RELIGION-ING AND IDENTIFICATION
“Identity, would seem to be the garment with which one covers the nakedness of the self. In which case, it is best that the garment be loose.”
 – James Baldwin
Exploring the relationship between identity and religion starts with an exploration of the terms themselves. Given that the definitions of both have been subject to prolonged debate and disagreement, in order to understand them as concepts it is helpful to turn to their origins. The term ‘religion’ derives from the latin religare meaning, ‘to bind’, relating to the phenomena of binding the individual with the community and with the divine. Identity, on the other hand, derives from the latin indentidem – meaning – ‘repeatedly’, providing connotations of sameness and coherence. The use of such a term in reference to an individual ‘self’ reflects historical understandings of identity as being relatively stable and constant. Sociologist Hans Mol (1976) defined identity as a ‘stable niche’ (p.55), citing Robert Bellah (1965) who describes it as ‘what a person or a group is essentially, and… permanently’ (emphasis added). Both scholars represent a particular view of identity which has been threatened by contemporary social science research (Van Meijl, 2006; 2008; Sokefield, 1999; Herbert, 2013). Contrary to popular opinion, religion and identity are not believed to exist in any stable form, nor are they singular or homogenous. Indeed, the concept of culture – of which they both operate in and are shaped by -  has equally been subject to deconstruction within anthropological discourse (Van Meijl, 2008; Nye, 2000; Cohen, 1993; Sokefield, 1999). This essay looks at the complicated reality which underlies both religion and identity, and their relationship with one another. 
The issue of personal identity has been said to have been neglected within anthropology, due to a heavier focus on culture and collective identity (Cohen, 1994). Anthropological accounts of religion and identity within different cultural contexts have looked at the functional aspects of religious participation in providing reinforcement, legitimation and maintenance of social identity. Ethnographic accounts have revealed the extent to which religious identity functions in establishing and maintaining boundaries between different communities. Bowie (2000) states that we are ‘not consciously aware of a particular identity unless we come up against another group who are different’ (p.70). In other words, a person or community might come to define themselves strongly by distinguishing between self (or group) and other. William Sheffir’s account of the Lubavitch community in Montreal describes the role that proselytizing plays in reinforcing a distinctive religious identity (1978), and the tactical employment of young students as a means of building belief systems. Whilst the Lubavitch community are otherwise separated from the wider society, secluding themselves even from other Jewish communities, the controlled contact encountered with others through witnessing serves as a consolidation of their separate identity. However, Cohen (1993) has warned against viewing identity as simply contrastive and draws attention to the fact that the process of negotiating who we are entails more than establishing who we are not (p.198). 
Others have focused on the role that religious conversion plays in shaping and reconstructing new identities. Hardin and Kehner (1978) outline the significance of commitment and belief systems in relation to identity conversion in their research on the World Unification Church in Germany. They emphasise the role of the group in building a new identity, and that doctrinal beliefs act to legitimate individual attachment to the group, which they see as the primary force in the conversion experience. Jones (1987) describes religion as an ‘identity anchor’ (p.73), echoing Mol’s earlier description of religion as the ‘sacralisation of identity’ (p.264). The process of identity transformation that occurs throughout conversion, a process also referred to as ‘alternation’, involves not only the establishment of a new identity, but also the integration of the old into a new meaning-system in which it can be rationalised. Cassell (2014), cites McNamara’s theory of religious participation as a reconstruction of identity. McNamara describes how religious experiences bring about a transformation of self through a process of decentring which occurs in response to a sense of failure. In these contexts, the new self emerges and is facilitated through religious practices and guidelines for an alternative self (p.426). Similar concepts are seen in Tsui (1986)’s description of the immortals in Taosim, who he claims provide an ‘identity which defeats the fundamental limitations encountered in human life’ (p.125). 
This relates also to the role of religion in providing humans with aspirational identities – shared conceptions of who one desires to be (Johnson, 2016; Tsui, 1986). Peter Berger went as far as to describe religion as a ‘sacred cosmos’ that bestows people with an ‘ultimately valid identity’ (cited in Weigart, 1983, p.191). The apparent salience of religion in its influence on identity formation stems partially from the role of the community (Oppong, 2013) in providing individuals with a sense of belonging that is grounded in a distinctive epistemological certainty, which can have positive effects on personal well-being (Ysseldyk et al. 2010), and is particularly important for young people in developing secure personal identities (Day, 2013; Oppong, 2013). However, this might be a source of internal conflict when situational factors do not permit consistency or stability or fail to provide viable identity constructs (Van Meijl, 2006). Chagnon (1986) examines the role of New Religious Movements in adapting to and responding to such a crisis amongst French Canadians in Quebec. He discusses how the failures of Catholicism, Nationalism and Secularism in providing a collective identity were replaced by NRM’s who provided new forms of identification in response the rise of individualism. The rise in mysticism, which focuses on the true inner self (personal identity) is seen as adapting and accommodating to such cultural change, strengthening the individual sense of self, whereas the rise in religious Sects establishes a secure (group) identity for those who refuse to. 
