICODE sample, and as 85 per cent 
of ethnic Danes are members of the Protestant Lutheran Church, and its 
members consist of 99 per cent ethnic Danes, we decided to compare the 
Asatru with matched individuals in age and gender who maintained their 
ethnic and cultural identity in Protestant Christianity.

To examine the spirituality of the Asatru, we compared them with both 
devout and secular Protestant Danes by splitting the matched Protestant 
participants into three groups based on their response to a single vari-
able, ‘How big a role does God play in your life today?’ (on a scale of 1 
to 10, where 1 was ‘no role at all’, and 10 was ‘a very big role’). To ensure 
reliability, we randomly selected matched Protestant participants for 
each of these groups in a ratio of one to three relative to the small sample 
of 94 Asatru participants. There were therefore 282 participants in each 
Protestant group. It should be noted that the unusual composition of pre-
dominantly younger males among the Asatru compared with Protestants, 
who were generally older and female, dramatically reduced the pool of 
matched Protestants, especially among the most devout Christians. The 
specific division of the three contrast groups was therefore as follows: 
secular Christians (answer = 1/‘no role at all’); mildly devout Christians (an-
swer = 2–4); moderately devout Christians (5–10). This uneven distribution 
on the 10-point scale was because relatively few Protestant participants 
rated God’s role in their life as high, reflecting a well-known general lack 
of belief in God in Denmark (Andersen et al. 2019). Respondents rating 10 
(‘very big role’) down to 5 had to be included to get the 282 most devout 
Christian respondents when matched with the Asatru respondents in age 
and gender.

Estimating the size, demography, and spirituality of self-identified Asatru 

First, to estimate the total number of Asatru in the Danish population, we 
used the margin of error to calculate the interval of the population estimate 
based on the 94 self-identified Asatru among the 23,826 respondents in 
the EXICODE dataset. Second, to describe the socio-demographics of the 
Asatru respondents, we reported frequency distributions of age, gender, 
education level, income, and family status (Table 1). Third, to compare the 
spirituality of the Asatru with the matched groups of Protestant Christians, 
we reported and analysed data from 11 items. Nine items were selected 
from the Danish translation of the SpREUK-P questionnaire (Büssing et al. 
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2005) probing participants’ religious, spiritual, and existential practices: ‘I 
go to church’; ‘I turn to nature’; ‘I pray’. SpREUK-P uses a four-point scale 
(‘regularly’, ‘sometimes’, ‘seldom’, ‘never’). The last two items were ‘Yes/
No/I don’t know’ questions about ‘belief in the afterlife’, and whether the 
participants had ‘had a supernatural/spiritual/mystical experience’ (Table 2). 

The EXICODE’s extraction of data from the Danish social security reg-
istry does not allow subgroups of fewer than five participants. Response 
categories to some items were therefore collapsed. For example, very few 
Asatru go to church, so for the church attendance question three of the 
response categories (‘seldom’, ‘sometimes’, and ‘regularly’) had to be com-
bined. Similarly, ‘missing’ is included in ‘never’. Finally, to determine if the 
Asatru individuals differed from the three groups of Protestant Christians 
in the 11 spirituality items, we performed χ2 tests on each item to test their 
pairwise difference (Table 2). 

Results: Size, demography, and spirituality

First, we calculated an estimate of the total number of Asatru in the Dan-
ish population, using the margin of error. As the 94 Asatru made up 0.40 
per cent of the entire EXICODE sample of 23,826 respondents, the margin 
of error at the 95 per cent confidence level was .08 per cent. The share of 
Asatru in the Danish population was thus estimated to be between .32 
and .48 per cent. As the total population over the age of 18 at the time of 
the data collection was 4.72 million, we estimated the number of Asatru 
in the Danish population to be somewhere between 15,000 and 23,000 
individuals. It should be noted that this estimate is associated with con-
siderable uncertainty because of various biases in the EXICODE dataset 
(see discussion).

Second, to better understand what distinguished the invisible Asatru 
from Danes with a similar ethnic cultural background, we compared their 
socio-demographics with those of the Protestant Christians (Table 1). As 
expected, the group of Asatru (M=46.4 years, 72% males) differed consid-
erably from both the total EXICODE sample (M=55.7 years, 44% males), 
and their Protestant Christian counterparts (M=55.7 years, 44% males). 
Compared with the matched Protestant Christians, the Asatru respondents 
generally reported lower education and income, and a marked tendency 
to live alone (Table 1).
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Table 1. Socio-demographic differences between Asatru individuals and matched 
Protestant Christians.

 
Asatru
(N=94)

Moderately  
devout  

Christian 
(N=282)

Mildly  
devout  

Christian 
(N=282)

Secular 
Christian 
(N=282)

Age (years)
Mean
Range

 
46

18–76

 
47

18–87

 
47

18–87

 
47

18–79

Males (%)* 72 72 72 72

Education (%)
7 years
12 years
15 years

 
31
42
28

 
11
46
42

 
17
39
44

 
11
55
33 

Income (%)
Low
Medium
High

 
39
39
21

 
22
37
40

 
13
38
49

 
20
35
45

Living status* (%)
Living alone (yes)

 
40

 
26

 
22

 
29

*EXICODE only included two response options on sex and living status (male/female; 
living alone/living with someone. 

Third, to compare the spiritual life of the Asatru with moderately and 
mildly devout, and secular Protestant Christians, we reported the response 
frequencies of the 11 items on spiritual life from the SpREUK-P scale 
(Table 2). Generally, the three Christian groups showed an expected and 
remarkably consistent pattern in relation to each other: far more spiritual/
religious commitment among moderately devout Christians; far less com-
mitment among secular Christians. Overall, Asatru individuals resembled 
mildly and moderately devout Christians more than secular Christians in 
most spiritual beliefs and practices except for church attendance: the Asatru 
attended church services significantly less than even secular Christians.

The Asatru ‘thought about the meaning of life’, and they ‘worked to real-
ize themselves’ to a greater extent than secular Christians, falling somewhere 
between mildly and moderately devout Christians. They participated in 
body-mind exercises (e.g. yoga and mindfulness) more often than all three 
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Table 2. The spiritual life of the Asatru individuals compared with Protestant 
Christians (%).*

 
Asatru 
n=94

Moderately 
devout  

Christian 
n=282

Mildly  
devout  

Christian 
n=282

Secular 
Christian 

n=282

I reflect on the meaning of life.a,b,c

Never 15 4 7 23
Seldom 25 12 34 37
Sometimes 43 51 51 28
Regularly 18 33 8 11

I work on my self-realization.c

Never 22 18 28 43
Seldom 29 26 33 26
Sometimes 32 40 26 23
Regularly 17 16 14 9

I work on a mind-body discipline (i.e. yoga, qigong, mindfulness, etc.).a,b,c

Never 64 62 68 78
Seldom 12 23 18 12
Sometimes 19 11 9 8
Regularly 5 5 5 2

I turn to nature.a,b,c

Never 25 33 34 48
Seldom 15 22 22 23
Sometimes 26 30 34 21
Regularly 35 15 10 9

I privately pray (for myself, for others).a,b,c

Never 78 16 54 90
Seldom + Sometimes 12 16 31 8
Regularly 11 68 16 1

I go to church/mosque/synagogue, etc. (indicate what is appropriate).a,b,c

Never 77 16 26 63
Seldom + Sometimes + Regularly 23 84 74 37

At home, religious symbols are important to me.a,b,c

Never 64 37 73 95
Seldom + Sometimes 20 30 26 4
Regularly 16 33 6 1

I participate in religious events (i.e. religious congregations, etc.).a,c

Never 85 43 83 95
Seldom + Sometimes 9 24 15 4
Regularly 6 33 3 2

I believe in a (my) guardian angel.a,c

Never 64 43 67 87
Seldom 13 16 14 4
Sometimes 13 24 14 6
Regularly 11 18 5 3

Have you ever had an experience that you could not readily explain, and which you would describe 
as ‘supernatural’, spiritual, or mystic?a,c

Yes 51 53 37 17
No 43 33 53 73
Don’t know 6 15 11 10

Do you believe in a life after death?a,c

Yes 28 64 26 10
No 36 11 34 69
Don’t know 36 25 39 21

*Each statement is marked with a, b, or c, showing whether the Asatru differed from the three groups 
of Christians. A χ2-test tests whether there is a pairwise difference between the Asatru and moderately 
devout Christians (marked with a), mildly devout Christians (marked with b), and secular Christians 
(marked with c).
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Christian groups. The Asatru prayed more than secular Christians, but less 
than mildly and moderately devout Christians. They reported having spir-
itual/religious symbols in their homes more than mildly devout and secular 
Christians, but less than moderately devout Christians, and they believed 
in guardian angels to about the same extent as mildly devout Christians. 
More than half the Asatru individuals reported having had a supernatu-
ral/spiritual/mystical experience, which was similar to moderately devout 
Christians and significantly more than both mildly devout and secular 
Christians. They answered ‘yes’ to believing in an afterlife at the same rate 
as mildly devout Christians. Finally, we found a distinct tendency among the 
Asatru to turn to nature: more than one in three Asatru reported that they 
regularly turned to nature, which differed markedly from all three Protestant 
Christian groups. Figure 1 highlights three theoretically important findings.

Figure 1. Three theoretically important insights: a) low church attendance; b) preva-
lence of spiritual experience; c) characteristic use of nature. The tables compare the 
Asatru with secular and mildly and moderately devout Protestant Christians (%). 
See Table 2 for details.

Discussion

This analysis of the EXICODE data reveals several important insights 
about Danes who self-identify as Asatru when given the option. First, 
our estimate of 15,000–23,000 self-identified Asatru in Denmark suggests 
that the ratio between unorganized invisible Asatru and organized visible 
Asatru is approximately 10:1 (it should be noted that it is unlikely that the 
EXICODE sample includes participants from the small group of 1,000–3,000 
practising Asatru in the organized blótlaug). This estimate indicates that 
the number of Asatru in Denmark alone approximates to von Schnurbein’s 
earlier global estimate, which posited up to 20,000 practitioners worldwide 
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(von Schnurbein 2016, 88). It is noteworthy, however, that our estimate is 
more inclusive than previous estimates, as it counts any individual who 
chooses to self-identify as Asatru when given the option. von Schnurbein’s 
estimate only includes practising Asatru, and Seigfried’s estimate of 36,000 
individuals worldwide only includes individuals who identify exclusively as 
Asatru (Seigfried 2014). Indeed, there are many ways to define and delimit 
religious affiliation. Extrapolating our 10:1 ratio between self-identified and 
organized Asatru in Denmark to the world using von Schnurbein’s maxi-
mum of 20,000 organized Asatru suggests there are approximately 200,000 
self-identified Asatru worldwide. Yet there are several reasons a simple 10:1 
extrapolation is problematic. Denmark appears to differ from most other 
countries, especially outside Scandinavia, with its nationwide identity in 
Old Norse history inspired by national romanticism (Schjødt et al. 2022a; 
2022b; 2022c), but also with its marked lack of controversy surrounding 
right-wing paganism (von Schnurbein 2016, 68). However, any religious 
movement will to some extent be structured as a pyramid, with relatively 
few highly invested and organized individuals at the top and a larger base 
at the bottom of less invested and less organized individuals. The true ratio 
for self-identified versus organized Asatru in each country is unknown. 

To obtain a more exact international estimate, we clearly need data simi-
lar to EXICODE’s from other countries. However, there are serious issues 
to consider before we invite other researchers to collect similar data. The 
generalizability of the EXICODE data is limited by selection biases that may 
obscure the true number of Asatru, including EXICODE’s general sampling 
biases towards older, female, highly educated people and those with a 
high income. Indeed, we find that the Asatru individuals are younger less 
educated males with a lower income – an ‘opposite’ profile to EXICODE’s 
general sampling bias, which may suggest that Asatru individuals are 
actually underrepresented in the EXICODE data. In addition, EXICODE’s 
identification variable, ‘if a believer, which faith?’, may be specifically 
problematic for Asatru because many Asatru associate ‘being a believer’ 
with a Christian form of religiosity that does not fit Asatru well (e.g. Aziza 
2012, 183). The wording of the question itself may therefore have resulted in 
fewer self-identified Asatru. However, people with an interest in spirituality 
may be overrepresented in the sample because the invitation to participate 
in EXICODE included a description of the EXICODE project’s interest in 
spirituality. If the Asatru are interested in spirituality as our results indicate 
(Table 2), this may have resulted in relatively more Asatru in the dataset 
than their true proportion in Denmark. Furthermore, ethnic minorities like 
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Muslims and Hindus are underrepresented in EXICODE. Had these minori-
ties been better represented, we would expect a correspondingly smaller 
proportion of Asatru in the total dataset. Uncertainties are thus associated 
with the number of Asatru in both directions.

Second, our data show that many more men than women identify as 
Asatru. This supports previous observations in both Denmark (Warmind 
2007; Amster 2015) and internationally (Kaplan 1996; Gardell 2003). How-
ever, some studies show more equal gender distributions in Asatru groups.  
For example, Cragle finds that Nordic countries tend to be more egalitarian 
(55% men) than the US (65% men) (Cragle 2017, 81–82). Nevertheless, the 
observed prevalence of men corresponds with a general observation that 
Old Norse culture and mythology in Denmark are typically associated with 
masculine virtues such as strength, courage, and initiative (Schjødt et al. 
2022a; 2022b; 2022c), and that identity in Old Norse culture is often expressed 
in male-dominated environments such as sports events and the Danish 
army (Joensen 2011; Frisk 2017). Compared with Protestant participants 
with a similar gender, age, and ethnic profile, Asatru attracts younger, less 
educated, less affluent single men – individuals less established in society. 
A possible explanation is the anti-authoritarian and countercultural values 
and virtues associated with Asatru, such as the celebration of freedom and 
the resistance to dogma and the hierarchical organization of power (War-
mind 2007; Amster 2015). Obviously, this particular category of males is 
not alone in being attracted to such values and virtues: some women may 
resist dogma and hierarchy from a feminist perspective.  

The predominance of young and poorly educated males may support 
an oft-touted association between Asatru and right-wing anti-government 
movements. Internationally, Asatru has been strongly associated with right-
wing ideologies such as white supremacy which appear to attract a similar 
group of young less affluent males with a lower degree of education. Indeed, 
this link is well established in the context of right-wing extremism (Lubbers 
et al. 2002), including right-wing groups in the United States such as the 
Asatru Folk Assembly and the popularity of Odinism observed in American 
prisons (Kaplan 1996; Hamm 2007). It is impossible to determine if the 
observed profile of the invisible Asatru in our sample reflects any particu-
lar political orientation because political views were not recorded in the 
EXICODE data. We remain sceptical of any general associations between 
Asatru and right-wing ideology in the Scandinavian context because most 
Asatru organizations, perhaps especially in Denmark, have explicitly anti-
racist agendas (Pedersen 2016; Rood 2020). Importantly, the marked socio-
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demographic bias towards single uneducated young men raises questions 
about the kind of organized Asatru that may attract these invisible Asatru. 
Based on their profiles, we suggest that the individuals who identify as 
Asatru in our study may act as a recruitment base for the kind of Asatru that 
emphasizes masculine virtues, values, and national romanticism, which they 
share with the broader cultural Asatru in Denmark. In contrast, individuals 
who are drawn to Asatru as part of a more inclusive spiritual worldview 
may be less likely to identify explicitly with Asatru before engaging with 
Asatru groups, but when they do, they adopt this label as one among several 
others, including Wicca, shamanism, heathenry, or paganism (Skjoldli 2024). 

Third, their spirituality suggests a more complex story than one of mere 
political orientation. Asatru individuals report active spiritual lives, and they 
resemble moderately devout more than secular Christians in their engage-
ment with various forms of spiritual practice (e.g. meditation, prayer, search 
for meaning, self-realization, guardian angels). Indeed, they report having 
had spiritual experiences to the same extent as the group of moderately 
devout Christians, for whom God plays an important role in their every-
day lives (Figure 1). Alas, the EXICODE data lack specific details about the 
content of these spiritual experiences, but assuming there is an overlap with 
neopagan Asatru, they may involve elements related to nature. Indeed, we 
find a marked tendency among the invisible Asatru individuals to turn to 
nature when asked on a spirituality scale, a tendency that appears to be the 
standout characteristic in contrast with Christian Danes (Figure 1). Although 
‘turning to nature’ can be variously interpreted, it certainly corresponds to 
the nature worship found in neopagan Asatru, which perceives nature as 
animated by powers and creatures such as aesir, giants, elves, and trolls 
(Gregorius 2021, 81). However, nature worship is a complex category that 
belongs to a general tendency in Scandinavia rather than being exclusive 
to Asatru (Thurfjell et al. 2019; Thurfjell 2020). By celebrating nature and 
ecology, neopagans may thus simply have sacralized what may be a general 
value in Scandinavia (Gregorius 2021, 81). Whether the invisible Asatru 
individuals are influenced by secular or neopagan nature worship when 
they express their affinity with nature remains an open question, but our 
analysis shows a link between nature and Asatru that is clearly distinct from 
both secular and devout Christian Danes. 

Finally, the only spiritual question on which invisible Asatru individuals 
rate lower than even secular Christians is in church attendance (Table 2). 
This exception to an otherwise active spiritual life is interesting because, like 
other ethnic Danes, Asatru individuals are brought up in a Christian society 
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that routinely celebrates annual traditions and life cycle events related to the 
church such as Christmas, Easter, baptisms, weddings, and funerals. If the 
invisible Asatru endorsed a dual identity based on both pre-Christian and 
Christian cultural heritages, we would expect them to go to church with the 
same frequency as other ethnic Danes, especially given their overall level of 
spirituality. The distinct lack of church attendance may reflect an opposition 
to Christianity, which they would therefore share with the neopagan Asatru 
practitioners, but not with the cultural Asatru in Denmark, for whom there 
is no conflict between Christian and pre-Christian traditions.

In conclusion, by focusing on self-identified Asatru, we find that the 
number of Asatru in Denmark alone is the same as previous estimates of 
the total number of Asatru followers worldwide. Rather than understanding 
Asatru as a purely religious movement, our findings suggest that the vast 
majority of Asatru, at least in Denmark, exists in a more fluid, unorganized, 
and less visible form. Nevertheless, the invisible Asatru appear to match 
the profiles of neopagan Asatru in both demography and spirituality. They 
are primarily single young men with relatively low education and income, 
and active spiritual lives. We therefore argue that these invisible Asatru may 
constitute a necessary recruitment base for Asatru organizations, which must 
exist not only in Denmark but in other countries with Asatru practitioners. 
By extension, we propose that the observed ratio of approximately ten un-
organized invisible Asatru to one organized visible Asatru may represent 
the best point of departure for a global estimate of Asatru numbers.

