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Religion: Material Dynamics, by David Chidester, University of California Press, Berkeley, 

2018, xvi + 257 pp., US$29:95 (paperback) ISBN 978 052 029766 1 

 

Over the past two decades increased attention has been given to the relation between religion 

and things, and how the material shapes and produces religious expression. Against a historical 

(Protestant) bias towards seeing religion in terms of interior belief, sacred texts and religious 

doctrines, the interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary research field of material religion has turned 

the focus onto how bodies, senses, objects and their social lives, media and mediation, as well as 

the production and consumption of things, shape religious configurations (see Hutchings and 

McKenzie 2016, Houtman and Meyer 2012, Morgan 2010, Plate 2015). Religion: Material Dynamics, 

is a book anchored in the material study of religion. Yet this is not a summary of a field of 

research currently reaching maturity, but a call directing readers towards the future by arguing 

that the study of material religion should be seen as a new paradigm for religious studies more 

broadly (209). While material approaches to religion have often focused on religious agents’ 

views of things and objects—or the impact of objects on religious adherents for that matter—

David Chidester, Emeritus Professor in Religious Studies at the University of Cape Town, draws 

on a long and productive career to suggest new openings for assessing religion through 

materiality. Approaching materiality from the perspective of modern law and accounting, as a 

move away from metaphysics, focus is placed on the practical conditions and consequences that 

make materiality matter in religion. This implies looking at material religion (objects, things, 
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bodies) through a political economy of materiality (14), focusing on three main themes (or 

‘things’ as Chidester calls them): categories, formations and circulations, which respectively assess the 

often used categories of religion, forces of power at play in the formations of religion, and the 

material mobility within religion on the move.  

 

Besides a rich introduction and concluding section, the book is structured around these three 

themes, each divided into five chapters that dwells more deeply on a specific concept. Each 

chapter uses different case studies to open up the potential each concept has for the future study 

of religion. The order in which the chapters are presented reflects the overall call of the book: to 

move towards dynamic concepts that enable research to unpack and dwell on the gaps in-

between, thereby addressing the often incommensurable nature of opposing terms at play in 

religious discourse. 

 

Categories deals with the historical contingencies of concepts used when thinking about religion in 

general and material religion in particular. The first four chapters, ‘Animism’, ‘Sacred’, ‘Space’ 

and ‘Time’, assess the theoretical and historical backgrounds for these concepts, their impact and 

their relevance to the shaping of the discipline of religious studies. The last chapter in this 

section stands out. It deals with the unstable (and equally destabilizing) category of ‘Incongruity’ 

first put forward by Jonathan Z. Smith. By stressing incongruity as a violation of categorical 

distinction, Chidester uses it to highlight how disparate factors sometimes come together without 

synthesis taking place. As such, incongruity serves as a wider heuristic tool to challenge the 

recurrence of frequently used static categories in the academic study of religion.  

 

Formations looks at religion at the intersection of different domains, that is, between the forces of 

power at work in the past and in the present. Chapter 6, ‘Culture’, deals with material culture, 

addressing the way in which material objects (relics and icons), material relations (the fetish and 



cargo), and material mediations (senses and media) often emerge at the boundaries between 

different interpretative communities and so shape human relationships as well as conflicts. 

Chapter 7, ‘Economy’, engages with the work of Pierre Bourdieu to discuss the political 

economy of the sacred, addressing how scarcity and surplus serve to explain how ongoing 

productions of the sacred are circulated, contested and mediated. The animated movie Destination 

Earth (1956) is used to show how notions of the sacred are not only produced, consumed and 

mediated outside the conventional realm of religion, but are also connected to secrecy, 

knowledge production and promises of eternal growth. The chapters on ‘Colonialism’, 

‘Imperialism’ and ‘Apartheid’ address how different religious formations (among the colonized 

as well as among the colonizers) emerged in relation to the changing dynamics and material 

dispersions of colonialism and imperialism. These chapters contain the book’s strongest sections, 

where the pursuit of material religion as a political economy is fruitfully outlined against the 

intersection of religion and the material formations of power embedded in colonial and imperial 

enterprises.   

