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Digital Scholarship and Teaching 
 
 

The “Pandemic Pivot” required faculty to move their courses online. Communities of colleagues across the 
nation shared ideas on busy Facebook feeds. Some made this move easier than others, based upon individuals’ 
experience with online teaching. In an instant, our teaching joined the burgeoning digital scholarship that 
marked various disciplines working in American religion. What is the future of digital scholarship and 
teaching? How are they tied together or distinct? What are the unique challenges and advantages of digital 
work? How would you characterize the current state of affairs and what is on the horizon? 
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Hussein Rashid 
Independent Scholar 
 
 

 need to be up front as to how I’m using my time. This 
presentation is a chance to reflect and think through with 
bright minds what is next in the representation of 

religions. It is a reflection and process paper. This talk is 
about education, more so than pedagogy, but education 
outside of the classroom. I firmly believe that our students 
are our first public, and when we take teaching seriously, we 
are invested in public scholarship as an integral part of the 
professorial mandate.1  

This particular paper will focus on education 
through museums. It will include reflections on work I have 
done in museums, in order to get us to a point of discussing 
what can and does the digital enable. I will start by thinking 
about the digital humanities, how it got me thinking about 
museums, and returning to the potential of digital and 
material experiences, and now incorporating immaterial 
culture and role of people. 
 
Digital Humanities and Religious Studies 
 

Several years ago I co-authored a report with Chris 
Cantwell for the SSRC called “Religion, Media, and the 
Digital Turn.” It was, primarily, about what the digital 
humanities means in and for the Study of Religion.2 Towards 
the end of the report we raise a series of thoughts about what 
the future may bring. These thoughts are in the context of 
authority and authorization, pointing out the ways our 
discipline is premised on authorization, not authority, to 
continuously reinscribe colonial power structures. 

We posit that the preference of the academy for sole 
authored monographs contributes to the maintenance of 
these power structures, and that digital humanities projects 
destabilize the emphasis on authorization. For DH projects, 
collaboration and iteration are key philosophical 
underpinnings of the work, and thus move from the colonial 
model of authoritarianism. 
 
We write in the report: 
 

One can imagine publications that are 
multidisciplinary and multi-layered, such 
as the living history of a particular site like 
Touba, Senegal. Built around a vision of 
Ahmadou Bamba, and ultimately his 
burying place, one can construct a 
presentation of the city through digital 
scholarship that covers architecture, urban 
design, history, hagiography, music, 
clothing, dance, etc. The core only needs to 
be built out by a small group, which then 
invites other contributors to build on the  
 

 
 
 
 
site, thus making it a multivocal, 
multilinear study of religion that more 
closely approximates how religion 
functions in the world. 
 
By focusing on a multi-sensory approach to 
faith, the limits of the original construction 
of study of religion become clear. … 
 
Some potential directions involve thinking 
about religious practice, particularly when 
it has not or cannot be recorded; religious 
literacy; civilizational webs; non-linear 
temporal thinking; and spatial thinking. By 
moving away from text-centric approach, 
not only can academics supplement 
scriptural bases with aspects of lived 
religion, but can also structure ways of 
capturing non-text religions, where an oral 
tradition dominates, or itinerancy limits the 
ability to preserve artifacts.3 

 
[TLDR: The Study of Religion is a colonial discipline and 
digital humanities offers one vehicle for breaking the 
structures of the discipline.] 
 
Religion and Museums 
 

My personal chance to experiment with what we 
wrote in that report came when I had an opportunity to work 
with the Children’s Museum of Manhattan on an exhibit 
called America to Zanzibar: Muslim Cultures Near and Far. 
Unlike “grown-up” art object museums like The Met, 
children’s museums are more experientially play oriented. 
At the same time, children don’t come to these museums by 
themselves, but with caregivers, so the audience is dual, and 
teaching strategies must therefore be explicitly dual. 

The AtoZ exhibit became a sandbox to experiment 
with the theory from the report. The content around Islam 
was framed through religious literacy, particularly the 
elements of religious diversity, and the interplay between 
religion and culture.  

We broke up the exhibit into thematic areas, such as 
travel. The trade area was a grand bazaar with stalls from 
different areas of the world were put next to each other, and 
in unexpected ways. So we had a Zanzibari fish market, a 
Turkish ceramic stall, and an Egyptian spice store. We also 
had the Dushanbe teahouse in Boulder, CO, and clothing 
from Petit Senegal in Harlem, NY.  

The children, through their play, did something that 
embodied the learning we hoped for: they took fish from 

I 
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Zanzibar, put them on Turkish plates, dressed in Senegalese-
style clothing, and had lunch in the only Central Asian 
teahouse in the U.S.. They experienced trade and interaction, 
and did not consider it religious, while experiencing what it 
is Muslims do. It demonstrated to their caregivers the 
overdetermination of religion in how the U.S. generally 
understands Islam. 

This sort of experiential play is not usually seen in 
art museums. Although as “Islamic art” galleries — and I’m 
only focusing on Islamic art here — get renovated and 
refurbished in encyclopedic museums like The Met or The 
British Museum they are engaging more with contextual 
experiences. For example, The Met in their new galleries 
built a Moroccan courtyard, which often hosts musicians. 
Yet, the question remains how that context is simply not an 
addition to the type of Western voyeurism of art objects that 
simply reinforces the Orientalist gaze. 