We argue, however, that invisible Asatru represents one of the upper lev-
els in a large pyramid of Asatru in Denmark, ranging from the relatively few 
members of the officially recognized Asatru communities to the hundreds 
of thousands of Danes who identify with and celebrate Old Norse culture 
and mythology. The levels of this pyramid are dynamic, with individuals 
climbing up and down its different levels, from reading about the Old Norse 
gods in school, becoming fascinated with Viking culture, and joining com-
munities that celebrate Norse mythology to entering and leaving local Asatru 
groups and official organizations. In this dynamic system it is important to 
distinguish between the Asatru first proposed by the nineteenth-century 
national romanticists as a complementary worldview to Christianity, which 
today constitutes a kind of cultural Asatru among ethnic Danes on the one 
hand and the anti-Christian and highly spiritual neopagan Asatru emerg-
ing in the 1970s on the other. Although the widespread cultural Asatru in 
Denmark differs, it surely supports the neopagan movement by cultivating 
the identity, beliefs, values, and virtues associated with Old Norse culture 
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and mythology in millions of Danes. Indeed, we propose that this study’s 
invisible Asatru share the widespread cultural Asatru with other ethnic 
Danes but are spiritually closer to the much smaller group of neopagan 
Asatru individuals in groups and organizations.
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Abstract 
This article examines the Chabad-Lubavitch movement, arguing that 
religious socialization and radicalization within the movement are 
essentially manifestations of the same process, and demonstrating 
how educational and communal narratives may normalize militaristic 
and messianic themes, establishing conditions conducive to radical-
ized identity formation. We examine how pedagogical strategies and 
narrative frameworks promote fervour and activism among Jewish 
youth while creating a narrative environment in which extremist 
ideas may circulate, without implying a direct causal pathway to 
radicalization. Educational materials, including books, comics, and 
audiovisual content, serve as conduits for transmitting Chabad Kab-
balistic political theology to children and adolescents, emphasizing 
messianism, militarism, and Third Temple aspirations. This study 
highlights the significant role prominent figures, most notably Rabbi 
Yitzhak Ginsburgh, play in crafting a binary worldview that sharply 
delineates ingroup and outgroup dynamics. By examining these 
processes, we illustrate the contextual narrative conditions that may 
predispose individuals to radical interpretations, without asserting 
a definitive causal link.

Keywords: Chabad, Tzvios HaShem, narrative psychology, educational 
materials, religious socialization, radicalization, Jewish-Israeli context

In Jewish tradition Amalek refers to a biblical people portrayed as the 
quintessential enemy of Israel, remembered for attacking the Israelites from 
behind as they journeyed through the wilderness. Because of this treacher-
ous assault, Amalek became a symbol of perpetual hostility and moral evil, 
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and classical sources such as Sanhedrin 20b:8 list the eradication of Amalek 
and the appointing of a king and building of the Temple as foundational 
national commandments (Sefaria 2025b).1 These motifs of existential threat 
and divinely mandated struggle continue to inform aspects of Chabad’s 
theological imagination and its pedagogical narratives. At the same time, 
since 1978, Chabad and its Rebbe have been honoured annually in the 
United States through Education and Sharing Day, with President Biden 
recently praising the Rebbe’s educational influence as a beacon (Chabad.
org 2024b). This juxtaposition between militant symbolic frameworks and 
international recognition for educational outreach illustrates the complex 
multifaceted role Chabad’s religious ideologies play in shaping identity, 
pedagogy, and public perception.

Likewise, radicalization research often explores how historical, cultural, 
and religious narratives fuel extremist ideologies. In our previous article 
(Sonnenschein and Lindgren 2020) we framed radicalization as a narra-
tive process of meaning-making and identity construction, culminating in 
a Shapeshifting Self that legitimizes violence for psychological stability. In 
the Jewish-Israeli context sociocultural factors and processes shape this 
process. Previous research views radicalization as a multifaceted process 
shaped by psychological and cultural factors. Moghaddam (2005) describes 
a gradual progression driven by perceived injustice, while Hammack 
(2011) highlights the role of narrative identity within specific sociocultural 
contexts. McCauley’s and Moskalenko’s (2017) two-pyramids model fur-
ther distinguishes between radicalized ideas and actions. Together, these 
perspectives portray radicalization as an interaction of grievance, narrative 
meaning, and context. 

While socialization shapes identity across cultures, in the Jewish-Israeli 
context religious socialization assumes a uniquely central role, intertwin-
ing with family histories, communal narratives, and sociopolitical forces 
within the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. From early childhood, it embeds a 
‘sociopsychological repertoire’ of conflict-related beliefs (Nasie et al. 2021, 
1257), reinforcing ingroup views while recognizing opponents (1259). Bar-
Tal (2013) calls this an ‘ethos of conflict’, fostering unity and victimhood 

1 Sanhedrin refers to the central rabbinic court in late antiquity, whose deliberations are pre-
served in the Talmud; the cited passage (Sanhedrin 20b:8) discusses foundational command-
ments, or mitzvot, incumbent upon the Israelites. The phrase entering Eretz Yisrael denotes 
the biblical narrative of the Israelites’ settlement in the Land of Israel following the Exodus, 
a formative moment in Jewish collective memory that structures later legal and theological 
interpretations.
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while delegitimizing outgroups. Between the ages of two and a half and 
three and a half children may already label Arabs as ‘bad’ or ‘evil’ (Bar-
Tal and Teichman 2005). These narratives lay the groundwork for rigid 
ideologies and possible radicalization. Socialization, education, national 
narratives, community dynamics, and discrimination shape this process. 
Scholars link messianism, political-theological trauma, and identity politi-
cization to these dynamics (Hartman and Sheskin 2012; Plotkin-Amrami 
2013; Rensmann 2020), where religion and politics intertwine to potentially 
fuel radicalization.

This article analyses Chabad’s pedagogical materials to assess their 
role in shaping ideological frameworks. Although direct reception within 
the movement remains difficult to measure, the consistent presence of 
religious fervour, messianic-theocratic visions, and Third Temple aspira-
tions, particularly in materials associated with Rabbi Yitzhak Ginsburgh 
(1944–), demonstrably constructs a narrative environment in which ex-
tremist interpretations become both available and legitimized. This conclu-
sion rests on the recurring patterns identified across the corpus: when the 
same ideological motifs appear persistently in books, comics, magazines, 
and audiovisual content, narrative analysis can reliably establish the 
frameworks these materials offer to young audiences, even without direct 
evidence of individual uptake.2

Although Jewish fundamentalism and messianism have been extensively 
studied, the limited attention to the mechanisms of religious socialization 
within these contexts leaves its role in radicalization insufficiently under-
stood. This article’s unique contribution is the redefinition of religious 
socialization as a dynamic process in which extremist beliefs become in-
tegrated into individual lives within a polarized sociopolitical context. In 
Israel this process is shaped by political-theological narratives, relationships, 
and societal interactions through which individuals internalize and adapt 
extremist beliefs, potentially leading to radicalization.3

2 Rabbi Yitzchak Ginsburgh plays a central role in shaping radical messianic and nationalist 
ideology in Israel; his thought and influence are further analysed in Section 3.2, Rabbi Yitzchak 
Ginsburgh.
3 Radicalization involves adopting extreme views that may lead to violence, shaped by social, 
psychological, and cultural factors. Extremism rejects societal norms through radical political 
or religious views, violent or not, and is context-dependent  (McCauley and Moskalenko 2017; 
Adnan and Amaliyah 2021). Fundamentalism stresses strict adherence to core doctrines, often 
resisting modernity, with varying interpretations (Phillips and Kitchens 2021). 
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Theory and methodology

We adopt a narrative-psychological approach to analyse the materials 
used in the Chabad movement’s religious socialization processes. Narra-
tive psychology provides a framework for understanding how cultural 
and social contexts shape identity and meaning-making. As Polkinghorne 
(1988, 142) observes, understanding human action ‘is like writing a story, 
and the understanding of action is like arriving at an interpretation of a 
story’. Similarly, Vygotskii (1986) highlights the role of cultural ‘tools’ in 
shaping human development and identity construction. In the Jewish-Israeli 
context narratives are particularly powerful in reinforcing belonging and 
collective identity. As Hochman and Spector‐Mersel (2020, 1057) note, ‘by 
embracing the [Zionist master narrative,] the tellers assert their belonging to 
the Zionist imagined community’. These narratives not only foster a sense 
of shared identity but also transmit ideologies that shape both individual 
and collective perceptions.

To examine these narratives, this study uses narrative analysis (NA), a 
method that systematically analyses textual and audiovisual materials to 
uncover themes, structures, and patterns in identity formation and ideo-
logical transmission (McAdams 2001). Grounded in narrative psychology, 
NA explores how stories construct meaning, identity, and experience. It 
combines representational and constructivist perspectives, making it suit-
able for analysing pedagogical content. As Avdi and Georgaca (2007) note, 
NA addresses both individual and collective narratives, while Maldonado 
et al. (2023) highlight its value in examining societal and psychological ef-
fects. Papathomas et al. (2015) also emphasize its strength in revealing key 
themes and dynamics, making it ideal for studying Chabad’s socioreligious 
narratives.

In the Jewish-Israeli context NA is particularly effective for examining 
core themes in Chabad’s pedagogical materials, such as messianism, mili-
tarism, theocracy, and collective trauma, which strongly shape identity and 
ideology. Messianism informs religious identity and political discourse by 
embedding eschatological hopes in daily life. Third Temple narratives blend 
historical, political, and theological elements central to Jewish eschatology. 
Collective trauma from past persecution and ongoing conflict further re-
inforces group identity and shared purpose through both individual and 
communal narratives.

Primary sources for this study include textbooks and children’s 
books used in Chabad’s Tzvios HaShem [God’s Army] programme, which 
runs more than 400 branches in Israel. Materials were collected dur-
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ing fieldwork in Chabad bookshops in Israel and New York, and from 
audiovisual content by Channel Aleph, Chabad’s Israeli media plat-
form. All the materials analysed were produced in Israel, including the  
Tzivos HaShem publications, which are distributed globally. This reflects 
Chabad’s ideological roots in Israel rather than Brooklyn, highlighting 
how local dynamics shape its political and cultural influence. Channel 
Aleph, which expanded in 2021 to include content for girls, claims to 
‘connect with values and amplify the good within them over the bad, 
thus revealing the divine presence in the world and bringing forth the 
redemption’ (Alef 2024b). These tools help construct social realities and 
shape religious and ideological principles.

While this study does not directly link the materials to radicalization, 
it shows how they shape ideological frameworks that may contribute 
to extremist tendencies. By repeatedly framing conflict, territory, and 
identity in absolutist terms, these materials furnish children with dura-
ble narrative templates that later structure how they interpret political 
and religious tension, thereby increasing the likelihood that extremist 
framings will appear coherent and legitimate in adulthood. Vincent 
(2013, 30) notes that the past enters ‘into the realm of [collective] memory, 
by forging active connections to the lived experience of the individuals 
who encounter it’. A key limitation is the inability to assess how these 
materials are received within Chabad. Yet they offer important insights 
into how narratives may influence radicalization and identity formation 
in the Jewish-Israeli context.

Analysis of educational materials

In analysing the pedagogical materials, we applied the tenets of narrative 
psychology, which suggests individuals construct identity through stories 
integrating personal and collective histories. This analysis revealed three 
prominent themes: 

1. Messianism, militarism, and xenophobia: This reveals how narratives 
of messianism and militarism are interwoven within Chabad’s educa-
tional materials. It demonstrates how religious messages are conveyed 
using military imagery and xenophobic undertones, thereby framing 
conflict as an essential element of the movement’s ideological agenda. 
These narratives not only mobilize young people through evocative 
imagery but also serve to reinforce a binary worldview that delineates 
ingroup loyalty from outgroup antagonism.
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2. The quest for the Third Temple in Jerusalem: This focuses on the 
portrayal of the Third Temple as a contested yet pivotal element of 
Chabad’s messianic narrative. It demonstrates how educational and 
media sources articulate an activist vision of the Third Temple, depict-
ing it as a sacred goal while reflecting traditional expectations of divine 
intervention. By contextualizing these narratives, the analysis highlights 
the tension between human agency and divine destiny in the move-
ment’s ideological discourse.4

3. Collective trauma, theocracy, and Israeli political tensions: This 
connects historical grievances with theological governance and current 
political struggles, framing them within a continuous narrative of past 
injustices.

It is noteworthy that although Ostry’s (2017) textbook stems from an 
anti-Zionist Hasidic tradition, recent evidence suggests otherwise. Kashti 
(2023) reports in Haaretz that Like a Luxuriant Native distorts civic educa-
tion in Haredi schools, including Chabad-affiliated ones. The textbook 
promotes ‘a divine, unchangeable legal framework’ (Kashti 2023, 4), 
portraying the state’s founding as divinely ordained, not democratically 
agreed. It fosters a narrow, alienating civic identity and is criticized for 
neglecting democratic values, developing ‘a negative attitude toward the 
state’ (Kashti 2023, 11), and sidelining human rights and equality. It also 
favours extreme religious nationalism, claiming only divine systems en-
sure true freedom. By omitting civic content and promoting ideological 
conformity, it encourages an insular worldview, weakening democratic 
engagement. Despite Chabad’s emphasis on spiritual outreach and mes-
sianism, the textbook’s use reveals its central role in shaping nationalist and 
religious Zionist discourse within Chabad’s educational settings. Hence, 
while Ostry himself may hail from a different ultra-Orthodox tradition, 
the textbook’s widespread use in Chabad settings underscores its role in 
shaping a shared discourse on citizenship and national identity within 
radical religious socialization in Israel.

These narratives significantly influence identities, worldviews, and 
behaviours, potentially fostering radicalization. This theme addresses how 
collective trauma and political tension are embedded within Chabad’s 

4 While some radical Zionist groups promote Third Temple activism, mainstream Chabad views 
the Temple’s rebuilding purely as a divine act. Yet the Third Temple is central in Chabad’s mes-
sianic discourse, with religious socialization reinforcing its significance. This shapes identity, 
commitment, and narratives that may foster militant interpretations of duty and ideology.
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narratives. It explores how historical events and sociopolitical conflicts are 
reinterpreted to reinforce a sense of enduring victimhood and legitimize a 
theocratic vision of governance. The analysis demonstrates how these nar-
ratives contribute to the construction of a communal identity that is both 
resilient and predisposed to radical interpretations. 

The Chabad movement

The messianic political theology of Chabad

The Chabad movement boasts a global presence, with up to 95,000 members 
(Wodziński 2018) and nearly 5,000 emissaries operating 3,500 institutions 
across more than 100 countries, including over 1,000 educational facilities 
(Chabad 2024a). Its emissary efforts, driven by a fundamentalist and mis-
sionary narrative, are attributed to the ‘apparent [fundamentalist and] mes-
sianic pulse that permeates the movement’ (Sonnenschein 2016). Chabad, a 
Hasidic movement within the ultra-Orthodox (Haredi) world, distinguishes 
itself through global outreach and the Rebbe’s central messianic mission. 
As Biale at al. (2018) observe, it uniquely combines strict observance with 
engagement across diverse Jewish contexts in Israel and abroad. Its outreach 
adapts itself locally from West Bank settlements to US campuses and post-
communist Europe, extending from major centres like the United States and 
Hungary to small communities such as that in Finland (e.g. Tapper 2021; 
Zelenina 2018; Czimbalmos and Tuori 2022).

Chabad’s global prominence remains ambivalent. The saying that it is 
‘the religion closest to Judaism’ captures admiration for its vitality yet also 
a critique of its messianic emphasis and theological divergence from both 
ultra-Orthodox and non-Orthodox traditions.

Chabad’s messianic orientation was advanced by Menachem Mendel 
Schneerson (1902–1994), the seventh Rebbe, viewed by some followers, 
and implicitly by himself, as the Messiah. His death intensified this belief, 
especially in Israel. Schneerson’s European education and years in Berlin 
and Paris shaped a multifaceted figure contrasting with his later spiritual 
image (Heilman and Friedman 2010). This analysis also engages rabbinic 
sources such as Ketubot 110b–111a (Sefaria 2025a) which discuss the ‘three 
oaths’. While traditionally read as prohibiting forced redemption, Chabad 
reinterprets them to justify proactive, messianic, and even militant engage-
ment, illustrating how classical theology is reactivated in shaping contem-
porary religious socialization and radicalism.
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Chabad’s central political theology, Dira Batachtonim, departs from tra-
ditional Lurianic Kabbalistic views of redemption by emphasizing divine 
descent into the world rather than the world’s ascent to redemption through 
communion with God in heaven. As Dahan (2014, 811) explains, the Rebbe 
envisioned God as transforming the ontological world into a sacred space, 
emphasizing the connection between the spiritual and material by integrat-
ing God ‘into the physical world’. This theology highlights the sanctity of the 
material world and views political control of the Holy Land by the Chosen 
People as vital for salvation. 

Understanding the controversy surrounding the Rebbe’s death in 1994 
and the alleged division between ‘messianic’ and ‘mainstream’ factions is 
key to analysing Chabad’s ideology. Heilman and Friedman (2010) detail 
the events before and after the Rebbe’s death, including his status as the 
long-awaited Messiah. His militant rhetoric, urging Israel to ‘settle all the 
territories in Judea and Samaria […] swiftly and in one day’ (Heilman and 
Friedman 2010, 212–33), and cryptic statements on messianism fuelled specu-
lation. In 1991, when a follower toasted ‘the Rebbe, our righteous Messiah’, 
he waved in rhythm to the chant ‘Long Live our Master […] King Messiah’ 
(ibid., 232). This was followed by newspaper advertisements declaring, ‘The 
time for your Redemption has arrived’ (ibid., 233). This ambiguity allowed 
belief in his messianic role to thrive. After his death Chabad appeared to split 
between those affirming him as Messiah and those focusing on his teachings.