 

Circulations addresses religion in motion: in the mobility of encounters and exchanges through 

bodies and oceans; via oscillations between tradition and innovation, persistence and change; and 

through the diffusion of religion outside religious institutions and its emergence in popular 

culture. As such, the section highlights how religion is mediated and takes place through 

embodied intimacy, material objects and media, as well as indigenous religion and popular 

culture. Chapter 11, ‘Shamans’, addresses mobility in terms of the (in)ability of religious experts 

to move—between the material and the spiritual world and between central and marginal 

locations under colonial conditions—resulting in the prefiguration of spiritual practices and new 

political positions. Chapter 12, ‘Mobility’, deals with religious change, drawing on the work of 

Walter Capps to address new ways of imagining the future study of religion by emphasizing the 

dynamic and often flexible character of religious change. Chapter 13, ‘Popular’, deals with 



religious patterns found in the circulation of popular culture, using the case of Tupperware to 

highlight a religion mediated by plasticity. Chapter 14, ‘Touching’, focuses on the religious 

dynamics of religious tactility, using examples of fire-walking and flag burning to highlight the 

politics of perception on the move, both subjectively and collectively. The final chapter of the 

book, ‘Oceans’, addresses their role in the mediation of religious ideas across land and sea. 

  

While the chapters overlap and build on each other, each draws on material conditions and their 

consequences in terms of pointing towards new ways to approach religion. In the course of this, 

there is a welcome (re)introduction into the corpus of material religion of some seldom used 

categories for thinking about religion. The chapter dealing with religious change (Mobility) does 

not, as the reviewer expected, address the materiality of conversion or dwell on the continuity-

discontinuity discourses so often discussed in anthropological assessments of (material) religion 

(e.g. Engelke 2004, Lindhardt 2015). Rather, the section uses the notion of mobility to mirror 

Walter H. Capps, whose call, more than four decades ago, for a religious studies approach that 

engages ‘the moving, inconstant, spontaneous, irregular, discontinuous, non-forensic, once-only, 

explosive, surprise element’ (cited p. 9), remains relevant today.  

 

While this ambition to stress new ways to approach the study of religion in the future, drawn 

from the author’s long and productive career, is innovative and one of the merits of the book, it 

is also part of the volume’s weakness. The persistent stress on novel paths ahead along which to 

address religion (outside conventional religious studies approaches) points in (too) many 

directions. The chapters are unbalanced both in scope (ranging from six to fifteen pages long) 

and the extent to which they are able to address the complexities at play. While some discussions 

are thoroughly worked out (e.g. Touching, Colonialism and Economy), the dialectical approach, 

moving between different perspectives at a rapid pace, leaves other sections with loose ends. 

This is exemplified by the chapter on Animism, which, towards the end, opens up the possible 



ways that animism as a category may still be usefully deployed, before swiftly turning to its 

historical and thus problematic use. Moreover, when read from start to finish the book becomes 

repetitive. The same empirical examples (drawn primarily from South African, American and 

Indian contexts) are reused in several of the chapters: the fetish and the cargo reappear in the 

chapters on ‘Culture’ ‘Economy’ and ‘Oceans’; the same goes for differentiation between the 

homestead and wilderness among the South African Xhosa (i.e. in ‘Space’ and ‘Culture’) and 

there are others. While acknowledging that the interplay between the things presented under 

categories, formations and circulations (pointing to the dynamics at play between them) remains 

one of the volume’s strengths, some of these recurring examples could have been edited out 

(especially considering readers’ probable familiarity with Chidester’s previous work).  

  

While the approach of looking at religion through a political economy of materiality facilitates 

the assessment of religion and religious configurations outside the conventional realms of 

religious institutions, the reluctance to look at the materiality of established religious traditions 

tends to elide important insights into the material dynamics of religion. By also looking directly 

at religious traditions in terms of ‘force fields of constraints and possibilities’ (208), a political 

economy approach could have served to address the global dynamics at play within religious 

traditions (and institutions). Such a focus does not only see religious configurations as 

‘fabricated’ by exterior material conditions and their consequences (e.g. colonial impositions, 

economic scarcity and surplus etc.), but also stresses the internal forces of materiality at work 

within the circulation of world religions. It could facilitate new ways to address the continuities, 

changes and contingencies that shape religious discourses locally and globally, over time and 

through space.   

  

With that said, Religion: Material Dynamics is an engaging, driven and forward-looking intervention 

into why material religion remains a lens for exploring human and social formations. By 



examining how the political economy of categories is entangled in historical contingencies 

(places, people and spirits), how the materiality of colonial and imperial projects has enforced 

and formed religious expressions, and how the movement of bodies, objects and stuff circulates 

across land, sea and media landscapes, Chidester comes a long way in highlighting how 

materiality influences religious (e)motions. The work could be used to introduce not only the 

study of the material dynamics of religion, but also the wider dynamics of the study of religion as 

a subject to students. For scholars already familiar with the material turn in religious studies, or 

interested in the material dynamics of religion in Africa and colonialism, I would warmly 

recommend the book as a well-informed and creative resource for approaching the study of 

religion.  

 

Hans Olsson 

Centre of African Studies, University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark. 
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