I’ll point to the work of people like Wendy Shaw, 
Mirjam Shatanawi, and Crispin Paine for more detailed 
discussions of the construction of art and the alienating 
effecting of calling a religious object art.4 And of course, 
Dan Hicks book on the role of colonialism in the very 
construction of museums is important to seeing how the 
worst of religious studies and museology reinforce one 
another.5 In a short chapter I wrote about Islam in museums, 
integrating this work on museology, I revisit the potential of 
digital technologies to affect how we can imagine a more 
comprehensive and less colonial vision of representing other 
people. I come back to Touba and suggest: 
 

An interdisciplinary and comparative 
approach to cultural objects seems like an 
ideal place to leverage the power of digital 
technologies in service of the humanities. 
Digital tools offer us the ability to layer 
different types of knowledge with a 
particular thematic focus. For example, we 
could spotlight Touba, Senegal, and 
conduct an analysis of the biography and 
hagiography of the famous Sufi master, 
Cheikh Ahamadou Bamba (1853– 1927), 
layered over a digital map of his travels. 
Doing so would allow us to connect the 
establishment of his tomb and the growth 
of the city around it. Going further, we 
could link this history to the rich musical 
traditions that emerge from the various Sufi 
orders that lay claim to Bamba’s spiritual 
legacy. The annual pilgrimage to Touba, 
commemorating Bamba’s passing, would 
add another sensory experience to our 
understanding of the city. There are also 
mystical readings of the location of the city 
that become important to understanding its 
central role in the life of believers and the 
ways in which Touba was designed. For an 

additional layer of complexity, a digital 
construct of this world could trace the 
members of the various Sufi orders linked 
to Ahmadou Bamba as they move about the 
world, exploring the new social and 
aesthetic structures they create to achieve 
similar ethical ends. Street peddlers in New 
York, or the Bamba Parade in Harlem, 
offer salient examples of the continuing, 
evolving culture of these diasporic Sufi 
communities. 
 
This type of comprehensive narration—
augmented through the use of digital 
tools—forces a discussion about the 
connection between visual and cultural 
(re)presentations of Muslims. It 
demonstrates the complexity of Islamic 
cultures and offers a way to think of the 
term “Islamic” in more comprehensive 
ways than simply through text or object. 
Such a multi-dimensional and 
multisensorial mapping of a Muslim 
community would illustrate how culture 
permeates all aspects of life and reveal the 
role of ritual as a vital part of that culture.6 

 
[TLDR: Museums are sites of colonial violence, and can also 
serve as sites for increased religious literacy, subverting the 
colonial legacies of both Religious Studies and museology.] 
 
Get to the Point: What’s Next? 
 

It may seem that my point is that we just keep 
iterating around Touba. While I am not opposed to doing 
that, it is in fact not my point. Rather, it’s about pointing out 
what the iteration of an exhibit around Touba reveals around 
the limits of digital interventions in teaching. 

You’ll note, I hope, that when I spoke about the 
AtoZ exhibit, that I mentioned not overdetermining the role 
of religion, but in that process, there is a risk of 
undetermining the role of religion, in a way similar to art 
museums. We mitigated that by having Muslims speaking 
about their religious identity and understanding. Audio 
recordings supplemented objects that we had on display. 
That sort of connection is obviously thin and aspirational, 
although in a small space of AtoZ of about 3000 sq. ft. it is 
not unreasonable. And having done the audio recordings, I 
have to wonder if that sort of intervention adds enough 
complexity and context, not just in terms of content, but in 
terms of form. 

The thing I keep coming back to is the place of 
people, not just in recordings or videos, but in their presence. 
AtoZ, at its best, worked when children of religious or ethnic 
heritage in the space were playing with kids who were not 
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from a shared background. The first set of children could 
speak to their own experiences in ways that were appropriate 
for the moment, because they were responsive to the 
situation at hand. 

This, of course, brings to mind one of the primary 
intervention of Birmingham school of cultural studies. It’s 
about the people.  

The versioning of Touba I have depends on 
continuing to assume that we in religious studies and/or 
museology still have the ability to authorize who gets to 
speak and how. The digital makes context more accessible 
and reproducible, and we can weaken colonial models 
without abandoning them. So the next iteration I propose for 
my Touba exhibit is to add people.  

We are making strides in multiple disciplines with 
the engagement of communities we study, whether is 
community-based learning or advisory boards. But for this 
iteration, I’m thinking of something more comprehensive. 
At the very least, co-creation and presence. There is no better 
way to give context to an object than to see it being used; to 
watch it live outside of its glass case. (And for those worried 
about the capitalist implication of letting expensive things 
out into the wild, we can use analog objects, because many 
of these objects do continue to be used.) I think the space of 
Touba looks very different from my vantage point than that 
of a member of the Mouridiyya.  

But the least is not what should be on offer. My 
modest proposal is to cede space and resources, and offer 
ourselves as the secondary partner, if we are invited. The 
Mourides can plan, organize, and display their experiences 
that demonstrate the living nature of the people, the religion, 
and the objects.  
 
[TLDR: It’s about the people. The digital has to be second.] 
 
Conclusion 
 

For those of you familiar with Freire and hooks, 
what I’m about to say is not new.7 Teaching can be a 
liberatory act, not just for our students, but for us. In working 
to create alignment between what we teach and how we 
teach, there has to be a continuous move towards centering 
the human experience and the experience of being human. 
This idea of teaching is not limited to the classroom 
environment, but extends out to other spaces of education, 
including museums. The digital is simply a way to break the 
norms that keep us from imagining what else may be 
possible. 
 
[TLDR: Don’t add to the dumpster fire.] 
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