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Abstract and Keywords

The Oxford Companion to Secularism provides a timely overview of the new multidiscipli-
nary field of secular studies. This field involves philosophy, the humanities, intellectual
history, political theory, law, international studies, sociology, psychology, anthropology, ed-
ucation, religious studies, and additional disciplines, all showing an increasing interest in
the multifaceted phenomenon known as secularism. As the history of the term “secular-
ism” shows, it has long been entangled with many related issues, such as unorthodoxy,
blasphemy, apostasy, irreligion, religious criticism, agnosticism, atheism, naturalism,
earth-centered -isms, humanism (and trans- and posthumanisms), rationalism, skepticism,
scientism, modernism, human rights causes, liberalism, and various kinds of church-state
separation all around the world. Secularism’s relevance also continues to grow due to the
dramatic rise of irreligion and secularity in most regions of the world. These trends are
leading more and more scholars from a variety of disciplines to investigate secular life
and culture in all its varied forms.

Keywords: secular, secularity, secularism, secular studies, atheism, freethought, liberalism, church-state separa-
tion, religious studies

ON 13 July 2010, France’s parliament voted—nearly unanimously—to ban the wearing of
veils that cover the face in public places, a vote seen as targeted specifically at Muslim
women who wear veils as a religious obligation. On 8 January 2011, Leo Igwe, an outspo-
ken secular humanist, was imprisoned and beaten by the police in Uyo Akwa state in
southern Nigeria for attempting to rescue two children who had been accused of witch-
craft and subsequently abandoned by their families. On 14 November 2012, Jamaica’s
public transport authorities banned lay preaching and commuter evangelizing on all pub-
lic buses. On 27 June 2013, Julia Gillard ended her three-year term as the twenty-seventh
Prime Minister of Australia; in addition to being the first woman in that office, she was al-
so an out atheist, publicly open about her lack of belief in God and nonreligious identity.
On 12 March 2014, the Supreme Court of Israel voted to end military exemptions for
thousands of ultra-Orthodox young men in religious seminaries. On 13 November 2014,
the Pew Research Center released the results of a survey on religion in Latin America, re-
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porting that 37 percent of Uruguayans, 16 percent of Chileans, 9 percent of Costa Ricans,
8 percent of Brazilians, and 4 percent of Peruvians are atheist, agnostic, or “of no particu-
lar religion.” On 9 January 2015, Raif Badawi was escorted out of his prison cell and tied
up in front of a mosque in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, where a throng of spectators watched as
he received fifty lashes by a government whip, the first fifty lashes of one thousand lashes
that he is sentenced to receive while incarcerated for the next decade. His crime? He
wrote some skeptical blog posts critical of religion. On 5 May 2014, the United States
Supreme Court ruled that it is constitutionally legal for city council meetings to begin
with sectarian prayers. On 5 August 2015, Hindu activists took to the streets of Katman-
du, Nepal, protesting against the inclusion of the word “secular” in the nation’s first post-
monarchy constitution. Many politicians in Nepal regard the constitutional designation of
their nation as a secular state as a safeguard for religious freedom and tolerance, but oth-
ers—particularly the protestors—worry that it will corrode Nepal’s Hindu culture.

While these events chosen from headlines of the previous decade are certainly disparate,
they do have one thing in common: they all concern various forms, manifestations, or as-
pects of contemporary secularism. They also provide compelling evidence that secularism
is a significant factor in societies and cultures the world over, and one that ®.2) increas-
ingly demands attention and analysis. It is with this conviction that this volume has been
published: an assemblage of essays from leading scholars across philosophy, the humani-
ties, intellectual history, political theory, law, international studies, sociology, psychology,
anthropology, education, religious studies, and additional disciplines, all showing an in-
creasing interest in the multifaceted phenomenon known as secularism. This handbook
on secularism is, we hope, a timely overview and helpful contribution to the new multidis-
ciplinary field of secular studies. The chapters that follow offer definitions and data, dis-
cussions and controversies, and typologies and theories, as well as detailed case studies,
that are all relevant—indeed, essential—for as thorough an understanding of the secular
and secularism as is currently possible.

Secularism: Definitional Approaches

We did not burden any contributor with defining the secular or secularism for the whole
volume, nor did we impose any definitions upon contributors, leaving authors to explain
key terms from their own perspective and use them for their own purposes. Having liber-
ated the chapters from any imposition, the introduction of core concepts is a task remain-
ing for us as editors, although the chapters by Quack, Keysar, Bruce, and Berlinerblau in
the first section analyze essential aspects of secularity, secularization, personal secular-
ism, and political secularism.

While one can find numerous formulations, articulations, and examples of ideas that
could be fairly classified with secularism amidst the assertions of various ancient Indian,
Greek, Chinese, and Roman philosophers (Larue 1996; Hecht 2003), the term itself came
into its own in the mid-nineteenth century in England. It was the English schoolteacher,
lecturer, writer, editor, and founder of the British Secular Union, George Jacob Holyoake
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(1817-1906), who brought “secularism” into wide usage in 1851. The word had appeared
in print before then, but Holyoake connected it to an affirmative ethical and civic agenda.
Those earlier appearances of “secularism” retained the term’s indication of a contrast
with churchly or spiritual matters, or even a degradation to worldly and materialistic
ways. For example, in 1829 the word “secularism” appeared in a book authored by Noel
Thomas Ellison, a fellow and tutor at Balliol College, Oxford. His book Protestant Errors
and Roman Catholic Truths (1829) sought the reunion of these two Christian denomina-
tions, but each would have to admit its faults; the question is raised whether the Church
of England is vulnerable to “the charge of secularism and worldly-mindedness” (204-205)
raised against it. The next notable instance of the use of “secularism” is in the pages of
The Quarterly Review of December 1842, where an article catalogues anti-Catholic criti-
cisms, such as “its pretensions to exclusive spirituality, and its gross and materializing
secularism” and similar disparagements (Anon. 1842: 239).

As for Holyoake, his story about his own first use of “secularism” placed it in his maga-
zine, The Reasoner. In his book The Origin and Nature of Secularism (1896), Holyoake
says that the issue dated 10 December 1851 was where he first mentions the word “secu-
larism.” His memory, or his scanning of back issues, had failed him. In fact, his first use in
print of “secularism” was in an earlier issue of The Reasoner dated 25 June 1851 where
Holyoake says that he prefers “secularism” as a better label for the worldview he advo-
cates instead of “atheism.”! This ®.3 occurs in his reply to a letter to the editor by a cer-
tain Edward Search—the pseudonym of an ally in radical politics, W. H. Ashurst, who used
“Edward Search” to insert useful letters for stimulating Holyoake’s wise responses. “Ed-
ward” had written to ask for a label to Holyoake’s stance besides “atheist” and suggests
“secularist” instead. Holyoake’s reply agrees that “secularist” seems applicable, and then
he says, “Secularism is peculiarly the work we have always had in hand,” which is “larger
than Atheism, and includes it.”? Holyoake adds that his coming lectures about the “Mar-
tineau and Atkinson Letters” will enlarge on these terms. By May 1851 Holyoake had not
yet published those lectures, but in an issue from that month he gave his answer to the
question of whether Harriet Martineau was an atheist: she was not. Holyoake seemed de-
termined to enlist Martineau in his own secularist ranks, pointing out how she nowhere
denied God’s existence. The Letters On the Laws of Man’s Nature and Development by
Harriet Martineau and Henry George Atkinson had appeared in that year, scandalizing
the literary world. Both writers stated views that evidently sympathized with materialism
and unbelief in the course of criticizing religion thoroughly. Martineau was already known
for her alliance with Auguste Comte, the advocate of irreligious positivism and material-
ism in France; she published a translation of Comte’s Positive Philosophyin 1853.

Readers, then and now, would be understandably confused at this point—if secularism in-
cludes atheism, as Holyoake had said, why would it be important to distance those affirm-
ing atheism from secularism? Who are secularists, if not atheists? The partial overlap be-
tween secularity and atheism allows each to influence the other, but that degree of com-
monality also opens opportunities for each to attempt to manipulate the other (see
Blankholm’s chapter in this volume). Explorations into atheism and secularity can never
be exhaustive, but they are highly suggestive (Antony 2007; Zuckerman 2010; Levine
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2011; Bullivant and Ruse 2013). The type of freethought proceeding all the way to skepti-
cism about God’s existence (Martin 2007; Shook 2010) has had a powerful effect on the
course of social history and politics, far out of proportion to the limited numbers of peo-
ple avowing unbelief or atheism (Harrington 1985; Taylor 2007; Turner 2011; Watson
2014).

The vernacular word “atheist” goes back to the early 1500s and “secular” was visible
soon after, but locating incidences of the word “secularist” before the 1840s is very diffi-
cult. Rare appearances at least indicate that the word had some small degree of common
usage. It appears as early as 1799 in a novel titled Battleridge: An Historical Tale, Found-
ed on Facts (London, 1799), in which one of the characters exclaims, “I am no secularist”
in renouncing all temptation to assist greedy and unworthy protagonists (54). By the
1840s, the word occasionally appears in print as a synonym for “materialist” and the like,
in the context of referring to deviations from orthodox thinking. Holyoake was thoroughly
familiar with materialism, having advocated that worldview from his early days as a free-
thinker. As his reminiscences in The Origin and Nature of Secularism state, his 1843
prospectus advertising his newspaper The Movement declared that “Materialism will be
advanced as the only sound basis of rational thought and practice” (1896: 46). In regards
to practice, Holyoake was quite clear about his civic values. The first issue of The Reason-
erin 1846 announced that it shall be “Communistic in Social Economy-Utilitarian in
Morals-Republican in Politics-and Anti-Theological in Religion.” Issues of The Reasoner
from 1852 onwards associate secularism with those agendas. Martineau herself promptly
allied with secularism; her 1853 letter in the Boston Liberator was oft-quoted by Holyoake
because it captured his intentions. For example, she wrote, “The adoption of the term
Secularism is justified by its including a large number of persons who are not Atheists,
and uniting them for action which has Secularism ®. 4 for its object, not Atheism. On
this ground, and because, by the adoption of a new term, a vast amount of impediment
from prejudice is got rid of, the use of the name Secularism is found advantageous.”3

