


INTRODUCTION
A recent class exercise instructed us to look up our own belief system and read about how it was described in a scholarly encyclopedia of religions. I searched endlessly for an entry that resonated with my own spiritual location without success. What category do I fall in? 
I searched online for “spiritual but not religious”. I resonated with some of what was described but was strongly put off by other elements and did not want to be associated with such a description. I then noticed my desire to hide my beliefs and orientations. I will admit, there is a lot about my spiritual life that I rarely share for I fear, and have experienced, negative reactions from others. I do not want to get into an argument defending my beliefs, so I choose to not disclose unless I know I am safe with another. But even then, I keep most of it to myself. 
A different part of the exercise asked us to look at a belief system that we know little about. As I was exploring local new religious movements, I found myself both utterly fascinated and baffled by how someone could believe such things. Without the person in front of me talking about their own world, I read the entry from such a distance that it was easy to see it just as information, detached from actual lived experience. From that viewpoint, it’s easy to critique and cut down, forgetting that actual humans are attached to these beliefs.
Reflecting on all of this, I am struck by how stark the divide between me and others feels when it comes to religious beliefs. Whether I occupy the position of being an insider to my own belief system or an outsider as I read about others’, I am filled with a certain level of trepidation. My insider position feels lonely and vulnerable, leaving me open to potential attack. My outsider position feels sterile and objectifying as I look in upon others somewhat voyeuristically. There’s nothing relational in either approach. 
This is why I find the insider-outsider debate in religious studies problematic. I struggle because it feels like a set up for a ‘me-talking-about-you’ or ‘you-talking-about-yourself’ and never the two shall meet. I had believed we’d overcome that binary in academic scholarship. The reflexive stance promoted in my first master’s degree 15 years ago had moved us out of that modernist belief in the possibility of a purely objective researcher position, right? By reflecting on our own positionality in relation to the world around us, we can overcome the problems that have arisen in the past from believing in a purely objective stance. Or not?
Hufford (1999) articulates how reflexivity in religious studies hasn’t quite solved the problem it’s set out to address when he details how researchers are asked to be clear about their personal beliefs when studying the beliefs of others, yet to do so “guarantees such reflexivity will result in charges of bias unless one’s scholarly work discredits one’s personal beliefs” (p. 304). This exactly pinpoints something I feel when it comes to the relationship between my spiritual life and academic life. There is the part of me that has spiritual experiences and knows them to be true for me, and there is the academic part of me that has been socialized to question those experiences and even delegitimize them. It’s an internal split; an internal insider and outsider that don’t know how to talk to each other. 
I believe there is a history to this internal split arising within me that goes beyond my individual life and individual psyche. What is happening inside me is part of what happens outside of me as I am embedded in the culture I was raised within. Therefore, my hopes in this piece are to explore the unfolding of the insider/outsider problem in religious studies across time, to delve deeper into what feels problematic about it, and to consider how all of this might inform how I move forward as a researcher in religious experiences in the future. 
HISTORICAL UNFOLDING
The insider-outsider debate hinges on the idea of two distinct positions a scholar might occupy in the study of religion. The first, the view from inside the belief system where participants’ lived realities are spoken of in their own words. From this position, participants have access to meaning and nuance about their belief system that those from the outside may not. The second is the view from the outside where one can look upon what’s taking place inside the belief system, and with that distant perspective, apply a rational comparative process to the study of religion. 
At first this seems rather straightforward. But the more we delve into each stance, the more complex the positionality of the researcher becomes. As Jensen (2011) points out, this debate is not an issue in every academic discipline so why it arises and continues with such force in religious studies is a curious thing in and of itself (p. 30). To understand, we need to look to the Enlightenment when religion began to be dethroned, and rationalist arguments were made in favour of separation of church from state. McCutcheon (1999b) details this nicely when he says: 
…the Enlightenment laid the foundations necessary for conceiving of religion as but one human institution among others. In other words, because religious claims and behaviors came to be considered as simply misguided, deluded, or irrational claims and behaviors, those involved in their analysis have no reason to trust the judgments of the people who are making these claims and practising these irrational behaviors. (p. 67)
Rather than leaving discussions of belief, faith, and soul in the hands of theologians, an objective, neutral and value-free perspective was needed if the academic community was going to generate desirable knowledge about religion. By the late 19th and early 20th century, prominent figures such as Max Mueller, William James, and Emile Durkheim took up a scientific approach to the study of religion (Aston et al., 2015, p. 3). As McCutcheon (1999b) continues, “the study of religion consisted in submitting the irrational aspects of human behavior to rational analysis” (p. 67). This, he asserts, laid a strong foundation in religious studies for approaching the topic from the outsider stance. 