However, while Heilman and Friedman interpret this rhetoric as largely 
symbolic, Kerman (2023) portrays Chabad as a unified ideological move-
ment, particularly in Israel. Kerman maintains that Chabad promotes 
‘Jewish supremacy, supremacy of halacha over state laws, of men over 
women, and religious over secular’, aligning ideologically with Kahanism. 
She describes systematic socialization that instils ‘clearly militant and mes-
sianic national-religious concepts’ from early childhood. Kerman explicitly 
describes Chabad advancing Jewish supremacy through systematic sociali-
zation, exploiting secular ignorance and vulnerabilities that instil ‘values 
and worldviews from a very young age, through an educational system 
geared towards embedding clearly militant and messianic national-religious 
concepts’. This ideological coherence is evident in Chabad’s near-unanimous 
support in Kfar Chabad for the pro-Kahanist Otzma Yehudit party in the 
2022 Knesset elections.5 Despite perceptions of internal division after 1994, 
contemporary Chabad exhibits a unified messianic vision rooted in shared 

5 Kerman is linked to The Secular Forum (2023), a nonprofit founded in 2011 to oppose religious 
coercion. 
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beliefs about imminent redemption and the Rebbe’s central role in it. The 
supposed split between ‘messianic’ and ‘mainstream’ factions thus appears 
largely superficial, as both continue to perpetuate the mission Schneerson 
initiated.

The dogma of Chabad’s Rabbi Ginsburgh6 

Rabbi Yitzhak Ginsburgh (1944–), a controversial Chabad figure, leads the 
Od Yosef Chai yeshiva in the occupied Palestinian territories. His work spans 
Jewish halacha, Kabbalah, and Torah, emphasizing themes of transforma-
tion such as ‘God’s delicate loving wife turns into a fearless male warrior’ 
(Schwartzmann 2013, 63). 

In recent years Yitzhak Ginsburgh’s role within Chabad has become 
increasingly controversial. Following the 1994 Hebron terror attack by Ba-
ruch Goldstein, which resulted in the deaths of 29 Palestinian worshippers, 
Ginsburgh and some of his disciples published a defence titled ‘Baruch 
HaGever’ justifying Goldstein’s actions (Ginsburgh 1995). This position 
has not only drawn severe criticism from the Israeli public but has also 
led many in mainstream Chabad to distance themselves from his views, 
though a minority of his followers continues to support him. Despite this 
marginalization, Ginsburgh remains the principal ideologue for many radical 
Jewish groups in Israel, as his provocative positions continue to influence 
extremist discourses (Schwartzmann 2013; Satherley 2013).

Ginsburgh’s political theology has significantly influenced the Hilltop 
Youths Movement (HYM) in the West Bank, which engages in price-tag 
actions and retaliatory attacks on Palestinians, which Ginsburgh considers 
‘spiritually healthy’ (Satherley 2013, 87). Although HYM’s ties to Chabad 
are indirect, his teachings are widely viewed as foundational. 

While mainstream Chabad is known for its spiritual and messianic focus, 
a radical fringe has emerged, influenced by Rabbi Ginsburgh’s provocative 
teachings. As Friedman (2015, 398) notes, ‘the rebellious spirit of the Hilltop 
Youth emerges from an affinity with Ginsburgh’s radical interpretations of 
messianism’, driven by disillusion with settler leadership and the secular 
state. Although many Chabad followers remain apolitical, a subset in Israel 
embraces Ginsburgh’s militant rhetoric. This group uses his ideas to reject 
mainstream norms. One participant remarked, ‘We see ourselves as heirs 

6 Rabbi Yitzchak Ginsburgh is known for a prolific career as an author in which his surname 
appears in two transliteration variants, Ginsburgh and Ginzburgh, across different publica-
tions. Both forms refer to the same individual.
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to a legacy that challenges the status quo in ways that conventional Chabad 
does not’ (ibid. 401). HYM, while not representing all of Chabad, shows how 
aspects of its ideology can fuel radical activism. This underscores the com-
plexity of religious identity in Israel, where even apolitical movements may 
engage in radical discourse. Supporting this, recent Knesset election data 
show that 86 per cent of voters in Yitzhar and 58 per cent in Kfar Chabad, 
both with strong Chabad ties, backed the far-right Religious Zionism–Otzma 
Yehudit (Jewish Might) alliance (Knesset 2022).7

Yitzhar, marked by its militant religious Zionism and ties to Ginsburgh’s 
former Od Yoseph Chai Yeshiva, and Kfar Chabad, with its own nationalist 
leanings, illustrates the convergence of Chabad identity and radical reli-
gious Zionism. Inbari (2009) likens the Hilltop Youth Movement to Salafi 
jihadism, portraying its mission as a cosmic struggle between good and evil. 
Ginsburgh advances a theocratic messianic revolution, sanctioning violence 
‘in the name of Divine truth’ (ibid., 145), equating Amalek with Palestin-
ians for their ‘anti-Semitism and hatred of Israel’ (ibid., 146) and urging 
human action to hasten redemption and establish a theocratic state and 
Third Temple, proclaiming ‘the age of redemption has begun’ (ibid., 151).

Tzvios HaShem (God’s Army)

The Chabad youth organization Tzvios Hashem, founded by the Rebbe 
in 1980, deals with modern educational challenges, embodying the move-
ment’s messianic zeal with the slogan We Want Messiah Now.8 It aims to 
nurture children’s spirituality, framing their personal development as a 
battle between good and evil instincts, with the goal of transforming nega-
tive impulses into holiness. According to their own sources (e.g. Chabadi-
pedia 2024) the youth movement, which began in 1991 with 5,000 young 
members and grew to 600,000 young people and children by 2015, operates 
primarily out of Brooklyn, with the Israeli branch serving as an affiliate. 
Participants of both genders, referred to as ‘soldiers’, participate in activi-
ties and mitzvot that offer ‘symbolic military promotions’, as Morris (1991, 

7 Yitzhar, a West Bank settlement linked to the Hilltop Youth movement, is ideologically shaped 
by Rabbi Yitzchak Ginsburgh and is notorious for militant activism. In contrast, Kfar Chabad, 
founded in 1949, serves as Chabad’s central Israeli hub, encompassing its key educational 
and communal institutions.
8 Tzvios HaShem gets its name from Exodus 12:41, which refers to ‘the armies of the Lord’ 
leaving Egypt.
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334–35) describes them.9 Although Tzivos Hashem formally includes both 
boys and girls, gender remains central to Chabad’s educational framework. 
As in other ultra-Orthodox contexts, schooling and expectations are sharply 
divided: boys are trained for ritual and leadership; girls are encouraged 
in modesty, domesticity, and supportive family roles. These distinctions, 
though not the study’s main focus, significantly structure processes of 
religious socialization.

Results

Messianism, militarism, and xenophobia

The Chabad children’s magazine Bamachane Tzvios HaShem (Ben-Zion 
2024a), meaning ‘in the [military] base’, exemplifies the movement’s efforts 
to intertwine religious, nationalist, and militaristic ideologies. Although 
not a direct continuation of the original Bamachane, established in 1934 by 
the Haganah and later used by the IDF, the current magazine reinterprets 
this militaristic tradition within a distinctly Chabad framework. While 
retaining fixed segments and thematic elements from its predecessor, it 
repurposes them to convey Chabad’s ideological messaging, socializing 
young people into a worldview that blends religious fervour, nationalist 
sentiment, and militant identity. In doing so, Bamachane Tzvios HaShem 
honours its historical roots while establishing its own identity aligned 
with Chabad’s objectives.

The magazine’s narratives and visuals make its militaristic and expan-
sionist agenda clear. A recent issue published after the 7 October Hamas 
attack declares: ‘Boys and girls: soldiers, get ready! Soon our Eretz Yisrael 
will grow and expand, and we will be able to live in it with a happy and 
calm heart’ (48). Addressing children as ‘soldiers’, it casts them as active 
participants in a divine mission of territorial and spiritual conquest. This 
rhetoric escalates in the following issue: ‘Soldiers! Did you know that in 
the time of redemption, all gentiles will be slaves for the Jewish people?’ 
(Ben-Zion 2024b, 44). These narratives fuse supremacist and militaristic 
themes, encouraging children to see themselves as agents of a sacred na-
tional mission.

The magazine’s messaging is aligned with broader political develop-
ments such as the ‘Back to Gush Katif’ campaign after 7 October, in which 

9 In 1991 The Children’s Crusade estimated Chabad’s membership at 20,000, so the increase 
was fivefold by 2018.
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far-right groups advocate reestablishing Jewish settlements in Gaza (Srugim 
2023). This alignment reinforces the idea that religious identity is inseparable 
from martial readiness and territorial conquest. Bamachane Tzvios HaShem 
thus socializes children into a belief system in which spiritual obligation is 
tied to defending and expanding the Land of Israel.

These themes are further reinforced by the writings of Rabbi Ginsburgh 
(2022), who envisions redemption as the transformation from the ‘State of 
Israel’ to the ‘Kingdom of Israel’, culminating in the coming of the Messiah 
and the rebuilding of the Temple. He writes: 

In practical terms, a reformed Israel means the revelation of the Messiah, 
the Son of David, the King of Israel (who may have been among us for a 
long time but can only now be revealed) […] that will build the third and 
eternal temple (63–64).

This vision positions redemption as a process intertwined with human 
action in which individuals hasten divine intervention through political 
and territorial ambitions. This eschatological perspective is closely aligned 
with militaristic narratives, embedding theocratic and messianic aspirations 
within the broader framework of national identity. By linking spiritual re-
demption to territorial dominance, Ginsburgh’s vision further cements the 
belief that martial readiness and conquest are prerequisites for achieving a 
divinely mandated future.

Scholars provide additional context for understanding this narrative 
interplay. Kravel-Tovi and Bilu (2008, 76) highlights that messianic rhetoric 
often portrays the present as ‘naked and ugly, a time of regression, distress, 
and agonized anticipation of the coming of the Messiah’. This apocalyptic 
framing fosters a sense of urgency and inevitability, often accompanied by 
xenophobic sentiments. Dein (2016) argues that Chabad’s ritualized narra-
tives embed militarism and messianism within a strict religious framework, 
valorizing military virtues as integral to religious identity. Similarly, Pace 
(2020, 30) explains that sacralizing territory transforms conflict into an act 
of sanctification: ‘more than just the pure achievement of a lasting good [...] 
but a way to sanctify oneself’. Such interpretations underline how Chabad’s 
integration of theology and territorial ambition serves to normalize conflict 
as part of a divine mission.

Chabad’s children’s literature extends these themes by embedding 
theological and political messages in engaging narratives. For example, 
in Uri Discovers Who the Messiah Is (Bachar 2000), the protagonist embarks 
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on a detective-style quest to uncover the Messiah’s identity (much like the 
whodunnit literary genre). The story culminates with Uri, accompanied by 
his father, recognizing a painting of the Rebbe as the Messiah (Bachar 2000, 
51). This narrative not only entertains but subtly embeds Chabad’s theo-
logical and political aspirations, aligning individual purpose with broader 
messianic goals. Ginsburgh articulates these aspirations by stating:

Our messianic aspiration is the basis of a [theocratic] Zion […] as the goal of 
this process is to bring about the possibility of living in the Land promised 
to us while worshipping God with joy – the Jewish people living in their 
entirety in the Land of Israel, and in accordance with the laws of the Torah 
in their entirety (Ginsburgh 2022, 13–14).

Similarly, Soldiers in the Army of God: From Enlistment to Victory (Zalmanov 
2017) uses striking imagery to reinforce militaristic themes. It depicts a 
Chabad boy saluting an IDF soldier during Sukkot while holding the 
traditional four species, merging ancient religious practices with modern 
Zionist ideals. This visual alignment positions military service as a divine 
calling, portraying it as an extension of religious and cultural obligations.

Journey on the Clouds: Sicha Comics (Krichevski 2015) extends these motifs, 
intertwining messianic and political themes with cultural stereotyping. Its 
protagonist, Chaim Chaimson, or ‘life, son of life’, embodies Jewish vitality 
while confronting moral and identity dilemmas, including his teacher’s 
illness and a kidnapping plot. A key revelation that a Palestinian janitor 
has Jewish paternal ancestry destabilizes matrilineal definitions of Jewish-
ness yet simultaneously reinforces the ‘deviant other’ trope (Koomen and 
Pligt 2016, 18). The narrative thus exemplifies Chabad’s Dira Batachtonim 
doctrine, envisioning the material world as a divine dwelling. Levinson 
explains:

For this the Almighty created the world out of His lust, but not only this 
world, the Almighty created all the spiritual worlds, the Sefirot, and the 
angels, so that in the end our material world may come, so that we may 
transform it into a dwelling place of God (Levinson 2021, 10, masculine 
pronoun in the original).

This vision is vividly illustrated in the chapter Soldiers at the Front, where 
children are shown operating tanks, symbolizing their active participation 
in a divine mission. Levinson (2021,168) emphasizes:



114 HANNES SONNENSCHEIN & TOMAS LINDGREN 

With the establishment of HaShem’s armies, the Rebbe changed the entire 
outlook of a Jewish child [...] [T]he Rebbe came along and declared that 
every child is a true soldier in the Almighty’s army (Levinson 2021, 168).

By fusing spiritual aspiration with martial imagery, these narratives may 
actively foster a radical identity that regards martial virtues as key to 
achieving religious fulfilment. Chabad’s political stance portrays control 
over the Holy Land as vital for the messianic advent, emphasizing the in-
gathering of exiles: ‘God will gather every single Jew [...] and bring them 
all to Eretz Israel’ (Levinson 2018, 97). A map accompanying this narrative 
includes Gaza, the West Bank, and the Golan Heights, depicting Israel as 
a unified whole. In this regard Wallach (2011) argues that maps of Israel 
function not only as tools for territorial claims but also as potent symbols 
of national identity. He observes that ‘the map of Israel appears as an icon 
of national identity, a “logo‐map” that is recognized by its distinctive shape 
and the deliberate absence of clearly marked borders’ (ibid., 359), noting 
that ‘maps displayed in schools and media often do not mark the borders 
of the West Bank and Gaza’ (ibid., 360). This deliberate omission, which is 
aligned with Israeli Ministry of Education policy, reinforces a unified vision 
of the ‘Land of Israel’. Similarly, Chabad’s educational materials employ 
comparable symbolism by subtly downplaying contentious borders to 
promote the notion of an indivisible sacred homeland – a cornerstone of 
its messianic ideology.

These narratives profoundly influence children’s psychosocial develop-
ment. By intertwining religious identity with militarism, they may foster 
radicalized identities that valorize martial readiness as a sacred duty. Ado-
lescents, particularly susceptible to such narratives, are more likely to adopt 
radical views when moral convictions are weak (Pfundmair et al. 2021, 815). 
Through its publications and narratives, Chabad socializes children into a 
worldview in which religious, nationalist, and militaristic themes converge. 
While these narratives may provide community cohesion, they raise critical 
concerns about fostering xenophobia, radicalization, and the normalization 
of violence in pursuit of ideological objectives.

The quest for the Third Temple in Jerusalem

While some of the educational materials include stereotypical portrayals 
of Russians as drunkards or Native Americans in stereotypical regalia (e.g. 
Krichevski 2015), The Tune of Sheivane Beit Hamikdash depicts children and 
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teenagers drinking Absolut Vodka and Johnnie Walker Red Label Whisky 
while eating snacks, accompanied by the text, ‘We will meet very soon and 
in reality [or Mamash, the Rebbe’s acronym] in the Third Temple’ (Alef 
2024d).10 Chabad’s term Mash’ke refers here to a strong alcoholic beverage 
ritually consumed during gatherings to aid the internalization of lessons 
and making of positive life choices, which apparently applies even to young 
children.11 This practice is intended not merely as a celebration but as a 
formative act that normalizes adult behaviour and embeds a sense of urgency 
regarding the coming of the messianic age. Through such rituals children 
are socialized into a framework within which religious duty and radical 
eschatological expectations become intertwined with everyday practices, 
thereby contributing to a deeply internalized distinctive ideological identity.

This ironic scenario, in which children engage in adult behaviour like 
alcohol consumption against the backdrop of Third Temple aspirations, 
blurs the line between childhood innocence and adult responsibilities. As 
children transition to adolescence, they develop personal goals and values, 
projecting their ‘Me’ into the future through ‘theological-political] goals’ 
(McAdams and McLean 2013). The combination of messianic anticipation 
with precocious maturity creates a bewildering narrative identity, merging 
spiritual ambitions that may be unsuitable for young children with adult-
like responsibilities. This interaction becomes particularly evident when 
the group’s dominant narrative is questioned (Hammack and Toolis 2014).

The Messiah’s Revival Brigade Anthem clip (Alef 2024c) uses dramatic 
imagery and theological messages to captivate its audience. Beginning with 
burning bushes and erupting volcanoes, it refers to patriarch Abraham, who 
‘does not delay, for every affliction is indeed a test’ (ibid.). These visuals 
establish a tone of divine challenge and redemption. The imagery shifts to a 
promise of renewal, ‘God calls us to live’, signalling a theological narrative 
of rebirth. Key moments of the Rebbe’s life are highlighted throughout the 
clip, including his interactions at the Brooklyn 770 synagogue, speeches 
at emissary meetings, and scenes of him instructing children. The chorus, 
‘There is a purpose, there is perfect good, redemption will come’, reinforces 
these moments alongside symbols of the Third Temple. The narrative cre-
scendos with the declaration, ‘Redemption is at the door, and [the Rebbe] 

10 Sheivane Beit Hamikdash means ‘Return’ or ‘Rebuild the Holy Temple’.
11 Many of the children depicted in these narratives appear to be boys approaching bar mitzvah 
age (13), the traditional threshold of religious adulthood in Jewish law. This transition marks 
the point at which Jewish males become obliged to observe the commandments, underscoring 
the formative role of the stories.
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awaits action’, showing the Temple’s doors opening and young adults 
studying the Rebbe’s teachings. Viewers are exhorted to ‘prepare, prepare, 
prepare’, accompanied by serene images of blue skies and clouds evoking 
divine presence and hope.

The clip also depicts a diverse assembly of Chabad followers and secular 
individuals dancing at the Western Wall in Jerusalem, symbolizing unity 
and faith. A striking scene shows the Rebbe saluting followers who pledge 
allegiance with the declaration, ‘As a soldier of the Messiah, it is clear. To 
the King Messiah [who salutes his followers] we will then present as the 
gift of multitudes of Jews who are ready in faith’. The clip ends with the 
Rebbe’s iconic red velvet chair in Chabad’s main synagogue in Brooklyn 
Heights, reinforcing his ongoing messianic role (e.g. Sonnenschein 2016). 
Background Klezmer Niggun music, steeped in deep spiritual themes like 
the tetragrammaton of God’s name and devekut (divine adherence), encap-
sulates creation, restoration, and adherence to the divine (Koskoff 2001).12

The ‘Anthem’ effectively encapsulates Chabad’s messianic expectations, 
using symbolic motifs and vivid imagery to instil a sense of divine destiny 
and imminent redemption in young people. This narrative, enriched with 
references to the patriarchs and divine missions, strengthens religious iden-
tity while incorporating young people into a cosmic redemption story. By 
emphasizing collective action under a messianic leader, such narratives sig-
nificantly shape adolescent identity, fostering a radicalized self-perception 
aligned with a divine mission in a complex geopolitical context.