Robert Cooper, another popular freethinker and atheist in England at that time, attached
himself to the label of “secularist” soon after Holyoake employed it in 1851, and many
others applied that label to themselves, to Holyoake’s satisfaction. However, Cooper soon
turned against Holyoake. Holyoake had always repudiated the term “atheist” because it
carried the negative connotation of abandoning morality along with religion, and it of-
fered no affirmative social agenda besides a combative stance against religion.
Holyoake’s allegiance to rationalism prevented him from knowing whether God exists, a
stance he later called “agnosticism” following Thomas Henry Huxley, lending little incen-
tive to argue for atheism or disparage humble religiosity. By guiding his version of secu-
larism away from unanswerable religious questions and unnecessary atheist proselytiz-
ing, he constructed a nontheist alternative to the strategy of aggressive atheism. That
combative strategy was already taken up by self-proclaimed atheist and leading organizer
Charles Bradlaugh (1833-1891), causing a significant rift dividing the British secularist
movement (Royle 1974; Mullen 1987).
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Holyoake never deviated from his original plan for secularism. The third edition of his
Principles of Secularism stated that secularism is “the study of promoting human welfare
by material means; measuring human welfare by the utilitarian rule, and making the ser-
vice of others a duty of life” (1871: 11) In that year the “Articles of Secular Belief,” en-
dorsed by the London Secular Council but substantially composed by Holyoake, appeared
in The Reasoner.* His 1896 book The Origin and Nature of Secularism stated similar prin-
ciples:

Secularism is a code of duty pertaining to this life, founded on considerations
purely human, and intended mainly for those who find theology indefinite or inad-
equate, unreliable or unbelievable. Its essential principles are three: (1) The im-
provement of this life by material means. (2) That science is the available Provi-
dence of man. (3) That it is good to do good. Whether there be other good or not,
the good of the present life is good, and it is good to seek that good. (41)°

In the hands of Holyoake, secularism was a worldly approach to life, and life’s opportuni-
ties and challenges, unencumbered by anything religious. Despite his continual efforts,
however, it remained entangled with materialism and egoism on the one side and atheism
and anticlericalism on the other. Those entanglements were not going to be papered over,
by Holyoake or anyone else—they were built into the way that Christendom had defined
“secular.”

Defining the Secular

The origin of the word “secular” is Latin: saeculum typically meant a fixed period of time,
an age, one hundred years or so (Feeney 2008: 145). The saeculum was not defined in
contrast to any sacred concerns, and had a freestanding usage in Latin. In Christian Latin
of medieval times, saeculum was a useful term for distinguishing this temporal age of the
world from the eternal realm of God. This term was borrowed by the Romance languages
and easily entered ®.5 Middle English. Basically, something “secular” has more to do
with worldly affairs rather than with religious affairs. Secular princes exercised their civil
authority (piously, the people hoped), while secular monks provided their priestly services
among the people (reverently, the church hierarchy hoped).

One of the earliest large English dictionaries, Dictionarium Anglo-Britannicum: Or, A Gen-
eral English Dictionary (London, 1708) by John Kersey, gave these three definitions:

Secular, belonging to the space of 100 years; also relating to this world, or Life.
Also that is convenient in the World, without being engaged in a Monastick Life.

Secularity, the Condition of a Secular Person, a Secular Life.

To Secularize, to make Secular.
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Nathan Bailey’s An Universal Etymological English Dictionary (enlarged second edition,
London, 1731) does not list “secular” but it does include “secular games” (“once in an age
or an hundred years”), “secularization” (“converting a regular person, place, or benefice
to a secular one”), and “secularness”:

Secularness [secularis, L.] worldliness, addictedness to the things of this world.

Samuel Johnson’s famous A Dictionary of the English Language (1755) gave these defini-
tions:

Secular, adj. [secularis, Latin; seculier, French] 1. Not spiritual; relating to the af-
fairs of the present world; not holy; worldly. 2. [In the church of Rome.] not bound
by monastic rules. 3. [Seculaire, Fr.] Happening or coming once in a secle or cen-

tury.

Secularity, n. s. [from secular.] Worldliness; attention to the things of the present
life.

English dictionaries after Johnson’s typically repeated his definitions. The Encyclopaedia
Brittanica (London, 1773) included “secular” as “something that is temporal; in which
sense, the word stands opposed to ecclesiastical.” Thomas Sheridan’s A General Dictio-
nary of the English Language (London, 1780) restates Johnson’s definitions for “secular”
and “secularity.” The Oxford English Dictionary (OED, 1880s) followed the earlier dictio-
naries and currently provides those two primary meanings for “secular”:

Of or belonging to the present or visible world as distinguished from the eternal or
spiritual world; temporal, worldly.

Belonging to the world and its affairs as distinguished from the church and reli-
gion; civil, lay, temporal. Chiefly used as a negative term, with the meaning non-
ecclesiastical, non-religious, or non-sacred.

The OED, like earlier dictionaries, supplies the primary meaning of “secular” in two con-
cepts—the temporal and worldly—and both of those concepts can be accurately defined
without reference to anything religious. All the same, the secular does make sense as the
contrary of the religious and the alternative to religious ways of life. Correspondingly, two
meanings for “secularization” are primary in the OED:

The giving of a secular or non-sacred character or direction to (art, studies, etc.);
the placing (of morals) on a secular basis; the restricting (of education) to secular
subjects.

The conversion of an ecclesiastical or religious institution or its property to secu-
lar possession and use; the conversion of an ecclesiastical state or sovereignty to a
lay one.
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- 6) The first definition for secularization highlights how a secular standpoint does not
regard any religious standpoint (however religion or the religious may be characterized)
as necessary for expressive or intellectual activities, moral conduct, or learning in gener-
al. Without waiting for religion to congeal or define itself (and pessimism about that is
warranted), secularization would guide humanity in a manner very different from that
presumed by religions, unable to see why human culture and human achievement must
be forever incomplete without the guidance offered by a religious standpoint about other-
worldly or nonnatural matters and values.

“Secularization” refers to some sort of process or set of processes that, if meaningful for
those who live through it, could at most serve as a means, not as an end in itself. The pri-
or questions must be asked and answered: Why should religious conviction relax its grip
on the mentalities of people, and why should religious institutions surrender control over
the workings of society? Those are precisely the questions taken up by secularism. If
there are reasonable answers, secularism must provide them, and the destiny of the secu-
lar may depend on its success.

Due to Christendom’s cultural, intellectual, and political dominion over Europe for so
long, distinct agendas raising rivals to that multidimensional hegemony were inevitable.
And any other civilization’s experiences with a more complex and pluralistic religious his-
tory would naturally witness even greater variability to nonreligious agendas. Is secular-
ism one or many? Perhaps we can see one-in-many. If those distinct agendas each claim to
represent the secular and fulfill secularism, that only displays their family resemblance. If
any of these secularisms claim exclusivity and dismisses the rest as subsidiary or counter-
productive, that preeminence similarly reveals a shared heritage. So it was before
Holyoake attempted their cohesion, and so it remains today.

For example, Jacques Berlinerblau defines secularism as “a political philosophy, which, at
its core, is preoccupied with, and often deeply suspicious of, any and all relations be-
tween government and religion” (2012: xvi). According to Barry Kosmin, secularism “in-
volves organizations and legal constructs that reflect the institutional expressions of the
secular in a nation’s political realm and public life” (2007: 1). Joseph Baker and Buster
Smith define secularism as a “cosmic belief system that is explicitly nonreligious in orien-
tation” (2015: 8). For Philip Kitcher, secularism “claims that there are no supernatural en-
tities” and it entails the expression of doubt in the existence of “deities, divinities, spirits
ghosts, and ancestors ... and the supernatural forces to which the world’s various reli-
gions, past and present, make their varied appeals” (2011: 24).

A considerable amount of definitional disparity is evident. More and more leading schol-
ars are publishing a book with “secularism” in the title, but unless its author is leading a
particular secular approach, it seems harder to find a clear definition of the term within
those books’ pages (see, e.g., Jakobsen and Pellegrini 2008; Calhoun et al. 2011). The lack
of consensus over the meaning or purpose of secularism should no longer be any sur-
prise, given its multiform history and multipurpose potential. Most words, terms, and la-
bels that seek to capture something that is simultaneously social, philosophical, legal, de-
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mographic, historical, and cultural are typically difficult to adequately define. After all,
consider how difficult it is to define “family,” “religion,” “environmentalism,” “art,” or
“fundamentalism” in a way satisfactory to all interested parties.

» o« ” o«

Our considered view, shared by most of the contributors to this volume, judges that it is
best to conceive of secularism as multipronged and multifaceted. And its meaning surely
@-7) varies for different societies the world over. To collect a limited but robust set of

chapters, purporting some degree of adequate coverage to this topic, surely requires
more preparation that the ritual acknowledgments of secularism’s multiplicity. The next
section explains how the secular has become a legitimate object of objective research,
bringing into view expansive fields and enticing questions sufficient to compel further
academic exploration. The final section delineates our chosen design for the initial car-
tography across such broad secular expanses.

Secularism Surging

Obviously, no volume of this kind comes into being out of thin air. Its conception and de-
velopment—and the fact that we have been able to recruit the work of forty-three schol-
ars inquiring into so many aspects of secularism—speaks to the emergent and enlarging
interest in all things related to secularism: unorthodoxy, blasphemy, apostasy, irreligion,
religious criticism, agnosticism, atheism, naturalism, earth-centered -isms, humanism
(and trans- and posthumanisms), rationalism, skepticism, scientism, modernism, human
rights causes, and separations of church and state the world over.

This expanding interest has been increasingly accessible to both public and scholarly au-
diences. The public front has been especially dynamic, as shown by the unprecedented
success of international bestsellers critical of religion by the likes of Sam Harris, Richard
Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, and Ayaan Hirsi Ali, as well as by the scale of reactions
against New Atheism (Amarasingam 2010). A dramatic increase in the size and number of
secularist groups and communities in the United States has also received much attention.
Over two thousand local groups and meetups now dot practically every county of every
state, and national-level associations such as the Secular Coalition and the Student Secu-
lar Alliance have joined older thriving organizations such as the Freedom From Religion
Foundation and the American Humanist Association. And we have observed the emer-
gence of secular organizations seeking to mimic religious congregations; the Sunday As-
sembly movement is currently the prominent example of so-called atheist churches that
have sprouted up in cities all over the world.