During those years, scholars of religion interrogated their own practices and questioned whether the study of religion could be objectively conducted by those who held religious beliefs. They concluded that while possible, it was critical that one put aside one’s own beliefs to engage with the research from an objective position. Non-believers, or those who were deemed capable of bracketing off their personal beliefs, were capable of producing objective, neutral and value-free knowledge. Aston et al. (2015) point out that this stance ended up not just privileging a “neutral” outsider’s position but that of a “white, male, intellectual and secularist interpretation” (p. 4) of religions and believers in those religions across the globe. This is a position that Knott (2010) claims lasted for about a century in its various forms (p. 244).
However, this strong outsider foundation in the field was not entirely uncontested across the century. Scholars such as Mircea Eliade and Rudolph Otto and their phenomenological approach to the study of religion contributed to demonstrating the value of listening to and centering the insider’s perspective as well. McCutcheon (1999b) purports that Eliade and Otto owe much to Friedrich Schleiermacher who established a case for the idea that something was taken from religion during the enlightenment and his work was an attempt to restore that which had been lost through taking an overly rationalist approach. He summarizes Schleiermacher by stating: 
…religious feelings are pre-eminently a matter for the insider; any attempt to translate, or to reduce these private feelings and emotions to such exterior causes as politics or psychoses is bound to misinterpret and misconstrue them…. The outsider, the one who emphasizes the role to be played by rationality, simply misses the point if they think that one can study religion objectively from afar. (pp 68-69)
Insiders know something that outsiders perhaps do not and can not. Scholars of this time helped to bring the insider into a more central role in the study of religion. Chryssides (2014) clarifies that phenomenologists’ declaration that “‘the believer is always right’ does not mean that the believers’ understanding of their own history is ipso facto true. What it does mean is that the believer is the final authority when it comes to telling us what he or she believes” (p. 74). Insiders, it is argued, should be able to speak for themselves rather than solely be the object of another’s interpretations.
In 1954, Pike coined the terms “emic” and “etic” which came to represent the insider (emic) and outsider (etic) approach to exploring religion, blurring the boundaries some more. As McCutcheon (1999) lays out: 
the emic perspective is the outsider’s attempt to produce as faithfully as possible…the informant’s own descriptions or production of sounds, behavior, beliefs, etc. The etic perspective is the observer’s subsequent attempt to take the descriptive information they have already gathered and to organize, systematize, compare…that information in terms of a system of their own making. (p. 17)
While still prioritizing the outsider, this phrasing and approach lay further groundwork for valuing different vantage points when studying religion. The emic perspective had something to offer, and researchers should engage it; to get the full picture one could and should take up both positions.
By the 80’s, post-modern critiques of the value-free observer emerged in full force. Court and Khair Abbas (2022) describe the shift from modernism to postmodernism as a pivotal moment for the insider-outsider problem. While the modernist approach held true to the idea the objective study of others was possible, post-modern views began looking at those approaches as producing colonial discourses that told people who they were, and defined what they might become. Modernism, it is claimed did not account for the position of the researcher and how their own worldviews shaped and informed what they were looking at and the value they attributed to it. The grand narratives of modernism began to deflate as post-modernism’s preoccupation with representation took hold. Court and Khair Abbas (2022) describe this shift as one producing questions about “Who has the right to write about whom? Who “knows” about a culture? Who can produce a “true” text?” (p. 7). 
Post-colonial critiques further problematized the objective perspective. As Knott (2010) describes, post-colonialism stresses the importance of a scholarly engagement with issues of identity, power and status” (p. 245). The insider was now fully free to talk about themselves from the inside, and with their own voices, and by doing so, contribute to the growing body of knowledge we have about religion and religious experience. 
Many other scholars have also found a strict insider-outsider binary to be inadequate for guiding them in the work they do. They have loosened and reshaped these categories to better fit the contexts they find themselves within and the experiences they have had when working with humans. 
Aston et al. (2015) point out that since the 80’s religious studies scholars have at times looked to anthropology to inform their approaches to their work. Malinowski’s participant observation and Geertz’s experience-near and experience-distant concepts created more fluidity in the researchers’ positionality (p. 5). Court and Khair Abbas (2022) detail James Bank’s four positions of ‘indigenous insider’, ‘indigenous outsider’, ‘external insider’, and ‘external outsider’ (p. 9). Flick brings forward ‘stranger’, ‘visitor’, ‘initiate’, and ‘insider’ explaining how none of these positions are static and instead reflect the researcher’s developing knowledge as they advance in their relationships with their research participants (In Court &Khair Abbas, 2022, p. 10).
