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Course Description

From times of mythology and ancient Greece, Rome and Judaism, to the secularism
and late modernity of the 20th and 21st centuries, religious individuals and groups
have rebelled against established religious systems, and political leaders,
governments and established society.

Rebellion appears at the very genesis of many religions, both ancient and modern,
and it continues to mark moments of transformation in states and societies. We see
it today as well, from the exile of the Dalai Lama, to upheavals in Europe, the US,
and in the Middle East. Rebellion — against established religious, political and social
structures — seems a key driver of the history of religion itself, past and present.

We may agree or disagree with the rebels, but their actions carry important lessons
on the dynamics of power, resistance and change. Authorities tend to respond by
defending the status quo with increased control and security, while oppositional
groups develop new forms of organisation and protest.

In this course, we explore religion as a form of counter-power and social critique.
Studying religious rebellion offers students a unique outsider’s perspective on
religion, society, and politics, and helps us understand some of the key tensions that
shape the modern world.

We begin by examining the myths, histories, and ideas that frame movements of
religious resistance. We then analyse recurring patterns in religious conflict and
innovation, showing how similar structures appear across different contexts, often in
new and surprising ways. In the second part of the course, we focus on conflicts that
continue to influence global politics and culture today.

Course Overview

Part 1. Religious Rebellion in Mythology and History

Session 1: Foundational myths of rebellion

We begin by looking at foundational myths of rebellion—humanity’s fall and the
cosmic struggle of the gods—while introducing theoretical lenses that will guide the
course.

Session 2: Moses the Liberator

This session explores Jewish resistance against imperial domination, from the
Temple’s destruction to apocalyptic sectarianism and armed revolt.

Session 3: Jesus the Radical



Here we study Jesus as a radical challenger of authority and the early Christians as
a subversive community, persecuted for their refusal to conform.

Session 4: Muhammed the Revolutionary

We consider Muhammad’s role as both rebel and state-builder, and we discuss the
concept of 'heresy' as a category of religious boundary-making and control

Session 5: Rejection of the Temporal World

This class examines withdrawal and reform as rebellion, from the Desert Fathers’
radical asceticism to monastic reforms challenging ecclesial laxity.

Session 6: Reforming the World

The final session of Part 1 focuses on the upheavals of the Reformation and radical
reformers, and the violent attempts to restore order that followed.

Part 2. Religious Rebellion in the 20th and 21st Century.

Session 7: Dangerous Dissidence

We trace the legacies of nonconformity and survival: from early Puritans shaping
dissenting traditions to Indigenous religious resilience as radical hope in the face of
cultural devastation.

Session 8: World Wars and Religious Resistance

This session examines faith as a force of resistance under fascism, focusing on
Jewish, Catholic, and Muslim resistance and struggles for survival and integrity
before and during World War Il.

Session 9: The Wretched of the Earth

We turn to religion in the anti-colonial struggle, contrasting militant rebellion with
nonviolent resistance, from Fanon’s call to arms to Gandhi, Ghaffar Khan, Mandela,
and the Dalai Lama.

Session 10: Religious and Political Terror

Here we study the entanglement of religion and political violence in the modern era:
Jewish insurgency and Palestinian resistance. Northern Ireland and the Catholic-
Protestant Conflict. Islamic radicalism from Hizb-ut-Tahrir and Hamas and to ISIS
and Al-Qaeda.

Session 11: Religious Rebels in the 20th and 21st Centuries

This class explores rebellion from behind bars—how prison shaped religious thinkers
like Malcolm X and Ho Chi Minh—and considers new religious movements as
critiques of mainstream authority.



Session 12: Religious Rebellion in a Global World

We conclude with contemporary religious rebellions: Muslim women’s struggles for
autonomy since 1979 and the framing of climate activism as a spiritual and moral
uprising.

Learning Objectives

By the end of the course, students will be able to:
- Identify key cases of religious rebellion in history and in the modern world.
- Analyse the social, political, and theological significance of religious rebellion.

- Discuss theories of rebellion, ritual, and liminality in relation to concrete case
studies.

- Critically reflect on the role of religion as counter-power in shaping societies past
and present.

Faculty

Niels Valdemar Vinding is an Associate Professor at the Faculty of Theology,
University of Copenhagen, and holds degrees in law (LL.M. in Canon Law, Cardiff
2020) and Islamic Studies (PhD, UCPH 2013). His research focuses on Islam in
Europe, law and religion, and the governance of religious diversity in modern welfare
states. His work is situated at the intersection of socio-legal studies, Islamic studies,
and critical approaches to religion, with particular attention to how states define,
regulate, and produce religion through legislation, administration, and public policy.

