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Discuss the relative merits and demerits of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ perspectives in
the study of religions.

Introduction

As a new postgraduate student, | hope this essay will help to inform my navigation,
adaptation and adoption of an acceptable research stance as | move forward to undertake
my own research exploring religious and spiritual experiences in the helping professions.
First, ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ perspectives in the study of religion are considered. Second,
the relative merits and demerits of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ perspectives are discussed,
recognising that all is not as simple as it might seem. Which, if any better qualify the
scholar? Third, | draw attention to the space between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’. Next, |
consider ways to mitigate, bridge or integrate perspectives creating a more holistic
approach to research in this field. In conclusion | reflect on my learning and identify areas
for my ongoing development in studying, interpreting and explaining religion and spiritual
experiences.

Insider and outsider perspectives in the study of religion

Religion itself is less the topic of debate here. However, definitions may help. Chryssides
and Geaves (2007) recognise this. Insiders and outsiders of various religions rarely see
themselves clearly and easily as a dictionary definition. Terms like ‘faith’ and ‘worship’
(Chryssides and Geaves 2007) are not necessarily understood by all practitioners of the
varied world religions we have today. Some religions uphold a supernatural being, others
do not. They suggest a distinction between ‘substantive’ (what religion is) and
‘functionalist’ (what it does). Further, it can be seen as an embodiment of writings,
traditions, beliefs and mysteries, ‘the ultimate concern’ having ‘salient features’ amidst a
range of categorisations, classifications and typologies. Religions are not static or stable
(Davis 2017), nor are the contexts in which they, and we, evolve.

McCutcheon (1999) believes that the consideration of insider or outsider, to whatever
degree or extreme, is “one of the most important issues confronting scholars who study
human behaviour, institutions and belief systems” (1999: vii). Together with theory from
linguistics, anthropology, and supporting terminology and techniques McCutcheon (1999)
identifies theme to highlight differing stances in the debate. The autonomy of religious
experience that he associates with the phenomenological approach. The reductionist
stance, more for the scientific and possibly secular outsider. ‘Methodological agnosticism’
drawing on descriptive, unchallenged, insider accounts. Finally he presents a case for
reflexivity where scholar and subject work in relationship, aware of own internal processes
as well as varying degrees of participation (McCutcheon 1999; Knott 2010).

Chryssides and Gregg (2019) advance McCutcheon’s work (1999). They advocate a more
nuanced, relational understanding of ‘insideness’ and ‘outsideness’. It goes beyond, binary
distinctions and restrictions. They contend that insider and outsider identities are more
fluid, shaped by personal, relational and social factors, culture and context. They question
boundaries. Should we just accept the post-modern contention that there are ‘simply a
range of subjective perspectives which we can only acknowledge?’ (2019: vii). The insider
and outsider debate, the researcher’s ‘position’, ‘perspectives’ taken, ‘methodologies’
adopted, and host audience ‘familiarity’ is ‘much more complex’ (2019: vii).

The ‘emic’ and the ‘etic’



Keith Tanner 2

Anthropologists adopted the idea of ‘emic’ (insider) and ‘etic’ (outsider from the world of
linguistics (Pike 1967). The emic arises ‘from studying behaviour as from inside the
system’ (Pike 1967: 37); the etic perspective, as from the outside. (Knott 2010: 245-246)..
The etic allows an overview of different behaviours and events, symbols and analysis can
illustrate some understanding and knowledge from different cultures. The emic offers
insight into something of the whole of a more detailed subjective analysis of the
behaviours within a culture, potentially a scientific basis for prediction, although, as Pike
notes, this will only ever be partial and never fully valid.

We may move between insider and outsider in our studies. Both have value. Both have
relative merits and demerits. At certain times one stance may be more favoured and
valuable than the other. Knott (2010) focusses on critiques and emerging approaches
suggesting that the positions might exist more on a spectrum than be juxtapositions. She
presents case studies referenced against four suggested positions (Figure 1) offering a
broader openness of perspective moving between insider and outsider with the possibility
of incorporating the more secular, scientific and reflexive.