Yom Kippur War: The Events, the Turning Points, and the Hand of Providence 
(Chalili 2021) offers a detailed portrayal of Egypt’s preparations for war, 
articulated from Chabad’s perspective. Egyptian President Anwar Sadat is 
quoted as saying, ‘The people thirst for war, and my job is to quench their 
thirst’ (ibid., 5). The book portrays Sadat, Assad, and King Hussein as men-
acing figures who engage in antisemitic rhetoric and celebrate their military 
alliance that aims for Israel’s destruction. They are depicted gleefully pro-
claiming, ‘My [Sadat’s] plan is coming to life... Your end is near, ha ha ha!’ 
(ibid., 5 and 11). These leaders’ subordinates are either incompetent, like an 
Egyptian soldier distracted by his meal instead of preparing for battle (ibid., 
8), or trivial, like a servant lamenting his mundane kitchen duties (ibid., 17).

The comic also delves into the IDF’s strategic efforts, including the 
construction of the Bar-Lev Line along the Suez Canal (ibid., 9), grounding 
the narrative in a military context. It introduces its protagonists, Yishai, a 

12 Sefirot are God’s emanations in Lurianic Kabbalah; devekut in Chabad is constant spiritual 
connection through all aspects of life.
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Chabad emissary, and Ari, a secular Israeli, midway through the story as 
they navigate a New York real estate deal (ibid., 19). The subplot thickens 
when their American business associate, who derisively calls them ‘kikes’ 
[Yehudonim] (ibid., 27), is revealed to be a swindler. This development 
unveils underlying antisemitic tension, escalating until the New York po-
lice arrest the fraudulent partners. The narrative also highlights Chabad’s 
extensive real estate investments, funded by donations raisig ‘between $1- 
and $2-billion [sic] a year’, underscoring the movement’s global economic 
influence (Csillag 2018). By weaving historical military confrontations with 
themes of prejudice and resilience, the comic offers a multifaceted explora-
tion of identity in both historical and modern contexts.

The depiction of the Yom Kippur War through a comic medium, with an-
tagonistic portrayals of Middle Eastern leaders and glorification of military 
strategies, serves as a powerful tool for conveying a dichotomous xenophobic 
worldview. As Halabi and Sonnenschein (2004, 385) note, ‘The Jews will 
try to control the Palestinians to “return them to their place”’. This binary 
narrative simplifies complex geopolitical realities into digestible formats for 
young audiences, fostering an ‘us versus them’ mentality – a cornerstone 
of social identity theory. If internalized, this perspective can sow the seeds 
of radicalized identities, especially when the ingroup perceives itself as 
existentially threatened.

Collective trauma, theocracy, and Israeli political tension

Krichevski (2015) and Ben-Zvi (2013) provide insights into the Napole-
onic Wars with Russia (1803–1815), a pivotal period in Chabad tradition. 
These works reinterpret historical events as spiritual allegories, inspired 
by Chabad’s Rebbe Schneur Zalman of Liadi, who supported the Russian 
Tsar and died in 1812.13 The narrative contrasts Napoleonic liberalism’s 
materialism with Jewish spiritual values, transforming historical recounting 
into lessons of resilience and integrity. This allegorical framework fosters a 
communal identity that prioritizes spiritual values over secular ideologies. 
Interestingly, Chabad’s ranking system, which awards ‘points’ for religious 
activities, mirrors neoliberal capitalist structures. While this approach pro-
motes engagement, it reflects a paradoxical tension between spiritual ideals 
and capitalist mechanisms.

13 Rebbe Schneur Zalman (1745–1812), founder of Chabad, authored the Tanya and Shulchan 
Aruch HaRav, blending mysticism, philosophy, and law. His legacy shapes Chabad’s global 
influence.
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Audiovisual materials further embed Chabad’s messianic and militaris-
tic ethos. For example, Oded the Commander: Emergency Draft (Alef 2024d) 
and the 40th Anniversary March Song (Alef 2024a) depict militaristic and 
spiritual themes. These media present children as soldiers battling their 
‘evil inclination with great vigour with the future promises of welcoming 
the Messiah’. The Rebbe is depicted as a general who ‘leads the soldiers of 
the legion, commands the missions, grants petitions, weapons and sacred 
uniforms that protect and decorate the armour of [Chabad’s holy books], 
the charity box, the tzitzit, and the yarmulka’. The clip emphasizes their 
divine mission: ‘In the battles at the frontline […] We Want Messiah Now is 
engraved on our flag, Tzvios HaShem battles on around the world’. These 
narratives position young people as active participants in a cosmic battle, 
linking spiritual fulfilment to militaristic discipline. Such portrayals solidify 
communal messianic goals, significantly shaping identities and potentially 
fostering radicalization.

The Civics Book for Haredi Secondary Schools (Ostry 2017), titled Like a 
Luxuriant Native (Ps. 37:35), exemplifies how Chabad merges religious texts 
with radical Zionist ideology.14 For example, the textbook critiques liberal 
ideologies, stating: ‘[L]iberalism, socialism and communism have deceived 
many of our people with their seductive slogans and in the end the people 
of Israel have been sorely disappointed by them’ (Ostry 2017, 4). The book 
begins with the revelation at Mount Sinai, asserting it as the true founda-
tion of the Jewish nation: 

We begin the study of civics with the time of the true founding of the nation 
of Israel: the revelation on Mount Sinai, and not with the artificial founding of 
the [modern] state, for at this time no new nation was created, but a modern 
political tradition was established in part of the territory of Eretz Yisrael, the land 
promised by Almighty God to the Chosen People (ibid., 5, emphasis added).

The textbook emphasizes territorial claims with a map of Israel that includes 
all the disputed Palestinian territories. The map is overlaid with the Tablets 
of the Covenant, symbolizing divine ownership of the land. Addressing 
historical criticisms of Jewish immigration, it declares:

The claim that has been voiced throughout the Exile by our enemies is: 
by what right did the Jewish people came here and appropriate the land 

14 Based on Psalm 37:35: ‘I have seen a wicked [...] man, flourishing like a luxuriant tree’ (NIV).



119‘NOW GO AND SMITE AMALEK’

through deportation and war? Has justice been served? […] The Creator of 
the world, who controls nature and history, promised our holy ancestors 
that land would be given to the people of Israel. We now live in the Land of 
Israel thanks to our Torah as the gospel from the Creator of the world, who 
controls nature, who promised our holy ancestors that the land would be 
given to the people of Israel (ibid., 11).

Furthermore, the textbook critiques democracy in Israel, asserting: ‘Any 
democratic value that is not fully subordinated to the Holy Torah will even-
tually lead to a complete degradation and a rupture of all moral definitions, 
leading to the enslavement of our darkest desires’ (ibid., 31). It emphasizes 
the need for halachic governance, stating: ‘Haredi [Ultra-Orthodox] Judaism 
believes that the great sages of the Torah are the true leaders of the people 
of Israel. Therefore, we are subject to them and their teachings in all areas 
of life and regarding questions that arise in all public affairs’ (ibid., 31). The 
book opposes the drafting of a secular Israeli constitution, emphasizing 
the Torah’s commandments as the guiding framework for a Jewish state:

The very fact that the Torah was given, which contains many mitzvot depen-
dent on the Land of Israel, demonstrates the binding relationship between 
the people, the Torah, and the Land, and it is clear that the practical conduct 
of the Jewish state in the Land of Israel must conform to the commandments 
of the Torah (ibid., 147).

Ginsburgh reinforces this view, rejecting democracy in favour of a divine 
mandate:

The desire to instil in every Jew his Torah and his land springs from pure 
love. We want to establish a ‘Kingdom of Priests [Kohanim]’ that will act 
according to the laws of the Torah. Law, as we know it in today’s democ-
racy, serves to maintain normal life. The laws of our kingdom will also be 
favourable for us, from a true and original knowledge of the essence of life 
and its meaning. The desire to apply the rules of the Torah is based on love 
for the people who live in Zion and on the knowledge of the value of their 
lives, both spiritually and materially (Ginsburgh 2022, 40).

The textbook’s framing fosters a religious-nationalistic identity that sharply 
delineates ingroup values from outgroup perspectives. Phinney (1990, 503) 
describes this as an ethnic affirmation combined with [outgroup] ‘rejection 
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of dominant culture’, thus fostering ingroup cohesion while promoting out-
group biases. By prioritizing halachic authority over democratic principles, 
the textbook prepares adolescents for radicalized views, placing religious 
imperatives above secular norms. This reflects broader ideological battles 
within the Israeli education system. Hofman (2007, 441) notes: ‘[T]he on-
going “history wars” between various interpretations of Jewish and Israeli 
history sometimes turn into fierce political battles between the political left 
and right, [and] between secular and orthodox.’

This narrative of divine ownership of the land and scepticism of secular 
democracy reinforces a worldview rooted in spiritual and political exclu-
sivity. Al-Haj (2005, 57) describes this as a ‘typical Zionist narrative’ that 
aims to consolidate collective memory on an ethnonational basis. Chabad’s 
educational materials not only convey religious and political ideologies but 
also profoundly shape the life goals, emotions, and behaviour of its youth. 
As Yemini et al. (2014, 14) argue, history education in conflict-ridden so-
cieties acts as ‘nationhood glue’, embedding transcendental values beyond 
critique, as ‘Israel makes use of history curricula to promote a strong sense 
of belonging among its citizenry’. Adolescents exposed to such narratives 
may experience identity confusion. Dubow et al. (2000, 418) observe that ‘[h]
igh levels of ethnic identity might heighten Jewish adolescents’ sensitivity 
to ethnic‑related stressors’. Through such educational materials Chabad 
instils an identity deeply rooted in religious ultra-nationalism, fostering 
ingroup loyalty while promoting biases against outgroups. This worldview, 
intertwining religious imperatives with political goals, prepares adolescents 
for lives shaped by theocratic values and messianic aspirations.

Concluding remarks

In our ShapeShifting Self theory (2020) we proposed that radicalization often 
stemmed from significant life events that prompted individuals to reevalu-
ate their identity narratives. Within the Jewish-Israeli context events such 
as the Holocaust, military conscription, and pivotal political developments 
like the Oslo Accords and the disengagement from Gaza foster profound 
feelings of injustice, humiliation, and existential insecurity. These experi-
ences create cognitive openings that encourage individuals to adopt often 
militant new narratives shaped by religious identity and biblical stories. 
Social networks play an essential role in this process, serving as conduits for 
spreading radical ideologies and reinforcing extremist beliefs (Bélanger et 
al. 2019). Moreover, Sageman (2004) notes that the creation and shaping of 
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social identities occur through socialization within specific environments, 
guided by influential figures advocating ideological principles that ‘build 
and reinforce ideological commitment to a particularly salient cause and in 
the process foster a common sectarian identity’ (Sageman 2004, 143).

While our theory initially emphasized trauma-induced radicalization, 
it arguably underestimated the role of religious socialization during child-
hood and adolescence. Chabad’s socialization embeds master narratives 
prioritizing persecution, moral exceptionalism, and outgroup delegitimi-
zation, fostering a worldview steeped in historical and ongoing victimiza-
tion. Religious identity becomes the framework for interpreting life events, 
facilitating appraised meaning reconstruction in which individuals reframe 
experiences to sustain coherent self-narratives. This process, combined with 
the principles of Transformative Learning Theory (TLT), can lead to radicalized 
identities in which religious teachings justify militant responses and foster 
a psychological mindset primed for violent movements.15 In essence, while 
religious socialization plays a critical role in shaping ideological frameworks, 
it should not be understood as the sole determinant of radicalization.

Religious textual and educational materials addressing sociopolitical 
tensions often present militaristic actions as divinely mandated, shaping 
a worldview in which religious and nationalist zeal are intertwined. By 
promoting absolute obedience to religious leaders and rejecting secular 
democratic values, these narratives reinforce ingroup loyalty and outgroup 
rejection. Collective traumas, woven into socialization and religious nar-
ratives, amplify radical tendencies by framing struggles as cosmic battles 
between good and evil. These narratives merge individual and collective 
identities into a larger story of trauma and divine destiny, portraying com-
munity challenges as existential threats that justify extreme measures to 
protect religious, theocratic, and nationalist values.

Chabad’s youth socialization finds tangible expression in the Netzach 
Yehuda battalion of the IDF’s Kfir brigade, which recruits Haredim, includ-
ing Chabad adherents, and integrates combat service with religious obser-
vance under state sanction (Danieli 2011).16 Stationed mainly in the West 
Bank, the unit has been accused of unlawful operations, falsified reports, 
and ideologically driven violence resulting in Palestinian deaths (Kobovich 

15 Transformative Learning Theory sees radicalization as a cognitive shift through critical 
reflection, forming new, often extreme, worldviews and identities (cf. Sonnenschein and 
Lindgren 2020).
16 Netzach Yehuda means ‘Eternal Judea’. It is also an acronym for the Haredi Military Youth 
battalion.
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2022). These cases reveal how religious and nationalist narratives intersect 
within military structures, framing service as both a divine mandate and 
a national duty, thereby fostering radicalized orientations that are aligned 
with far-right ideological frameworks.

This article contributes to the understanding of socialization and radi-
calization by exploring how Chabad’s educational strategies and narrative 
frameworks shape Jewish youth identities. By emphasizing themes of mes-
sianism, militarism, and theological-political goals, these teachings embed 
radical ideologies in children’s and adolescents’ formative years. Chabad’s 
narratives are not isolated theological constructs; they are deeply interwoven 
with sociopolitical contexts, reinforcing communal goals and aligning them 
with broader ideological objectives.

Research confirms the centrality of socialization in radicalization pro-
cesses. Botha (2017) observes that in the African context ‘radicalization is 
another product of political socialization that manifests as the start of un-
conventional political participation’ (Botha 2017, 179). Similarly, Pels and 
de Ruyter (2012, 320) argue that ‘it is likely that radicalization finds its roots 
in this developmental stage’, emphasizing the susceptibility of adolescents. 
Kitis (2015) highlights that young Greek radicalized people experienced ‘a 
decisive influence on socialization and organization patterns, in that they 
enabled the intergenerational transfer of common identity and knowledge’ 
(Kitis 2015, 20). These studies underscore the universal relevance of sociali-
zation as a precursor to radicalized identities.

Although it focuses on the Jewish-Israeli context, this study under-
scores the wider impact of religiously framed narratives in shaping radical 
identities. Chabad’s global emissary network and educational institutions 
exemplify how socialization operates as a vehicle for transnational ideologi-
cal dissemination. Chabad’s political theology often remains implicit yet 
influential beneath its spiritual facade. As New York Mayor Eric Adams’s 
statement that he consults ‘the Great Rebbe from Crown Heights’ for guid-
ance (Berger 2024) illustrates, the movement’s cultural and ideological 
influence extends well beyond the Jewish-Israeli sphere.

This study highlights the complex narrative environment fostered by 
Chabad’s religious socialization. Rather than directly producing radical-
ized identities, the findings reveal conditions under which extremist ideas 
may emerge. While the reception of these messages remains difficult to 
assess, contextual factors such as existential threat narratives and divine 
mission framing shape individual and collective identities. These narratives 
strengthen ingroup cohesion while marginalizing outgroups, creating a set-
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ting conducive to radicalization. The combination of historical victimhood, 
theological imperatives, and militaristic discipline amplifies this potential, 
often clashing with democratic norms.

In conclusion, Chabad’s socialization processes, rooted in religious 
education and political-theological narratives, play a key role in shaping 
radical identities. The integration of messianic and militaristic themes into 
early education promotes a worldview that prioritizes loyalty and divine 
mission over pluralistic values. Real-world implications in groups like the 
Netzach Yehuda battalion show how these narratives translate to behaviour 
that perpetuates conflict.

Future research must explore the long-term societal effects of this sociali-
zation and seek interventions that encourage critical reflection and dialogue. 
Without such efforts Chabad’s educational narratives risk perpetuating a 
generational cycle of religious-nationalist conflict, undermining prospects 
for peace and coexistence.17
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Abstract 
Dreams and dreaming are universal human experiences that form 
notable cultural themes in most folk traditions, traditional societies, 
and world religions. Scholarly attention has long emphasized the 
significance of dreams and dreaming in the study of beliefs and prac-
tices related to religious phenomena. Indeed, even in the early days of 
anthropology scholars proposed that dreaming was a primary source 
of religious belief and practice. By adopting some key observations 
and tenets of the naturalistic approach of cognitive and evolutionary sci-
ences of religion (CESR), this research article uses explanatory models 
of the salience, recurring structures, and functions of supernatural 
dreaming. These include imageries of supernatural/human agents, 
ritual actions, the use of experience, and more broadly, purported 
cultural transmission (factors) associated with dream representations. 
The article aims to address (a) lesser-known aspects of the cognition 
of supernatural agents in religious dreaming; and (b) lesser-known or 
unknown aspects of dream imagery about ritual interactions. These 
aims are also related to (c) the context of the cultural transmission fac-
tors of dream beliefs more broadly. These topics of religious dreaming 
are primarily addressed with reference to several research projects 
among Nepalese Hindus, ranging from pilgrimages to counterintui-
tive dreams and Covid-19 pandemic dream research.