Since the 1980’s, reflexivity has been the preferred call for overcoming the modernist take on academic research. Researchers have been encouraged to acknowledge and explore how taking such a stance gives credit to all parties, whether researcher or researched, as contributors to the knowledge that arises out of the relationships between all involved. (Aston et al.,2015, p. 6). As Court puts it:
Reflexivity is, by definition, two-directional, with cause and effect affecting one another…When researchers reflect critically on their work they change the practice of research, which then conducts itself (as it were) differently. Reflexivity can be seen to be a broader term, a systematic inquiry into the entire context of knowledge construction through research. (Court 2018, in Court & Khair Abbas, 2022, p. 8)
This list of approaches and stances is by no means exhaustive. It does, however, reflect a growing interest and concern with the positionality researchers take. It demonstrates a shift in approach and possibilities for both participants and researchers who may be, or become, insiders or outsiders depending on the circumstances. 
PROBLEM WITH THE BINARY
With the rise of post-modernism and post-colonial approaches to research, it is no longer common in academia to be so comfortable thinking in black and white categories. Nevertheless, a binary like insider/outsider still holds our attention and shapes how scholars approach not just the study of religion, but human relatedness in many forms. For that reason, I’d like to spend some time looking at the problems we might create when we think in terms of insiders and outsiders, and, as Jensen (2011) says, how we might “obscure” more than we clarify (p. 30).
Knott (2008) draws on cognitive linguistics and the work of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson to demonstrate the sensemaking humans engage in by constructing categories that are themselves reflective of our bodily experiences in spatial realities. She explains, “from this corporeal and physical experience of spatial boundedness our minds generate… a ‘CONTAINER image schema’, consisting of a boundary distinguishing an interior from and exterior.…In addition to having its own directly understood structure, this image schema is used metaphorically to structure other complex and often abstract concepts (p. 43).
As I understand this work, the feeling of ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ is so spatially intuitive to us that we transfer this sense-making framework out into the world to understand terrains that are not spatially oriented. However, in doing so, we construct boundaries between ideas and create ideas about people. These boundaries can become divisive, constructing a ‘belonging’ or not ‘belonging’ categorization that can be used to control and dominate. 
Knott (2008) provides the example of religion conceptually existing in opposition to witchcraft. Through the 16th to 19th centuries, she looks at how both began in the same epistemological field but through the discursive practices of “ecclesiastical authorities with the power to conceive the terms and values of the field at both centre and periphery,” (p. 49) were able to erect a boundary between the two. Being on one side was safe and good, and being on the other was dangerous and evil. 
She goes on to assert that the boundary making itself is the more interesting object of study, not the contents of the categories. We engage in discursive practices that erect conceptual, not factual boundaries and by doing so, can end up essentializing what we’ve put inside the container. She asserts that “’inside’, ‘outside’ and ‘boundary’ together constitute a metaphor we live by” (p. 57), but what are the consequences of doing so as a researcher of religion?  
Jensen (2011) using Donald Davidson’s ‘myth of subjectivity’, questions the way we conceive of self and selfhood and ponders how this conception might contribute to the insider-outsider problem. He asserts that the self, which is commonly conceived of as contained inside our brains and therefore something we personally possess, does not hold up well to inspection. The self, he argues, is more of a composite of collective, social and shared experiences, ideas, practices and beliefs. In that vein, he states, “Religion, in a certain sense, can be said to be collective mind or collective intentionality.” (p. 45). Therefore, we come to know ourselves through interacting with others and the world. We are shaped by the worldview of those we live amongst. Obviously, we each hold private thoughts that others do not know we are having but that does not mean that those thoughts are unknowable to others. It simply means they are private. He asserts this only shows us that knowledge is unevenly distributed, not that some knowledge can only be known by some people (p. 30). 
Jensen goes so far as to say the insider-outsider problem is a “pseudo problem in epistemic and interpretive terms and therefore not important for developing methods and theories in the study of religion” (p.30). However, rather than disregard it entirely, he puts forward an argument like Knott’s advocating for looking at the insider-outsider problem as a potent social mechanism, particularly one that is used for power plays that lead to exclusion and conflict. The insider-outsider construction is a socio-political issue with real impact on human lives, not an epistemological issue (p. 46).