Figure 1: Knott’s Model of Insider Outsider Relationships

OUTSIDER INSIDER
Complete Observer-as- Participant- Complete
observer-------—-------- participant as-observer--—------=-=e-eem-- participant

Knott (2010: 246)

Chryssides and Gregg (2019) extend the work done by Knott (2010), positioning the role of
scholar and subject outside of an ‘either/or’ bind. They present two figures (Figure 2 and
Figure 3) highlighting the variety of relationships individuals can have to one another,
expressing more insideness and outsideness.
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Figure 2: Varieties of insider/outsider positionality
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Figure 3: Relational categories of outsideness
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The relative merits and demerits of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ perspectives

Traditionally the insider can be seen as someone who ‘belongs’, in some way, to the
religion they are studying. There may also be physical, emotional, mental and spiritual
qualities of ‘being’, ‘doing’, and ‘becoming’ alongside belonging (Willcock 1998; Ennals et
al 2015). Conversely, will the outsider not belong? Are they alien to the individuals,
communities and religion they are studying (Figures 2 and 3). Can they report objectively
or only remain distant and dispassionate. ‘Insiders’ may well be aligned, to a greater or
lesser extent, to beliefs, traditions and practices and yet the definition becomes one of a
more extensive range of possible positions of belongingness considering affiliation, non-
affiliation, and disaffiliation together with “different modes of accepting and rejecting
various forms of religious life” (Chryssides and Gregg 2019: vii).

Psychological bias, might arise, consciously or unconsciously (ACAPS, 2016). Projection
from within might limit what is reported without (Johnson 2017). Fear may inhibit the telling
of the truth. Both insider and outsider will be making their own judgements, applying their
own filters and biases and drawing their own conclusions. Is it all perhaps just a matter of
belief? Bias, conscious or not, may initiate protectionism, restricted disclosure, and
perhaps even dishonesty and unethical reporting. Insider scholars may unintentionally, or
intentionally, prioritise what is sacred to them, their beliefs, traditions, and practices, over
and above rational critical inquiry.

Insiders may therefore have greater access to the subjective experiences of others and a
more nuanced understanding of rituals, beliefs, and practices. They may capture the
authentic voice of practitioners and represent them to others within and outside the religion
in ways that other insiders will sympathise with. The ‘insider’ as ‘participant’ and
‘researcher’ can, therefore, hope to preserve and respectfully interpret the cultural and
spiritual heritage of their own tradition. However, will they be open to disclosure? Will the
insider scholar be captive to social and cultural pressures and behave accordingly, as
seen in the Church of England’s recent abuse scandals arising, in part, from protectionist
behaviours (Sinmaz 2024).

Geaves (2019) discusses why seeker and scholar cannot simply align with the ideas of
insider or outsider questioning how deeply researchers should integrate into a subject's
practices, their participation and disclosure. He coins the term "strategic temporary
insider". In addition, Moore (2019) shares a personal perspective on researching the
People's Temple showing how involvement impacts on the insider/outsider lens so blurring
boundaries. Wilson (2019) further illustrates how a researcher's identity and faith position
influence relational boundaries, especially when researching religious communities distinct
from one's own. Accessing insider worlds is explored by Jacobs (2019), where outsiders
navigate access to insider communities, entry is more about reconciling perspectives than
merely finding gatekeepers.

Insiders may have more theological leanings. They risk exclusivity. Inner and outer
sanctums might be restricted only to those ‘inside’. Academic neutrality may be inhibited
and limited. Potentially ‘outsiders’ can associate with colleagues of their own and other
disciplines, such as anthropology, philosophy, sociology, neuroscience and psychology
bringing new insights. ‘Methodological agnosticism’ aims to maintain observers’ neutrality
(McCutcheon 1999).

The scholar of religion as an outsider has critical distance as an ally. This may minimise
bias and retain higher degrees of objectivity. Their broader position and a more defined



Keith Tanner 5

discipline-centric role could offer opportunity for comparative analysis and afford less
constrained opportunities in identifying themes and patterns present in other religions.

Reductionist approaches suggest a more outsider focused approach using objective study
focusing on the predictability of human behaviour. Pye (2000) advocates for ‘participant
observation’ as well as ‘observant participation’. He believes that “the study of religions
fieldwork never ends” (Pye 2000: 69) suggesting that the naiveté a practiced scholar of
religion can bring “can discover things which are only half known to the intellectuals of the
country itself. It may seem that such discoveries occur by chance.” (Pye 2000: 69).