Keywords: dreaming, imagery, supernatural agents, cultural transmission, 
ritual interaction

The anthropological and religious studies literature has demonstrated 
that dreams, dream experiences, and narratives in traditional societies are 
linked to religious ideas and practices (e.g. Tylor 1871; Jedrej and Shaw 

https://doi.org/10.33356/temenos.146789
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1992; Bulkeley 2007; 2008; Laughlin 2011; and recently, e.g. Lohmann 2019). 
This tendency concerns a range of phenomena such as visitations from the 
dead, prophetic warnings, divine revelations and blessings, conversions, 
and instrumental affordances for ritual practices in the waking state (e.g. 
Bulkeley 2007; 2008; D’Andrade 1961; Jedrej and Shaw 1992; Tedlock 1987). 
Sacred values tend to be attached to supernatural dreams (e.g. Renne 2004) 
and seem to be manifested in all the world’s religious traditions (Bulkeley 
2008). Dream content provides anchors for belief through direct perceptual 
and experiential cues and evidence of various sorts of religious entities and 
spirit realms (Bulkeley 2008). Such convictions are also linked to intensely 
emotional dream experiences, a sense of the ‘realness’ of dream imagery, and 
sudden involuntary and ambiguous encounters with supernatural entities/
agents (SA). These features are related to common cultural representations 
or folk beliefs about dream realism and dreaming as a direct perception of 
(supernatural) reality (e.g. apparitions, revelations, a divine gaze). A case 
could be made for the notion that supernatural cognition prevails in dream 
processes because of cultural environments and models rich in religious 
representations and dogmas that imprint such information in dreamers. 
A related idea is common in anthropological dream research (e.g. Ted-
lock 1987). Contemporary dream theories such as the continuity hypothesis 
(Schredl and Hofmann 2003) also assume that people dream about the 
sorts of things to which they are exposed by the cultural/religious environ-
ment in the waking state. This idea may be disputed,1 and it also seems to 
be challenged by claims that dreaming is the primary source of religion (e.g. 
Tylor 1871). Dreaming is key to understanding how religious notions and 
experiences such as supernatural entities unfold in cultural transmission in 
the waking state. However, if taken literally, the idea that dreaming has a 
causal primacy for ‘religion’ is dubious for other reasons. ‘Religion’, after all, 
is not a unified phenomenon or category (e.g. Sperber 2018) but comprises 
a range of diverse phenomena. This article adopts a general stock-in-trade 
methodology common in cognitive and evolutionary approaches to religion 
that rely on the recognition of the ‘fractionated’ condition of this category 
and a kind of ‘piecemeal’ (Barrett 2017) or ‘building-blocks’ approach to 
the study of religion (Taves 2011). The crucial point here is that ‘religious 
dreaming’ and dreaming as an important ‘source of religion’ should be 
understood in a ‘fractionated’ sense. There are undoubtedly nontrivial 
links between dreaming and religious traits, and their exploration can be 

1 For example, certain bizarre features, counterintuitive properties, or entities such as ghosts, 
demons, ancestors, and the like occur rarely in the dreamer’s waking state. 
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labelled as a ‘moderate’ or weak version of the position that dreaming is 
the primary source of religion, particularly in relation to dream imagery 
about supernatural agency.

Supernatural dream imagery frequently has a cross-cultural appeal (Jedrej 
and Shaw 1992; Renne 2004) that is further codified in the world’s religious 
traditions (Bulkeley 2007). In a famous cross-cultural ethnographic survey of 
dreams Roy D’Andrade (1961) points to the importance for religious systems 
of cultural traits related to dreams and especially to the widespread use of 
dream content to contact or gain control over supernatural agents. There are 
recurring images of a ‘soul’-like dreamer wandering during sleep and meet-
ing others, or of the dreamer’s soul visiting the spirit world and communing 
with gods and spirits. D’Andrade’s study demonstrates how anxiety about 
being alone, demands for self-reliance, and isolation give rise to powerful 
preoccupations with supernatural dreams (D’Andrade 1961, 320, 328). This 
is evidenced by the high prevalence of nightmares related to apparitions and 
‘big dreams’ (encounters with specific culturally significant SAs – Jesus, the 
Virgin Mary, Shiva, Vishnu, etc.) and ‘visitation dreams’ (encounters with 
the dead, relatives, loved ones, and ancestors), which combine an intense 
sense of reality with a very frightening (predatory ghosts and demons, etc.) 
or unfrightening experience. Nightmares are thus often seen as warnings 
from spirits, ancestors, a deity, or demons. Ethnographic accounts from 
cultures that practise ancestor worship report that dead ancestors appear 
in frightening dreams to reprimand the dreamer for failing to perform 
commemorative rituals (e.g. Jedrej and Shaw 1992). For example, in many 
religious traditions shamans, healers, prophets, and oracles use nightmares 
in local ritual practices, initiations, and conversion ordeals (Bulkeley 2007). 

This article starts from the basic idea of analysing several seemingly obvi-
ous2 but arguably lesser-known (in the research literature) and interrelated 
traits of religious dreaming. The article is primarily theoretical, combining 
the author’s previous data and findings with previous research (e.g. Nordin 
and Bjälkebring 2019; 2021; Nordin 2023a; 2023b) to present new theoretical 
observations and elevate the research to a new level.

Theoretically and methodologically, the undertaking draws on strate-
gies in the cognitive and evolutionary science of religion and recent dream 
research that describe the occurrence of dream content and emotions, as well 
as the social and cultural transmission of dream narratives and information 
in the waking state. 

2 This is a direct allusion to and application of Rappaport’s point about studying obvious 
aspects of rituals (1979). 
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The article’s first objective is to survey the familiar occurrence of super-
natural agent imagery in relation to the specific question (and first objec-
tive) of how common counterintuitive properties are in religious dreams, a 
topic rarely discussed in the literature (Nordin and Bjälkebring 2019). This 
objective is based on research on religion, dreams, and alleged ‘mystical 
experiences’ demonstrating that REM (NREM) sleep generates supernatural 
agent or ‘SA’ cognition (McNamara et al. 2018; McNamara 2016), and that 
SA cognition in religious dreams manifests (minimally) counterintuitive 
imagery (MCI) (Nordin and Bjälkebring 2019).

The second objective is to address an arguably poorly understood as-
pect of religious dreaming, dream imagery about ritual interactions. What 
features of rituals are conceivable, and how common are they in religious 
dreams?

A third and more indirect objective is to relate the previous topics to the 
cultural transmission factors associated with these dream beliefs. Dreams 
may be an effective means of the cultural transmission and dissemination 
of religious ideas, as Knafo and Glick (2000) suggest. 

Aspects of religious dreaming/dream data will primarily be addressed 
here with reference to my own research projects and two separate fieldwork 
periods in Nepal with mostly Hindu informants. 

The bulk of this article’s discussion of supernatural and ritual imagery 
is based on the first period of fieldwork and interviews (62 participants). 
This research was primarily concerned with mapping the counterin-
tuitive content of allegedly strange dream reports, and specifically with 
religious dream imagery. The dataset’s richness and complexity made it 
possible to conduct a broader study and analysis of ritual imagery and 
the alleged effects of dreams on cultural transmission. The data were 
collected in semiurban and rural areas of central and western Nepal, as 
well as around sacred sites. Sixty participants were interviewed (using 
a semi-structured questionnaire), of whom 65 per cent were male. The 
mean age was 61 (range: 17–92). Most interviews were conducted by a 
field assistant and translator working with Nepali- and Hindi-speaking 
informants. The data were collected in Qualtrics, and the analysis was 
mainly performed in SPSS. A major aim was to use Barrett’s (2008) cod-
ing scheme for counterintuitiveness in cultural representations and test 
it on religious dreams. For extensive details of the research’s setting, 
conditions, coding procedure, statistics, design, and limitations, and its 
application to religious dreaming, see Nordin and Bjälkebring (2019; 2021) 
and Nordin (2020; 2023a).
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The second fieldwork period (54 participants) examined the impact of 
the Covid-19 pandemic on nightmares and religious dreams. The dream 
narratives that illustrate the discussion of ritual imagery in dreams come 
from interviews in this more recent dataset.

The data from the first period of field research aimed to map counterin-
tuitive content in dream reports and provide narrative examples of specific 
elements of religious dreaming pertaining to the content of the imagery 
of supernatural entities and agents, their special cognitive properties (e.g. 
counterintuitiveness), prototypical religious roles of communication (trans-
mission), and the dream imagery of alleged ritual actions and artefacts. 

In line with the article’s aims, topics about supernatural (agent) dream-
ing are first discussed and then related to dream research and religious 
cognition. The theory of counterintuition is presented, and counterintuitive 
imagery in dream data and narratives is analysed. Counterintuitive dream-
ing is then related to communication and cultural transmission. The article’s 
subsequent major sections discuss dream simulation theories in relation to 
cognitive theories of ritual and cultural transmission, demonstrating that 
ritual imagery is a lesser-known type of content in religious dreaming. The 
argument is supported by dream narratives and examples of coded data. 

Cognitive factors and dreams of supernatural dream imagery

This article assumes that a fruitful understanding of religious dreaming 
must also be informed by contemporary dream research in fields such as 
neuroscience, the cognitive sciences, and evolutionary theory. In relation 
to waking (social) life, dreams operate as realistic but novel simulations in-
volving various negative and positive affective states, entities, motivations, 
and scenarios to test (predicted) hypothetical outcomes (e.g. Blagrove et al. 
2019). A common but partly different idea in dream research is that dream-
ing and waking consciousness alike operate as forms of ‘world simulation’ 
and ‘realistic simulation’ (e.g. Hobson and Friston 2012). According to 
Revonsuo et al. (2016) there are three main approaches to dream simulation, 
based on (1) threat simulation or (2) social simulation, which are functional 
and adaptive accounts, or (3) the nonfunctional variants of the continuity 
hypothesis, which claim that dreams either reflect what we experience in 
the waking state (Schredl and Hofmann 2003) or express personal concerns 
in waking life (Domhoff 2011). 

In threat simulation theory, dreams during REM and perhaps even 
NREM sleep reflect a capacity, evolved in response to challenges to adap-
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tive fitness, to simulate threatening events. This involves engaging in the 
rehearsal of threat perceptions and avoidance skills to augment vigilance and 
threat perception in waking life (Revonsuo 2000). The ubiquity of nightmares 
with imagery related to survival threats, aggression, and accidents (e.g. Hall 
and Van de Castle 1966) seems to support this. It is also consistent with models 
in the cognitive and evolutionary science of religion that point to a ‘hypersensi-
tive agency detection device’ (Barrett 2004) and the importance of vigilance 
based on a general threat-detection psychology (e.g. Boyer and Bergstrom 
2011) focusing on the appraisal and detection of fitness challenges related to 
predation, social intrusion, contagion, social offence, and threat to offspring. 
However, dreams not only consist of nightmares and threats to one’s imme-
diate survival but also involve the mapping of social challenges and needs 
in waking life situations related to social actors and characteristics, bonds, 
interactions, and connections. Thus, intricacies of social behaviour are also 
modelled and rehearsed in dreams in social simulation theory as a form of 
evolved adaptation, as evidenced by the prevalence of social imagery and 
affects (e.g. Domhoff and Schneider 2018).

Cognitive dream research (McNamara and Bulkeley 2015) points to the 
frequent occurrence of supernatural agents in dreams, noting that such 
imagery reliably appears in nightmares and unpleasant dreams associated 
with diminished agency in the dreamer (McNamara et al. 2018). They main-
tain that imagery of diminished individual agency may facilitate or cause 
supernatural agent cognitions. Supernatural agent cognitions thus fill in 
prediction errors from diminished agency in the dreamer during REM sleep. 

Research on waking cognition affords an additional insight into the func-
tion of religious concepts. According to cognitive research compensatory 
control theory (e.g. Kay et al. 2010) religious beliefs and supernatural agency 
attributions boost a sense of compensatory control over the environment in 
conditions of anxiety that arise during experiences of confusion, random-
ness, and uncertainty. These conditions are manifested in nightmares and 
unpleasant dreams. In related research Legare and Souza (2014) maintain 
that uncertainty and feelings of a lack of control increase perceptions of 
ritual efficacy, perhaps by mimicking causal efficacy.

The lesser-known counterintuitive traits of supernatural dream imagery

In relation to the specific question of the frequency of counterintuitive 
properties in allegedly religious dreams, this article’s first objective is to 
address the following question: what is so special about supernatural agent 
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imagery in dreams? One influential cognitive theory that may shed light on 
supernatural agents in dreams suggests that supernatural concepts, as well 
as other religious, folk, and folkloric beliefs, have the peculiar property of 
tweaking and reversing some of the information people intuitively associate 
with basic ontological categories (e.g. Boyer 2001, 54–65). This is the gist 
of minimal counterintuitiveness (MCI) theory, which suggests that a small 
number of violations such as ‘breaches’ and ‘transfers’ of core knowledge 
and intuitive expectations drawn from basic ontological categories (e.g. 
Barrett 2004; 2008; Boyer 2001) produces salience and a memory advantage 
(Boyer and Ramble 2001).3 This theory further proposes both a cognitive 
model for the architecture of many supernatural concepts and, based on 
these assumptions, an explanation of why such concepts have an advan-
tage in the cultural transmission of attraction factors. Numerous studies 
have discussed MCI theory (e.g. Gonce et al. 2006; Porubanova et al. 2014; 
Purzycki and Willard 2016). 

Given the premise that SA conceptualization is a key building block of 
‘religious’ phenomena (in the waking state), the fact that (minimal) coun-
terintuitiveness appears to be a predominant property of SA cognition, and 
that SA imagery is prevalent in seemingly religious dreams (see examples 
below), a crucial and relevant question is: how frequent are counterintuitive 
properties in SA dreams? 

Below are edited excerpts from Nepalese dream narratives collected dur-
ing the first field research period. The examples also describe other religious 
images and conditions of the dreamer that are of interest in these dreams:

In the dream I went to the school, but no one was present that day, even 
though it was Sunday. I returned to the office. All the chairs were moving.4 
No one was there, and I got scared. There was a written note on my desk 
that I should stay at school all day. I went back to my classroom. No one 
was there, but there was a whispering sound.5 I got scared and ran out of 
the classroom. I got tired and fell on the ground, and I woke up. I was so 
frightened […].’

3 It is assumed that human cognition includes intuitive expectations in the core knowledge of 
given domains such as living things and solid objects. Such intuitive expectations include the 
assumption that animals have a (biological) life and a kind of essence typical of their species. 
4 Counterintuitive property: inanimate object + animate characteristics. For details of the 
coding procedure see Barrett 2008; for religious dreaming see Nordin and Bjälkebring 2019.     
5 Serpentlike creatures and or deities. Counterintuitive property: communication (mental 
acts) – physical agent.
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In the dream there was a farewell programme at school. I was walking on 
the way from my home. As I was about to reach the school gate, I saw a big 
Naag6 in front of the school gate. It asked me for milk and told me7 that it 
was very hungry. I brought milk from the nearby house and fed the Naag. 
It drank all the milk8 and blessed me by biting me in the head.9 After that 
I felt more energetic, and I entered the school. This was a surprise for me. 
There was no farewell programme. It was a programme of inauguration of 
the same Naag murti10 that I had seen outside, and that was kept inside the 
beautiful mandir.11 I was so happy. (I got excited and woke up. I was very 
thirsty and drank a bottle of water...)

To grasp the topic of counterintuitive dreams, Nordin’s and Bjälkebring’s 
(2019; 2021) research maps religious dream cognition in studies of primarily 
Nepalese Hindu informants (for specific details of the study see Nordin 
and Bjälkebring, 2019). The Nepalese informants commonly allude to the 
presence of supernatural and counterintuitive properties in their dream 
narratives using phrases like ‘I saw Bhagwan’;12 ‘Shiva/Mahadev appeared 
and advised me to conduct the puja’; ‘Durga came and woke me up and 
told me to take a bath’; ‘Bhagwan Pashupatinath came in my dream and told 
me that the kind of life I was living must end’ (quotations from Nordin 
2020). However, these commonly reported images are indirect signs of 
counterintuitive dream content, not its manifest expression. Nordin and 
Bjälkebring (2019) therefore assess the modes and frequency of counterin-
tuitive imagery (CI) in dream reports using a coding method (for a detailed 
explanation of the steps taken see Barrett 2008). Accordingly, the Nepalese 
Hindu informants indicated the manifest presence of counterintuitive 
features in their dreams using phrases like ‘Bhagwan appeared as a statue 
talking to me like a human’; ‘a big snake (Naag) appeared, whispering’ 
(quotations from Nordin 2020). 

Overall, the application of Barrett’s CI scheme to the ethnographic case 
of Nepalese Hindu supernatural dream imagery generates results of high 
intercoder reliability (95%) for the general occurrence of CI items. It further 

6 A murti is a representative statue of a divinity. Naag Murti is a serpent statue. Supernatural 
agent – snake.
7 Counterintuitive property: animal + communication (mental acts).
8 Counterintuitive property: animal breach of biology.  
9 Ritual interaction.
10 Supernatural agent – snake and religious statue. 
11 Temple. Religious item: temple.
12 Bhagwan, a deity referred to as ‘the Lord’.



RELIGIOUS DREAM IMAGERY IN THE LIGHT OF COGNITIVE... 139

demonstrates a high frequency of dreams with at least one CI element (in 
52 of the 60 dream reports, or 87%). Furthermore, there is a high frequency 
of dream items (47 out of 57) with counterintuitive properties related to 
agents (for more details see Nordin and Bjälkebring 2019). The dreams 
with counterintuitive agent imagery include items such as (a) objects that 
activate expectations of either mentality or animacy; and (b) artefacts, 
humans, animals, substances, spirits, demigods, or gods with counterintui-
tive characteristics that act intentionally in goal-oriented ways. The most 
common of these dreamed agents are artefacts, usually statues of gods, 
which activate expectations of either mentality or animacy (see Nordin and 
Bjälkebring 2019, 10 for a detailed analysis). The second most common type 
of dreamed agent imagery involves disembodied voices (substance) that ac-
tivate expectations of mentality. Apart from these forms of counterintuitive 
objects with agent properties, it is noteworthy that some of these religious 
dream reports (10 out of 57) contain counterintuitive objects with non-agent 
properties, such as impossible artefacts (e.g. a container that is larger on the 
inside than the outside), luminous objects, and so on.

Remembering and/or communicating counterintuitive dream traits

Although this study was limited and presents culturally specific results, the 
findings indicate that counterintuitive objects may be common in dreams, 
at least in such cultural environments. It may also be the case that people 
are more likely to remember or communicate counterintuitive dreams than 
non-counterintuitive dreams (Nordin and Bjälkebring 2019, 12 for a detailed 
analysis). As most of the dream narratives in this research had at least one 
counterintuitive object (87%), it is plausible that counterintuitive imagery 
is common in dreams in general, or conversely, that people remember 
or wish to communicate dreams with counterintuitive objects more than 
dreams without counterintuitive objects, which would result in a high fre-
quency of reporting of dreams with counterintuitive objects. In line with 
MCI theory (above) the occurrence of counterintuitive objects is limited by 
the cognitive processing load; 48 dream reports had one counterintuitive 
object, while only three dream reports had two, and one dream report had 
three. Hence, while counterintuitive objects appear in the majority of the 
present dream reports, meaning they are frequent across dreams, they are 
relatively infrequent within them. An absolute minority of dream reports 
had more than one counterintuitive object.
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Counterintuitive dreaming and cultural transmission as indicated by 
religiosity

How important and explanatory is counterintuitive SA dream imagery for 
cultural transmission more generally? Arguably, religious traits such as ‘re-
ligiosity’ indicate and are related to how cultural transmission operates. In 
short, cultural transmission refers to the interactive process of passing cultural 
traits and information (e.g. beliefs, values, behaviours) between individuals 
and generations. Various theories of cultural evolution suggest that the char-
acteristics of those who transmit cultural traits are a key factor in explaining 
cultural patterns. For example, CESR scholars often take various (and mixed) 
positions along a spectrum ranging from dual inheritance theories to cultural 
attraction theory or epidemiology of culture theory (see André et al. 2023 for 
one of many overviews). Cultural attraction theory is a premise of the present 
study through its focus on how evolved and cognitive factors in (counterin-
tuitive) SA dreams are viable transmission factors in the communication of 
dream experiences. In relation to the idea that dreams are a primary source 
of religious ideas (e.g. Tylor 1871) one can ask how counterintuitive dream 
imagery is related to supposedly religious communication, divinatory prac-
tices, and religiosity. One (‘naive’) prediction is that people who report MCI 
content in their dreams may be more religious than those who do not. Nordin 
and Bjälkebring (2021) address this topic, discussing it in detail. 

