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Abstract

Since the 1990s, mapping religious plurality has become a research staple in the study

of religions. Drawing on a sample of some sixty projects from the dach (Germany

[D], Austria [A], and Switzerland [ch]) region, the article uses dispositive analysis to

show these mappings as a response to shifts in scholarly and public discourse as well

as technological possibilities.Thediscursivepractices,material forms, and institutional

underpinnings that constitute themapping dispositive show these projects as a discur-

sive infrastructure that produces valid knowledge about religion in the contemporary

world and the positionality of the study of religions in this discursive formation.
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Imagine a map—printed or digital. The usual background of muted grays,

greens, and blues is dotted with familiar, colorful symbols. They seem to pro-

claim to the user “Look! Here is, pinned down for your convenience, the noto-

riously elusive thing we call the local plurality of religions, and all you need

to know about it.” During the past three decades, mapping religious plurality

in different European local settings has become a staple of empirical research

https://doi.org/10.1163/18748929-bja10131
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://brill.com/jre
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5696-1324
mailto:anne.beutter@unilu.ch


432 beutter

Journal of Religion in Europe 18 (2025) 431–465

in the study of religions (Kühle and Hoverd 2018, 1; Griera 2018, 45; Stausberg

2009, 106; Hafner, Völkening, and Becci 2018, 14).1

The emergence of this type of project is situated at the interface between

research on religious plurality or diversity and spatial research on religion. Both

saw a parallel and interrelated increase in interest in scholarly discourse in

the 1990s and especially in the 2000s (Knott 2010, 30; Kong 2004, 367). With

a reluctant attention to religion developing into a “burst” in cultural geography

literature (Kong 2010, 756; Büttner 1985) and with the influence of the spatial

turn placing space “firmly on the agenda of the study of religions” (Knott 2010,

31), a new geography of religion discourse has emerged in these two decades.

This discourse was characterized by a greater interdisciplinary openness and

new topics (Kong 2001; 2010; Knott 2005b): Geographers of religion took up

insights from religious studies on the constructed nature of religion (Ivakhiv

2006), while scholars of religion moved toward a situational understanding of

(sacred) space as a product of human praxis (Chidester and Linenthal 2005;

Smith 1987). This fueled a mutual interest in current issues of power- and

identity-related politics of religious space and place (Kong 2001, 213–218, 222–

224).

Religious communities in the sociopolitical context of plural society became

topical (Kong 2004, 367; Knott 2010, 30), both in research and in the public

eye. Migration (Kong 2010, 760–762; Martikainen 2004), globalization (Knott

2005a, 110–117; Beyer 2011), and locality (Knott 2005a, 118–122) became major

themes at the intersection of religion, diversity, and space. The mappings of

religion are one specific type of research that emerged at this intersection.

They fell squarelywithin the discussion of “howmigration impacts on religious

landscapes of receiving countries” (Kong 2010, 760). However, contrary to the

overwhelming focus on Islam, criticized by Kong, they deliberately included

“other religions, including new religions and those … outside the ‘world reli-

gions’ ” (762), as well as inner-Christian diversity. Among the strengths of these

“localised studies of religion,” Knott saw their “local engagement,” “pedagogi-

cal value,” and exploratory potential (2005a, 119 f.), but she identified a lack of

“attention to theorisation of space and place and the ideological forces at work

1 In this article I distinguish “diversity” and “plurality” as follows: “Diversity” is used as an over-

arching term to designate different models that address and communicate diagnoses and

experiences of multitude and difference as it pertains to religion/s. “Plurality” is used to desig-

nate the specificmodel that is prevalent in themappings; onewhere the countingof anumber

of different but similar entities understoodas “religions” is the guiding logic of representation.

The empirical data I analyze, however, uses the terms “plurality,” “diversity,” “pluralism,” their

German equivalents, and the German term Vielfalt largely interchangeably.
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within them” (120). While her own work remedied the former (Knott 2005b),

the latter has been addressedmore recently by a reflexive approach tomapping

studies, with contributions such as Griera, Müller, and Marínez-Ariño (2023),

Griera (2018), Prideaux (2014), and Ahlin et al. (2012).

Building on these critical examinations of selected projects and on efforts

to provide a comparative account of mappings in different localities—as pre-

sented in Stausberg (2009), Kühle and Hoverd (2018), or Monnot and Stolz

(2018a)—this article takes this endeavor a step further: It will provide a sys-

tematic analysis of roughly sixty projects conducted in the dach region in the

three decades between 1990 and 2019, giving it an explicit sociology of knowl-

edge twist.2 The paper analyzes the discursive formations that have shaped the

discipline’s knowledge production by looking at the mappings of plural local

religious landscapes as a dispositive in which the study of religions is involved.

A dispositive is the constellation of all elements involved in discourse pro-

duction deployed to address specific discursive problems—or “urgent needs”

(Foucault 1978, 120)—by generating knowledge that is validated as “truth” by

the power-imbued rules of said discourse (see below).

The article conducts a dispositive analysis and asks: What does the emer-

gence and development of mappings of religious plurality as a type of research

tell us about the material and discursive formations of power and knowledge

production, under the influence of which the study of religions has evolved in

recent decades? How do the mappings address, model, and represent the idea

of the plurality of religions over time? And what “urgent need” is this respond-

ing to?

After introducing the theoretical perspective, its operationalization, and the

method, the main section will sketch the mapping dispositive. To show how

material and discursive practices interlock (Keller 2011a, 138), the analysis starts

by examining how the material forms of representation have changed over

time. It then goes on to look at the relationships betweenwhat the artifacts dis-

play as being diverse, the actors and institutions involved, and the disciplinary

and thematic strands of discourse that emerge from these projects.

In thisway, themappingprojects arepresented as adispositive bywhichpro-

ducers and users of such mappings account for religious plurality and address

the perceived societal “urgent need” that is the changing role and form of

religion in contemporary (European) societies. The “urgent need” for this spe-

cific kind of knowledge came out of a sociopolitical context in which religious

change that had occurred in the second half of the twentieth century turned

2 Germany (D), Austria (A), and Switzerland (ch); here also including Liechtenstein.
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into the fiercely contested question of how to practically deal with what was

perceived as inexorable pluralization. The general diagnosis of increasing reli-

gious plurality was met, on the one hand, with a mix of fascination for plural-

ism and “new” religions as well as fear of extremism and anomie (Beutter and

Kühle, forthcoming). On the other hand, pluralism became the object of con-

tempt in populist and nativist politics growing in Europe (Wolfart 2018).