A complicated relationship appears to exist between religious forms of identification and other types of identification, particularly in relation to ethnicity. The role of religion in promoting ethnic identity within minority subcultures has been of particular interest to ethnographic researchers. For example, Frank Lewins (1978) looks at the ways in which an awareness of ethnic identity emerged in Italian Catholic communities living in Australia, in contrast to regional identities which were previously held to be more significant in Italy. He reflects on how the need to identify strongly as Italian arose in response to living as minority groups within a different country, and the difficulties they encountered in engaging in Australian Catholic practice. Comparing this with his research on Ukrainian Catholics, he concludes that religion reinforces identity to a varying extent depending upon the particular ethnic group and context (p.20). Knott (1986) also explores the relationship between religion and ethnicity in the context of minority groups, focusing research in Britain. Knott focuses on the various factors which shape the way that ethnicity influences religious change within these communities, and how this impacts the development of personal and group identity amongst migrant communities and subsequently their descendants. Duijzings (1999) states that religious and ethnic identification are, nevertheless, intertwined, and that religious symbols often help to delineate ethnic boundaries, and to ‘sacralise’ the nation when threatened by conflict or insecurity (p.30-33). 
The focus on ethnicity and culture within social anthropological understandings of identity has been criticised for homogenizing groups, consequently neglecting individual agency and reflexivity (Sokefield, 1999; Van Meijl, 2008; Cohen, 1993). In the structural-functional tradition, identity was seen as a culturally rooted self-image of the group (Van meijl, 2008). However, contemporary understandings of culture have rejected such misrepresentations of unity and been reformulated to incorporate the reality of plasticity, diversity, and multivocality; particularly in reaction to the ongoing process of globalisation and increasing multiculturalism. In alignment with this reconceptualization of culture, some have put forward new ideas for terms which can be used to more accurately describe culture as an ongoing process in which individuals are involved in creating and reforming – for which Leslie White proposed the concept of ‘culturing’ (cited in Nye, 2000). This calls into question the very notion of ‘sameness’ at the core of the term itself, as well as assumptions of any ‘shared’ cultural or religious identity. Some scholars have applied this criticism to the important concepts which this essay seeks to explore – and thus, religion has been proposed to be reformulated as ‘religioning’ (Nye, 2000), and identity has been reconsidered to be a complex process of ‘identification’ (Hall, 2000; van Meijl, 2006; van Meijl, 2008). 
Much of this debate has been contributed to by social psychologists’ understandings of identity – which is increasingly understood to be fragmented, fluid and unstable. Symbolic Interactionist theories of identity see the Self as a series of identities, each of which are being negotiated and adapted throughout individual interactions with others (Herbert, 2013). In this view, identity is seen as a type of cybernetic control system, guiding and informing individual presentations of behaviour in response to specific contexts (Herbert, 2013, p.341). Interactionist theorists point to the need for these identities to be legitimated and validated by others, and some of the mechanisms which are employed in the process of acquiring such support. Herbert (2013) states that  “if a role identity is consistently confirmed by others… they will become more oriented to the group and social structure in which a role identity is confirmed” (p.345). In this sense, a particular identity becomes more salient the more it is positively supported by others within the social contexts in which it has been formed. In insecure circumstances, however, a person’s commitment to an identity might be eroded in response to external events which threaten it (p.335), 
In the context of religious identity, this erosion might be negated through contact with a social support or belief system which reinforces it, as seen with the Lubavitch community (Shefir, 1978). Since religious identity is primarily developed within a community of believers and practitioners, threats to personal identity might be alleviated through increased identification with the religious community (Ysseldyk et al. 2010). Thus, religious participation might act as a sort of buffer in a person’s struggle to construct and mediate their own individual identities whilst also enabling the construction and maintenance of a particular group identity. However, taking into consideration the criticisms levelled against identifying ‘religion’ as an object (Nye, 2000), it should not be assumed that ‘religion’ has any particular effect on its members, in the same way that a social deterministic view might see culture as imposing itself on its members. Instead, the process of ‘religioning’ – i.e., the active participation in and with religious belief, ritual and communities – might play an important role in ‘identification’ – the ongoing process of constructing and understanding one’s place in the world and within a particular socio-historical context. What distinguishes religiosity from other forms of identity influences is its capacity to imbue an identity with sacred and existential significance, as Mol (1976) posited in his sociological theory. Just as neural systems act in unison to achieve a sense of coherence within an individual (Cassell, 2014, p.426; van Meijl, 2008, p.181), religious mechanisms act in order to try and achieve a sense of wholeness or integration. But this process is never-ending, and any feeling of a stable core that exists in continuity is only affirmed through selective interpretation and suppression (Hall, 2000; Herbert, 2013). As Hall (2000) says: “identities are never unified… increasingly fragmented… and constantly in the process of change and transformation” (p.17). 
Though much of the process of identity negotiation and management occurs on an unconscious level, it would be un-wise to assume that individuals play no role in actively engaging in such a process. Ethnographic research on Maori youth in New Zealand has shown that individuals are aware of having to negotiate between multiple conflicting sources of identity (van Meijl, 2006; 2008). Indeed, it has been noted that in modern, changing and pluralistic societies the struggle to achieve a strong and stable identity might be more overt. But each person plays an active role in determining who they are and will draw from a wide range of sources and experiences to do so. Religion is one of these sources. 
In exploring the relationship between religion and identity from an anthropological perspective, we should be aware of the conscious role that individuals play in these processes of negotiation and construction, instead of seeking to find simple causal relationships between religion – or culture – and identity. Attention must also be paid to the complications surrounding identity in itself. However, much of the ethnographic and psychological research covered presents us with an understanding that religious belief, practice and communities, offer humans a sense of stability and coherence throughout the complicated process of developing meaningful identities which enable them to live and understand their position in the world. 
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