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Third World Studies questions the very social formations that enable the study of religion 

Justin K. H. Tse 

 

Published in Anxious Bench, 2019 April 4 

https://www.patheos.com/blogs/ecperson/2019/04/04/third-world-studies-questions-the-very-social-

formations-that-enable-the-study-of-religion-with-melissa-borja-on-the-anxious-bench/  

Over at The Anxious Bench on one of our sister channels on Patheos, my friend and colleague 

Melissa Borja, a historian of race and religion in America at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, 

has an interview with four of us, her colleagues in this field, about the impact of ethnic studies on 

religious studies. She asked us about it in the context of the fiftieth anniversary of the Third World 

Liberation Front strikes in the Bay Area in 1969, which were the movements that gave us the 

disciplines in which we work.  

Here’s the first part of what I said: 

In Racial Formations in the United States, Michael Omi and Howard Winant have one of the best 

takes, I think, on why the interrogation of racial formations has been so central to American studies. 

Calling the Civil Rights Movement the beginning of ‘the great transformation,’ what Omi and Winant 

help us to see is that by calling attention to race, what began in the 1950s led to what they term the 

‘politicization of the social,’ the revelation that there were multiple inequalities and oppressive 

structures – gender, sexuality, religion, age, ability – on which American society was founded and that 

there were multiple ways to reckoning with these legacies. The Third World Liberation Front, which 

gave birth to what we now call ‘ethnic studies’ (but which the historian Gary Okihiro argues should 

be called Third World Studies), was a radical movement that framed oppression in American society 

as overflowing the borders of the United States, a much broader geographical vision than the Civil 

Rights Movement had (at least as it was popularized, as Martin Luther King, Jr. had a rather radical 

international vision of decolonization and the problems of American militarization around the world 

too). Racial formations are not just an American problem; the international order itself has since the 

dawn of modernity and the age of European expansion been constituted by what the sociologist 

W.E.B. DuBois calls the ‘global color line.’ The disciplines that were born from the Third World 

Liberation Front – Asian American studies, African American studies, Chicano/Latino studies, Native 

studies – were not originally interested in how people of color fit into the American social and 

political order. They were interested in what these peoples do, can do, and have been doing for 

themselves around the world and how peoples of color in the United States could be part of a 

movement of global solidarity with them. 

What Okihiro is very good about showing is that the real challenge for ethnic studies writ large is that 

it is all too easily domesticated by narratives of assimilation and liberal identity politics. This is 

especially a problem in religious studies, where ethnic studies can be reduced to trying to figure out 

whether peoples of color have assimilated into American society through religious institutions or how 

they negotiate multiple social identities. Granted, these are longstanding research agendas within 

American religious sociology, but with such a reduction, the challenge that the Third World 

Liberation Front posed becomes muted. The question that Third World Studies opens up in the study 

of religion, it seems to me, is how that muting came to happen in the first place, especially in religious 

communities and academies. How was it that the movements that were associated with Third World 

liberation and thus produced their own forms of liberation theology so easily forgotten, and the 

conservatism of communities of color, including with the rise of evangelical religiosities, taken to be 

normal? How did ethnic studies become conceived as the study of religion as a pathway to 

assimilation and new ethnic forms of identification? Would it be fair to say that the core debates in 

religious studies about whether scholars should be invested in the political tasks of articulating 
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theologies and putting them into practice have something to do with the contradiction that the Third 

World Liberation Front and the social movements that arose in tandem with it posed in the 1960s? In 

this way, Third World Studies questions the very social formations that enable the study of religion. 

The question, I think, is whether this challenge will continue to be muted.” 
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