The analysis will show the role and position of the study of religions in this

discursive formation producing “truth” about local religion—that is, knowl-

edge that is discursively sanctioned as valid.

1 Mappings as a Dispositive

The term mapping project is often used as a collective term for qualitative,

descriptive, and comparative studies that investigate religious plurality in local

contexts. The studies document the meso-level of the religious landscape, by

surveying and documenting the religious communities of a city or a region. As

a collective term, and also as a self-designation, mapping of religions is usu-

ally used, regardless of whether or not the projects in question include any

cartographic representations (Martikainen 2002; Stolz and Monnot 2020, 135).

Indeed, the analysiswill show that cartographicmaps arenot the raisond’êtreof

thedispositive; rather, they seem tohave emergedas a convenient afterthought.

Despite the obvious spatial connotation and framework of the mappings, this

aspect is only rarely reflected upon explicitly (Knott 2005b, 166). Rather, it

seems they “have been caught up in the spatial turn, without engaging directly

in theoretical debates about space” (Knott 2010, 36) or the implications of spa-

tial representation of religion (Griera, Müller, and Martínez-Ariño 2023).

In the study of religions, the emergence of mapping projects is part of a

larger trend that saw research being reoriented toward studying religion/s as

contemporary localized forms (Seiwert 2021, 60–66; Prideaux 2014, 36f.; Kühle

and Hoverd 2018, 2; Stolz and Monnot 2020, 135f.; Knott 2005a, 118). So too

in the literature on religion and space: The earlier preoccupation with major

“officially sacred” (Kong 2001, 226) sites of dominant religious groups was com-

plemented by a new interest in the ordinary, small-scale, and private sites of

religion in practice (Knott 2005a, 96f.). Mappings are at a middle distance

between these two: They still locate the “officially sacred” places of religious

groups, but since they focus on the local and onminority religions, they include

the less conspicuous sacred places—themundane, makeshift, and often semi-

private—as legitimate parts of the spatial imagination of the religious land-

scape.
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Early mapping projects marking this shift are the Community Religions

Project, Leeds (Knott 1984), and the Religious Field in Turku project (Mar-

tikainen 2004, 11–16), both of which started in the 1970s. Also of note are two

projects which started in the early 1990s: theWorld Religions in Greater Boston

project, which grew into the internationally renowned Pluralism Project (Eck

[1997] 2002; Eck, Pierce, andWagner 2000), and the Religiöse Gemeinschaften

in Bremen project (Meier-Hüsing 1990). The heyday of such projects came in

the 2000s, a period in which the new approaches consolidated (e.g., Ammer-

man 2007, or the conceptual outlook of this very journal, established in 2008).

And the projects inspired renewed interest in the comparative analysis of the

religious group as a sociological object of study (Monnot and Stolz 2018b).

We can now see that the emergence of mapping projects as a specific form

of research on religious diversity and space is linked to the confluence of

three major developments in (1) research discourse on religion, (2) the social-

political discourse on religion, and (3) technological possibilities.

(1) In the study of religion, a radical cultural turn has taken place since the

1980s. Scholars turned away both from the phenomenological theories

and frompredominantly historical and philologicalmethods, and instead

increasingly dealt with lived religion and contemporary contexts. Ethno-

graphic and sociological methods were particularly used for this purpose

(Gladigow andKippenberg 1983; Auffarth, Grieser, andKoch 2021; Seiwert

2020, 61; Knibbe and Kupari 2020, 158; Knott 2005b, 166–175). At the same

time, in the sociology of religion, the secularization thesis lost its hege-

mony, and the pluralization thesis gained ground (Stark and Bainbridge

1985; Heelas andWoodhead 2005; Pollack 2003; Liedhegener 2018).More-

over, cultural geography advanced a constructivist critical view of maps

as mediums of power against a predominantly positivist understanding

of mapping (Ash, Kitchin, and Leszczynski 2018; Pavlovskaya 2016; Pick-

les 2004; Harley 2001).

(2) This concurredwith the popular rhetoric of the “return of religion,” which

notably played out in governance agendas regarding migration, global-

ization, or multiculturalism (Riesebrodt 2001; Burchardt 2017; Beyer 2011,

186f.; Griera 2018), and in fierce political contestation over them, as dis-

cussed above. It equally played out in the popular discourse on “cults,”

entailing the development of “cult-watching” infrastructures (cf. Wytten-

bach 2023; Usarski 1988; Baumann 1998).

(3) This happened at a time when the digital revolution was profoundly

changing scholarly knowledge production and dissemination: from dig-

ital text-processing to dynamic forms of publication through websites

and apps, and from new ways of relating information via hypertext and
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digital databases to the vast array of new options for data-analysis and -

visualization developed by digital humanities. In cartography, the digital

turn facilitated the evermore far-reaching use of geographical informa-

tion systems (gis) with their power to aggregate immense amounts of

different geocoded data into multilayered digital representations. What

is more, from former expert andmilitary use, these digital mapping tech-

nologies becamewidely popularized (Ash, Kitchin, and Leszczynski 2018;

Pickles 2004, 145–175; McQuire 2019; Drakman and Gelfgren 2023). Par-

ticipatory options of popular map mashup applications such as Google

Earth, OpenStreetMap, or Google Maps, made the creation of maps

increasingly accessible to nonspecialists. They made it possible to over-

lay map tiles with different datasets and to embed them in third-party

websites such as those of the mapping projects (McQuire 2019, 152).

As we will see in the analysis, these processes were important preconditions

that enabled the emergence of a tradition of mapping projects.3 Conversely,

mappings of religious plurality are an excellent case for showing how this shift-

ing discourse translated into a persistent, materially based infrastructure of

knowledge production and representation that, in turn, contributed to produc-

ing the discourse at hand.