Is there an association between reported religiosity and having MCI 
dreams? No relationship is found in the present sample between religiosity 
and the likelihood of reporting an MCI dream. This result seems somewhat 
bewildering and does not fit well with the historically asserted link be-
tween dreaming and religion. However, comparable results are also found 
in Bulkeley’s (2014) research among American Christians, which shows 
that people who score lowest in religiosity (as expressed, for example, in 
worship attendance) recall religious dreams better than those with a high 
religiosity score, who remember them considerably less well. Bulkeley’s 
(2014) research also shows that dream content does not differ significantly 
between religious and nonreligious respondents, though the former tend 
to model dream experiences according to religious values.

Is there a crucial relationship between reported religiosity and a general 
belief in the value of communicating that one has had a dream? The subjects 
reporting MCI dreams in the limited sample in the abovementioned study 
are not more likely to report the importance of communicating with others 
(dream sharing) about the dream. The same result is found among inform-
ants who have MCI dreams and stress the importance of communicating 
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the content to religious and ritual experts: these informants report that they 
actually do not share dreams. 

However, when informants are asked if they have ever had a dream that 
they have communicated to a religious dream expert, their responses show 
a significant correlation between religiosity and the likelihood of commu-
nicating the dream to an expert: rs = .41, p = .018 (Nordin and Bjälkebring 
2021). This suggests that more religious dreamers are in fact more likely to 
communicate their dreams to experts for interpretation or advice. The con-
nection between MCI and religiosity therefore seems to be manifest not in 
the overall communication of MCI dreams but in the communication of such 
dreams to religious ‘experts’, highlighting the role of dream interpretation 
in the integration of dreams into a religious context. 

In later research on what types of dream content constitute affordances 
for dream communication and divination (Nordin 2023a), the omission of 
self-agency models in dream imagery is the dominant predictor for engag-
ing in dream divination. Despite the occurrence of bizarre and MCI dream 
content, as well as nightmarish themes, the omission of self-agency in dream 
imagery therefore appears decisive in dream communication for the purpose 
of dream divination. This result supports the assumption that the property 
of ‘ostensive detachment’ (Boyer 2020)13 is a decisive attraction factor in the 
cultural transmission of divinatory practices.

The lesser-known dream imagery of ritual 

This article’s second objective is addressed in the sections below by analysing 
and describing the lesser-known domain of imagery about rituals in dreams. 
Religious dreaming demonstrates the prevalence of supernatural agent (SA) 
imagery and various ritualistic and divinatory uses of dream content in the 
waking state. Dream processes also ‘simulate’ various types of behaviour. 
An example is a dreamer’s experience of conducting or witnessing ritual 
interactions that are not actualized in the waking state. This makes dreams 
an interesting case regarding the imagery of ritual behaviour manifested in 
the direct cognitive simulation of ritual performance (by oneself or others) 
during REM and NREM dream states.

13 Divination processes involve disengagement from the actions involved in conveying divi-
natory information from the diviner to the recipient. This ‘ostensive detachment’ signals that 
neither the diviner nor the recipient has manipulated the information conveyed during the 
divination, making the information less invested in personal interests, ‘truer’, and thus likelier 
to serve as cultural transmission. 
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The second objective is addressed by delineating the types of ‘ritual’ that 
can occur in dreams from a methodological, cognitive, and evolutionary 
perspective. In short, any sense of ‘ritual’, as outlined below, can refer to 
(1) the ‘ritualistic’ use of dreams and their content (e.g. dream divination), 
(2) dream imagery about ritual interactions and items, and (3) the interface 
between (1) and (2), ritual dream imagery and ritual engagement with ritual 
dream imagery. It is further assumed that ritual imagery is an additional 
factor in the cultural transmission of religious dream representations in the 
waking state, though this argument remains implicit.  

What is it about the narrative expressions of religious dream imagery 
that warrants the analytical inference about ritual imagery?  Below are two 
edited excerpts from Nepalese dream narratives collected in connection with 
Covid-19 experiences. The examples demonstrate how various sorts of ritual 
imagery occur in Nepalese Hindu dream reports. These include references 
to pilgrimages, chanting, worship (puja), feeding, and the distribution of 
special and blessed/magical objects and artefacts:

I was on a holy tour14 (pilgrimage) where Bhagwan15 was the captain of 
my plane. It was like a holy plane. Yellow, all lit up and worshipped16 with 
tika17 of red, white, and yellow. In the middle of the tour the fuel ran out, 
and Bhagwan refilled it with his urine. We continued the journey. Bhagwan 
described Yamaloka18 to me (in his opinion it was a place high above Earth 
and includes Swarga19 and Naraka20). Our plane landed on Earth. I was 
frightened. Again, something inspired me/pulled me towards it in a new 
way. I went through it. There were Bhagwans giving humans a party. They 
were feeding on human body parts, legs, HEADs, hands, etc., and some 
were eating their own body parts without feeling pain… 

One night in a dream I was somewhere on a puja,21 and the pujari22 was 
chanting mantra.23 The organizer of that puja (the householder) was wearing 

14 Ritual interaction. 
15 Designation of a Hindu god as ‘the Lord’.
16 Ritual interaction.
17 Ritual interaction, magical causation, and substance.
18 Mythical location of Yama, the Hindu God of death and justice, synonymous with Naraka 
(Hell).
19 Hindu mythical location of a heaven realm. 
20 Hindu mythical location of a hell realm.
21 Ritual interaction, veneration. 
22 Priest, ritual officiant. 
23 Sacred utterance connected with magical causality.
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holy clothes like we see Bhagwan wear in mandir photos, which were made 
of expensive ornaments. He was taking a bottle of jaal24 and distributing it 
to all the participants. As I received it on my hand and drank it, I changed 
into a big statue (murti), and holy people started to worship there, and they 
pressed a button on the stone, and the bucket of vaccine arrived automati-
cally. Everybody was taking the vaccine box. After some time the pujari 
went to press the button, but instead of vaccine, a huge snake appeared and 
swallowed the pujari.

What is ‘ritual interaction’ in dream imagery?

There is an immense body of literature on the study of ‘ritual’ (e.g. Bell 1997; 
Kreinath et al. 2004; Lawson and McCauley 1990; and below).25 This article 
adopts the assumption, common in the cognitive and evolutionary study of 
religion, that the term ‘ritual’ in lay and scholarly parlance actually refers 
to different exemplars grouped on family resemblance (Boyer and Liénard 
2020; Needham 1975), which thus refer to slightly different characteristics 
and phenomena (cf. Barrett 2017) or ‘building blocks’ (Taves 2011). A fruitful 
strategy for understanding, analysing, and explaining the social interac-
tions labelled ‘rituals’ is therefore to assume that the term denotes multiple 
different assemblages of phenomena and representations that (a) have no 
necessary co-occurrence in cultural distribution; and (b) co-occur to differ-
ing degrees. Adopting a model presented by Boyer and Liénard (2020), this 
alleged assemblage of ritual variants refers to (1) normative and scripted 
interaction; (2) signals of social relationship, affiliation, and cohesion; (3) 
magical connections; and (4) ritualized performance. This article assumes 
that the dream imagery of rituals should belong to one or more of these types. 
This is demonstrated below with a brief description of the ritual types that 
are applied to or seen in the imagery of rituals and simulations in dreams. 

Integrating the imagery of rituals, dream simulation, and evolved 
cognition

The purpose of the previous section was to introduce the specific types of 
ritual traits; the cognitive and evolutionary underpinnings of their purported 
occurrence in dreams is described in detail below.

24 Sacred/pure water connected with preparatory rituals and magical causality. 
25 Intellectualist and symbolist theories are two influential approaches to ritual (for an overview 
see Lawson and McCauley 1990).
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If dreams contain imagery of ritual interactions, they will be instances 
of the following variants: scripted normative interaction; signalling of af-
filiation and social cohesion; magical causation and reckoning; or ritualized 
behaviour (further explained below). Furthermore, if the dream process and 
imagery simulate ritual, this should be understood as resulting from either 
social simulation or threat simulation, and as manifested as one or more of 
the ritual variants described above. 

As the cognitive and evolutionary description of ritual variants sug-
gests, the modes of these items are themselves generated by evolved, 
psychological, precautionary systems dedicated to managing fitness 
challenges in social life and threats to survival, which resembles the es-
sence of the dream functions of social or threat simulation. For example, 
dreams that produce content with scripted and normative interactions 
and/or social signalling themes consist of imagery that arises predomi-
nantly from the social simulation of challenges related to social percep-
tion, interaction, and ingroup inclusion (cf. Tuominen et al. 2019). Dreams 
with imagery of magical and causal reckoning and ritualized behaviour 
are generated by systems dedicated to threat simulation, particularly in 
relation to predation, intrusion, contagion, and social offence, as well 
as threats to offspring (cf. threat categorization in Boyer and Liénard 
2020; Revonsuo et al. 2016). Social simulation and threat simulation can 
be combined or occur in rapid succession in actual dream processes (cf. 
Revonsuo et al. 2016). 

Modalities of dreamed ritual imagery

A dynamic modality is to be expected in the occurrence of ritual variants. 
Accordingly, a dream (report) may contain imagery of scripted and nor-
mative interactions through the appearance of named stereotypical actions 
(e.g. puja or darshan), or with reference to purification, blessings, or sacred 
objects (thus manifesting magical and causal reckoning) and/or imagery 
of specific behavioural sequences (manifesting ritualized behaviour). The 
actual manifestation of ritual variants in dream imagery can thus be nested, 
implied, or manifested. Such dreams may therefore have indexical proper-
ties (in the semiotic sense). Dreams about ritual artefacts can similarly be 
understood as indices of named and scripted interactions and specific types 
of ritualized behaviour, and such behaviour can have indexical properties 
of magical causation and so on (for a further discussion see Nordin 2023b).
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Dream imagery of ritual types – examples from research 

What features of rituals are conceivable, and how common are they in 
religious dreams? This article primarily addresses the kinds of imagery of 
rituals that are conceivable, but it also touches briefly on how common they 
are in religious dreams through (culturally) limited examples. The article’s 
final analysis presents some illustrations of how the dream imagery of 
ritual interaction is manifested, as well as a brief overview of its frequency 
in the limited data sample. As mentioned in the introduction, the examples 
are drawn from data collected during field research in Nepal (for example, 
Nordin and Bjälkebring 2019; Nordin 2023b).

In coding and analysing the given dream data, imagery about rituals was 
identified as either manifested or implied items, and the rates and frequen-
cies of the modes are indicated below. Ritual dream imagery and information 
of any kind were common in the sample, occurring in 90 per cent of dream 
reports (55 out of 61 informants). The imagery refers to directly manifested 
or implied items in the domains of the ritual variants discussed above. In 
18 dream reports (29.5%) one or more SAs ordered the dreamer to perform 
specific ritual types, while in only one case did a human being order this 
action. Below is a short overview of the assemblage of ritual variants and 
their manifestation in the dream data/narratives.

Rituals as normative and scripted interactions in dreams

The research literature (e.g. Holland and Quinn 1987) highlights various 
procedural interactions guided by specific scripts (Schank and Abelson 1977) 
for behaviour. These interactions tend to be connected with a tacit belief 
that if the scripted rules are violated or improperly followed, the action will 
not be an instance of that categorized action type. When interactions are 
scripted and categorized accordingly, they also tend to be normative and 
labelled so that participants know that certain forms of behaviour characterize 
the interactions, and that other people are likely to understand the actions 
analogously. This interaction type tends to assume a normative stance, with 
people expecting each other to adhere to the given rules (e.g. Bicchieri 2005). 
This seems to be a human proclivity, which strongly suggests the pressure 
of an evolved norm psychology geared towards the social coordination of 
interaction (Bicchieri 2005), and is thus a factor underpinning cultural trans-
mission (Göckeritz et al. 2014) and imposing conformity with the scripted 
interactions seen in ‘rituals’.
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Preliminary analyses from the present data traced the rate of explicitly 
named or implied scripted normative interaction sequences from the action 
imagery occurring in the dream reports (e.g. puja, tirtha yatra). The signature 
of scripted normative interaction features was thus evident in 45 dream 
reports (73.2%), describing either one ritual action type in the imagery or 
a combination of several named ritualized action prototypes. The named 
category of darshan, an exchange of gazes with supernatural agents, was 
the most frequently manifested type of scripted normative interaction (14 
in total, 23%).

Rituals as signals of social relationship, affiliation, and cohesion in dreams

Scripted and named interactions are obviously highly social and communi-
cative in nature, serving social functions and generating pragmatic signal-
ling effects related to affiliation, cohesion, identity, and commitment (e.g. 
Watson-Jones and Legare 2016). Ritual signalling can function as a social 
display of deference (e.g. Bloch 2004) or as a commentary on order, rank, 
and relationships in social interactions. Such signalling contributes to the 
generation of common knowledge or a mutual socio-cognitive framework 
(Chwe 2013) based on a similar understanding of the event among ritual 
participants. It also contributes to the shaping of strong shared feelings and 
experiences of group cohesion and altruistic fidelity to the ingroup members 
of a community (e.g. Reddish et al. 2016). Signalling (imagined) social unity 
makes good sense in light of human adaptations to group living (e.g. Legare 
and Wen 2014) and is notoriously manifested in ‘us/them’ or ‘ingroup’ versus 
‘outgroup’ attitudes and the forming and sustaining of alliances (Yamagi-
shi and Mifune 2009). Signalling commitment through scripted public 
behaviours is thus a crucial coalitional mechanism for ingroup affiliation. 
From this perspective costly displays of ritual signalling (e.g. Sosis 2006) 
convey information about one’s level of commitment to other members of 
a group or serve as gestures towards rival coalitions. An evolved system 
for coalitional cognition and interaction is thus likely to be devoted to the 
highly complex tasks constituting in- and between-group dynamics (e.g. 
Boyer et al. 2015). It is also likely that such coalitional psychology provides 
additional factors of stability and attraction in the cultural transmission of 
such ‘ritual’ interactions (Boyer and Liénard 2020).

In seeking to identify features related to the signalling of affiliation 
and social coalition, the focus was on the dream imagery of social interac-
tions that indicated relationships with family, social group, and order (e.g. 
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through comments and allusions). Typical and frequent cases consisted of 
imagery of social rituals such as initiations (e.g. receiving a ‘sacred thread’ 
and taking Hindu vows), weddings, cremations, and ancestral cults (shrad-
dha). Dream imagery that implied the signalling of coalition and cohesion 
could be identified in 48 cases (78.8%). This ritual variant co-occurred in 
most cases with imagery of named, scripted, and normative actions (see 
above), and in combination with social signalling and interaction between 
humans and SAs. The presence of SA imagery again accounts for the majority 
of dreamed social agent interactions (46 cases, or 75.4%), indicating a high 
frequency of social dream simulation related to concerns about cooperation 
and coalition.

Ritual as magical connections in dreams

Scripted and normative interactions categorized as ‘rituals’ may in many 
instances construe and employ actions, objects, and reasoning in ways that 
presuppose ‘magical’ influences, effects, or connections. This is seen in ritual 
touching, seeing, consuming, or coming into contact with special substances 
(e.g. sacred water) believed to bring blessings (or curses), healing, or protec-
tion, or to prepare for other rituals (e.g. Nordin 2009). Anthropologists and 
others have modelled various relationships of magical causality in terms of 
similarity, proximity, and contiguity (e.g. Frazer [1922] 1963; Tylor 1871; cf. 
Nemoroff and Rozin 2000; Siegal et al. 2001). These interactions and con-
nections are based on notions of causal and/or physical efficacy, though 
the details of this process are usually opaque to practitioners. The cultural 
pervasiveness of magical beliefs seems to draw on an intuitive sense of the 
naturalness and compelling nature of explanations of disease transmission, 
contagion, and pathogens (cf. Nemoroff and Rozin 2000; Siegal et al. 2001). 
These intuitions involve notions of invisible transmissible vectors that 
can affect humans and are equally infectious, regardless of the degree of 
exposure. A mode of magical (superhuman) causation is involved in how 
a human understanding of action informs the conceptualization of ritual 
behaviour and beliefs in its efficacy, and how it is thought to work through 
various instruments (Lawson and McCauley 1990; McCauley and Lawson 
2002; cf. Malley 2019). The presumed ‘force’ in the various ways that magical 
cognition is instantiated primarily assumes that magical causation is due 
to superhuman agency in rituals.

In seeking to identify features of magical causation and thinking, the 
procedure aimed to identify dream imagery referring to interactions, objects, 
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and/or substances with magical functions or effects. In the present analysis 
features of magical causation and reckoning were coded in dream reports 
referring to explicit or implicit interaction with an SA, or through a religious 
expert or priest. Following Lawson and McCauley’s (1990; McCauley and 
Lawson 2002) typology, the following were identified in the dream imagery: 
special agent rituals (concerning how the special quality/status of the person/
agent causally and directly implies an SA’s action, e.g. marriage, cremation); 
special patient rituals (concerning how the most direct connections with the 
SA are made through the ritual patient, e.g. sacrifice, penance, communion, 
thanking, cleaning, and honouring – often labelled as puja, shraddha, etc.); 
or special instrument rituals (through magical association with an SA or 
SA object, e.g. a blessing or divination) that occur through divine sight 
(darshan), touch, or proximity to sacred objects (temples and statues murti/
mandir), or immersion in and consumption of substances (e.g. sacred water 
jaal, or food, sweets, and fruit prasad).26 These items are all magical, with 
peculiar causal characteristics, ‘essences’, and effects to which the reports 
alluded or explicitly labelled. These dream reports implied or exhibited 
indications of both specific magical objects and types of ritual forms that 
seemed to imply causal functions of SAs. In 48 dream reports (78.7%) images 
of various ritual objects, instruments, and/or substances appeared. When 
the analysis linked magical objects to cognitive models of ritual action forms 
(Lawson and McCauley 1990; McCauley and Lawson 2002) in the dream 
narratives, the results suggested that the most common form of religious 
dream simulation was special patient ritual imagery such as various kinds 
of thanking, cleaning, honouring, and preparing for SAs (33 cases, 54.1%), 
followed by special instrument ritual imagery, especially blessings from SAs 
(24 cases, 39.4%). When coding for blessed substances (cf. Nordin 2009), 30 
reports (49.2%) referred to blessings. Twenty-five interviews (41%) referred 
to labelled blessings such as asirbad, tikka, mala, and darshan. 