The value of professional distance might lead to detachment, lack of empathy, and so
engender superficiality, misunderstanding and discrimination. Phenomenologists argue
that the debate is inherently theological, it has bias to what is sacred to the Christian and
impartiality and critical distance is questioned. Mcintyre (in McCutcheon 1999: 49) sees a
great divide between the sceptic scholar and religious believer.

The outsider might risk misinterpretation or reductionism when analysing another’s
religion, beliefs, practices and experiences. Singh (1991) raises a key issue regarding
Western writers who “Primarily, religion is an area which is not easily accessible to the
outsider, foreigner or non-participant” (1991: 3) imposing, consciously or not, something of
their own values, and socio-cultural norms, in turn influencing judgements made and
reported.

At the extreme of being a complete observer there may be a tendency to reductionism.
Edwards (in McCutcheon 1999: 207) states that, "for many people, | realise, reduction
agendas look like strategies designed to deprive them of the power of choice. But
redescription does not entail displacement; there is scope for choice.”

By contrast, in support of a more empathetic approach, Godlove (1999: 173) quotes
Wilkins arguing against reductionism, “when we allow the "ostensible" meaning of religious
language to be taken hostage to the etiquette of disinterested secondary discourse... not
only do we prune the list of things we talk about, we also narrow the circle of people we
will talk to, or better, of those who will talk to us. And that is a great loss, a kind of self-
imposed deafness."

Furthermore knowledge, privilege and power dynamics may lead to derogatory and
discriminatory reporting and further marginalisation, or engagement of certain religious
groups. This may lead to more covert research and so raise ethical dilemmas. Researcher
involvement and transparency is discussed by Dallam (2019) and ethical considerations
about covert research which might ‘mimic’ insider perspectives, and, more insidiously,
seek to expose perceived non-standard or socially unacceptable practices. The work of
Festinger et al (1956) is quoted as one such unethical study where the researchers
infiltrating a UFO cult believing the end of the world was nigh.

The space between

Both insiders and outsiders have the potential to bring new knowledge and diversity. Both
may, and may not, have privileges within their own communities, shared history, ‘group
think’, and safety in numbers. It would seem there is room for manoeuvre within and
without of the space between. Hoel (2019) suggests that the researcher/subject
relationships are intersectional. Influenced by gender, age, race and class as well as other
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protected characteristics (Equality Act 2010) and advocates a collaborative and less binary
model.

The anthropological method of Bowie (2019) introduces a more cognitive, empathetic and
engaged approach where researcher identity and vulnerability have to be considered. She
explores how researchers’ interactions with subjects such as within British spiritualism blur
boundaries between participant and observer. Issues of identity bring challenge, choice
and change to both researcher and the researched.

Chryssides and Gregg (2019) argue that by the very virtue of engaging in participant
observation, the researcher, even to a small degree, becomes part of the phenomenon
making some degree of difference, even if it is no more than being one extra statistic, if
counted, or making a donation the participant observer goes inside. Scholefield (2019)
presents the idea of ‘edges of inside’ which seems especially relevant for individuals
who've engaged in some religious practises but remain partially outside the tradition.

Eccles (2019) examines women who switch to more liberal or New Age practises and
suggests that this flexibility blurs secular and sacred boundaries. Undertaking longer-term
individual and community research from different perspectives, such as anthropological,
ethnographic or autoethnographic may be more revealing of the behaviours, beliefs and
changes people experience, moving through, and beyond any particular religious
demarcations. Ex-members of new religious movements, like Scientology, have varied exit
paths and ongoing connections with former beliefs, again challenging the binary ‘fixed’
nature of insider or outsider (Gregg and Thomas 2019).

In re-examining the ‘emic’ and ‘etic’ Sutcliffe (2019) also considers New Age beliefs
highlighting challenges of defining insiders and outsiders and their respective insideness
and outsideness qualities in more fluid spiritual movements perhaps where religion ‘per se’
might be less obvious or absent. He asks ‘how’ as well as ‘by whom’ recognising the
emic/etic distinction offers ‘cognitive power’ to ascertain knowledge that has otherwise
been obscured by ‘cultural-political’ interests (Sutcliffe 2019: 30).