As coined by Foucault, and elaborated by Keller and Bührmann, amongst

others, the idea of the dispositive embeds the discursive as the said, in its

practical, material, and temporal conditions. Dispositive analysis thus coun-

ters approaches that reduce discourse analysis to a focus on language and

text, and instead foregrounds practice and materiality as an integral part of a

broader concept of discourse (Diaz-Bone 2022, 9; Keller 2011b, 31; Bührmann

and Schneider 2007).

A dispositive is a historically specific configuration of heterogeneous ele-

ments that, together, make up the concrete, materialized patterns that institu-

tionalize a discourse (Keller 2011a, 259). They include discursive (i.e., mediated

by text or language) and nondiscursive practices, material artifacts, people,

and institutions. Keller, somewhat rephrasing Foucault’s (1978, 119 f.) famous

list, describes it as “the sum total of all the material, practical, personal, cogni-

tive, and normative infrastructures of discourse production” and “the relations

between all such elements” (Keller 2021, 41 f.). As such, the dispositive contains

and preconfigures the “practices of assertion, bound up with techniques of

power” that determinewhat counts as “truth in the sense of valid knowledge of

3 They are the subject of three related articles (Beutter andKühle, forthcoming; a second article

currently under review; and a third I am currently finalizing).
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reality” (Diaz-Bone 2022, 16). The mutual production of knowledge and power

finds its practical form in the dispositive. Dispositive analysis thus attempts

to unearth how the material and the discursive (as language/text) interlock

in a given order of knowledge, practice, and power which produces “truth”

(Bührmann 2014, 41–46; Diaz-Bone 2022, 16 f.).

More specifically, dispositives are “infrastructure[s] of discourse production

and problem-solving” (Keller 2021, 41) with the function of intervening in prac-

tice (Keller 2011a, 258) and addressing societal issues or social problems that

the discourse configures and marks as an “urgent need” (Foucault 1978, 120;

Keller 2011b, 41; Bührmann 2014, 43; Diaz-Bone 2022, 11). They growout of social

change, andhave intendedaswell as unintendedconsequences, in theway they

become realized in practice (Bührmann 2014, 46). Dispositive analysis, there-

fore, examines “the strategic functions of power in the (practical) solutions

of discursively generated societal/social problems” (43). To operationalize the

dispositive, I created a sample starting from three pre-existing lists from dif-

ferent projects: One is a bibliography from the mid-2000s found in the archive

of the Department for the Study of Religions in Lucerne, one an unpublished

pilot study from the study of religions chair in Basel comparing mappings in

the mid-2010s (Hoch 2015), and one was published and updated in several

iterations (2005–2013) on the website of remid (Religionswissenschaftlicher

Medien und Informationsdienst).

This samplewas expanded by further snowballing and by a literature review,

to include roughly sixty projects in the dach region from 1990 onwards. I com-

piled a database containing the dates and forms of publication, and the insti-

tutions responsible for each project. For a selection of projects I conducted a

more in-depth document analysis (Davie and Wyatt 2012) to identify further

elements of the dispositive that will be discussed here. To do so, I used a stan-

dardized data sheet for each project, covering seven categories: (1) precise form

of the project, (2) topics and concepts addressed, (3) aims and normativemoti-

vations, (4) audience, (5) expertise/discipline of authors, (6) financing bodies,

and (7) connections between projects.

The selection process followed the logic of theoretical sampling that dispos-

itive analysis borrows from grounded theory methodology (Keller 2021, 49f.).

The projects were selected to cover all three decades, to showdifferences in the

involved actors and their institutional affiliations, and to cover different forms

of publication. The source material for this step was the output of the various

projects, such as websites, books, brochures, or leaflets. Apart from samples

from the content, I specifically analyzed the front and back matter, forewords,

introductions, and (where applicable) conclusions and appendices. For the

websites, I analyzed the main page and the “about us” page, as well as the con-
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tent and structure of the menu of the site. Unlike project-internal data, these

are the intended publicly accessible outcomes, by which the projects address

the societal (including the scholarly) discourse from which they emanate and

to which they contribute.

2 Material and Discursive Elements

Ageneral idea of the formation of themapping dispositive can be gleaned from

the number of mapping projects over time. After a slow start in the 1990s there

is a marked increase from the turn of the millennium onwards, with almost

three times as many projects published in the 2000s. This trend died down

somewhat in the 2010s, when the number of projects halved. The first map-

ping project in the dach region was a handbook on religious communities in

Bremen, produced by the study of religions program at BremenUniversity, and

published in 1990. Rather than being the original goal of the project, it seems

that this handbook emerged as a welcome by-product of an attempt at basic

empirical research on the “intercultural and interreligious situation in Bremen”

(Meier-Hüsing 1990, 9).4 Year by year, more projects followed suit. This rate

increased in the 2000s. The database lists eleven projects first published in the

1990s, all of which were located in Germany, thirty new projects in the 2000s,

and thirteennewprojects in the 2010s, nowalso located in Switzerland,Austria,

and Liechtenstein. This trend remains if we also account for new editions from

already existing projects (new projects plus further editions: 1990s: seventeen;

2000s: forty-one; 2010s: twenty-two). The image clearly shows themid-2000s as

the heyday of mapping: 40 percent of all the projects listed for the thirty years

under scrutiny were published in the six years between 2003 and 2008 alone;

this parallels the general development of research on religion and space, which

saw a substantial proliferation during this decade (Kong 2010). In the late 2010s

this productivity takes a dip, before resuming with new projects, especially in

Switzerland, in the 2020s.

Additionally, it is noteworthy how common long-term projects are in the

sample, with one-third of the projects running for ten or more years, and a

few for over twenty years (e.g., Basel since 2000; Lucerne and Saxony since

2004/2005). Some are actively updated, others are more latent. However,

4 For direct quotations, the relevant work is cited. For general reference to a project, a short-

hand indicating the place and date of first publication is used (e.g., Bremen 1990); see list of

mentioned projects in the digital appendix. All English quotes from German texts are trans-

lations by the author.
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through the sustained availability of their data, these projects remain part of

the discourse, potentially carrying older layers of discourse, and evolving along

the way.