The most important component to secularism’s growing significance in the public sphere
has been the dramatic increase of nonreligious people. The voice of religion could not be
expected to fall silent around the world (Berger 1999), but the voices of nonreligious peo-
ple are undeniably more numerous than ever before. For example, the percentage of
Americans who claim “none” when asked what their religion is has grown from 8 percent
in 1990 to 16 percent in 2007 and to somewhere between 23 percent and 30 percent to-
day. And among those between the ages of 18 and 24, 36 percent have no religion. Ac-
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cording to the latest 2015 General Social Survey, 7.5 million Americans have joined the
ranks of the nonreligious since 2012.5

America is no longer looking so different from other regions of the world that are already
quite nonreligious. Whereas only 2 percent Canadians were nonreligious one hundred
years ago, nearly 30 percent of Canadians are nonreligious today (Bruce 2011: 14; Csillag
2013). One hundred years ago, less than 1 percent of Australians were nonreligious, but
today about 20 percent are (Bruce 2011). Surging rates of secularity are even more dra-
matic in Europe. ®.8) A century ago in Holland, around 10 percent of the population
claimed to be religiously unaffiliated; today, it is over 40 percent (Bruce 2011: 10; Hal-
man 2010). And for the first time in Dutch history, there are now more atheists and ag-
nostics in the Netherlands than believers in God (Savela 2015). Back in the 1950s, only 2
percent of British adults said that they did not believe in God, but today over 40 percent
of British adults say that they either do not believe in God or take an agnostic viewpoint,
claiming that God’s existence is impossible to make judgments about, one way or the oth-
er. And nearly half of British adults now claim no religious identity at all (Crockett and
Voas 2006; Bagg and Voas 2010: 97). Seventy-six percent of Swedish adults claim to be ei-
ther atheists or not religious, with citizens of the Czech Republic and Spain not far be-
hind; about half the population of Western Europe describe themselves as either not reli-
gious or convinced atheists (WIN/Gallup International 2015). And recent survey informa-
tion from Japan illustrates extensive secularization over the course of the last century:
sixty years ago, about 70 percent of the Japanese claimed to hold personal religious be-
liefs, but today, that figure is down to only about 20 percent (Reader 2012). Such global
levels of irreligion are historically unprecedented.

In response to the dramatic rise of irreligion noted here, more and more scholars from a
variety of disciplines have started to train their lenses on secular life and culture. The
past decade has seen a true explosion of scholarly interest in matters pertaining to secu-
larism in all its varied forms. In 2005, the Institute for the Study of Secularism in Society
and Culture was founded at Trinity College, established to advance the understanding of
the role of secular values and the process of secularization in contemporary society and
culture. In 2008, the Non-Religion and Secularity Research Network was founded by
scholars at Cambridge University and Oxford University, in an attempt to create an inter-
national and interdisciplinary network of researchers who are focused on the topic of
nonreligion and secularity. In 2011, a department of secular studies was established at
Pitzer College in Claremont, California. Also in 2011, the peer-reviewed academic journal
Secularism and Nonreligion was launched; an open access, interdisciplinary journal, it is
published with the aim of advancing research on various aspects of the secular. In 2012,
the Anthropology Department of the London School of Economics launched a Programme
for the Study of Religion and Non-Religion, with the aim of fostering discussion and re-
search relating to issues “relevant to religion, atheism, secularism, humanism and post-
humanism.”
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If books are a sound measure of productive scholarship, the secular has reached academ-
ic respectability, as the bibliographic effort to keep up with works relating to secularity,
secularization, and secularism is by now nearly unmanageable. The catalogues of every
major publisher and most small presses do not disappoint. New York University Press re-
cently launched a Secular Studies series, meant to provide “a home for works in the
emerging field of secular studies,” with published works “rooted in a social science per-
spective, exploring and illuminating various aspects of secular life, ranging from how sec-
ular people live their lives and how they construct their identities to the activities of secu-
lar social movements, from the demographics of secularism to the ways in which seculari-
ty intersects with other social processes, identities, patterns, and issues.” Also in 2012,
Palgrave Macmillan launched a new book series on “Histories of the Sacred and the Secu-
lar, 1700-2000,” welcoming “book proposals on the history of Atheism, Secularism, Hu-
manism and unbelief/secularity and to encourage research agendas in this area alongside
those in religious belief.” In 2014, De Gruyter also launched a new book series, “Religion
and Its Others: Studies in Religion, Nonreligion, and Secularity,” which “explores nonreli-
gious or ‘irreligious’ phenomena.”

.9 Additionally, numerous academic conferences have been held around the world with
a focus on the secular, such as “Secularism and Religious Diversity in Europe: Opportuni-
ties and Perspectives” at Leuven University, Belgium, in 2012, “Secularism on the Edge:
United States, France, and Israel” at Georgetown University, in 2013, “Religion and
State: From Theocracy to Secularism, and in Between” at Bethlehem University in Pales-
tine in 2013, “Global Secularisms” at New York University in 2013, “Explaining Nonreli-
gion and Secularity in the U.S. and Beyond” at Pitzer College in 2014, and “Women’s Reli-
gious Agency: Negotiating Secularism and Multiculturalism in Everyday Life,” at Uppsala
University, Sweden, in 2015. Attendees at the annual conferences held by the Secularity
and Nonreligion Network, the American Academy of Religion, and the Society for the Sci-
entific Study of Religion are seeing more and more papers and panels about secularism
each year.

It is from within this surging wave of interest in secularism that this volume has come in-
to being. We hope to further and shape this surging growing interest in secularism by
providing in-depth analyses of its many manifestations and implications.

Organizing the Study of Secularism

Admitting how secularism is not easily defined in theory and rarely organized in practice
cannot be avoided by any scholar serious about the subject. Still, that admission is no ex-
cuse for complacency toward the study of secularism lapsing into disarray. Editors of
even a modestly comprehensive volume about secularism cannot avoid their duty to lend
some organization to the ventures of academic inquiry. Fortunately, the root meanings of
both “secular” and “secularity” have been relatively stable for several centuries, and the
“secular” lends its meaning to all of its cognates. To seek what is secular is to observe the
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signs of secularity, and the capacity to identify secularity in turn permits the objective
study of any of its manifestations.

The nonobsolete meanings of “secularity” are these, according to the OED:

The condition or quality of being secular. (a) Occupation with secular affairs (on
the part of clergymen); secular spirit or behavior. Also occas. in wider application:
Worldliness, absence of religious principle or feeling. (b) Lay character (of persons
claiming to be in holy orders). (c) Secular or non-sacred character; absence of
connection with religion.

Setting aside the two specific references to the character or conduct of religious clergy
mentioned in (a) and (b), we are left with these two primary meanings for “secularity”:

Worldliness, absence of religious principle or feeling.
Secular or nonsacred character; absence of connection with religion.

A secular person, social activity, or cultural institution is worldly, concerned for matters of
daily life. To study the secular and secularity is to study the temporal and worldly. From
the concept of the secular itself, five additional broad topics emerge, each dependent up-
on prior concepts higher on the list, amounting to six foundational concepts:

The Secular: features of personal and social matters concerning the mundane tem-
poral world and one’s daily life.

(. 10) Social Secularity: observing and explaining how social/political/economic
(etc.) norms, structures, and institutions have primarily secular functions and
aims.

Secularization: measuring, analyzing, and explaining any growth trends in social
secularity discerned in countries around the world; and studying correlations be-
tween secularization and other socio/cultural features.

Personal Secularity: studying and explaining trends in the numbers and types of
secular people, their degrees of secularity, the correlations with social secularity
and secularization, and the ways that secular people avoid, enter, or cease reli-
gious participation.

Secular Living: inquiring into how people understand their lives and seek mean-
ings and values in worldly ways, along with the study of contrasts between secular
and religious living, and ways secular people interact with religious features of
their society.

Secularism: explanatory justifications for secularization in society and personal
secularity for individuals, and the promotion and improvement of partially or fully
secular living.
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The last topic of secularism is here defined schematically, reliant on more basic secular
concepts yet open to various justifications for any sort of enhancement of secularization
or degree of personal secularity, and undefined with regard to what type(s) of secular liv-
ing may be promoted and to what extent. Conceptions of secularism utilized by our con-
tributors are less schematic and more concrete in order to play useful roles in research
and theorizing from discipline to discipline.

”

“Secularism” is also listed last rather than first because secularism functions as an “-ism
or viewpoint—a view of things with some point to it, which is more about recommending
answers to contentious questions than about asking questions answerable with con-
firmable facts. The first five topical areas are views upon specified matters that can be
roughly understood through the basic concept of the “secular” and objectively described
wherever found by whoever takes the trouble to do it with some scientific care. Particular
devotion to some specific kind of secularism can shape what one sees, yet such partiality
need not doom the academic study of secular matters to subjectivity or relativism, or to
ideology. Furthermore, no preference or commitment to secularism is needed, by the ob-
server or the observed. One can live a secular life and participate in secular folkways and
institutions without thinking of oneself as secular, adhering to secularism, or undertaking
secularist action. Being secular is more like being a pedestrian than a podiatrist. If you
are observed taking advantage of public walkways, you are a pedestrian no matter
whether you would care to tell anyone that you are a pedestrian. On the other hand, if
you are not familiar with what being a podiatrist is like, you are not a podiatrist. Secular
people, in other words, do not have to know how to be a “secularist,” and no endorsement
of secularism is required. As for scholars, they can theorize accounts of secularity and
secularization for due consideration by scholarly communities quite independently of
whether they personally approve or whether they can sympathize with any of
secularism’s agendas.