Ritual as ritualized performance in dreams

One seemingly prototypical, though not universal or exclusive, trait of 
‘rituals’ comprises features of ritualized behaviour sometimes referred 
to as ‘obvious aspects of ritual’ (Rappaport 1979). Recent research has ex-
tensively analysed these characteristics (Boyer and Liénard 2006; Dulaney 
and Fiske 1994). The list of features includes traits such as compulsion (an 

26 Prasad refers to various substances and objects that operate as blessings. Prasad is often eaten.  
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urge to perform an action, usually with no clear reason); scriptedness (a 
strong impulse to perform an action stereotypically, often without explicit 
reasons for the scripted performance); goal demotion (where a set of ac-
tions can be linked to an overarching goal, but the segments of the action 
cannot individually be represented as leading to the goal); and repetition 
(a strong inclination to repeat actions or sequences, again often without an 
explicit reason for its necessity). These sets of behaviours and ideas have 
been explained as byproducts of cognition dedicated to ‘hazard precaution’ 
and ‘action parsing’ (Boyer and Liénard 2006), and as an adaptation that has 
evolved to detect and respond to a range of diffuse and difficult-to-monitor 
potential threats such as contamination and contagion, harm to offspring, 
intrusion by strangers, and social misdemeanours (Boyer and Liénard 2020). 
The abundance of these vague threats makes them difficult to discern fully 
and take measures against. 

In analysing the features of ritualized behaviour in the dream reports, 
the study aimed to identify explicit or implied imagery of rigid, repetitive, 
redundant, goal-demoted, and scripted action sequences. Additionally, a 
range of themes was tracked in the reports, such as if the dreamer found it 
difficult or was unable to act, move, and speak (i.e. paralysis), had to escape 
or was being chased (e.g. was being eaten), or if there was no reference to 
the dreamer in the imagery. These tendencies are related to the occurrence 
of an ‘omitted self/agency model’, both in this (Nordin 2023a) and in general 
dream research (McNamara and Bulkeley 2015). Indeed, explicit imagery of 
ritualized behaviour was observed in 23 per cent of dream reports. However, 
it was much more common (67.2%) when it was implied by references in 
the dream reports to specifically named interactions that often presupposed 
the performance of ritualized behaviours, that is, by references to culturally 
labelled ritual action types. 

Conclusion

The fact that SA agents are represented as the immediate and acting parties 
in dream imagery, and the dream is often considered a ritualized sequence, 
may suggest a specific ritual cognition that explain why and how SA dreams 
gain relevance and affordance value for further religious and ritual use in 
the waking state. However, further research is required to confirm and sub-
stantiate these suggestions, which would also support the classical theories 
about the importance of dreaming for religious belief. 
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This article highlighted some obvious but less recognized aspects of 
religious dreaming. In adopting a theoretical and methodological focus 
on cognitive and evolutionary aspects, the article aimed to review key 
topics in the author’s research (e.g. Nordin and Bjälkebring 2019; 2021; 
Nordin 2023a; 2023b) on arguably unmapped domains of religious dream 
imagery about (a) supernatural/human agents and related representa-
tions, and (b)  ritual interactions. The first objective was accomplished 
with reference to research on the frequency and modalities of counter-
intuitive imagery in dreams. Counterintuitive dream imagery is much 
more common than previously expected, at least in this study’s cultural 
setting. Certain types of these dream images were more prevalent, and 
the content of some was not agent-based. There is also some evidence 
to suggest that those dreamers who are more religious are more likely 
to report (and culturally transmit) counterintuitive dreams to friends, 
family members, or (religious) experts for interpretation or advice. A 
broader implication of the research is that it provides solid evidence for 
the importance of specific cognitive dream content in human religiosity. 
Another novel implication is the extension and application of research 
on counterintuitiveness in human cultures to (religious) dreaming in the 
sleeping state. 

The second objective concerned dream imagery of rituals and was ac-
complished by combining prominent stances on rituals in cognitive and 
evolutionary studies of religion with prominent dream research on threat 
and social simulation, which enabled theory-driven descriptions of religious 
dreams and the types of ritual imagery that can and do occur. This method 
was preliminarily tested on the present dream data, and the findings sug-
gested a high frequency of various items of ritual dream imagery. A wider 
implication of this research is that it posits a novel method for exploring 
the modes and frequencies of ritual dream imagery in the sleeping state. In 
addition to the theoretical parsimony of explaining dream images of rituals 
as specific instances generated by general mechanisms, it points to specific 
directions for further analysis of and research on mapping the correlations 
and interface between experienced religion and ritual interactions in wak-
ing and dreaming states. Images of ritual interaction are arguably more 
common than we know, and they are a seemingly reasonable response to 
the threats, lack of control, and uncertainties that characterize nightmares 
and unpleasant dreams, or to the complexities of dreamed social situations. 
Ritual types are themselves distributed due to transmission factors, and these 
in turn are likely to have a strong impact on dream communication. More 
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systematic cross-cultural research on the sharing and cultural transmission 
factors of ritual dream imagery is required.

* * *
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Benny Grey Schuster: The History 
of Easter Laughter: Johannes Oeco-
lampadius’ De risu paschali from 
1518 with an Introduction, Annotated 
Translation, and an Account of the 
Cultural, Ecclesiastical, and Theologi-
cal Transformation of Laughter.  
Berlin: Peter Lang, 2024, 386 pp.

Risus Paschalis was the custom of 
priests telling jokes in their ser-
mons on Easter Sunday to make 
congregations laugh. This book 
about the phenomenon is written 
by Benny Grey Schuster, formerly 
a lecturer at the Centre for Educa-
tion and Research in Denmark. It 
contains five chapters, including 
the Latin text of Oecolampadius’s 
De Risu Pachali, with a translation 
and notes (pp. 247–305), followed by 
an impressive 58-page bibliography 
(pp. 311–368). An earlier version of 
Schuster’s book has been published 
in Danish and German.

Schuster’s point of departure 
is Easter Laughter’s first mention 
more than 500 years ago in a letter 
from the theologian and reformer 
Johannes Oecolampadius to Wolf-
gang Capito, the cathedral chaplain 
and dean of the theological faculty 
in Basel. The custom had probably 
existed for a while when Oecolam-
padius wrote his letter in 1518. It 
spread to Germany and northeast-
ern Austrian regions but seems 
to have ceased after the Baroque 
period. The letter was published 
as a book a month after it was sent, 
with the title De risu paschali and a 

foreword by Wolfgang Capito. It 
praises Oecolampadius because he 
does not ‘make his listeners burst 
into raucous laughter’. The term 
used for ‘raucous laughter’ is cachin-
nus, or ‘guffaw’. Neither Capito 
nor Oecolampadius was a fan of 
Easter Laughter. Indeed, Oecolam-
padius vehemently denounces it. 
His book contains severe criticism 
of the phenomenon. He was still a 
Catholic when he wrote his letter, 
but Protestants, including Luther, 
also opposed Easter Laughter. Para-
doxically, Easter Laughter survived 
because of its critics.

In the first three chapters Schus-
ter focuses on Easter Laughter using 
a historical approach. The first chap-
ter presents its character, age, and 
geographical spread. Schuster asks 
about the methods priests used and 
the sort of stories they told to raise 
a laugh. Obscenities? Scatological 
stories? Who were the butts of the 
jokes? The devil, special groups of 
people? Oecolampadius does not tell 
his readers, but Schuster sheds some 
light on the subject based on indirect 
knowledge and references to jokes 
in the contemporary literature. The 
second chapter presents the history 
of Easter Laughter and its research 
history. The third discusses the his-
torical arguments for and against the 
practice, including pragmatic and 
pedagogical arguments, references 
to tradition, anthropological argu-
ments, and joy and resurrection as 
arguments. 
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The fourth chapter broadens the 
perspective, examining laughter 
in the context of Christianity. The 
chapter is presented as an essay, 
‘Did Jesus Laugh? An Essay on the 
Cultural, Ecclesiastical, and Theo-
logical Transformation of Laughter’. 
Schuster sees the question about the 
laughter of Jesus from a historical 
perspective, discussing laughter and 
humour in the history of religions. 
He presents its various assessments 
through the ages, stressing the dis-
tance between the understanding 
of laughter in the past and today. 
In a striking formulation Schuster 
describes the cultural history of 
laughter ‘as a journey through the 
body, from the genitals (antiquity) to 
the stomach (Middle Ages) and the 
heart (Romanticism) and finally to 
the head (modernity)’ (p. 197). One 
of the chapter’s themes is laughter 
as an educational or liberating force; 
another is humour in the service of 
a critique of religion; still another 
humour as a substitute for religion. 
Schuster then returns to the question 
of whether Jesus laughed. Having 
discussed several aspects of this 
question, he concludes – spoiler 
alert – that he did not. The answer 
is based ‘on a historical and exegeti-
cal observation, which in turn has 
significant theological (and soterio-
logical) implications’ (p. 237), and 
he contrasts Jesus’s lack of laughter 
with Yahweh’s disturbing laughter 
of power in the Old Testament.

Schuster follows the history of 
Easter Laughter through the ages, 
demonstrating that ‘between the 
considerable academic interest of 

the Baroque and, to some extent, the 
Enlightenment and our time, Easter 
Laughter mostly gathered moss’ 
(p.  95). However, it made a major 
comeback in a scholarly rediscov-
ery in the 1930s, when Hans Fluck 
and Mikael Bakhtin independently 
returned to the subject, and when 
Bakhtin made it part of a compre-
hensive theory of the medieval 
culture of laughter. According to 
Schuster it was Bakhtin and then 
Umberto Eco’s novel, The Name of 
the Rose, that ‘together have most 
likely had a greater impact on the in-
ternational fame of Easter Laughter 
than any of the actual research done 
on the subject’ (p. 100). The twenti-
eth century saw  renewed interest 
among folklorists, literary scholars, 
and theatre historians on the one 
hand and especially theologians and 
church historians on the other. 

The interest in Easter Laughter 
is part of an increased interest in 
the study of laughter and humour 
more generally that has also reached 
the study of religion. Two recent 
examples are Roald Dijkstra’s and 
Paul van der Velde’s edited volume 
Humour in the Beginning: Religion, 
Humour and Laughter in Formative 
Stages of Christianity, Islam, Bud-
dhism and Judaism (2022) and Robert 
Feltmate’s Religion and Humour: 
An Introduction (2024). Schuster’s 
book belongs to this field, offering 
a hitherto not undertaken compre-
hensive analysis of the historical 
phenomenon of Easter Laughter. 
He also presents the first transla-
tion of Oecolampadius’s text from 
Latin. Schuster’s work illuminates 
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several aspects of Easter Laughter 
and engages in many stimulating 
discussions, some of which continue 
in the footnotes – the reader has 
much into which to delve. Schuster 
says in his afterword and acknowl-
edgements that he has worked on 
Easter Laughter for more than 25 
years. Such research is less under-
taken today, for the pressure always 
to publish is strong. Schuster’s The 
History of Easter Laughter makes one 
regret this. It is an insightful and 
thorough study of the historical 
development of Easter laughter and 
its many aspects, changing views on 
laughter and religion, and culturally 
permissible types of humour and 
laughter. The book combines the 
author’s learnedness with an enter-
taining writing style, for Schuster 
is a lively presence in his own text, 
and he has written a book that both 
informs and engages its reader. 

Ingvild Sælid Gilhus
University of Bergen

Ingvild Sælid Gilhus is Professor Emerita in 
the Study of Religion, University of Bergen. 
Email: ingvild.gilhus@uib.no 
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John Björkman: Healing Springs 
and Haunted Woods: Sacred Sites 
of Folk Belief and Spatial Order in 
Southwest Finnish Village Societ-
ies. Åbo: Åbo Akademi Univer-
sity, 2024, 201 pp. https://urn.fi/
URN:ISBN:978-952-12-4419-3.

Sacred Sites of Folk Belief and Spatial 
Order in Southwest Finnish Village 
Societies offers some innovative and 
thought-provoking research into sa-
cred natural locations in southwest 
Finland and their status as places 
attracting folklore. Comprising four 
research articles and an introductory 
section (92 pp. plus appendices), 
it is a doctoral dissertation with 
good coverage of its subject. The re-
search’s main aim is to examine the 
connection of vernacular oral tradi-
tion recorded and archived mostly 
during the first decades of the twen-
tieth century with 120 places in the 
southwestern landscape. At the core 
of the dissertation is its utilization of 
cartographic materials: maps of vil-
lages and their borders. The author 
focuses especially on ‘natural’ sites, 
though the actual locations may be 
on cultivated land.

The work’s introductory section 
presents a synthesis of the study, 
summarizing the research articles’ 
materials, methods, and conclu-
sions. It also includes discussions 
of research history, and terms and 
concepts. Björkman’s research’s 
theoretical foundation finds its 
main elements in the Durkheimian 
concept of the sacred, which takes a 

society-focused view of the concept. 
In this approach the sacred is seen as 
representing and upholding society 
and its values. The author supple-
ments the Durkheimian view with 
studies by Veikko Anttonen and 
Laura Stark, who both discuss the 
borders of the sacred and profane 
in their work. The folkloristic per-
spective comes from Lauri Honko’s 
concept of tradition ecology and 
research on place lore, which has 
played a  prominent role in Estonian 
folklore studies in recent years.

The author’s overview of the 
theoretical discussions may appear 
to be derived from past discussions 
in the field. For example, Honko’s 
theory of tradition ecology saw its 
heyday during the early 1980s, and 
many references cite authors such as 
Uno Harva and Martti Haavio. How-
ever, I believe this stems more from 
a lack in contemporary research on 
the vernacular belief tradition than 
anything else. Björkman’s research 
thus contributes to the investiga-
tion of archival materials in folklore 
studies and the study of religion, 
and re-evaluates aspects of belief 
tradition. The research’s focus on 
the southwestern tradition and ar-
eas is especially relevant. As Björk-
man notes, folklorists’ interest has 
often been in eastern Finland and 
the Karelian tradition. The (south)
western belief tradition and poetic 
mythology have begun to receive 
popular interest relatively recently, 
but it is important to establish the 
latest scientific knowledge on the 
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subjects rather than leave the field 
to popular presentations, important 
as they might be. 

One of the terminological and 
conceptual choices that caught my 
eye is the preference of ‘folk’ to 
‘vernacular’ when discussing the 
beliefs of the early modern agrarian 
populace. Björkman defends this 
preference when discussing belief 
tradition. He argues that attempting 
to avoid the negative connotations 
of ‘folk’ by using ‘vernacular’ only 
substitutes one set of problems with 
another, and that ‘folk’ can easily 
still be used in the contemporary 
context if one properly acknowl-
edges its weight. The terminological 
discussion is ongoing, and terms 
and concepts undergo constant re-
evaluation in scientific discussions. 
In this case I would have liked to 
have seen more reflection on the hy-
brid nature of ‘vernacular’ or ‘folk’, 
and the so-called ‘elite’. Cultural 
spheres lived (and live) in interac-
tion, not as separate and essentialist 
wholes. I would therefore also have 
liked to have seen a more reflexive 
stance on the abundant use of emic 
and etic in the dissertation. 

The dissertation’s studies share a 
methodological utilization of maps 
in locating places that have attracted 
folklore. The first research article 
has been published by Routledge 
in an edited volume, Sacred Waters: 
A Cross-Cultural Compendium of Hal-
lowed Springs and Holy Wells. Björk-
man shows how sacred springs, 
some of which can still be found in 
nature, have often been near borders 
and in peripheral places, away from 

the central locations of social inter-
action. According to his analysis 
peripheral locations offer an oppor-
tunity to conduct rituals that are not 
communally sanctioned, permitting 
people of lower social rank to gain 
freedom from hierarchies of centres.  

The article is followed by an 
article in Temenos which focuses on 
places of interaction between local 
and nature spirits and humans. It 
follows Veikko Anttonen and Jo-
chum Stattin in evaluating the role 
of borders and the sacred. The article 
takes a new view of spirits guarding 
boundaries by utilizing village maps 
and comparing their borders with 
belief legends about encounters with 
various spirits. By analysing maps 
and places where he has been able 
to locate spirit narratives, Björkman 
shows how dense living environ-
ments in villages and the contested 
spaces between them are reflected 
in folklore.

The third study, published in 
Ethnologia Scandinavica, is a meth-
odological article that explores the 
use of village and Great Partition 
maps as tools for locating places 
previously mentioned in belief tra-
dition. Theoretically, the article is 
connected with recent discussions 
of the qualities of a place that cause 
it to attract belief tradition and mark 
it as something extraordinary. In-
terestingly, although studies of the 
subject are indeed quite recent, this 
resembles an older folkloristic con-
cept of motive attraction in which 
dominant actors become laden with 
various themes. The study therefore 
connects older interests of folklore 
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studies with new interpretations; 
a feature that somehow permeates 
the dissertation. While it naturally 
repeats aspects discussed in the 
introductory section and preceding 
articles, a dedicated methodological 
article is nevertheless an important 
and interesting part of the research 
as a whole.

The fourth and final study of 
Björkman’s research, published in 
Folklore, thematically follows the fo-
cus on boundaries, social order, and 
nature sites connected with belief 
legends. By examining the locations 
of 120 revered (a term used for ‘sa-
cred’ in the final article) locations, he 
examines how social groups could 
performatively establish and contest 
social order and make spatial claims. 
Although all the dissertation’s stud-
ies make good contributions to the 
whole, I believe the final article best 
shows the evolution and shaping of 
the author’s thinking. Adopting a 
view of the performative aspect of 
tradition and situating a different 
kind of performative narration in 
natural places is theoretically ambi-
tious but elegant. 

John Björkman’s doctoral disser-
tation is a methodologically innova-
tive work that establishes interesting 
further directions for investigation. 
The work as a whole includes some 
repetition in discussions of research 
materials and theories. This is an 
unavoidable and understandable 
feature of article-based dissertations 
in general, yet the article format 
reveals the change and evolution 
of authors’ thinking. The use of ar-
chived narrative tradition combined 

with cartographical data and field-
work is an intriguing approach that 
I hope will result in fruitful future 
discussions and research.