Apart from the sheer increase in numbers, in the early 2000s we also see the

mapping projects becomingmore self-aware of being part of an interlinkeddis-

course. This can be seen in cases such as the second edition of the handbook

on religions in Bremen mentioning “a whole series of similar overview studies

in other German cities” (Meier-Hüsing and Otten 2003, 11), that the first edi-

tion had supposedly inspired. A discursive occurrence that aimed to transform

individual projects into amore concerted academic effort, or at least to connect

local attempts at mapping religious landscapes, was the interdisciplinary con-

ference jointly organized by remid and the Institute for the Study of Religions

in Leipzig in 2003 (remid 2003). It is no surprise that remid was instrumen-

tal in this, since it articulated this vision of an interlinked discourse early on:

its project Marburg-Biedenkopf 1995 was the first—and, until the early 2000s,

the only—project to explicitly situate itself as part of a series of “city studies”

(Ruttmann 1995, 8 f.), and it is on remid’swebsite that one of the lists used here

for sampling was published (remid 2013).

Following the idea of thematerial anddiscursive elements being interlocked

in the dispositive, I will now unpack these components step by step, starting

with the material artifacts of publication, followed by the actors and institu-

tions, and ending with the textual discursive elements, the aims, themes, and

urgent needs.

2.1 Artifacts of Representation and Units of Analysis

A closer look at the material formats of the project outputs over the three

decades reveals a clear trend away from print, toward more dynamic forms of

publication. This may be read as a direct expression of the changes in available

technology, namely the internet, which was made public in 1993, and made its

way into general use in Germany over the course of the 2000s. Not surprisingly,

in the 1990s, all publications were in print. Notably, though, one of the projects

(Hannover 1997) started updating its content on a web page in 1999.5 For refer-

ence, in 1999, not even 20 percent of the German population used the internet

(Statista 2023), let alone hosted websites and used it for interreligious or sci-

ence communication. In the 2000s roughly half of the projects used websites

5 The web page (wcrp Hannover 1999) ran until early 2013. A reason for the early website use

might be its association with the World Expo 2000 in Hannover, for the guests of which it

fashioned itself as a “religious calling card” (Wirth 1997, 7).
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figure 1 Detail from the home page of Bremen 2003

bremer stadtplan der religionen 2003

as their publication format, or as part thereof; in the 2010s this increased to

two-thirds.

In most cases, the shift in medium from printed books to websites did not,

at first, change the way information was organized. The structure of the web-

sites commonly mirrored the content of the books or brochures, with some

added information, such as link lists, illustrations, and maps (e.g., Hannover

1997, Ruhrgebiet 2009). However, in 2003 an interreligious youth project—

again in the city of Bremen—produced a web-based “city map of religions”

as both a means and a product of “interreligious collaboration and dialogue

amongst youth,” to “celebrate togetherness” and foster religious peace (Bremer

Stadtplan der Religionen 2003; Figure 1). This first digital-born project in the

dach region used the new means afforded by an internet presence to locate
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figure 2

Screenshot from theWolters-

hausen district

bremer stadtplan der reli-

gionen 2003

places of various religious traditions spatially in the different city districts (Fig-

ure 2), as ameans of incentivizing individual interreligious encounter. As such,

it became a new, technologically mediated site of online religious spaces (cf.

Kong 2001, 226).

Over the course of the 2000s, more digital-born projects followed suit. The

Munich Schulprojekt, running from 2008 until 2018, was an extensive endeavor

that likewise involved youth as addressees and collaborators, and produced

maps as a means to display information, though this project had a different

normative agenda. It was initiated and hosted by the chair for the study of reli-

gions at Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München, and focused on training

pupils and students in methods of fieldwork to produce systematic descrip-

tive accounts of the local religions under the headings “sociology,” “aesthesis,”

and “history.” It consisted of interconnected, systematically hyperlinked web

pages displaying the results spatially, in maps of the city boroughs, but also

in a list, sorted by tradition (Munich 2008; Projekt Religionen in München,

n.d). Another study-of-religions-centered project that, from the start, used the

online format as part of its outputwas the project Religionsgeographie imKan-

ton Luzern (Lucerne 2004, today Religionsvielfalt imKanton Luzern). It started

by documenting non-Christian religious minorities from 2002 onwards and

later expanded its scope to includeChristian communities too.The resultswere

displayed in the formof leaflets (2004, 2005, 2009, 2016, 2024), video documen-

tationavailable ondvd, andapublic exhibition andaposter exhibition in 2005.

Since 2005 it has hosted a website with descriptions of the documented reli-
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gious communities (Baumann 2005, 62f.). Since 2016 the website has evolved

into a multimedia documentation that today includes an interactive map, an

audio guide, video features, and photo documentation of religious places (Uni-

versity of Lucerne, Religionswissenschaftliches Seminar 2023).

These examples show how technology affects not only the material format

of publication, but the form of representation and structuring of findings—

from encyclopedia-type cataloging of descriptions and directory-style lists, to

maps, and eventually to new media. Recent approaches use methods such as

spatio-temporal data-visualisation (Drakman and Gelfgren 2023) or integrate

geographicalmappingwith themappingof socialmedianetworks, as inVienna

(YouBeOn 2024).

The influence of technology on the dispositive analyzed here is particularly

apparent in the use of maps, where a clear trend is identifiable. The use of

maps in the projects roughly parallels the uptake of online formats. Only one

of the 1990s projects used maps: The Lexikon der Hamburger Religionsgemein-

schaften, first published in 1994, and with further editions in 1995 and 1996,

included maps (Grünberg, Slabaugh, and Meister 1994). These were placed in

the appendix, but with a feature that is highly uncommon: it shows the histor-

ical transformation of plurality using several historical maps, as well as a con-

temporary one. Interestingly, later projects did not take up this approach, and it

took almost a decade for the next projects to featuremaps. From 2003 onwards

we increasingly findmaps being used:More than one-third of the projects pub-

lished in the 2000s used maps, in the 2010s two-thirds of the projects did, as

have all five projects observed so far for the 2020s. This parallels directly the

development of web-based mapping with increasingly participatory features

in the first two decades of the twenty-first century. The use of formerly rarefied

satellite imagery and gis infrastructure became accessible to awide nonexpert

demographic and resulted in the increasingly ubiquitous display of “dynamic,

place-aware information” (McQuire 2019, here 153)—so too in themapping dis-

positive.