Spence et al (2019) discuss the complexity of religious identity raising questions as to the
relative insideness and outsideness of the participants and their full, partial, non, or even
challenge to their religions credo and stated beliefs. Lynch (2019) argues for a Catholicism
that is moving more into a Modern Age, with groups such as SSPX challenging traditional
church boundaries.

Online ex-member communities like the Kerista, from 1950s New York, maintain interest
and community beyond membership challenging academic stances and definitions of
insider or outsider (Cusack 2019). Online religious communities create greater challenges
for non-polarisation. What is ‘real’ can so easily be masked through fake representations,
unethical intrusion or even Al algorithms deciphering insider or outsider knowledge for
future exploitation.

Geertz (1999: 51) provides his alternative position. He argues that, instead of seeing
inside and outside positions as opposites, evolving either/or from the researcher, perhaps
it is all a question degree. Referring to Heinz Kohut'’s ‘experience-near’ and ‘experience-
distant’ he concludes it is like, “catching an illusion, seeing a joke-or, as | have suggested,
reading a poem-that it is like achieving communion” (Geertz 1999: 63).

Approaches that may help to mitigate, bridge or integrate these perspectives



Keith Tanner 7

The insider and outsider debate shows that stance, position, and perspective for scholars
of religion and spiritual experience is complicated by many variables. We exist within
complex social, cultural inter- and intra- relational contexts shaping our values, beliefs and
practices. The empathetic study of private religious experiences is offered to help bridge
insider/outsider gaps.

Harvey (2003) examines the challenges of post-graduates studying religions as insider or
outsider. Does belief aid understanding or do observers offer unique insights. Participant
observation over insider participation or distant observation is a suggested approach. Yet
this position requires preparation. He offers the Maori concept of "guesthood" as a practice
to foster relational depth, encouraging both researchers and the researched to engage
authentically, in trust. He suggests that their customs of building relationships and
determining degrees of ‘friend or foe’ offers the researcher the opportunity to meet the
subjects of research as a ‘guest’ in their own safe space (Harvey 2003).

However, might familiarity breed contempt? | would argue that whatever the degree of
insider or outsider, the relationship must attempt a recognition of co-existence, and from
this be generative, co-creative and co-productive. While contextually different this is very
similar to the concept of contracting in therapeutic and consultation settings (Hawkins and
Shohet, 2012). Harvey (2003) argues for methods, positions, situatedness and
approaches that ameliorate as best as possible the “concerns about the foundations,
conduct, discourse and outcomes of academic research that require a response in both
methodological and ethical terms” of the researched or subjects of research (Harvey 2003:
127).

Developing reflexive and collaborative methodologies, such as insider-outsider
partnerships or autoethnography, might deepen understanding of diverse faiths and
individual and collective experiences. Creative art approaches (Boursier 2021), further
examined by Radford (2020), highlight the ‘distinctiveness of creative methods in
representing lived experiences and generating new, liberative theologies.’ (Radford 2020:
60). Poetry, visual arts, life writing and autoethnography together with drama, film (Asadi
2015) and photographic documentation might engage and encourage collective and
collaborative working and deeper disclosure on religious practice and experience.

Empathetic engagement or reflexivity, where researchers are self-aware of their
positionality. Bowie (2013) quotes Flood (2006; 50) who argues for a model in which the
explanation of religion is “the exposition of a meaning rather than the location of a cause”.
For Bowie (2013) the field of inquiry needs to be delimited in advance of applying an anti-
reductionist methodological approach that of cognitive, empathetic engagement, which,
she adds implies ‘commitment’ and calls for vulnerability. Of Fabian (1983) and the term
‘coevalness’, that the anthropologist and interlocutor exist in the same time Bowie (2013:
709) says that “Knowledge is a not an object, but an intersubjective process of creative
engagement between individuals. It has a time-bound, material element—we co-exist in
time and space in our communicative embodiment.”