By contrast, secularism is the sort of thing that typically finds its advancement and advo-
cates in secularists. There is no single type of secularist to be identified, and secularist at-
titudes can be found in unlikely places. Religious people may endorse one or another
agenda of secularism, such as funding public education or separating church from state,
and to that limited extent they could be tagged with holding a “secularist” stance. Like
religious allies, secularists will pick and choose their own priorities, and any such advoca-
cy occurs within the particular local context where one resides and expresses one’s
views. What is manifested as secularism and secularist activism on the ground will vary
greatly from one country to (.11 another, and even from one small territory to another.
Secularism in a Buddhist society may have little in common with secularism in a Christian
society. Islamic culture is hardly the same in every Muslim country, so secularisms in
those countries will correspondingly look different. Any kind of secularism offers a char-
acteristic view with a point that makes sense in its proper context, but no formulaic
method to advancing secularism should be abstractly sought in advance.
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As some chapters expressly warn, secularism is distinct from secularization. seculari-za-
tion can occur in the course of human history without any explicit or organized efforts to
justify or advance it. Secularization does not require lots of secular people, any work of
secularists, or the public promotion of secularism, because secular dimensions to social
institutions and cultural practices can emerge and develop from the ordinary activities of
people in large groups, even large religious groups. Over long periods of time, religious
societies have developed vast secular dimensions, such as educational, economic, or polit-
ical institutions, in the absence of any deliberate attempt to promote secularity or secu-
larization, simply because modified social conditions turned out to arouse and develop
those secular features. Governments refraining from requiring a single religion or pro-
moting any religion, for example, emerged occasionally in the course of civilizations and
empires, without any political secularists involved at all. It is actually an unusual feature
of modern Western civilization and its inheritance from the Greco-Roman civilization that
intellectuals have formulated secular justifications for governments and established
somewhat secular governments.

Although secularism involves the advocacy for and advancement of secularization in some
form or another, secularism is not reducible to a judgment that “nonbelief is growing,”

” “secularization follows modernization,” “secularization fol-
lows science,” or “secularization is inevitable.” Religion’s admirers can admit some validi-
ty to such judgments, if genuinely confirmable, without feeling that they are thereby en-
dorsing secularism. And secularism can be vibrant where nonbelief and secularization is
declining, no modernization or science is around, or even where religiosity’s expansion
seems inevitable. Secularism may (unjustly) gain comfort from sociological or political
predictions, but disappointed predictions cannot touch secularism’s point.

” o«

“secularization is expanding,

Because secularists agree in their secularity but do not necessarily agree about why reli-
gion should be avoided or about specific agendas for resisting religion, the phenomenon
of “polysecularity” has to be recognized. As some chapters explore in more detail, the
emergence of secularity in the form of open opposition to religion lacks a uniform mani-
festation. Across human history and cultures, there have been many phases and modes of
secularism operating in resistance to religious ideas and institutions. Historians of nar-
row scope assume that secularism and modernism are twins born of the same western
European mother, but intellectual resistance to religion was not an uncommon struggle
across the ancient world and the history of Eastern thought.

Six major modes of modern secularism stand out to our Western eyes: political secular-
ism, economic secularism, educational secularism, ethical secularism, scientific secular-
ism, and religious criticism.

Political Secularism: defenses of the secular functions of government, the constitu-
tional secularity of government, and the promotion of governments showing legal
neutrality toward, and relative independence from, religions.
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(. 12) Economic Secularism: the promotion of material values and economic
progress by economic systems relatively free from religious control, along with
scrutiny of proposed measures of secular well-being. Because economic secularity
may require some government scrutiny, advocacy of political secularism may be
involved.

Educational Secularism: advocacy of the widespread availability of primary and
secondary education that is not infused with religious indoctrination or denomina-
tional proselytizing. Because this may require supervision over private schools
and/or government-supported public schools, advocacy of political secularism can
be involved.

Ethical Secularism: scientific explanations for human morality, philosophical justi-
fications for morality’s validity and authority, and promotion of kinds of ethical
systems having only naturalistic bases and secular aims, such as human excel-
lence and happiness.

Scientific Secularism: studying the development and promotion of the sciences
and their methodologies, scientific and naturalistic worldviews, and the virtues/
ideals that scientific research and scientific communities exemplify. The scientific
study of religion and religious experience explaining them in natural terms, is in-
cluded here.

Religious Criticism: criticizing religion and justifying nonbelief, by applying
rhetorical, polemical, and logical means of persuasion. Increasing personal secu-
larity in society is a major goal, along with decreasing religious influence in soci-
ety. Intellectual arguments against religion proceed into the area of atheology and
its defense of atheism.

Political secularism is often regarded as vital or even essential to any mode of secularism,
since its absence practically forbids the effective pursuit of the rest. Religious criticism is
always on call in support of all modes of secularism as needed, and it gains effectiveness
as other modes of secularism become robust.

This short list could easily be subdivided or extended, and no claims for exhaustiveness
are implied. It also bears repeating that different societies will witness their own charac-
teristic patterns of active secularisms. Perhaps economic and political secularisms hap-
pen to be most dynamic for a time, followed by educational and ethical secularisms at an-
other time, or any other combinations, including their decay, decline, or even disappear-
ance. They certainly cannot be expected to march together or necessarily proceed at the
same paces.
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Overview of Contents

The sections to this volume offer coverage of the six foundational secular topics, and the
chapters taken together include discussions relating to each of the six major modes of
secularism, at least a cursory extent.

Part One, “Identifying the Secular, Secularity, Secularization, and Secularism,” provides
orientations and overviews to these concepts, their applications, and their interrelation-
ships. Johannes Quack distinguishes what he calls worldview secularism from political
secularism, pointing out their intertwined histories and contemporary engagements.
Ariela Keysar compares the beliefs of atheists, the nonreligious, and religious people and
specifically analyzes their different attitudes about the question of science conflicting
with religion. Steve Bruce traces the relationship between modernism and secularization
trends and judges that conditions remain favorable for further secularization in the West.
Mark Juergensmeyer ponders how the traditional narrative that secularism must conflict
with religion presumes . 13) unnecessary dichotomies and encourages extremism on
both sides. Jacques Berlinerblau examines the principles of political secularism and liber-
alism during their historical emergence in Europe, which now inform distinctive ap-
proaches to secularism today. Jonathan Fox surveys that contemporary political scene in
order to see which types of political secularism are actually guiding democracies around
the world.

Part Two, “Secular Governments,” provides in-depth examinations of selected countries
and regions where secularization and secularism have had significant yet highly variable
impacts. On Western models of government, there are chapters by John Perry (on Eng-
land and America); Amélie Barras (on France): Kenan Sevinc, Ralph W. Hood Jr., and
Thomas Coleman (on Turkey); and Guy Ben-Porat (on Israel). For Middle Eastern, African,
and South Asia regions, there are chapters by Abdullah Saeed (on Islam); Baffour Takyi
(on sub-Saharan Africa); and Vidhu Verma (on India). Additional chapters are by Sonja
Luehrmann (the Soviet Union and then Russia) and Cheng-tian Kuo (comparing China and
Taiwan).

Part Three, “Contesting Political Secularism,” offers political and philosophical debates
over the particular significance of experiments with secularisms and their relative merits
and problems. The contentious status of liberalism’s theoretical proposal to erode or
erase religion from the public sphere is the main focus of chapters by Cristina Lafont,
Shadia Drury, and Roger Trigg. As those chapters intimate, despite their disagreements
with each other, what religious conviction and religious community can practically con-
tribute to public life and representative government should be taken into account. Jacob
Goodson contributes an overview of Jurgen Habermas’s evolving position on secularism,
multifaith societies, and postsecularism. With the issue of multiculturalism and respect
for religious diversity taking center stage, Veit Bader recommends a liberal-democratic
constitutionalism able to handle the nuances and trade-offs needed for any implementa-
tion of a secularism. Tarig Modood also seeks a flexible and pluralistic compromise, in-
volving robust state-religion relationships that allow the multi-establishment of religions.
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Like some other contributors in this section, Yolande Jansen questions any simplistic op-
position between religion and secularism, urging that the political, socioeconomic, cultur-
al-historical, religious, and ideological features particular to a country receive full consid-
eration.

Part Four, “Politics of Church and State,” delves into specific points of controversy and
conflict animating church-state relations today. Perhaps not all of the contributors to this
section would label themselves as secularists, but typical secularist agendas are amply
heard. Paul Cliteur explains how arguments against religion’s influence over politics are
developed from the entirely secular position that ethics and human rights should be au-
tonomous from religion. James Arthur addresses ongoing legal conflicts in the area of ed-
ucation and religion, discussing some recent Supreme Court and European Court of Hu-
man Rights decisions in this arena. Niamh Reilly describes the major developments to de-
bates about religion and secularism in public and political life where they especially con-
cern the role of women and the critiques of feminism. Juhem Navarro-Rivera and Yazmin
Garcia Trejo report on the growing racial diversity of secularism in America, showing why
this trend correlates with the exodus of secular Americans away from the Republican Par-
ty. Sikivu Hutchinson focuses on African Americans, who are not as secular as other cul-
tural groups, yet secular humanist and atheist traditions in African American thought
have counterbalanced black religious orthodoxy. Caroline Mala Corbin surveys religion ju-
risprudence in the United States, where the free exercise clause has become more potent
in Supreme Court decisions, shifting constitutional jurisprudence from “separationism”
toward “neutrality” and diminishing the (.14 role of the establishment clause. David
Niose represents recent and ongoing judicial cases as cautionary illustrations of church-
state issues involving the ongoing culture wars that show little sign of subsiding.

Part Five, “Secularity and Society,” returns to the level of personal secularity, bringing in-
to better view the real lives of nonreligious people as they experience the transitions and
disruptions of today’s world. Insights into African, Japanese, Jewish, Muslim, and Ameri-
can secular experiences illustrate that diversity. David Eller anthropologically decon-
structs the category “secular” to expose the rich diversity observable in secular living and
suggests that the categories of “the religious” and “the secular” may not last as easy con-
traries for much longer. Jesse Smith adds his sociological insights into that same vast di-
versity, with additional concrete examples of how the secular involves many paths, has
many meanings, and is expressed and experienced in different ways. Luke Galen agrees
that the religious interfuses with the secular, including where claimed effects of religiosi-
ty are in reality attributable to secular mechanisms, so that religiosity cannot claim any
special unworldly benefits. David Yaden, Jonathan Iwry, Emily Esfahani Smith, and James
Pawelski utilize positive psychology’s scientific findings, and its shift toward a meaning-
oriented and humanistic view of well-being, to help fill in supposed gaps to secular living.
Robert Fuller exposes how secularity is interfusing with spirituality for many religiously
unaffiliated people, who seek such things as self-growth, openness to wonder, authentici-
ty, metaphysical explanations, and communal and ecological morality. Will Gervais and
Maxine Najle turn to lingering prejudices harbored against nonreligious people, inquiring
into causes behind discrimination against the nonreligious and the impact of vocal atheist
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movements. Marlene Winell discusses the difficult transitions that many formerly reli-
gious people experience as they undergo cultural readaptations and psychological heal-
ings needed after abandoning religious indoctrination.