Before maps became prevalent, the generic model was encyclopedia-type

cataloging, which, especially in the case of projects closer to the theological

portion of the discourse, took inspiration from handbooks such as Eggen-

berger’s ([1969] 2003) Kirchen, Sekten, Religionen. In contrast to these hand-

books, which had a more general scope, and often an apologetic outlook,

the mapping projects reoriented the perspective to the local setting, by giv-

ing descriptions of the establishment of the religious groups in the respec-

tive locality, complemented with addresses and contact details (Berlin 2003,

Zurich 2004, Lucerne 2004). In a few cases these addresses were aggregated

into directory-style lists (e.g., Bremen 1990, Hamburg 1994, Bonn 2003). From
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figure 3 Detail from the Lucerne 2004 brochure

map by endoxon ag, using maps of the cantonal department for

geoinformation and swisstopo

there, it was only a small step to town maps, albeit one with discursive conse-

quences and technological preconditions (cf. Pavlovskaya 2016;McQuire 2019).

Earlier publications that included maps had to work with specialized compa-

nies, or project partners such as the municipal mapping division. Later edi-

tions used increasingly easily accessible tools such as OpenStreetMap (avail-

able from2004) or GoogleMaps (available from2005), to produce their spatial-

visual representation either in print or as plug-ins on thewebsites (e.g., Lucerne

2004, figures 3 and 4). It is not only the technologies used and the material

forms of publication that are part of themapping dispositive, however, but also
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figure 4 Screenshot from the LucerneWebsite (www.uni​

lu.ch/rel-Lu) showing detail from the interactive

map with pop up linking to Hindu temple and filter

options “religious tradition: all,” “date of establish-

ment: since 2001,” and “active groups”

map created using the university web-

site’s map plug-in based on google maps

that which is represented: Different elements—such as buildings, gatherings,

events and rituals, ideas or religious beliefs, organizations, as well as the topog-

raphy and history of the respective city or region—are linked via themappings,

and synthesized into a representation of the local religious field.

It is thus important to observe what exactly the various projects identify as

being diverse.What do they project as their unit of analysis, and what ordering

logic is prevalent in their displays of information? Here, we identify four key

forms:

(1) The handbook-style formats, in particular, project religious tradition as

a neither spatially nor historically bound idea; with the different com-

munities understood as a local manifestation of the tradition. This logic

corresponds closely to how the “world religion paradigm” structures rep-

resentations of religious plurality—for example, in children’s books, as

discussed by Koch (2020). In the mapping projects, this commonly man-

ifests in the structure of the table of contents or site menu, with an intro-

duction to themost important religious teachings and historical trajecto-

ries of the “tradition,” followed by the local communities being grouped

within the traditions accordingly. This logic also appears in the color-

coding or symbols that structure the layout of pages, or that are used as

markers on maps.

(2) This differs from cases where the religious communities present in the

local setting are themain point of reference for the display of information

http://www.unilu.ch/rel-Lu
http://www.unilu.ch/rel-Lu
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figure 5

Cover juxtaposing the “open doors” to reli-

gious places

wcrp regensburg 2008

on plurality. This occurs when, for example, the local religious organiza-

tions are presented in alphabetical order, or according to the chronology

of their establishment in the locality.

(3) This, in turn, differs slightly from presentations that focus on places of

worship, where it is not the group, but the places where people gather

for worship that are presented as the carriers of plurality—this occurs

most significantly in maps, but also in cases where images of such places

are presented in a deliberately comparative manner—e.g., the cover of

Regensburg 2008 (wcrp Regensburg 2008; Figure 5).

(4) Less common in the projects analyzed here are differences in the num-

ber of adherents, which, in the light of differing forms of adherence and

individualized patterns of participation, pose their own set of challenges

(Ahlin et al. 2012, 113–115). This criterion is more relevant in the more

sociologically informed projects, especially those taking a congregation

studies approach (e.g., Stolz andMonnot 2018). This side of the discourse

also includes the presentation of the degree of plurality of a specific terri-

tory. The most prominent proponent in the sample remains the study on

North Rhine-Westphalia by Krech, Hero, and Zander (2008).

Projects are not always clear in identifying their main unit of analysis. Not

least because the different forms of representation combine these aspects. For

example, whilemaps operate with place as the central unit, the position on the

map is conventionally marked by a color or symbol representing the tradition.

The exception that proves this rule isVienna 2011, where all placesweremarked

in the same manner (Figure 6), which in turn was perceived as less accessible

and convenient by users (Hoch 2015). Sometimes, as in the case of Potsdam
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figure 6 Screenshot of the map on the Vienna 2011 website (printed in Hoch 2015). As is

often the case, the map cannot be displayed on the archived web page.

2018, the map includes a rough estimate of the number of adherents, which is

displayed by circles of different sizes at a location on the map (Figure 7). The

central unit of analysis often differs in different parts of the documentation,

especially when a combination of media is used—this can be used as a delib-

erate tool, and thus be addressed explicitly in the analysis (e.g., Geneva 2012,

see Figure 8; Munich 2008).

2.2 Infrastructures and Actors

What the projects end up presenting as diverse is the result of an interplay

between the unit of analysis, the scheme of classification, and the form of rep-

resentation.

The scheme of classification, and thus the arrangement of information,

depends on the medium used, as does the form of representation. The unit of

analysis depends on research pragmatics, such as the decision in the Bremen

1990 project to abandon the initial goal of including non-organization-based

formsof religion, as a result of timeand resource constraints,while nonetheless

acknowledging their importance from a theoretical perspective (Meier-Hüsing

1990, 10). First and foremost, however, the unit of analysis depends on the

explicit or implicit heuristics of how “religion” is defined and operationalized

for analysis and representation (cf. Ahlin et al. 2012, 403).

