Urbanity and the Formation of Religious Groups

A workshop of the focus group 'Urban Group Formation,SegmentationandFragmentation’,
organisedbyMartin Christ

15and16 June 2022,Haus Dacherdden, Erfurt

This exploratory workshop asks how an ‘urban way of life’ influenced the genesis of different
religious and confessional groups. The workshop considers processes such as the definition of
groups by members of that group as well as descriptions of groups by “outsiders”. Notions of
urbanity could also shape the discourses around religious group formation, for instance the
Heavenly Jerusalem as a key aspect of Puritanism. Adaptations to religious rituals and belief
systems because of urban demands could lead to the emergence of religious groups that could
later spread beyond the urban environment. In South Asia, for instance, different religious,
ethnicand caste groups coexist, and while they can be spatially separated, there is still a large
degree of interaction between them.

Urbanity not only influenced the formation of groups, but their presence also shaped
urbanity. The monumentalisation of religion in cities meant that some religions were clearly
visible, while other preferred to forego such a spatialisation of belief, preferring to stay
hidden. Groups formed quarters based on religious affiliation or they were organized in
parishes in dense urban settings. For example, the presence of a Jewish population in many
medieval cities changed the political, economicand cultural features of urban life.

The study of group formation has a long history itself, starting with theories of their
formation in the 1950s, and especially since the late 1970s with the emergence of group
sociology as a distinctive sub-discipline within sociology. Sociologists distinguish between a
range of different kinds of groups, including formal and informal, primary and secondary as
well as self-defined groups (Preyer, 2012; Tajfel, 1978; Neidhardt, 1979). In religious studies
and church history, researchers have likewise investigated the close interaction of people and
resultant formation of distinctive religious groups, for example when it came to the
spatialisation of these groups in quarters or the formation of Christian confessions after the
“urban Reformation” (Maier and Urciuoli, 2020; Moeller, 1962; Ozment, 1975). Finally, recent
studieson cities have stressed the importance of a plurality of differentgroups, for example
when Monika Smith described how through the creation of the first cities, different groups
started interacting with each other (Smith, 2020).

The working hypothesis of the workshop is that by considering the mutual formation
of religion and urbanity, we can also gain new insightsinto the phenomenon of religious group
formation(s) and find new ways to understand how, when and why, groups formed and how
they were visible (orinvisible) incities. Many of the processes of group formations show that
both local and trans-regional points of reference played a part, which is why the workshop
takes a broad geographical view. Itaddresses religious group formation and urbanityinalong-
term perspective and ina wide range of differentsettings, inorderto ask:

e What are the motives of individuals gathering as groups and which (legal?) tools were used
for gaining recognition? How were groups named, promoted and how did they become
(in)visible inurban settings?



e Where are religious semantics and practices used for non-hierarchical segmentation,
where for pragmatically relevant or irrelevant differentiation or even discrimination?
Where do they intersectionally reinforce or conceal different kinds of inequality?

e How was cohesionwithina group formed? What role did urbanity play in this process?

e How do religious groups relate to each other and what role does urbanity play in their
(self-)definition vis-a-vis otherreligious groups?

When can we speak of a group ina meaningful way?

The workshop is organised by the focus group “Group Formation, Segmentation and
Fragmentation”, whichis part of the KFG “Religion and Urbanity: Reciprocal Formations” (DFG,
FOR 2779). It connects to previous work of the KFG, which argues that religion and urbanity
continually shaped each other (Christ etal. 2022; Riipke and Rau, 2020). In many of the group’s
publications, groups and their formation play an important role, for instance the
confraternities of medieval Lyon (Rau, 2021). Many group formations were not simply
hierarchical processes of the top-down creation of a group identity, but rather power was
dispersed between a wide range of actors in a heterarchical ways (Urciuoli, 2021). Likewise,
the complex demarcation of groups in a spatial sense, the overlappingand switching between
differentlayersisa kind of co-spatiality (Levy, 2021).
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