Part Six, “Morality and Secular Ethics,” collects chapters that offer various ways to
present naturalistic accounts of morality and justify secular approaches to ethics. Erik
Wielenberg considers the problem of whether the freedom, agency, and responsibility ex-
pected from moral behavior can be accommodated within the natural world. Dennis
Krebs and Kaleda Denton recount the current scientific thinking on the long evolution of
human sociality, morality, and altruism. John Teehan delineates the major differences and
disagreements between secular ethics and religious ethics. Sor-hoon Tan recounts how
secular ethics was not limited to any single civilization, as Aristotle’s philosophy and Con-
fucianism require no otherworldly religious beliefs, and a Confucian secular ethics can be
fused with John Dewey’s reconstruction of the religious. Joseph Blankholm surveys nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century manifestations of organized secularism and humanism, illu-
minating tensions still animating struggles over the point of secularism. Looking forward,
Joachim Duyndam articulates a positive humanism upholding liberty, responsibility, jus-
tice, solidarity, pluralism, the art of living, and sustainability. Finally, gazing even farther
into the future, Bryan Turner ponders a paradigmatic secular quest for life extension and
living forever, and confronts the choice awaiting us between posthumanism and transhu-
manism.

Not surprisingly, given the times in which we are living, political secularism, democratic
governing, and church-state relations in America, Europe, and around the world have the
place of prominence at the core of this volume. That worldliness and timeliness seems in
keeping with the spirit of secularism.
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Abstract and Keywords

This chapter discusses two academic strands with respect to scholarly attempts to identi-
fy the secular. Based on a review of criticism brought forward against the classical secu-
larization thesis, it outlines, on one hand, what consequences have been drawn by de-
scriptive and explanatory social scientists and how they apply notions such as secularity,
secularism, and secularization today, and, on the other, examines the conceptual histories
as well as distinct genealogical studies of “the secular” to explore the ways in which at-
tempts to identify the secular may also imply an identification with or against the secular.
Here, recent arguments concerning the importance of researching how worldview secu-
larism and political secularism are both to be differentiated as well as historically inter-
twined are taken up. Finally, the chapter attempts to determine whether and how both
academic strands can be brought together in research on the heterogeneity of religious-
secular entanglements in the contemporary world.

Keywords: secular, secularity, secularism, nonreligion, worldview, political secularism, genealogy

WHILE working on this chapter with the stipulated title “identifying the secular,” discus-
sions about “the secular” were constantly in the news. Out of many examples, the most
obvious surrounded the brutal attack on the satire magazine Charlie Hebdo on 7 January
2015. To restate a treacherous question much discussed in the aftermath: Was this a reli-
gious attack opposed to secular values? While this question ignores the synchronized an-
ti-Semitic Porte de Vincennes siege at a kosher store, this event seems to ask for descrip-
tive accounts in the social sciences to answer the question “How can we identify the secu-
lar?” and for explanations that make sense of the role and fate of religion in modernity. In
contrast to such concerns, conceptual histories and genealogical accounts question
where the interest in an identification of the secular is located in society and history
(Lubbe 2003: xi), how far such identification is also always an implicit identification with
“modernity as a project” (Asad 2003: 13), and the degree to which the respective expla-
nations and descriptions turn out to be prescriptions.
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This drastic example from France was chosen because it highlights general problems and
challenges to any attempt to identify the secular in the contemporary world. Indeed, in
the volume Is Critique Secular?, Wendy Brown goes as far as to say that “today the secu-
lar derives much of its meaning from an imagined opposite in Islam” (2009: 10). Be this
as it may, any academic attempt to identify the secular has to acknowledge that contem-
porary issues of blasphemy, injury, and free speech are only the most dramatic and visible
examples of the larger discursive and political context within which the respective discus-
sions take place. As this chapter argues, this context is constituted by a history that con-
tinues to shape our public discourse as well as academic debates.

The necessary selectiveness of this chapter’s compass partly results from this history. The
notions and conceptual approaches under question have been both highly contested and
widely applied ever since they gained prominence within academia roughly one century
ago, particularly due to the influence of a controversial set of historical and sociological
arguments often labeled as secularization theory, secularization paradigm, or seculariza-
tion thesis. A further challenge arises from the fact that a diverse set of academic disci-
plines have ®.22) developed their own approaches and ways of identifying the secular.
The respective proliferation of debates led to a range of definitions, applications, contes-
tations, and transformations, many of which are mentioned in this volume but only some
of which can be discussed in detail here. A third problem is the double prominence of
these terms in academic as well as popular discourse, as indicated earlier and outlined in
this chapter. Modern self-understandings are based on notions such as the secular, lead-
ing to debates, for example, about whether some degree of secularity is a necessary pre-
condition for a democratic and liberal nation-state, or whether “being modern” in general
is dependent on a secular mind set while the influence of religion(s) is limited to certain
realms of social life.

Therefore, this chapter’s ambition is not to provide yet another overview, defense, or criti-
cism of secularization theory in particular or the larger debates in general (see sum-
maries by Ebaugh 2002; Gorski and Altinordu 2008; Pollack 2013). The aim is to intro-
duce two important and overarching lines of argumentation within the cultural and social
sciences and to highlight in this context that worldview secularism (e.g., the attempt to
establish a comprehensive nonreligious alternative to religious ways of life) and political
secularism (e.g., the attempt to separate religion and politics on the basis of the secular-
ization thesis and the respective modernizing ideologies) have to be conceptualized as
both distinct and intertwined (Lee 2012: 135; Quack 2014: 443-444; Weir 2015).1

Description, Explanation, Conceptual History,
and Genealogy

This chapter reflects on the descriptive and explanatory applications of “the secular” as
well as the derived notions of secularity, secularism, and secularization, so they can be
contrasted and complemented with their conceptual histories and specific genealogical
accounts.? Although “the secular” and its cognate notions are polysemous (e.g., see
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Blankholm 2014), most of their applications in the social sciences share a couple of char-
acteristics. First, they start with the assumption that religion constitutes a differentiated
social sphere based on a constitutive binary: the secular opposed to the religious. Second,
they address the lines and kinds of separation of religion from its “other” in order to de-
scribe the space allegedly attributed to or provided for religion within the respective soci-
ety. Finally, they use the notion of secularization as an analytical lens to research whether
this religious space is growing, shrinking, or otherwise transformed. All in all, they are
particularly concerned with the fate of religion in the modern world, its history, contem-
porary status, and its future. Such approaches may be labeled “subtraction

theories” (Taylor 2007) or “negative” because their focus lies on the apparent decline of
religion and the secular merely denotes the alleged absence of religion (celebrated as lib-
eration by one and deplored as loss by the other side).

The later academic stance comprises more conventional conceptual histories or histories
of ideas, represented here by Lubbe (2003) as well as Foucaultian “histories of the
present” represented by Asad (2003). In these distinct but interrelated approaches, the
secular can be understood as a powerfully and “positive” cultural formation in its own
right—not merely as an absence of religion—a cultural formation that is not in itself neu-
tral (Calhoun ®@.23) et al. 2011: 11). This forms the basis of studying how the religious
and the secular are to be seen as mutually constitutive aspects of “modernity as a
project.” In order to do so, genealogical approaches turn descriptive approaches into
their research objects. They question their self-image as merely descriptive and therefore
neutral thereby aiming at uncovering their meta-theoretical preconceptions as well as
their political consequences. Objectifying such genealogical arguments in turn enables a
view of their own political implications and conceptual limitations. On this basis, it is ar-
gued that such approaches ignore the internal diversity of secular formations due to an a
priori conceptualization of the secular as a single epistemic category, as a single “secular
grammar,” and as a distinct dispositif that forms living in the present. However, rather
than going astray in a spiraling of meta-conceptualizations, this chapter ends with a dis-
cussion on whether and how these two stances could be seen as partly complementary. In
other words, by discussing descriptive and genealogical arguments, this chapter address-
es three questions at once: What were influential attempts to identify the secular? To
what degree does an identification of the secular go along with an identification with the
secular? What are the consequences for the study of religious-secular entanglements in
the contemporary world?

Conceptual History: From Theology via “Cul-
ture Wars” to the Social Sciences?

The Latin and pre-Christian roots of the term saeculum referred to a generation, line of
succession, or period of time. In its Christian application it was used in reference to the
time spans of this world, ending with death for us humans, as opposed to the otherworld-
ly eternity where God exists outside or beyond human and worldly notions of time. Re-
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search on this conceptual history, including the work by Asad (2003) and Libbe (2003)
permits highlighting three aspects in particular. First, a temporal use of the secular was
complemented with a spatial dimension. Second, a dichotomous use of the terms “secu-
lar” and “religious” were implemented, thereby extracting the notion from its theological
context and increasingly placing it in opposition to the religious realm. Third, the assump-
tion that anything located in time and space can be transferred or transformed from be-
ing religious to being secular gained prominence. On this basis, and only since the nine-
teenth century, such processes of transformation were coupled with the assumption that
religion in general is gradually declining due to processes of modernization.

The first argument is that the notion saeculum acquired a spatial connotation in addition
to its temporal dimension (worldly time contrasting Godly time) throughout the Middle
Ages. Such a spatial dimension was particularly present in the contrast between Christ-
ian monastic life for monks and abbots and the regular clergy who were not members of a
specific order or religious institution. This amounted to early attempts to differentiate so-
cietal spaces, albeit not (yet) on the basis of a secular-religious binary but between two
realms of theological activity. Concerning this second point, Casanova and others argue
that the binary opposition between the religious and the secular came about as a result of
the transformations of late post-Imperial Christianity and of Medieval Christendom result-
ing in a dyad “which served to structure the entire spatial and temporal reality of Me-
dieval Christendom into a .24 binary system of classification separating two worlds,
the religious-spiritual-sacred world of salvation and the secular-temporal-profane

world” (Casanova 2013: 23-24). Concerning the third argument, it is commonly but false-
ly (Libbe 2003: 136) asserted that the word “secularization” was established as a legal
category in the treaties of the Peace of Westphalia 1648. Irrespective of the exact roots,
the notion of secularization eventually came to be used for the legitimate or illegitimate
transference of churchly into profane possession. It was later extended to a more general
transference of something that belonged to the church to the realm of rulers not associat-
ed with religion.