In their “practice of engagingwith spaces, places, landscapes” (Ivakhiv 2006,

172), mappings articulate and spatialize their respective meaning of religion
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figure 7 Most of the over 800 pages of the Potsdam 2018 mapping (Hafner, Völkening, and

Becci 2018) consists of descriptions of groups, while the map figures prominently

on the cover. It displays the religious buildings, religious traditions and estimated

membership numbers.

by demarcation. In Ivakhiv’s deconstructive view, “the spaces in which the

religious domain is clearly articulated as distinct from the secular … appear

as products of a very particular activity, a purification involving practices of

sacralization and desacralization, with various supporting mechanisms and

ongoing maintenance to keep this separation in place” (172). Putting the “reli-

gious” dots on the “secular” gray backdrop and distinguishing themby different

colors or symbols, the theoretical and practical decision of which groups to
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figure 8 Screenshot of the Geneva 2012 interactive map with filter

options “currents,” “period of establishment,” “language of

ritual” (https://info-religions-geneve.ch/carte/). Apart from

the map, the site contains, amongst other things, general

descriptions of religious traditions, lists of religious groups,

and comparative analyses.

map tiles by stamen design, under cc by 3.0. data

by openstreetmap, under cc by sa).

include and how to classify them are acts of such purification. And the map-

ping dispositive is part of the mechanisms of maintenance as it reifies spe-

cific distinctions between the religious and the secular (cf. Griera, Müller,

and Martínez-Ariño 2023, 174f.), as well as between and within religious tra-

ditions. This can turn not only against actors at the “fringes” of the religious

field, but also against dominant players, as Griera, Müller, and Marínez-Ariño

(2023, 170–171) have shown. Both the definitions of religion and the classifi-

cation systems depend on theoretical considerations, and ultimately on the

normative positions and sociopolitical aims of the authors, organizations, and

funding bodies behind the project in question; as the author of Marburg-

Biedenkopf 1995 succinctly remarks: “the structure of [these] books … has a

tendency to unwittingly reveal the theological or sociological background of

the authors” (Ruttmann 1995, 8). However, pragmatic decisions depend not

only on such normative aims, but equally on the available resources. These,

in turn, depend on the relative position of power the actors hold in the dis-

course and, concomitantly, what funding providers the projects have access

to.

https://info-religions-geneve.ch/carte/
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This leads us to the actors and institutions involved in the production of

the mappings, and their intended audience. A general overview of the sample

shows that the mapping projects were most commonly conducted either at a

university or similar research institution, or by different kinds of ngos—both

religious and secular. Only a handful were initiated by public authorities, and

another handful in educational or journalistic contexts.

Out of the twenty-one university projects in the sample, sixteen were con-

ducted or supervised by researchers connected to chairs for the study of reli-

gions, most of them during the 2000s. The rest were produced by various the-

ology departments. The most common ngos to engage in mappings of local

religionwere interreligious initiatives (nine out of the nineteen); sixmorewere

conducted by initiatives formed by study of religion students or graduates,

and three of the nineteen ngo projects were produced by entities within the

Catholic or Evangelical churches.

It is interesting to note that funds for this kind of research only rarely come

from classical research foundations. Instead, funding is mainly secured either

from local public authorities, such as the Cantonal Office for Culture (Berne

2008) or theOffice of Integration (Vienna 2011), or from religious organizations,

especially interreligious initiatives and churches. Further avenues of funding

are foundations, university-related financial resources, and sponsorships from

the private sector. There also seems to be a high prevalence of voluntary or low-

paid work being poured into these initiatives, such as student researchers, vol-

unteers within the ngos, and, in some of the early German projects (Bremen

1990, Marburg-Biedenkopf 1995), research positions financed through Arbeits-

beschaffungsmassnahmen.6

For a type of researchmore geared toward the general public thanmost, the

intended audience remains conspicuously vague. Almost half of the projects

analyzed in depth either do not refer to the intended audience, or merely ges-

ture broadly toward a general “interested public.” Most of the projects from

an interreligious or confessional background tend to address religious orga-

nizations and individuals engaged in interreligious dialogue as their public.

By contrast, the projects based in the study of religions focus more on media

professionals, public administrators, schoolteachers, and researchers as their

intended audience.

Looking at the actors involved, the funding, and the intended users, we see

the mapping dispositive being thoroughly positioned at an interface between

6 A scheme for subsidized employment, as a measure to reintegrate jobseekers into the work-

force, in times of high unemployment in Germany.
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public discourse and (religious) civic engagement, on the one hand, and the

academic study of religions, on the other. The ngos formed by study of reli-

gions graduates are emblematic of this positioning.

2.3 Aims, Themes, and Urgent Needs

This positioning is also mirrored in the topics the different projects mention,

leading us not only to their theoretical concepts; here, we can also uncover the

projects’ overarching aims and thus (hidden) normativities. These constitute

the discursive (as language/text) aspect of the mapping dispositive, and lead

to the identification of the “urgent needs” the dispositive responds to.

A firstmajor storyline (Keller 2011a, 235) that emerges from the analysis is the

transformations in the “religious landscape of late modernity” (Martikainen

2004, 2; Ahlin et al. 2012). Across the three decades and the different discur-

sive positions, the analyzed materials commonly identify a lack of empirical

knowledge about the makeup of religion in situ—in light of the (dramatic)

changes brought about by large-scale societal trends—as a motivation behind

their research endeavor. The topical terminology that discursively flags these

trends is that of “secularization” and “pluralization,” “immigration” and “global-

ization,” and “individualization” and “alternative forms of religion or spiritual-

ity.” Additionally, the qualification of how to approach the plurality of religions

that results from these trends ranges from an endeavor to “get a grip on the new

complexity”7 (Ostenrath and Schneemelcher 2003, 6 [Bonn 2003]), to appreci-

ation for the colourful diversity (Hafner, Völkening, and Becci 2018: 9), to the

reminder that “religion is still there, despite it all” (Halle 2001).

When it comes to how exactly these transformations are addressed in the

mappings, the aims that can be attributed to a sociological perspective dif-

fer from a more anthropologically minded, study of religions one. The former

wants to understand the change, the latter its erstwhile result. Or, more figura-

tively:Where one wants to “measure the congregational landscape” (Körs 2018,

120) in order to “differentiate between different degrees” of plurality (Krech

2009, 140 [North Rhine-Westphalia 2006]), the other wants to give insight into

religious lifeworlds (Bremen 1990, Bonn 2003, Graz 2010), and paint a “portrait”

(Vaud 2017) of the communities that make up this religious landscape. Vaud

2017 does this quite literally, using artistic photographic portraits, which make

up a large part of the printed publication (Marzi 2020).