 Tuukka Karlsson
University of Helsinki

Tuukka Karlsson is a Postdoctoral Researcher 
in Folklore Studies at the University of Hel-
sinki. E-mail: tuukka.karlsson@helsinki.fi
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Knut A. Jacobsen: Hinduism in the 
World: Migrations and Global  
Presence. London: Routledge, 2025, 
203 pp.

Indians constitute the largest na-
tional diaspora, with more than 35 
million nationals and their descen-
dants around the world, but Indian 
religions have not been particularly 
visible in religion and migration 
scholarship. Christianity in the US 
and Islam in Europe have received 
most attention from researchers. 
Although Christianity and Islam 
constitute the largest global religious 
diasporas, including many migrant 
groups of Indian origin, as the 
world’s third largest religious tradi-
tion, one might expect Hinduism to 
be more visible. This is not to say it 
is neglected. There is plenty of good 
research, but Hinduism has not been 
especially prominent in general 
presentations and theorizations of 
migration-based religious diversity.

The Norwegian Study of Religion 
professor Knut A. Jacobsen is among 
the leading experts on global Hindu-
ism. An exceptionally productive 
scholar, he has published numerous 
significant works, including several 
handbooks and encyclopaedias on 
Indian religions. His recent Hin-
duism in the World: Migrations and 
Global Presence provides an overview 
of many key aspects of Hinduism’s 
global dispersion. The book’s seven 
chapters discuss different features 
of the Hindu diaspora from colonial 
to postcolonial times. This concise 

book is not the easiest of reads, and 
it requires some basic knowledge 
of Hindu traditions, terminology, 
religious practices, and ideas.

The book “examines the role of 
migration, the movement of people, 
and the global presence of Hindu-
ism to try to understand some of 
the diversity of Hindu traditions 
worldwide, as well as understand 
some aspects of how Hinduism 
spreads across space” (p. 2). The key 
to Jacobsen’s approach is his argu-
ment that seven different processes 
have contributed to the emergence 
of global Hinduism. The processes 
are “migration, sacred sites, Hindu 
gurus[,] and the idea of India as the 
global guru, the term ‘Hinduism’, 
new followers and, finally, the re-
markable invention and success of 
modern yoga” (p. 3). A further point 
is that not all of global Hinduism is 
related to India, for it also has its ori-
gins in Sri Lanka and Nepal, among 
other countries. 

The first chapter discusses the 
seven processes in some detail, of 
which migration is deemed the 
most important. Migration is seen 
as a historical phenomenon with 
deep roots, though most of the at-
tention is paid to colonial (‘old’) and 
postcolonial (‘new’) migrations to 
Africa, the Americas, Europe, and 
Oceania. Post-slavery indentured 
labour alone numbered 1.5 million 
so-called coolies between 1834 and 
1937.  Some migration streams are 
quite complex: for example, the 
colonial East African migration 
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that led to forced remigration in the 
postcolonial period. Postcolonial 
migration has again gathered pace 
in recent decades, as Indian labour 
has found its way to the Gulf states 
and many Western countries. Even 
the rise of new religious movements 
in the 1960s and 1970s had much to 
do with Indian migration: the Hare 
Krishna movement grew out of 
an Indian guru’s migration to the 
United States. Chapter 2 discusses 
the case of Sri Ananda Acharya’s 
‘spiritual migration’ and his even-
tual settling in Norway in the early 
twentieth century. Jacobsen also 
presents several other individu-
als, including people venerated by 
Shakta traditions as contemporary 
living deities in Europe (Chapter 4).

Sacred sites are the focus of 
Chapter 3, which examines the Ilam 
(Sri Lankan) Tamil Hindu diaspora. 
The Tamil Hindus live in Southern 
India and Sri Lanka, and the chap-
ter focuses on Tamils of non-Indian 
origin. Temple worship is central 
for Ilam Tamils, and they have been 
among the diaspora’s main temple 
builders, though they have been 
somewhat invisible in both public 
and political debate and in inter-
religious activities. These building 
projects have long been followed in 
the research: for example, by Martin 
Baumann, Annette Wilke, and oth-
ers in the German-speaking realm. 
Jacobsen provides us with further 
detailed discussions of temple build-
ing processes and how they entail 
transnational connections of build-
ers, travelling sacred statues, and in-
ternal competition between religious 

leaders. He also argues that a major 
transformation of Hinduism in the 
diaspora is related to the growing 
role of temples in religious practice, 
or ‘templeization’ as he calls it.

Chapter 5 presents numerous ex-
amples of the sacralization of rivers 
and mountains and other non-Indi-
an spaces. Jacobsen writes: “Wher-
ever Hindus settle in sufficient 
numbers, public temples are likely 
at some point to be established, and 
there is, in addition, the likelihood 
that landscapes will be identified as 
sites of divine manifestations, which 
function to expand the geography 
of the Hindu mythologies” (p. 147). 
This often requires innovative theo-
logical thinking and has led to the 
relaxation of the idea of India as Hin-
duism’s only sacred land. Jacobsen 
considers this cosmological rethink-
ing as a recurring phenomenon of 
Hindu diasporas (p. 155).

Chapter 6 discusses the idea of 
India as a global guru. This means 
India’s special role as understood 
through the lenses of Hinduism – 
today, often with Hindu nationalist 
overtones. Hindu missions, indi-
vidual gurus, and political agendas 
merge. This also includes elements 
of the homogenization of Hindu-
ism, promoting its “superiority” 
(p. 165) in relation to other religions. 
Although Hindu nationalism has 
been successful in India, its role in 
the diaspora is less clear. Homog-
enizing tendencies seek to provide 
a common basis and core for the in-
herent diversity of Hinduism. Even 
the term ‘Hinduism’ is important 
according to Jacobsen, for it unifies 
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a diverse religious tradition under 
one term (pp. 17–21).

Hinduism’s global spread has 
been supported by travelling gurus 
and Hindu movements, resulting 
in (non-Indian-origin) converts and 
other supporters. The invention 
of modern postural yoga, which 
combines Western gymnastics and 
Hindu thought, has become an ex-
ceptionally successful form of physi-
cal and spiritual practice around the 
world (pp. 22–24). Hindu national-
ists have sought to benefit from 
yoga’s success by inaugurating the 
United Nations International Day 
of Yoga, but their political influence 
has thus far remained low outside 
India (p. 183). Nevertheless, Hindu-
ism is gaining much new influence 
and many new followers around 
the world.

I expected the book to be more 
of a general introduction than a 
collection of specific case studies. 
In fact, it is a hybrid of the two. It 
provides much basic information 
not easily available elsewhere, but 
it also delves quite deeply into se-
lected issues. The pages thus contain 
substantial amounts of detail and 
plenty of Hindu terminology. This 
makes the book’s use as a textbook 
on the Hindu diaspora challenging, 
especially for readers unfamiliar 
with Hindu theology and move-
ments, who will need a companion 
work to read alongside it. That said, 
I think the book’s ability to combine 
historical hindsight with contem-
porary detail and a summary of 
the major shifts within Hinduism is 
valuable. An issue that might have 

been developed further is the seven 
processes of change. Some have their 
own chapter; others are discussed 
throughout the volume. This makes 
it challenging to identify all Jacob-
sen’s argument’s key components, 
and whether it could be used for de-
veloping theory in the subject area.

Hinduism in the World is a wel-
come addition to the scholarship of 
religion, migration, transnational-
ism, and diaspora. The combination 
of older colonial and newer postco-
lonial diasporas gives depth to the 
debate, allowing careful considera-
tion of the changes in the strands of 
Hindu thought and theology. High-
lighting the key role of Ilam Tamil 
Hindus in building temples across 
the West and pointing to the latest 
developments of Hindu national-
ism provide a welcome bird’s eye 
view for evaluating more specific 
phenomena in different contexts. 
The book is suitable for advanced 
readers already knowledgeable in 
the basics of Hinduism and as ad-
ditional reading for those interested 
in the nexus of religion, migration, 
and diaspora.

Tuomas Martikainen
University of Turku

Tuomas Martikainen is Professor in the Study 
of Religion, University of Turku. Email: 
tuomas.martikainen@utu.fi
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Andrea Franchetto: Rituals of Per-
ceptual Presence: Space, Material Cul-
ture, and Efficacy in Late-Medieval 
Learned Magic. Stockholm: Depart‑
ment of Ethnology, History of Re‑
ligions and Gender Studies, Stock‑
holm University, 2024. 316 pp.

The study of learned medieval magic 
has emerged as a significant field of 
research since the 1990s. Scholarship 
has largely taken the form of founda‑
tional research from the perspectives 
of book and intellectual history: tex‑
tual sources have been classified into 
genres and edited; scholars have also 
examined the origins of these texts 
and analysed medieval debates sur‑
rounding magic (Klaassen, Boudet, 
Weill‑Parot). 

The field’s relative novelty means 
scholarship has largely focused 
on bringing previously unknown 
sources to the attention of academia, 
while many subsequent steps have 
yet to be taken. In this respect 
Andrea Franchetto’s 2024 doctoral 
monograph, Rituals of Perceptual 
Presence: Space, Material Culture, 
and Efficacy in Late-Medieval Learned 
Magic, whose principal aim is to in‑
vestigate medieval learned magic’s 
conceptions of ritual spaces and 
practices through the modern tools 
of religious studies, constitutes a 
long‑awaited new opening.

The textual corpus of learned 
medieval magic consists of dozens 
of works that describe the perfor‑
mance of magical operations or 
the manufacture of objects such as 

talismans. While numerous sources 
or the traditions they reflect origi‑
nated in antiquity or in Arabic and 
Jewish cultural contexts, many texts 
were adapted in medieval Europe to 
better align with Christian cultural 
norms.

In the genre of ritual magic, 
the aim is to communicate with a 
spiritual being. Franchetto’s key 
concept is what he terms ‘rituals of 
perceptual presence’ (abbreviated 
as RoPP). The ritual’s purpose is to 
establish contact with ‘culturally 
postulated superhuman agencies’ 
– most commonly named angels, 
demons, or ‘spirits’ – so that these 
agencies become perceptible to 
the senses. The central research 
question is: “How are the expected 
sensorial experiences of ambigu‑
ous corporealities interlinked with 
the conceptualization and design 
of ritual spaces as depicted in me‑
dieval handbooks?” Franchetto ex‑
amines in particular the relationship 
between superhuman presence and 
the design of ritual space, but the 
dissertation also deals extensively 
with the transmission and transfor‑
mation of ritual knowledge across 
cultural contexts.

In relation to earlier scholarship 
on learned magic this dissertation is 
distinctly theory‑oriented and seeks 
to break out of the text‑historical 
research tradition. According to 
Franchetto the systematization and 
analysis of magical books should not 
be undertaken primarily through 
textual genres or codicological 
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categories but with the aid of a 
phenomenology of perception. He 
aims at the same time to reform the 
study of religion, which has thus far 
overlooked the sources of learned 
magic. His point of departure here 
is the spatial turn, which in religious 
studies has emphasized the impor‑
tance of tangible topography.

The dissertation opens with 
extensive chapters that present its 
theoretical foundations and key 
concepts. In addition to approaches 
from religious studies such as me‑
diation theory, Franchetto discusses 
theories drawn from the cognitive 
sciences, cognitive neuroscience, 
psychology, and anthropology in 
considerable detail. He also devel‑
ops his own compelling theoretical 
tools for analysing magical sources, 
such as the ‘continuum of presence’, 
which he proposes as a way of 
describing the intermediate stages 
of spirits’ perceptible presence be‑
tween the fully imagined and the 
fully manifest. Although some of 
these tools are employed less ex‑
tensively in the analytical chapters 
than one might expect, the broad 
theoretical section nonetheless pro‑
vides a credible and well‑grounded 
multidisciplinary foundation for 
the study.

The analysis focuses on six textu‑
al sources. The Latin Picatrix and the 
Vatican manuscript Reg. Lat. 1283a 
represent the genre of ‘astral magic’, 
translated from Arabic; Almandal, 
Liber iuratus Honorii, the Clavicula 
Salomonis, and the manuscript CLM 
849 (commonly referred to as the 
Munich Handbook; see Kieckhefer) 

exemplify ritual magic. These sourc‑
es constitute some of the best‑known 
literary witnesses to medieval magic 
and have been extensively discussed 
in the scholarly literature. Never‑
theless, the first selection criteria 
mentioned, transparency and acces‑
sibility, raise certain questions. The 
intention was to include only edited 
sources that are readily available to 
scholars. The study therefore neces‑
sarily relies on previous scholarship 
and the interpretations of earlier edi‑
tors. A broader sample would have 
provided additional depth to the 
analysis, especially given that both 
the edited corpus (for example, the 
Liber veneris of Toz Grecus, the edi‑
tion published in Esotericism and De-
viance) and the extensive manuscript 
material contain numerous cases 
that could plausibly be interpreted 
as instances of RoPP.

Franchetto has identified 57 
RoPP cases in the material, which 
are analysed in three thematic 
chapters. In chapter 4, he employs 
a ‘hermeneutic analysis’ to exam‑
ine the spatiotemporal conceptions 
through which the ritual spaces 
prescribed in the magical manuals 
were intended to generate a sense 
of sacredness. Chapter 5 employs 
what Franchetto terms a ‘structural 
analysis’ to examine how interaction 
is organized within ritual space. The 
chapter concludes with an analysis 
of the visual diagrams used in magi‑
cal practice, such as circles drawn on 
the ground for summoning spirits 
or for protection from them, distin‑
guishing five different models of the 
operative logic of these diagrams. 
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Chapter 6 concludes the monograph 
with an investigation of how the pre‑
viously identified spatial paradigms 
are conceived as efficacious through 
various material means.

The study’s principal strengths 
lie in its systematic approach and 
its commitment to careful classifica‑
tion. Many of the observations that 
emerge will be familiar to scholars 
who know the sources, yet Franchet‑
to presents them in clearly defined 
categories that are conceptualized 
and situated within a coherent 
theoretical framework. The specific 
features of rituals of perceptual pres‑
ence across the different sources 
are documented with considerable 
precision, and the study insightfully 
demonstrates how the ritual nature 
of space is correlated with the mode 
in which the spirit is manifested. 
One of the dissertation’s strongest 
arguments is precisely this demon‑
strated correlation: when the spirit’s 
perceptible presence is expected to 
be strong, the physical arrangement 
of the ritual space becomes corre‑
spondingly more meticulous.

It is also impressive that the 
‘magic circles’ that have been dis‑
cussed in scholarship since the 1990s 
are here for the first time systemati‑
cally and convincingly categorized 
into five basic types, based on how 
they define the spatial relationship 
between the magician and the sum‑
moned spirit. Moreover, the numer‑
ous tables included in the analysis 
effectively visualize the results and 
introduce a valuable quantitative 
dimension to the study. The disser‑
tation also presents an important ob‑

servation concerning magical circles: 
the spatial diagrams used in magic 
were influenced by cosmographic 
sources that modelled the structure 
of the Earth or the cosmos through 
patterns of concentric circles, such 
as wind roses depicting prevailing 
winds. This observed correlation in‑
dicates that the connections between 
ritual magic and scientific writings 
were stronger than previously as‑
sumed.

Occasionally, I would have wel‑
comed somewhat greater precision 
and further elaboration. Because the 
dissertation seeks to distance itself 
from earlier research on learned 
magic and to establish a new re‑
search paradigm, it would have 
been necessary to articulate more 
fully its relationship with previous 
scholarship and the concepts and 
classifications employed within that 
tradition.

For example, one of the key 
terms, learned magic, is defined 
rather briefly, and the discussions 
of the concept in the 2010s are not 
addressed. Similarly, the fourfold 
division of learned magic – natural 
magic, image magic, ritual magic, 
and divination – which has ap‑
peared in many discussions over 
the past twenty years, receives 
little attention (Klaassen; Láng). 
In describing the material, the 
dissertation also employs labels 
such as proper magical handbooks, 
experimenta, and ritual books, terms 
that are less frequently used in the 
field and that would have benefited 
from more precise definition. Most 
importantly, the dissertation does 
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not discuss how research on the 
textual corpus of ritual magic has 
developed since the 1990s. Yet this 
scholarly trajectory constitutes the 
most significant development for 
the study of learned magic, and a 
more thorough engagement with it 
would have been fundamental to the 
dissertation’s aims.

It is also problematic that the 
dissertation largely sidesteps the 
question of whether these experi‑
ments were actually performed – 
especially as many sources contain 
indications that such attempts were 
indeed made. Franchetto notes that 
he has chosen to focus on ‘experts 
in magic who compiled ritual texts’, 
yet the question of who these ex‑
perts were remains unresolved. The 
orientation towards textual compi‑
lation also moves the work closer 
to a text‑historical approach than 
may have been intended. In several 
places the analysis seems to rely 
on the assumption that the sources 
represent the deliberate work of 
trained specialists. However, this 
overlooks the logic of medieval lit‑
erary culture, in which copying and 
editing were the product of multiple 
contingent factors. Stronger argu‑
ments would therefore be required 
to demonstrate that a given text 
reflects an intentional work of an 
‘expert’ rather than the incidental 
copying or haphazard editing of a 
dilettante, for example.

It would also have been impor‑
tant to situate the topic more fully 
within the broader textual corpus 
of learned magic. The book almost 
entirely overlooks the Asclepius, a 

key component of the theoretical 
Hermetica, which exerted a decisive 
influence on medieval discussions 
of spirit invocation, necromancy, 
and idolatry. Moreover, RoPP cases 
are compared only minimally with 
other magical sources; in chapter 4, 
for example, particularly in the sub‑
section on ritual translocations, Ars 
notoria and the Liber florum would 
have offered rich comparative ma‑
terial that could have deepened the 
analysis and brought the medieval 
ritual framework into clearer view. 
These works are ‘classics’ of ritual 
magic and have been the subject 
of substantial scholarship in the 
present century. As it stands, the 
comparison remains very limited 
and appears only in the conclusions.

Despite a few areas where further 
development would have been wel‑
come, Rituals of Perceptual Presence is 
nonetheless an exceptionally strong 
dissertation and a much‑needed 
contribution to one of the emerging 
directions in the study of magic. Its 
undeniable strengths lie in its clas‑
sification, systematic approach, and 
conceptual innovation, as well as in 
its competent application of meth‑
odologies from modern disciplines 
to medieval material. I have long 
missed attempts drawing on fields 
such as perceptual psychology, 
cognitive science, and neuroscience 
to explain why the magical proce‑
dures described in medieval sources 
were believed or experienced to be 
effective. Franchetto’s dissertation 
is in this respect both significant 
and highly welcome, and one may 
look forward with anticipation to 
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the further developments that his 
continued work in this direction 
may bring.
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