On this basis, and primarily in nineteenth-century Europe (entangled histories notwith-
standing), the meanings of “the secular” and its derivate terms were further differentiat-
ed and proliferated by different social groups: while one side came to see the apparent
decline of religious influence as liberating the society from its unjust and irrational reli-
gious domination, for the other, this marked decay and a loss of morals and values. Both
positions drew on the initial legal connotation of the term and asked whether religious
disempowerment had to be seen as legitimate or illegitimate (Blumenberg 1996). Both
sides were part of larger debates between different sociopolitical camps that came to be
known as “culture wars” (Kulturkampf) within which the binary between the secular and
the religious became highly politicized. At its core, different political camps, schematical-
ly summarized under the headings “liberals” and “conservatives,” fought over the proper
relationship between church and state (see Borutta 2010, 350; Weir 2015: 8). While liber-
als in several European countries campaigned for civil marriage and public schools, the
conservatives saw religion as being over and above the state, politics, and science. The
very same topics were later reformulated and “sociologized” under the labels of differen-
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tiation, privatization, and disenchantment through the lens of the secularization thesis
(Borutta 2010: 11). Accordingly, Hunter argues that the notion of secularization emerged
in the nineteenth century as a “combat concept” for an array of rival religious, philosophi-
cal, and political factions whose descendants “continue to do battle today” over secular-
ization (2015: 1).

Such a development of the secular—from theology via culture wars to the social sciences
—is not, however, as linear and homogeneous as it is often depicted. Scholars such as the
historian Todd Weir stress instead the need to differentiate between worldview secular-
ism and political secularism.3 The former was used by 1851 as a worldview alternative to,
in competition with, and superior to (while not necessarily in denial of) Christianity in
particular or religion in general. The political use of secularism gained prominence much
later and was fully established as a category in the social sciences in the early 1960s to
describe the ascribed status of religion in the modernistic ideologies of nation-states such
as Turkey and India. Weir argues that closer attention to the role and position of world-
view secularism with respect to liberal and colonial projects disrupts the binaries with
which the histories of the culture wars in particular and genealogies of the secular in gen-
eral have been written. Instead, he suggests that both concepts should be understood as
complementary and to research the ways in which worldview and political secularism are
both to be differentiated as well as historically intertwined (Weir 2015: 8). In order to fur-
ther build on these arguments, the following section discusses the differences and inter-
relatedness between the positions of British worldview secularist as exemplified by
George Jacob Holyoake as well as the emergence of political secularism in relation to the
rise and the fall of the classical secularization thesis in academia.

»2» Neutralized Description: Between World-
view Secularism and Political Secularism?

The British “secularist” George Jacob Holyoake (1817-1906) began using the term “secu-
larism” by 1851 and defended it against the criticism of religious representatives as well
as the atheist activist and politician Charles Bradlaugh (1833-1891). Holyoake attempted
to establish a social, political, and ethical position in distance from both religious as well
as the aggressive and unapologetic atheistic or antitheistic positions, as exemplified by
people like Bradlaugh (Budd 1977; Royle 1974). His understanding of “secularism” was
that of a third space not between but beyond the oppositions of religion and atheism.*
Under this label, liberal believers would join hands with liberal nonbelievers, emphasiz-
ing shared (but always “worldly”) concerns rather than possible differences with respect
to religious matters. To Bradlaugh, by contrast, a position independent of religious mat-
ters, a space without any reference or relationship to religion, was necessarily antireli-
gious. While he argued that to ignore religion is to deny religion, Holyoake insisted that
secularism is an independent and neutral position that does not necessarily entail athe-
ism (see Quack 2011).
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Essentially, these two Victorian gentlemen discussed whether the religious-secular binary
is to be understood as a mutually exclusive, zero-sum-game (one is either part of the
problem or part of the solution) or whether an independent (albeit secular) third space or
meta-space is possible. Their general disagreements should, on the one hand, not be over-
estimated. While Bradlaugh served as the president of the National Secular Society and
Holyoake held the position of vice president, both joined hands in their fight against what
they considered religious superstitions by spreading rationality and science as well as
their concerns for free press, the rights of women, and many other issues. Their disagree-
ment about the possibility of a neutral space beyond religion and antireligion, on the oth-
er hand, is significant. At the end of the nineteenth century, the emerging social sciences
started to negotiate their position between these two perspectives. They gradually moved
away from moral philosophy and religion and began to increasingly understand them-
selves as providing a neutral description and explanation of social conflicts and develop-
ments related to religion. Indeed, without wanting to jump ahead in the chronological or-
der of this chapter, it is important to note that later discussions in the secular study of re-
ligion about the possibility of “neutrality” reformulate the debate between Holyoake and
Bradlaugh to some degree. Until today scholars debate whether “methodological agnosti-
cism” or “methodological atheism” establishes such a neutral third space, neither reli-
gious nor antireligious, and neither apologetic nor critical of religious beliefs and prac-
tices; while others argue that such neutrality is impossible (e.g. see McCutcheon 1999:
215-286; Quack 2011).

At the turn of the century, many scholars, famously including Max Weber and Ernst
Troltsch, reflected upon longer historical processes related to the apparent “emancipa-
tion” of social life from the influence of organized Christianity. From its early inception
on, the goal of social sciences was at large to grasp specific constellations of religious
transformation and decline on the levels of languages, mentalities, cognitive structures,
and differentiated social fields and institutions. The conceptual history of Libbe shows
that two conditions led to the ®.26) respective enlargement of the meaning of “secular-
ization” from the legal expropriation of church property to the secularization of social life
in general. First (against Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel), modernity and religion (mainly
used synonymously with Christianity) had come to be seen as mutually exclusive. Second
(against Karl Marx), this came to be seen increasingly as an intellectual fight (Lubbe
2003: 34). Lubbe further shows that many of the intellectuals involved in this conceptual
transformation happened to be part of those who celebrated the prior legal liquidation
and expropriation of clerical goods. In analogy, they demanded the expropriation of edu-
cation and culture from the church, and they therefore must be seen as agents of secular-
ization processes, as secularizers or secularists. They assumed and proposed an inherent
(or at least “elective”) affinity between secularization, disenchantment, privatization, and
social differentiation that culminated in a particular self-understanding of the modern
age. Lubbe further notes, for example, that leading philosophers like Friedrich Jodl and
influential sociologists like Ferdinand Tonnies were members of the Deutschen
Gesellschaft fiir Ethische Kultur and thereby not only related to the German Freethinkers
(Deutscher Freidenkerverbund) but also to the Secular Societies of Great Brittan and the
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activism of Holyoake and Bradlaugh (see Liibbe 2003: 40-44). Another well-known exam-
ple is the attempt of Auguste Comte to establish the “positive” phase of mankind, super-
seding its religious and metaphysical phase. Considering this background, scholars like
Liubbe, Borutta, and Hunter argue that “secularization” became a master narrative for
modernity in continuation of the culture wars by other means and with a less obvious but
still implicit partisanship (Hunter 2015: 10).

We will return to this point later, as well as the question of whether these developments
led to a “neutralization” of the respective terms by disentangling them from clerical and
anticlerical arguments and the underlying culture wars and Kulturkritik. At this point, it
suffices to highlight two points. First, by asking whether academia in general and sociolo-
gy in particular managed to establish neutral (albeit secular) descriptions of seculariza-
tion processes, we are dealing with an implicit continuation of the debate between
Holyoake and Bradlaugh. Second, it is important to observe the entanglements of the sec-
ularization thesis and political secularism, particularly in cases where description also
means prescription.

In its most often absorbed form, the secularization thesis resulted not only in the claim
that functional spheres get differentiated in the modern age, that religion has been con-
fined to only one of them, and that this sphere as well as its influence on other spheres
are constantly shrinking. At its core was also the universalistic and evolutionistic assump-
tion that processes of modernity necessarily led to the respective decline of religion ac-
cording to the European model all over the world. This idea was so powerful that some
scholars assumed that the study of contemporary religious expressions was obsolete and
that the topic of religion was to be left to historians. The section for the “sociology of reli-
gion” was dissolved from the German Sociological Association, for example, in the early
1970s and was only re-established in the 1990s. At the same time, beyond academia, sev-
eral newly emerging nation-states developed a self-understanding that drew upon and yet
also differed from the European model and secularist assumptions concerning the rela-
tionship between religion and modernization (see Bhargava 2006; Calhoun et al. 2011: 6).
Different nation-states implemented various forms of political secularisms in their consti-
tutions and policies, and these developments were in turn reflected in the social sciences,
thereby partly “confirming” assumptions and expectations concerning processes they
themselves co-constituted and were entangled with. None of the different European mod-
els, however, were merely .27 replicated in other countries. Moreover, the underlying
modernistic, universalistic, evolutionistic, deterministic, irreversible, and hierarchical
concept of secularization was increasingly questioned. Empirical and comparative studies
have led to severe criticisms of political applications of secularist ideologies, as exempli-
fied by a series of arguments made by Indian academics as they questioned its conceptual
and normative nature (Nandy 1998; Madan 1997, 2004).

The Weberian dichotomy between Sein and Sollen, the relationship between description
and prescription within the social sciences, is a matter of constant debate. While political
secularism still looms large in the political and public discourse around the world, none of
the leading social sciences scholars accepts a simple and linear concept of secularization
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and modernization that is based on binary asymmetries and a naive belief in progress.
Such a crude characterization is still used, however, as a straw-man to discredit more re-
fined and modified secularization arguments. For contemporary proponents of the secu-
larization thesis, nevertheless, the idea still persists that processes of modernization chal-
lenge and erode the endurance and influence of established religious traditions on all lev-
els from the social and the institutional to the personal. On this basis, there are scholars
who addressed some of the points brought forward against the secularization thesis and
reflected about ways that older assumptions can be refined and rectified. The next sec-
tions introduce both the points of criticism as well as the consequences drawn by schol-
ars who want to uphold at least some aspects of the classical secularization thesis and
discusses how the respective concepts are used today.

Challenged Explanations: Revitalizations of the
Secularization Thesis?

With the publication of The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion
(1967), Peter Berger emerged as one of the main representatives of the sociological secu-
larization thesis in the middle of the twentieth century. The strength of objections to the
thesis, however, led him to change his position from an advocate to a detractor of the so-
ciological secularization thesis, emphasizing instead The Desecularization of the World
(1999). What would lead one of the most famous sociologists of religion to turn the argu-
ment with which he established his fame partly on its head? The first part of this section
summarizes the criticism of the secularization thesis that resulted in the announcement,
Secularization, R.I.P, (Stark 1999); the second part outlines the ways in which contempo-
rary scholars not only write books like Secularization: In Defense of an Unfashionable
Theory (Bruce 2011) but also try to advance and thereby to revitalize it.