The approach that is most characteristic of the mapping dispositive is the

second of these two. In all three decades investigated here, the projects—being

7 In the original, “neue Unübersichtlichkeit.”
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ethnographic and, at times, historical in outlook—set out to “document” the

status quo, and “take stock” (Vaud 2017, Vienna 2011, Bremen 1990, Berlin 1992)

of “all the participants in the religious field” (Potsdam 2018, Vaud 2017), espe-

cially the minorities. They aim to provide evidence of the plurality of religions

(Baumann 2005, 61 [Lucerne 2004]), and to make it “transparent” (Graz 2010,

St. Gallen 2012, Bonn 2003)—to give a “comprehensive image” (Berlin 2003).

They see their output as an “accurate snapshot” (Regensburg 2000, St. Gallen

2012, Marburg-Biedenkopf 1995), or as the latest “building block of a local con-

temporary history of religions” (Hannover 2013, Geneva 2012, St. Gallen 2012).

Interestingly, this approach is shared by both study of religions and interreli-

gious initiatives in the sample.

Where these two approaches differ, however, is in how broad a concept

of religion is applied. The latter—interreligious initiatives—tend to be more

narrowly oriented according to the world religion paradigm (Hannover 2013);

some projects explicitly exclude “small groups of believers and cults” (Yonan

1993, 5). The former—study of religions approaches—tend to be broader, as

in Vienna 2011 or Potsdam 2018, which deliberately extended the sample to

all manner of groups—humanists and yoga schools included—as long as they

evinced a “comprehensive cosmological and moral outlook on the world”

(Hafner, Völkening, and Becci 2018, 11).

A secondmajor storyline is the idea of knowledge production and education

about religions, as a means to counter prejudice and intolerance, and to further

social cohesion and community relations. While this is found across all three

decades analyzed, there has been a shift in focus, which directly links to the

discursive and sociopolitical context. During the 1990s Germany saw a wave

of xenophobic hate crimes (Green, McFalls, and Smith 2001), addressed in, for

example,Halle 2001, aswell as a heated debate on cults and sects (Seiwert 2004;

Baumann 1998)8 thatwasmentioned critically in, for example, Berlin 2003, and

in the affirmative, in, for example, Erlangen 1999. After the turn of the millen-

nium, the September 11 attacks, and the bombings in Madrid in 2004 and Lon-

don in 2005, set the tone of the debate. Accordingly, “cults” aremostly a topic in

projects from the 1990s, while the contrasting of fanaticism, fundamentalism,

intolerance, and violence with ideas of tolerance and respect is addressed in

projects in both the 1990s and the 2000s, but not in the 2010s. Going into the

2010s, the topics within this storyline become more diffuse, which may hint at

a certain normalization of the experience of the plurality of religions; while the

“reduction of social tension” (Vienna 2011, Hannover 2013) and prejudice (Graz

8 As reflected in the Enquete Commission and its findings (Deutscher Bundestag 1998).
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2010) are still mentioned, so are encounters in a multicultural society (Geneva

2012). Efforts to encourage the use of mappings as tools in teaching the study

of religions, both in schools and universities (Hannover 2005, Munich 2008,

Geneva 2012, Lucerne 2016), or as a response to new legislation (Vaud 2017),

emerge as topics. Last, the internal plurality of religious traditions becomes a

more visible topic (Potsdam 2018, Zurich 2019, St. Gallen 2012).

During the heyday of the mapping projects in the 2000s, the study of reli-

gions was confronted with an ambiguous climate, torn between the wish to

advocate for recognition and acceptance of religious minorities and immi-

grant religion, the disavowal of intolerance and violence, and the fear of reli-

gious fundamentalism. This is aptly captured in the introduction to the Bonn

2003 project that, taking a study of religions perspective, stresses the impor-

tance of approaches to the new religious plurality that neither “call for the

defence of the ChristianWest” nor “idealise intercultural conviviality.” Both of

these stances are attributed to the utter lack of “serious information on that

which is either mistrusted as ‘foreign’ or celebrated as ‘exotic’ ” (Ostenrath and

Schneemelcher 2003, 7).

Producing data on how religion and religious plurality are practiced, to

counter and relativize public opinion (Potsdam 2018, Halle 2001, Bonn 2003,

Marburg-Biedenkopf 1995), is an aim that has remained relevant across the

three decades. It is shared by both the anthropological study of religions and

the interreligious actors in the dispositive, albeit with differing sensibilities.

The latter group champions interreligious dialogue and encounter (Regens-

burg 2008, Graz 2010, Hannover 2013), to make visible and impart knowledge

on lesser-known communities, to foster interreligious understanding (Halle

2001, Berlin 1992). The former, by contrast, often identify as leveling actors

(e.g., Vienna 2011, Potsdam 2018, Halle 2011, Marburg-Biedenkopf 1995, Bonn

2003) entering a discourse stacked against certain minorities, to counter the

disproportionately lacking or negative visibility of certain groups (cf. Griera

2013, 230), and the implicit or explicit exclusion following the world religion

paradigm (cf. Baumann andTunger-Zanetti 2018, 202). Hence the calls for non-

partisan knowledge production from both of these discourse coalitions (Keller

2011a, 254)—although the very idea of what could constitute “nonpartisan”

knowledge is itself contested. The question of the role of insider vs. outsider

descriptions is an illustrative case in point, as the qualifications range from

apologetic vs. “neutral and factual” (e.g., Vienna 2011), on the one hand, to

“self-expressions emerging from one’s faith” vs. the “cold lexical view from the

outside” (wcrp Regensburg 2008, 9; or Graz 2010), on the other.

Two central urgent needs can be discerned in the analysis of the aims and

themes, as they cut across the different normative and disciplinary positions as
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well as across the three decades. These urgent needswere flagged by the chang-

ing sociopolitical discourse andwere reacted to by the various actors discussed

here, leading to the formation of themapping dispositive as a recurring pattern

of response. First, the dispositive deals with the perceived challenge of changes

in the religious landscape and in the formof religious practice inEuropean late-

modern societies—particularly the question as to how these changes play out

in the local setting, and how they should thus be navigated and governed. Sec-

ond, the dispositive addresses the perceived challenge of religiousminority sit-

uations, community relations, societal cohesion, and (religious) conflict. Both

urgent needswere supposed to be countered by the production of valid, empir-

ically grounded knowledge, and the mapping dispositive is a recurring pattern

for doing exactly that. As such, the mapping dispositive can be considered a

precursor to the increasingly large-scale, interdisciplinary, and policy-oriented

research programs that started running in the early 2010s (Davie 2013, xiii).