Forming multi-disciplinary teams can provide varied perspectives, challenging the colonial
biases inherent in traditional religious studies. Oviedo (2022) argues for multidisciplinary
study of beliefs and believing. Scharmer’s approach in his Theory U ideas would suggest a
similar approach bringing outsiders and insiders together to discover, through a prescribed
process, contemplative practice, shared connection, the making of meaning and, to some
extent, collective understanding (Scharmer 2009).
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This work is further extended and enhanced from a socio-psycho-spiritual perspective by
Ken Wilber’s integral theory. His work attempts to provide a "theory of everything", in part
transcendent and yet strangely humanistic, it has developed independent of material
sciences search for the same. He provides a quadrant model framework in which, he
believes, all observations and their integral relationships, can be located, related and
understood. Scholefield (2019) believes this model can be applied specifically in religious
and spiritual studies especially for those who declare to SBNR (spiritual but not religious).
How remains, as yet, to be seen.

Figure 4: Integral Theory
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Wilber 2000 from Bozesan 2011

Wilber's theory provides a framework for understanding human consciousness and
development. It is believed to emphasise the progression towards an integrated existence.
The four quadrants examine personal experiences, behaviours, shared values, and
societies systems. ‘Levels’ highlight stages of awareness, ‘lines’ suggest specific
capacities for growth and transient states of consciousness. These are intended to
reconnect individual consciousness with a transcendental reality. Mindfulness and spiritual
practices are key resources to help enable development, personal and collective growth
and spiritual evolution.

Scholefield (2019: 131) considers being on the edge of inside and quotes Lynn Davidman,
who writes:

‘By becoming self-reflexive about my own “sacred"” spaces and practices, | was better able
to see the many symbolic practices by which my respondents are comforted... Tradition, in
contrast, focused on women who had made major life choices that were the opposite of
mine... Here | found that although my emotions did not provide me with access to others'’
similar feelings, some- times they actually afforded me insights into how my very different
stance might be impeding my full understanding.” (Davidman 2002: 21, 23-24).

This theory may be significant for religious studies and the SNBR community as it
integrates psychological, cultural, and institutional dimensions of religion, mirroring spiritual
growth in many traditions. It offers a holistic perspective on how personal beliefs and
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collective practices intersect, fostering interfaith understanding and providing tools to
analyse spirituality’s role in individual and societal development.

Reflexive approaches conceptualise religious scholarship as autobiographical. The
anthropological method of Bowie (2019), reflexive in orientation, explores how
researchers’ interactions with subjects such as within British spiritualism or followers of
Amerindian cosmology. Boundaries blur between participant and observer.

From the world of reflexive supervision Moore (2019) identifies the role our hidden body
system plays in the unavoidable creation of empathetic connection. “Fuelled by emerging
insights from neuroscience, we recognise that we are more profoundly connected with
each other than previously thought. The mirror neuron system shows how we are hard-
wired for empathy. Being empathic is not a choice we make. It is not a frame of mind in
which we imagine what it would be like to be “in the shoes of someone in distress.” We
actually feel the distress, which can become a gateway to understanding, through tuning
into the emotional narrative between us.”

Of Flood (2006) Bowie (2013) notes the external account of a religion produced by a
psychologist, sociologist, or anthropologist is generally “antithetical to the internal claims of
traditions” (Flood 2006: 50), although it is the predominant model in both the natural and
social sciences. Flood argues for a model in which the explanation of religion is “the
exposition of a meaning rather than the location of a cause” (2006: 50).

Compassionate detached methodologies, such as Ellis and Bachelor’s Middle Way (2019)
offers five principles of scepticism, provisionality, incrementality, agnosticism, and
integration to explore values, belief and meaning. Narrative therapy (White and Epston
1990) and Drake’s (2019) integrative development programmes encourage exploration
through narrative, dialogue, and discourse together with reframing perspectives especially
when adopting a ‘clean’ stance (Sullivan and Rees 2008). Street epistemology
(Boghossian 2014), helps navigate beliefs via a seven-stage process, helping to bridge the
emic and etic gap as the outsider approaches the religious and spiritual world of the
insider more rationally.

Much could be offered to the empathetic or reflexive etic or emic scholar from the
knowledge, discipline and interactions of coaches, supervisors and therapists. Hawkins
and Shohet (2012) developed the Seven-Eyed model, a multi-dimensional and deliberately
multi-positional conversational approach to help supervises better understand their own,
and their clients, inner world, beliefs, values and behaviours be they religious, spiritual,
both, or neither. Supervisor as researcher, client as subject, wider context, the field.

