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In recent years, the University of Heidelberg in Germany has become a significant
research centre for the study of the global Pentecostal Movement. Yan Suarsana’s
doctorate thesis, which is published in this volume, is an important contribution that emerged from here. It was written while the author worked in the
Department of Church History, and in connection with the Department of the
Study of Religions and Intercultural Theology.
Yan Suarsana’s research focuses, on the one hand, on the analysis of a regional
revival that emerged in India in 1905 around the person of Pandita Ramabai
Sarasvati (1858–1922) – a woman who is still very well remembered in India as a
social activist. Early on, her movement was identified as an part of what became
known as the “Pentecostal Movement”. However, it is unclear how exactly the
Pentecostal Movement emerged here or, more precisely, how a certain religious
expression came to be identified as “Pentecostal” and what significance the
Mukti Revival had in this process of naming or inventing Pentecostalism. This
issue is the other main focus of Suarsana’s study.
Yan Suarsana’s contribution to the field of religious historiography therefore
does not simply consist of presenting another story about the so-called
Pentecostal Movement. Rather, he presents a meticulous analysis of the manifold,
not seldom interested or even biased narratives about the Mukti Revival and
the various attempts of identifying this religious revival, which emerged in India
and with an Indian woman in the leading role, as “Pentecostal”. The discourse
analysis that finally led to the identity marker “Pentecostal Movement” (or
that led, in the words of the title of Suarsana’s treatise, to the “Invention of the
Pentecostal Movement”) is an exciting read and stimulates further discussions
and reflections.
Yan Suarsana structured his analysis in a clear, logical, and lucid way. After an
introduction (section 1), section 2 takes a first look at the phenomenon usually
described as the “Pentecostal Movement”. Under the heading “The precarious
status of the pentecostal movement as object of religious historiography”, the
author presents the most salient attempts of defining the movement, as well as
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the most common approaches to its religious historiography. After a critical
discussion of the problems and predicaments that emerge here, the author
arrives at two basic insights, which serve as a guide for his subsequent presentations and analyses of the rich material he gathered about the Mukti Revival.
First, concerning the question of defining the Pentecostal Movement, Suarsana
borrows from Michael Bergunder’s discourse-analytical theory, which holds that
the Pentecostal Movement can be described on a synchronous level via a set of
present discourses and relations, and on a diachronic level via a precise historiography of Pentecostalism. Second, Suarsana applies a discourse-analytical
methodology to his critical discussion of the context, of the statements by
contemporary participants, witnesses, or early interpreters of the revival, and,
finally, of the later historiography about Pentecostalism, into which the Mukti
Revival was incorporated.
The third section, with the heading “Colonialism, Civilizing Mission, and
Christian Mission”, therefore does much more than to simply provide historical
background and context in which the Mukti Revival emerged. Rather, it outlines
the historical forces of colonialism and globalization in British-India, explores
how difference was imposed and thereby a sense of culture as ideology, which
was part and parcel of the colonial discourse. Moreover, it also surveys the
relevant religious context in India as well as in the West. In elaborating the
strained relations between the West and India, the author lays the foundation for
his subsequent analysis of the different narratives that became connected with
the Mukti revival. The chapter thus highlights the various perspectives that have
informed the specific narratives around and about the Mukti Revival.
Section 4 presents those narratives about the revival in India. In focusing on
different persons, their narrations, and interpretations – beginning with Pandita
Ramabai herself and then continuing to a number of others, usually people from
the West who associated themselves with the so-called Mukti Revival – the
author provides a tapestry of different colours in the description and religious
designation or labelling of the Mukti revival. It becomes evident fairly quickly
how Ramabai and her interpretations were sidelined early on by other, more
dominant voices.
Section 5 presents an analysis of the various statements around the Mukti
Revival. After a more general characterization of these statements and a categorization of the different narratives, Suarsana summarizes the dynamics of the
Mukti Revival discourse and points out the hidden or unsaid aspects present
therein. The author concludes that the name “Pentecostal” served, in retrospective, as a “pure signifier” – something which fills (as the author says) a lack
of substance (p. 315) or (as I understand it) a lack of clear definition of content,
essence or quality. The name “Pentecostal Movement” was adopted in the first
place by the Mukti Revival in order to cope with the encountered differences
to other religious expressions. Originally representing a “pure difference” in the
religious discourse, it emerged as a newly re-designated “identity marker” for
the young religious movement. However, in the then ensuing process of identity
formation, the local, Indian religious personalities and their interpretations
were sidelined. The leading and historically decisive role in constructing of the
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“foundational myth” of the Pentecostal Movement was soon given to personalities from the supposedly global “Pentecostal Movement”, who in reality were
typically of Western origin. In stating that the Indian, nationalistic agency and
narrative of Ramabai herself was soon reduced to play a rather minor role,
Yan Suarsana raises (rightly) Gayatri Spivak’s question whether “the Subaltern
can speak”. The “Invention of the Pentecostal Movement” thus appears to be
achieved at the price of marginalising Ramabai’s own contribution and narrative.
The “historiographic discourse”, to which Suarsana eventually turns in section 6,
only underlines his fundamental proposal.
In summarizing his research Yan Suarsana adequately points out that the
Pentecostal Movement was indeed a product or invention of Pentecostal
writers. In the beginning, the Pentecostal Movement was not a clear-cut object
for research; rather the term marked a discursive difference to other objects.
“Pentecostal Movement” meant, on an synchronous level, a set or cluster
of discourses centred around certain religious expressions, assumptions or
convictions; and on a diachronic level it pointed to an interpretative history, a
series of historical narratives that show a development or a “history” of the object.
In other words: there is no identity of origin, but only the non-identity with other
expressions and phenomena; the identity of the Pentecostal Movement emerged
only over time as a product of various discourses in a growing Pentecostal
historiography.
Yan Suarsana’s research is outstanding in many ways. He has collected a
wealth of material, which he arranged and interpreted in a lucid manner – all in
German, but usually providing the original English quotations in the footnotes.
He also redeemed the important personality of Pandita Ramabai Sarasvati from
Western as well as Indian forgetfulness: In pointing to the great contribution
Ramabai made in and for India, and by highlighting the appreciation she still
enjoys there as an Indian nationalist, Suarsana recalls an aspect of her biography
that is almost unknown within the Western-dominated religious historiography of Pentecostalism. Conversely, by highlighting her role and significance
as a Christian religious leader and facilitator, he reminds Indian observers of
aspects of her biography that are hardly known in her home country, let alone
commemorated or appreciated. Finally, the author also helps us understand,
why her Christian voice and her indigenous agency soon became dominated by
other voices, not at least due to the colonial context. The book is thus a great
and stimulating example for the significance of a post-colonial perspective in
the study of religious pasts – or, in the words of the author, for the “post-colonial
historiography of religions”.
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