For the study of religions to speak to this growing societal attention to—and

problematization of—the plurality and diversity of religions became possible

because of the reorientation of the discipline toward contemporary issues. To

answer to these two urgent needs was a move not only to showcase expertise,

but to claim relevance and legitimacy (Beutter and Kühle, forthcoming).

3 Conclusion

When browsing through the projects, one feature caught my eye: the recurring

presence of Grusswörter. Thesewelcome addresses are highly visible fragments

of discourse, that are uncommon in German-language academic publications.

They are most often written by mayors or other political actors, such as rep-

resentatives of migration and integration departments, or, at times, by uni-

versity professors or representatives of the established churches. All of these

qualify as highly prestigious Sprecherpositionen (Keller 2011a, 234) that flag

legitimacy and relevance within the discourse, hinting at the institutionalized

infrastructure of power and knowledge that undergirds the individual utter-

ance. They can thus be read as attempts to stabilize a claim to the legitimate

form of knowledge—the “truth” about the matter—and as emblematic of the

discursive configuration of power and knowledge that the mapping disposi-

tive responds to. In the case of the mayors, it is an informal act of politically

acknowledging the plurality of religions as a given that is relevant for the

greater public to know about and is worth engaging with. In addition, the pres-

ence of Grusswörter is a testimony to the mapping dispositive’s position at the

interface of public and scientific discourses.
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Here, we come full circle, to see how the mapping dispositive—with its

printed and digital artifacts, the actors involved in their production, the insti-

tutions funding and facilitating the research, and the storylines, aims, and

themes they propel—forms “discourses as institutionalised practices of asser-

tion, bound up with techniques of power that produce truth—truth in the

sense of a valid knowledge of reality” (Diaz-Bone 2022, 16).

Dispositives are “infrastructures that emerge out of a discourse (or several

discourses) to deal with the real-world phenomena addressed by the discourse

in question” (Keller 2021, 41).

The relationship between discourse, as language and text (such as the the-

oretically or value-based themes and goals), and practice, as real-life activity

(such as creating representations of the local plurality of religions in books

and websites, let alone their use in teaching situations or for interreligious

encounters), is neither straightforward nor unidirectional (Keller 2011a, 259).

Nevertheless, the analysis has shown how the shifting discourse over the last

three decades has translated into a persistent, materially based infrastructure

of knowledge production and representation. This infrastructure is enmeshed

in sociopolitical, academic, and religious power relations,which, in turn, repro-

duces the discourse at hand.

Central elements of how the mappings model and represent the idea of

the plurality of religions are the local groundings of lived religious practice,

generally structured along the lines of the religious communities, their places,

and the religious tradition by which the analyses label them. In this, the world

religion paradigm remains prevalent, while more dynamic, non-organization-

based forms are a challenge not only to the discourse in general, but also for

the empirical form of representation that is the mapping. They thus remain

invisible and uncharted (cf. Griera, Müller, and Martínez-Ariño 2023, 177).

Nevertheless, the mapping dispositive transformed a diffuse feeling of

change into an emblematic image of the local religious landscape. “Maps as

symbolic representation of the materiality of places of worship, instantiate

diversity, a category and a religious reality that is otherwise abstract and dis-

embedded” (Griera, Müller, and Martínez-Ariño 2023, 175)—with all the valu-

ation and silences, constructions, and reductions this presupposes and entails.

More abstractly, not only is map—despite its “ontological power” (Pavlovskaya

2016, 157)—not territory; it is meaningful practice that brings place into being

(Smith 1987, 26–28, 96–117). Part of this meaningful practice is the creation of

maps—both in a narrow and a broad sense—and these maps will say as much

about the space they make sense of as about the discursive conditions from

which this sense emerges. Consequently, as Smith reminded us, “maps are all

we possess” (1978, 309), meaning that we cannot do away with representation;
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it is all the more important to understand the infrastructure and its anchor-

ing in knowledge-power relations that our representations grow out of and

respond to. Read as a dispositive, this infrastructure is mandated to deal with

two “urgent needs”: (1) the perceived challenges of shifts in the local religious

landscape, and, more generally, the changes in the role and form of religion

in contemporary society, and (2) the societal tensions and political conflicts

arising from and attributed to the religious minority situation related to these

shifts.

The study of religions shares these themes with the other actors, and it

fights for the visibility of its distinct perspective—hence the focus on sci-

ence communication to the public, to sharpen the profile of the study of

religions (e.g., Steinbeiss 2015, 95 [Vienna 2011]) in the broader discourse.

In the dispositive, there are a number of different discursive coalitions that

we may identify: (1) the more anthropologically informed study of religions,

(2) the sociology of religion, (3) professionals in education, (4) profession-

als in integration work and policy, (5) interreligious initiatives, and (6) “cult-

watching” actors. These coalitions are interested in: (1) the documentation of

religion as it is lived in the locality, (2) the transformations through plural-

ization and secularization, (3) material for teaching about religion, (4) infor-

mation for migration, policy, and intercultural work, (5) interreligious peace-

building and understanding, and (6) theological evaluation and apologetics,

respectively. However, these discourse coalitions are not hermetically sealed

camps—rather, they evolve as coeval initiatives, with selective or locally pre-

structured alliances.

Thus, the analysis of the mapping dispositive has not only shown these

projects to be a discursive infrastructure for producing valid knowledge about

religion in the contemporary world; its material forms and institutional under-

pinnings have had the power to shape what is known to be relevant and true

about religions in the local setting. The analysis has also shown the study

of religions as a distinct voice and decisive player in this discourse, and, at

the same time, it has exemplified how the discipline is intricately entwined

with competing and coalescing discursive positions, as well as with techno-

logical, institutional, and material conditions, all interlocking in the disposi-

tive.
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