These approaches readily align to empathetic engagement or reflexivity, where
researchers are self-aware of their positionality and relationships as well as
responsibilities, boundaries and limitations.
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Figure 5: The Seven-Eyed Model of Hawkins and Shohet
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Researching these approaches in more detail, aligned to a more collaborative approach,
researchers may better navigate the intricate interplay between our own position and the
religious faiths, beliefs and experiences of others.

Summary conclusion

The debate concerning insider and outsider perspectives has been ongoing for many
years. From the more juxtaposed and distinctness of these positions there seem to be
many more possibilities between. There is a more nuanced inside-ness and outside-ness,
varying degrees of positionality, amidst antagonistic or complementary approaches of the
phenomenological, scientific, methodologically agnostic and reflexive, all evolving in
relationship and understandings over time. The etic perhaps being a more opening
position with the emic developing over time.

For each scholar, either ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’, if in fact the absolute binary distinction can
be truly made, the presence or absence of prior knowledge, familiarity, local connections
and existing relationships will bring relative ‘merits’ and ‘demerits’ in their study,
interpretation and explanation of religion.

How we choose to define, and enter into, the study of religion and its adherents,
proponents, or opponents, we will have a stance, a position, a perspective. Personal
histories, beliefs and values, attitudes, traits, behaviours, skills, knowledge, intelligence
and even wisdom will shape our starting point potentially hindering or helping our chosen
and perceived position.
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Pye (2000) surmises, “The increasing irrelevance of a firm ideological or religious starting
base for the specialist in the study of religions means that the old paradigm of "home" and
"field" or "insider" and "outsider" is seriously weakened. By contrast, the recognition of the
intricate relationship between patrticipation, observation and reflection, wherever one is,
and the increasing possibilities for mobility between diverse yet comparable fields amount
to a new methodological paradigm for the study of religion.” (Pye 2000: 79).

So, insider and/or outsider. Who might | be now? How do | want to be? What stance can |
best take as a researcher of religious and spiritual experience in my chosen field?

| take away from this work a broader knowledge from the literature review, a clearer sense
of necessity to consider my own position, stance and perspective when designing a
research methodology and knowing that creativity and imagination together with more
collaborative and cooperative ways of working with communities and individuals is
possible. I'm also aware that much of my previous learning and practise in the world of
management, consultancy and coaching, mentoring, tutoring and supervision will also be
of value together with my one for Innovation, co-creation and co-production to explore
religious and spiritual experiences.

| am now more eager to find a stance and an approach that is compassionate, empathetic
and respectful of the diversity of beliefs, practices, and intersectionality that exists within
interfaith communities. Perhaps, at different times, as both insider and outsider, observer
and participant, potentially even facilitator. One that is morally, ethically and objectively
legitimate, and robust enough for the inquiry, interpretation and explanation of religious
and spiritual studies.

And yet, with all of this said | also realise that there is no perfect position. Many studies are
open to critique by others and the richness of individual human experience can never truly
be understood by another. | close with a joke, of sorts, religious in nature maybe, but it
helps to highlight something of the issues faced by insiders, outsiders, near and far, in
exploring religion.

A minister was testing children in a Glasgow Sunday school class to see if they
understood the concept of getting into heaven.

The minister asked them, "If | sold my house and my car, had a big jumble sale and gave
all my money to the church, would that get me into heaven?"

"NQO!" the children answered.

"If | cleaned the church every day, mowed the garden and kept everything tidy, would that
get me into heaven?"

Again, the answer was 'No!’
By now | was starting to smile.
"Well, then, if | was kind to animals and gave sweeties to all the children, and loved my
husband, would that get me into heaven?"

Again, they all answered 'No!'

| was just bursting with pride for them.
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| continued, "Then how can | get into heaven?"

A six-year-old boy shouted,
"Yuv goat tae be deid!"

Anon
So perhaps the best scholar of religion, insider or outsider, starting in close or afar, will
need to be prepared for anything, everything, less and more than they otherwise might

bargain for, and, at times | hope, find the time to laugh at themselves and with each other.

Final word count - 4388
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