Niels has taught at DIS from 2015-2020 and again since 2024.

Jan Loop is Professor of Early Modern History and Religious Cultures at the Faculty
of Theology, University of Copenhagen. He is Principal Investigator of the ERC
Synergy Project The European Qur’an: Islamic Scripture in European Religion and
Culture (1150-1850). His academic background includes a Ph.D. (University of
Berne) and earlier studies in German literature, philosophy, and Islamic studies at
the University of Berne, with additional Arabic studies in Damascus. He held a
Senior Research Fellow at New York University Abu Dhabi between 2016 and 2025.

Jan begins teaching at DIS in 2026.
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We will read sources and excerpts from history and classic literature to further
explore the mythical and historical, and we will take in newer analyses and reports of
the contemporary political and sociological approaches.

Approach to Teaching

In this course, you will gain a broad understanding of how religion can be understood
as a force of rebellion, resistance, and counter-power across historical periods and in
the contemporary world. Through analyses of cases from ancient uprisings to
modern activist movements, you will develop the theoretical and methodological
skills needed to identify patterns of religious rebellion and interpret their social,
political, and theological motivations.

The course draws on theories of rebellion, ritual, and liminality, as well as
perspectives from sociology, anthropology, and political theory. We will train these
approaches through in-class discussions, written assignments and creative outputs
(podcasts, videocast etc.) This gives you considerable freedom to explore the cases
that interest you most, provided you engage critically with the theoretical frameworks
and offer your own analytical reflections.

By the end of the course, you will be well equipped to analyze how religion functions
as a form of counter-power, to understand its role in shaping societies past and
present, and to apply the concepts developed in class beyond the specific cases of
religious rebellion.

DIS Accommodations Statement

Your learning experience in this class is important to me. If you have approved
academic accommodations with DIS, please make sure | receive

your DIS accommodations letter within two weeks from the start of classes. If you
can think of other ways | can support your learning, please don't hesitate to talk
to me. If you have any further questions about your academic accommodations,
contact Academic Support acadsupp@dis.dk.

Expectations of the Students

This class is for students with a global outlook and interest in religious topics. Ideal
for students with an interest or requirement in History, Sociology, Religious Studies,
Theology, Conflict Studies, Global Studies.
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Students are expected to actively participate in the classroom and to contribute
curiously and creatively. In each class session, two small groups of students will be
assigned to present and defend the opposing positions of established authorities and
rebellious movements.

Students will be asked to reflect on their expectations at the beginning of class and
to revisit these and evaluate themselves against these expectations.

Evaluation
Active participation and attendance is part of the overall grade.

Two larger assignments will be given during the class:

Assignment 1: “The Religious World as a World Apart”.
As a written essay, analyse and discuss one or more of the following key pairs of
concepts as part of grasping the world view of ancient and early modern rebel
religions: “Order and chaos”, “Power and counter-power”, “Authority and
authenticity”, “Theology and politics”, “Rebels as heroes and/or prophets

apocalypse”.

, “Utopia or

Assignment 2: “Religious Rebellion in a Global World”.

In a Podcast, Videocast, Interview, Website entry (on Canvas) or similar, explore and
discuss contemporary or future rebellions and reflect on the role that religion plays in
them.

Grading

Roll call 10%
Participation 20%
Assignment 1: 30%
Assignment 2: 40%

Al statement

This course encourages the careful and partial use of Al tools, such as ChatGPT,
Scribe, Microsoft Bing, and Google Bard. Although Al tools are valuable, they should
support human creativity and critical thinking, not replace them. Therefore, using Al
tools is permitted within defined contexts if you include proper attribution. Use Al as
a critical conversation partner or to get feedback on your own work, thinking or
curiosity, but do not let Al write and think for you. The generative Al is not a
substitute for your writing, but may help improve a sentence or run a spell check.



Usage outside of the predefined contexts and without attribution will be considered a
breach of our Academic Honesty Policy. Detailed instructions will be provided during
the course.

Academic Regulations

Please make sure to read the Academic Regulations on the DIS website. There you
will find regulations on:

e Course Enrollment and Grading
o Academic Expectations and Honor Code

DIS - Study Abroad in Scandinavia - www.DISabroad.org



https://disabroad.org/copenhagen/student-resource/academic-regulations/
https://disabroad.org/copenhagen/student-resource/academic-regulations/course-enrollment-grading/
https://disabroad.org/copenhagen/student-resource/academic-regulations/academic-expectations-and-honor-code/
http://www.disabroad.org/

