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Dissertation Proposal 

Title: The Credibility of ‘Invented Religions’: May the Force be Real? 

About 

The category, which Carole Cusack defines as, ‘invented religions’ is an issue for many, as it directly opposes the long-established conventions and structures of traditional religions. Since the 1950’s, there has been a rise in ‘invented religions’, the first being Discordianism in 1957. After Discordianism came the Church of All Worlds (1968) and then the Church of the SubGenius (1979) and in the twenty first century, Jediism (2001), Matrixism (2004) and the Church of the Flying Spaghetti Monster (2005). These ‘invented religions’ originated from an array of sources (often fictional), including: novels; films; the environment; and discourse against traditional religion. Consequently, they are often viewed by scholars and the general public as satirical and a ‘parody of religion’. Their credibility has and continues to be questioned, debating whether they should be taken seriously. Like others, Cusack argues, “…every religion has been invented in some sense, even those religions that claim revelation from an external deity”[footnoteRef:1]. When exploring the historical context, social context and teachings of ‘invented religions’ it can appear to demonstrate functional compatibilities with traditional religions. There is no definitive proof behind any religion, so why are ‘invented religions’ less credible than the existing world religions?  [1:  Carole M. Cusack and David G. Robertson, with Christopher R. Cotter. 2012. “Invented Religions.” The Religious Studies Project (Podcast Transcript). 30 January 2012. Transcribed by Martin Lepage. Version 1.1, 25 September 2015. Available at: <https://religiousstudiesproject.com/podcast/podcast-carole-cusack-on-invented-religions/> [accessed 3 June 2018]] 


Aims and Objectives 

In the West, ‘invented religions’ have received little attention from scholars, I aim to contribute towards the Religious Studies field by addressing their lack of representation and add to the debate on their credibility.[footnoteRef:2] My dissertation will explore the concept of ‘invented religions’, describe, analyse and evaluate what an ‘invented religion’ is; whether they should be taken seriously by scholars; and what makes them different to existing religions. I will conclude by determining whether all scholars should take ‘invented religions’ seriously, mirroring Cusack and David Chidester, or continue to view them as a parody of religion. [2: Carole M. Cusack, Invented Religions: Imagination, Fiction and Faith, (London: Ashgate, 2010), pp.1-5.
] 


Methodology  

My dissertation will rely on text-based research. I will use scholarly books and journal articles from the university library as well as newspaper articles, academic articles and podcasts from websites such as the Religious Studies Project. 

My methodology will take a sociological approach by including primary research in the form of a questionnaire. The aim will be to find out if people within contemporary society are aware of ‘invented religions’ and if so, whether they view them as credible ‘real religions’ or as a mockery. I will distribute via social media, reaching a varied demographic, including people with no knowledge of ‘invented religions’ to people with a religious studies degree. It will ask about religious affiliation plus awareness, knowledge and view of ‘invented religions’. It will be interesting to see the correlation between the view of those identifying as religious and those of no religion. This survey will make a significant contribution to the research as it will provide statistical information regarding ‘invented religions’ and the views of contemporary society. The survey will not be central to my dissertation, but the information will help to determine whether scholars should take ‘invented religions’ seriously. I will need to receive ethical approval from the university. A copy of the survey will be available in the appendices.

Literature Review

Scholarly works I will use to complete my research will include, ‘Invented Religions: Imagination, Fiction and Faith’ (2010) by Cusack. This gives a detailed overview of ‘invented religions’, looking specifically at six (including the three I will examine in chapter two). She discusses how ‘invented religions’ co-exist with popular culture and why they should be taken seriously. I will use, ‘The Problem of Invented Religions’ edited by Steven J. Sutcliffe and Cusack, which explore the whole concept of ‘Invented religions’. I will also review, ‘Handbook of Hyper-Real Religions’ by Adam Possamai which has chapters such as, ‘The Sanctification of Star Wars: From Fans to Followers’.

Provisional Chapter Headings 
My dissertation will have five parts excluding the ‘Abstract’, ‘Acknowledgements’, ‘Contents’, ‘Appendices’ and ‘Bibliography’. It will begin with an introduction, followed by the main body, made up of three chapters, and end with a conclusion. The introduction will introduce the topic and present an overview of ‘invented religions’, their origin and the issues they face. I will explain the reasons for choosing the research topic; the aims and objectives; methodology; a literature review; and a chapter summary.
The first chapter will be titled, ‘Definitions and Terms’ and contain three sections. The first section, ‘Definitions of Religion’ will examine different descriptions and definitions of religion given by scholars, such as Sigmund Freud; Meredith B. McGuire; and Ninian Smart. I will make it clear what constitutes a religion before discussing the credibility of ‘invented religions’. The second section ‘Grouping of Religions’ will review how religions are categorised, for example: world religions; indigenous religions; and new religious movements. It is essential to note that these groupings can vary from scholar to scholar. The third section ‘How Invented Religions are Defined: Authentic Fakes, Fiction-based and Hyper-real’ will look at the definitions that Chidester, Possamai and Markus Davidsen use to define ‘invented religions’ and their reasons for choosing to use or avoid using these definitions.  
The second chapter will be titled, ‘Invented Religions in the Twenty First Century: Jediism, Matrixism and The Church of the Flying Spaghetti Monster’. This chapter will examine the three recent ‘invented religions’ and will have three sections: ‘Jediism in Context’; Matrixism in Context’; and ‘The Church of the Flying Spaghetti Monster in Context’. Each section will describe and analyse the historical and social context of the specific religion, their founders, how they originated (including the role of the internet), their beliefs and practices, their followers, and examine the similarities with the major world religions.  This will help gain an understanding of ‘invented religions’ and determine whether they are credible as ‘real religions’ or a constitute a parody. 
The third chapter, ‘The Study of Invented Religions: The Issues for Scholars, Society and Followers’ will have two sections. The majority of ‘invented religions’ still fail to be recognised as a ‘real religion’ causing many of the followers to face discrimination.  The first section, ‘Issues for Scholars and Society’, will examine the problem that scholars and society have with the identification of ‘invented religions’ as ‘real religions’. I will include the results and a breakdown of the questionnaire to gain an insight into the views of society. The second part, ‘Legal Issues Faced by Members of ‘Invented Religions’’ will assess the legal parameters for those that follow ‘invented religions’. 
My dissertation will include a summary of my findings and will conclude whether ‘invented religions’ should be taken seriously by scholars and contemporary society.
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