These two authors have impacted my conception of this problem in significant ways. I am reassured by Jensen’s assertions that we are not facing an epistemic problem and through his arguments, it becomes clear that framing this debate in the way it has been framed in religious studies only serves to divide people, not understand them. The categories that separate insider from outside are repeated so frequently that they appear as if they are a fact of nature, rather than stories we are continually constructing and reenforcing by repetition. We need to be curious about that. 
Placing people inside of presumptuous boxes constructs power positions from which one can condemn or authorize the other. Looking at the socio-political nature of this problem is helpful to me as a researcher as it reminds me of power dynamics that continually come into play as I discursively try to understand and investigate the world through my western concept of reality. Academics are not the only authoritative ‘knowers’ but instead are participants in a conversation between people who all seek to come to a common understanding of ourselves, each other, and the world around us. 
I do not think we have overcome the very strong propensity to privilege the outsider’s stance, nor have we overcome the binary itself. I feel it operating powerfully inside my psyche as I try to make sense of my own positionality as a new researcher withing religious studies. This passage by Knott (2010) helps me to understand why I still feel this dilemma, despite academic rhetoric claiming something has changed. She reminds us that in the 20th century, most research in the study of religions was:
…rooted in the discourse of secular reason and scientific enquiry. Their authors spoke the language of neutrality, impartiality, objectivity, observation, reductionism, methodological agnosticism and atheism. Both outsiders and scholarly insiders sought to articulate their positions in these terms. With the latter… this led to a sense of tension, the result of being an insider subjectively caught up in an experience while endeavouring to maintain the appropriate level of critical distance required by the scholarly establishment. (p. 255)
Culture persists. We can’t simply shake what has been fundamental to shaping out worldview. We can be aware though. We can begin to change, which is what I think we are still in the process of. This balancing act between the old and the new is no easy one. Reflexivity brings us more awareness of the problems associated with trying to be solely objective, however academia is deeply conditioned to privilege the outsider’s epistemological stance, even as it tries to deconstruct it. 
CONCLUSION
After all of this, I am left asking myself, did insiders and outsiders ever truly exist? I don’t think so. They were constructed at particular moments in time to elevate certain worldviews above others therefore sowing division and constructing a hierarchy of knowing. I do not disregard the insider/outsider categories in their entirety, but I do seek to find a better metaphor to live and research by. 
Ultimately, the position a researcher takes up must be responsive to the context one finds oneself researching within. Because of that, no one-size-fits-all researcher position will work in all cases. Developing the skill to be able to reflect on what position to take, at which given moment, in relation to what’s arising is a process that is fluid, not fixed. It’s also key to conducting sound research, and good human relating. As Aston et al. (2015) put it, “what really matters is that we know where and who we are, in relation to what, how and why we research” (p. 2).
I was trained in Gestalt psychotherapy which in its contemporary form, falls into the relational category of therapies. That means, we are trained to acknowledge ourselves in the process of engaging with clients, to be impacted and moved by them and their worlds, and to offer our felt sense of what we feel when in relation to them. Our goal in the therapeutic process is to deepen into a trusting relationship and let that container produce what it produces. Relational approaches acknowledge the co-participation of both parties in the process of unfolding a mutually satisfying understanding of the client’s inner world. This process is co-created, not focused on one or the other. I feel confident about this being a good starting place for me to occupy when researching human beliefs and experiences.
Through exploring this topic, I have become more and more aware of the inner debate that my psyche conducts with itself as I explore my own spiritual location in an academic context. This has been a welcomed process. Through writing this paper, I see more clearly how an external ethos passed through and developed across the centuries has ended up becoming an inner critic that wants to always keep a safe distance from the supposed irrational, emotional, and or spiritual experiences that take place in my life. The outer is now also inner. Do I want to reproduce that ethos by continually parroting its call? Or might I pause and reflect on how else I could tell a story of spirit that doesn’t involve undermining it?
That said, I see how the mobius strip might serve as a better metaphor for navigating this research, my inner world, and the world around me. The mobius strip is but one surface but if you trace that surface, you move inside and outside, inside and outside. Parker Palmer most perfectly articulates what the mobius strip can remind us of when he says: 
Whatever is inside of us continually flows outward, helping to form or deform the world — depending on what we send out. Whatever is outside us continually flows inward, helping to form or deform us — depending on how we take it in. Bit by bit, we and our world are endlessly re-made in this eternal inner-outer exchange. (2016)
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