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IAIN ROSS EDGAR (1948-2021)

The anthropologist Iain Ross Edgar, a long-
time member of the anthropology department 
at Durham University, a leading figure in the 
cross-cultural study of dreams and dreaming 
and a pioneer in developing the imagework 
methods, died in May 2021, aged 72.

Coming of age in the 1960s and leaving the 
coldness of the boarding school environment 
behind, Iain took a gap year and hitchhiked 
throughout divided Europe, the Middle East 
and the USSR. This was a critically important 
formative experience, and a source of incred-

ible stories that he shared with his friends and 
generations of students. Iain read philosophy 
at the University of York 1967-1970. After 
teaching English as a foreign language in 
Spain and London for a few years, Iain trained 
as a social worker (University of Aberdeen), a 
job he held until 1981 when he became a lec-
turer in social work at Newcastle Polytechnic 
(now Northumbria University). Iain was 
always attracted to anthropology and he often 
mentioned that it was the late anthropologist 
David Pocock who introduced him to the 
discipline. In 1986, he completed an MPhil 
in anthropology at Durham University, with 
a nearly 300-page thesis on Peper Harow 
therapeutic community, drawing on ritual and 
symbolic analysis. Iain then moved to his PhD 
under the supervision of Ronald Frankenberg 
at Keele University (1990-1994), researching 
dream cultures and dream narratives in 
therapeutic communities across Britain. This 
resulted in his 1995 study Dreamwork, anthro-
pology and the caring professions: A cultural 
approach to dreamwork, which made a sig-
nificant contribution to the emerging field of 
medical anthropology in the UK at the time, 
as did the collection of essays The anthro-
pology of welfare (1998), which he co-edited 
with Andrew Russell. Iain joined the depart-
ment of anthropology in Durham in 1995, 
where he taught until his retirement in 2014.

Building on dreamwork research in Britain, 
in the late 1990s, Iain started systematizing 
his long-term interest in innovative experi-
ential methodological approaches known as 
imagework. The idea of imagework brought 
together artwork, sculpting, psychodrama, 
gestalt and dreamwork. Iain’s aim was to pro-
vide researchers in anthropology and beyond 
with a data elicitation toolkit for studying indi-
vidual and collective imagination in various 
social and cultural settings, and for the study 
of dreamwork in particular. This came into 
fruition in a classic, A guide to imagework: 
Imagination-based research methods (Edgar 
2004), published in the ASA research methods 
series. It continues to be taught widely in uni-
versity courses worldwide, and Iain was regu-
larly sought to give imagework masterclasses 
for researchers and students across Europe and 
the UK before and after his retirement.

However, it was a global turn of events after 
9/11 and the role of visionary and prophetic 
dreams in them that marked a decisive turn 
in Iain’s focus on Islamic dream traditions. 
In the ensuing decade, he travelled to Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Cyprus, Pakistan, Turkey 
and around the UK, interviewing Muslims of 
all walks of life about their dreams, exploring 
how dream interpretations influence people’s 
decisions. Apart from publishing widely on 
the topic, including The dream in Islam: From 
Qur’anic tradition to jihadist inspiration 
(Edgar 2011), Iain also took on a more pub-
licly engaged role, giving radio interviews and 
public talks. Iain’s work on dreaming tradi-
tions in Muslim societies was often met with 
suspicion by other scholars at first, but his 
openness and his sense of humour usually per-
suaded the people around him to not only put 
aside their misgivings, but actively contribute 

their own dream narratives for his research.
Education and teaching played an impor-

tant role for Iain. He co-edited two EASA 
volumes on education histories and practices 
of European anthropology, Learning Fields 
vol. 1: Educational histories of European 
anthropology (Dracklé et al. 2003), and 
Learning Fields vol. 2: Current policies and 
practices in European social anthropology 
(Dracklé & Edgar 2004) as well as a volume 
Shaping a nation: An examination of educa-
tion in Pakistan (2010) with Stephen M. Lyon. 
Iain was famous among his students for set-
ting off smoke alarms with his smudge stick 
and guiding them on inner journeys with his 
shamanic drumming. As part of the first-year 
induction at Durham anthropology, Iain led 
students through a series of exercises designed 
to break down social barriers. He was generous 
with these exercises and always willing to help 
his colleagues adapt them and make them work 
in different ways. He had a knack for making 
very serious points through humour and charm. 
He frequently reminded his colleagues not to 
take themselves too seriously and encouraged 
them to remember what their own priorities 
were when they were 18 years old.

Iain had a profound impact on the teaching 
done in Durham University’s Stockton 
Campus. Although the university ultimately 
chose to withdraw from the campus, for the 
two decades that anthropology students lived 
and studied at Stockton, they would all have 
benefited from Iain’s unique blend of laid-
back charm and serious scholarship. Many of 
the students who chose the Stockton Campus 
degrees were the first in their family to study 
at university. Iain took all of his students seri-
ously and gave them time.

One of the keys to Iain’s research and 
teaching was his seemingly endless capacity 
to take other people’s stories seriously. He 
gave his time to others and he listened actively 
and intently. In his research, this allowed him 
to carve out a body of work that genuinely 
broke new ground in analyzing people’s inner 
experiences and understandings of the world. 
In his teaching, this allowed him to transform 
people’s perspectives and open them to new 
ways of appreciating and making sense of the 
world around them. l
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Fig. 1. Fieldwork in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2009.

that anthropology has a lot to contribute to 
understanding the world today. But for that it 
must abandon its current preoccupation with 
how globalization is eroding its traditional 
objects of study.

The French really appreciate Marshall Sahlins, 
as he did them. l
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