The most obvious point of criticism holds that the secularization thesis is empirically
false. Concerning contemporary societies, this argument was put forward in two ways: ei-
ther religion never vanished but transformed, or religion had returned. Luckmann (1967)
argues that religion had not disappeared but had moved to other social spheres such as
individual projects of self-fulfillment, spirituality, esotericism, or new age. In this perspec-
tive, religion had become privatized and thereby “invisible” to mainstream ways of re-
searching religion in academia (Luckmann 1967).° Those who argue for the return of reli-
gion mainly point to the .28 impacts of migration processes on Western societies, the
rise of “religious fundamentalism,” and, the growth of Pentecostalism in the global south
as key indicators for the continuing importance of religion today (Riesebrodt 2001).°

The validity of the secularization argument was further questioned by scholars who drew
attention to the ahistorical assumptions underlying many of its arguments. The high reli-
giosity in larger parts of Europe in the second half of the nineteenth century should not
be taken as being representative of a notoriously religious past (Campbell 1971; Libbe
2003: 147). Martin warned against secularists (and for him this might just as well apply
to proponents of secularization theory too) taking “Catholic laments about the period
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when men were truly religious” too seriously (1978: 30). The diagnosis of secularization
in the present wrongly presupposes the existence of a former “Golden Age of Faith,” a
highly sacralized past.

The second major line of criticism tackled the pretentious scope and ambitions of the
“paradigm.” This is connected to outdated ideas of an evolutionistic and linear develop-
ment of all societies across the globe following the lead of Europe. Such a universalistic
application was shown to be Eurocentric, particularly and not surprisingly from the side
of social/cultural anthropology, and, if contrasted with other parts of the world, the argu-
ment could be turned around, as, for example, Grace Davie did in her book tellingly titled
Europe: The Exceptional Case (2002).” Further cross-cultural comparison confirmed the
argument that comprehensive secularization is not necessarily a by-product of moderniza-
tion. The United States, as the main counterexample, was complemented by studies from
other parts of the world. Once scholars began to look for meaningful cross-cultural com-
parisons across the globe, the resulting differentiations did not merely place Europe in
opposition to the rest of the world; they also revealed singular path dependencies based
on distinct historical patterns of church-state or religion-nation relationships (Ingelhart
and Baker 2000). A group of recently published articles, books, and edited volumes indi-
cate an important way in which secularization theory had been reassessed and reapplied
in consequence. They particularly undertake cross-cultural comparisons against the back-
ground of arguments for “alternative modernities” (Gaonkar 2001) or “multiple moderni-
ties” (Eisenstadt 2003). Accordingly, they do not conceptualize secularism or secularity in
the singular but instead document the ways in which different cultural and historical con-
ditions produced different kinds of secularities and secularisms.?

Against the backdrop of criticism and the resulting modifications to the secularization
thesis, it can be concluded that different usages of the respective terms as well as differ-
ent theoretical paradigms and approaches are still alive. We can closely follow Pollack
(2013: 19), who distinguishes four sets of arguments and approaches to secularity and
secularization, even if several overlap and merge together. The first set consists of mod-
ernization approaches, which relate processes of secularization to urbanization, industri-
alization, greater mobility, and growing levels of literacy and education (Parsons 1963,
1966; Norris and Ingelhart 2004). Second are scholars who, through the labels of ratio-
nalization and disenchantment, focus on the tensions between scientific and religious
knowledge, rationality, and magic (to some degree Weber 1920; Durkheim [1912] 1995;
Wilson 1982). Third, there is a rather large group of scholars who focus on the differenti-
ation of social or value spheres out of which religion is only one, presumably with shrink-
ing influence (Luhmann 2002; Wilson 1982). Fourth, the focus on pluralization suggests
that religious options are just one among an increasing set of secular alternatives, and
therefore religion gradually loses its influence (Berger 1967; Bruce 2002; Stolz 2009).

(. 29) Cutting across these differences, a family-resemblance summary of the most com-
mon usages of the respective terms can be provided. The simplest and probably the most
widespread use of the notion of secular in both everyday as well as academic language is
with reference to something that is not (primarily) religious. It is usually based on the ob-
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servation or assumption of differentiated social spheres, so that the secular sphere, the
aspects of social life that are not religious, is opposed to the religious sphere.? In this
manner, for example, clerics and other religious authorities may be distinguished from
secular authorities, sacred music is differentiated from secular music, and religious
schools are opposed to secular or state schools. The most prominent of these oppositions
is that between the church and secular state in particular or between various religious
traditions and the secular political field in general. As argued earlier, the separation of re-
ligion from other social spheres is itself both a product of as well as an antecedent to sec-
ularization processes.

The use of “secularization” in public discourse today generally refers to the decline of re-
ligion without further specification of what is declining, where, and how. When scholars
speak of processes of secularization they try to differentiate. For example, one influential
analytic distinction between three aspects of the secularization paradigm was given by
Casanova (2006): (a) a decline of religious beliefs and practices in modern societies; (b)
the privatization of religion, often understood as a precondition for modern liberal democ-
ratic politics and the differentiation of the secular spheres; and (c) a secularization
process as the differentiation of the secular spheres (state, economy, science), which is
typically understood as an “emancipation” from religious institutions and norms. Casano-
va argued that such an analytical distinction allows for “the examination of the validity of
the three propositions independently of each other and thus refocus the often fruitless
secularization debate into comparative historical analysis that could account for different
patterns of secularization” (2006: 8). Although the respective transitions and transforma-
tions may take place in different parts of society,'? the general impetus of research on
secularization has yet to confirm whether religion is growing, is shrinking, or is otherwise
transformed, as those concerned with processes of secularization continue to focus on the
fate of religion in the modern world.

In contemporary academic discourse, the notion of secularity (and to some degree that of
“secularism,” as discussed later) commonly denotes the ways in which the religious and
the secular are (attempting to be) separated. Along these lines, scholars address the
trends and types of separation of religion from its contrary “other” in order to describe
the space attributed to or provided for religion within a particular society. They inquire in
specific case studies where the line of separation is drawn, how is it institutionalized,
when is it contested, and why is it drawn differently in different societies. This investiga-
tion is undertaken in the aforementioned approaches that try to capture the varieties or
multiplicities of secularities and secularisms (such as Burchardt and Wohlrab-Sahr 2015),
whereby the plural of “secularities” and “secularisms” generally refers to different kinds
and cases of separation and not to the diversity of religion’s other(s) in one particular
case (as discussed later). In particular, the notion of secularity is polyvalent and often
overlaps with secularism and secularization, as indicated by the distinctions Charles Tay-
lor (2007) makes between three different usages of “secularity” in his opus magnum, A
Secular Age. The first understanding of secularity is in terms of public spaces, holding
that they “have been allegedly emptied of God, or of any reference to ultimate reali-

ty” (2). The second understanding (. 30) of secularity focuses on beliefs and practices of
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individuals and consists of “a falling off of religious belief and practices, in people turning
away from God and no longer going to Church” (2). However, Taylor holds that these two
notions of secularity cannot capture and explain the transition from living in a society
where religious belief is largely unchallenged and unproblematic to one in which reli-
gious belief is but one (controversial) option among others. In order to do so, he formu-
lates a third understanding of secularity in which he describes and theorizes the “condi-
tions of belief” today. Secularity in this sense is a matter of the whole context of under-
standing in which our religious as well as nonreligious life takes place.

Additionally, diverse and overlapping usages can be detected with respect to the notion of
secularism, primarily the distinction between references to a worldview, to a separation
of social spheres, and to (attempted) neutrality in religious matters (see Blankholm’s
chapter in this volume). As outlined earlier, Holyoake coined the term to label a space
more or less independent of religious matters. More often, the term is used, however, in
reference to an aim or doctrine, according to which government institutions and their
representatives should remain separate from religion, and to indicate that politics should
not be based on religious positions or arguments. Such a political position was and is usu-
ally taken by modern nation-states and its elites who often understand themselves—some-
what similar to Holyoake—as denoting a position of neutrality with respect to matters re-
lated to religion. Scholars analyzing these kinds of secularisms, however, often highlight
how political secularism actively influences the fate of the respective religious traditions,
regulates religion, draws and defends lines of separation, and delineates and defines the
religious as opposed to the secular. Accordingly, some conceptualize “secularism” as ideo-
logical legitimation of certain political formations (e.g., Bubandt and van Beek 2012: 2).
Others stress that a secular state should not be netural towards religion but towards its
citizens. Be that as it may, such observations bridge this section with the following ge-
nealogical argument that “the secular” and its derived notions are to be understood as
products of contingent historical developments and that the secularization thesis itself
should be made an object of inquiry. This includes researching the conditions that en-
abled the secularization thesis to emerge and thereby to see how the religious-secular bi-
nary is part of the “background” against which modern living, including the contempo-
rary social sciences, is required to take place (see Asad 2003: 14).

Political Genealogies: Ignoring Diversity within
the Secular?

In addition to researching the semantic or conceptual history of a term, genealogy, in the
tradition of Friedrich Nietzsche, was popularized most effectively by Michel Foucault in
the social sciences by focusing on the lasting influence of certain institutional produc-
tions of “knowledges.” This understanding of genealogy aims at a “history of the
present,” as it tries to reveal the lasting effects that historical concepts and practices
have on the contemporary world. The aim is not, in the words of the anthropologist Talal
Asad, to merely “highlight the normative dispositions that have entered into evaluative
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frameworks but to examine what ®.31) the concepts exclude and suppress, how they ob-
scure their own indeterminacy and acquire their vitality” (2009: 138).

Asad is the most influential advocate of a genealogical approach with respect to “the sec-
ular” by emphasizing its (meta-)conceptual and political implications. His object of identi-
fication is not the secular as something “out there” in the world but the ways in which the
understandings and applications of the secular have shaped our living in the world. Ac-
cording to Asad, the conceptual and practical separation of religion from the secular and
thereby from (political) power “is a modern Western norm, the product of a unique post-
Reformation history” (1993: 28). He thereby draws attention to the “ideological inver-
sion” in the history of the term where the secular was extracted from a theological dis-
course and applied to its “other.” This opposition is crucial for the construction of “reli-
gion” as a universal concept as opposed to the apparently secular realms of political pow-
er and rational science (Asad 2003: 192).

Asad’s approach is political in the sense that it understands academic perspectives on re-
ligion as part and parcel of “liberal” political projects, such as the demand to keep reli-
gion separate from politics, law, and sciences, that is, from those spaces “in which vari-
eties of power and reason articulate our distinctly modern life” (Asad 1993: 28). It high-
lights that the contemporary concept of the secular transports a range of antecedent po-
litical implications that can themselves become the object of research, including the con-
ditions that made such an opposition possible. Asad’s genealogical approach thereby is
(meta-)conceptual, because it tries to explore how the conceptual identifications of “reli-
gion” and “the secular” we inherited determine the “kinds of questions we think are ask-
able and worth asking” (1986: 12). A particularly obvious example where the political and
conceptual come together is when both notions, religion and the secular, are employed as
normalizing concepts when translated to social formations beyond those from which they
emerged (Asad 1993). A well-documented and controversial case in this respect is India
(Bhargava 2004).

It is important to emphasize that such inquiries take place on a “fundamental” level of so-
cial theory. Genealogical approaches focus on the discursive conditions for the possibility
of contemporary social formations. They try to show that the opposition such as that be-
tween the public and the private or the signifier and the signified constitute the funda-
mentals of a distinctively modern way of being in the world. To give an example, in her
contribution to Is Critique Secular?, Saba Mahmood (2009) analyzes the Danish cartoon
controversy to argue that an understanding of the controversy as a clash between the
principles of blasphemy and freedom of speech presuppose a particular modern and
protestant semiotic ideology in which signifiers are arbitrarily linked to the signified.!!
This distinct semiotic ideology is manifested in and constituted by modern or Western
modes of governance and exemplified by the “normative understanding of religion inter-
nal to liberalism” (Mahmood 2009: 74). In order to comprehend what the controversy is
actually about, as Mahmood’s argument goes, we first have to understand the fundamen-
tal differences between two ways of being in the world, one represented by modern liber-
alism and the other represented by some of the Muslims who felt offended by the car-

Page 12 of 23



Identifying (with) the Secular: Description and Genealogy

toons. A genealogical approach draws attention to the secular’s entanglements with un-
derstandings of modernity and rationality, the opposition between public and private, sig-
nifier and signified, and many other aspects. The aim is to thereby show how the use of a
secular “grammar” is structuring and is structured by modern behaviors, sensibilities,
and forms of knowledge production. This underlying grammar is constitutive of modern
ways of being in the world, .32 including contemporary modes of religiosities and non-
religiosity; the modern and secular separation of public life from private belief concerns
both religious belief as well as unbelief. Accordingly, the modern use of the notion of reli-
gion and the resulting practices understood to be religious can only be adequately under-
stood by also looking at religion’s other, the secular.

However, with respect to these arguments, caveats offered by Weir and others must be
reiterated, namely that worldview secularism and political secularism are both to be dif-
ferentiated as well as historically intertwined. Weir accordingly takes issue with the ge-
nealogical “narrative produced by the assumption that national and imperial projects of
secularization were consolidated by 1850 and extended globally thereafter under the aus-
pices of liberalism and the modern state” (2015: 10). Rather than conceptualizing differ-
ent forms of worldview secularisms as mere instances of a larger and singular project of
liberal and secular modernity, Weir points to considerable conflicts “over political prac-
tices and epistemological assumptions” between the respective positions (2015: 8). Such
conflicts are easily overlooked when the focus is on a unified secular “other” in the singu-
lar (Asad 2003, 22) rather than acknowledging religion’s “others” in the plural (see the
book series “Religion and Its Others” published by De Gruyter). Finally, this argument in-
dicates why the research on political secularism is fruitfully complemented by work on
worldview secularism, as for example institutionalized in the Nonreligion and Secularity
Research Network (www.nsrn.net). Under the label of “nonreligion,” scholars have begun
to focus on the diversity of those people and populations identified as secular or “nones,”
as well as atheist, secular humanist, and rationalist groups that represent organized non-
religion, along with other social formations identified as religion’s others.

Description and Genealogy: Conclusion Rather
than Synthesis

This chapter introduced attempts to establish descriptive and explanatory usages of “the
secular” and its cognate concepts, as well as genealogical challenges to them. On the one
hand, we seem to be confronted with two poles: the descriptive and the genealogical ap-
proaches. Descriptive approaches seek to rethink and modify the secularization paradigm
because aspects of it are considered empirically valid. Genealogical approaches not only
question the descriptive and explanatory approaches as normative and Eurocentric (as
other critics of the secularization thesis have done) but also try to address the ways in
which they suppress more fruitful and politically less problematic ways of conceptualiza-
tion. It may be asked, on the other hand, whether these two approaches are necessarily
mutually exclusive. By asking this question, the aim is not to combine a descriptive syn-
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thesis and a genealogical antithesis in a sublime synthesis. Attempts to consolidate de-
scriptive usages of the secular and derived notions are for some genealogists part of the
problem, and therefore they cannot be also part of the solution. Bradlaugh argued against
Holyoake that any attempt to ignore religion means to deny religion since no third space
beyond religion and atheism is possible; one is either part of the problem or the solution
(Quack 2011). Comparably, some scholars of religion argued that attempts to establish
“neutrality” via methodological agnosticism/ (.33) atheism merely reveals the inherent
normativity of the secular social sciences (McCutcheon 1999: 215-286). Having said this,
given that proponents of these two approaches ask different questions in the first place,
and that any genealogy is based itself on descriptive accounts, the attempt to establish a
genealogically informed use of descriptive and explanatory terms, or to provide less con-
tentious descriptions, is not an inherent problem as such. After all, conceptual histories
and genealogies necessarily end in the past, unable to describe the present situation and
many conflict-centered approaches draw on descriptive and genealogical work.

A genealogically informed attempt to identify the secular has to consider the roots of the
classical secularization paradigm, which can be found in the social and intellectual histo-
ry of the nineteenth-century, and the related sociohistorical interpretations of modernity.
The respective questions, concerns, and conceptual differentiations gained prominence
more by provoking ideological-political fronts than by their epistemological and analytical
power (see Litbbe 2003: 22). Forms of political secularisms indeed served as tools to unify
or divide nations, as can be seen from the respective debates in India (Bhargava 2004) or
contemporary Turkey (Kaufeler 2002). The consequence is that scholars should not take
the apparently naturalized “immanent frame” within which they argue for granted, but in-
stead reflect on their entanglement with implementations of both worldview and political
secularisms. This requires acknowledging that the common discursive oppositions be-
tween secularism, reason, tolerance, and freedom on the one hand and religiosity, funda-
mentalism, intolerance, and submission on the other are indeed highly problematic ways
to assert a secular or “modern” identity and superiority, as Asad (2003, 2009) pointedly
asserts. This raises the general question how and when the scientific endeavor of identify-
ing the secular is caught up with partisanship. How and when accompany and inform par-
tisan debates over the definition of secularism the history of the word secular also in its
recent academic guise?

While the histories of political secularism and worldview secularism are to be brought to-
gether, there should be room to acknowledge “the gulf between their respective defini-
tions and agents” (Weir 2015: 16). Indeed, the genealogical critiques of an underlying
normativity and of suppressive conceptualizations are themselves not immune to the chal-
lenges they pose to others. The genealogical focus on a single secular other threatens to
reproduce exactly the problem that Foucault perceived in mainstream historical ap-
proaches: assuming a linear and unified history that suppresses internal discontinuities
and interruptions. Furthermore, the strong criticism of descriptive attempts to identify
the secular today appears at times as yet another “mirroring” of a fragile and disillu-
sioned relationship with the modern world. As Samuli Schielke argues, to some degree
we are dealing with an all too sweeping “equation of the secular with the liberal and the
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nation state” instead of acknowledging and studying different “life worlds, experiences
and trajectories of being secular” (2010: 9; see also Burchardt and Wohlrab-Sahr 201 3:
882; Quack 2014).

Asad is well aware that there is no homogeneous secular and liberal Europe. He acknowl-
edges that part of the problem involved with speaking of “modernity” is deciding whether
it “is a single tradition, a singular structure, or an integrated set of practical knowl-
edges” (1996: para. 3) as well as of the descriptive and prescriptive implications of such
assumptions. In the end, for him it is a “tactical matter” whether one argues in some cas-
es “that there are multiple forms of modernity rather than contrasting modernity itself
with something else” (1996: para. 3). The latter choice enables him to focus on the discur-
sive fundamentals of Western modernity, especially its secular grammar, to scrutinize the
degree to which a homogenous liberal European modernity became hegemonic in other
parts of the world as @34 well. The danger of this choice, however, is to ignore the de-
gree to which “we have never been modern” (Latour 1991) as well as to reproduce orien-
talist oppositions between a single Western and a paradigmatic “other” way of being in
the world, based amongst other things on two unified and distinct semiotic ideologies
(Mahmood 2009: 71-73).

With this we can come back to Wendy Brown, the co-editor of Is Critique Secular? (2009),
which focuses on questions of blasphemy, injury, and free speech and to which both Asad
and Mahmood contributed. This work was cited earlier with the observation that the sec-
ular nowadays derives much of its meaning from an imagined opposite in Islam. Brown
further holds that we are at a historical political juncture when intellectuals face a choice
between complicity with imperial and unreflexive Western civilizational discourses of ra-
tionality and secularism on the one hand, and on the other, an opportunity to challenge
Western presumptions monopolizing the meaning and content of secularism, rationalism,
freedom, and even democracy (2009: 13). Such an either/or logic, however, easily over-
looks the differences, fractions, and contradictions on both sides and may itself suppress
more fruitful and nuanced conceptualizations of the diversity within the “Western civiliza-
tional discourses of rationality and secularism” (Brown 2009: 7) as well as within the dis-
courses non-Western “others.” Groups within the Indian rationalist, freethinking, and
atheist movement, for example, draw on both the European Enlightenment tradition and
nineteenth- and twentieth-century secularist groups (as represented by Holyoake, Brad-
laugh, and others) as well as premodern Indian schools of thought and worldviews, such
as Charvaka/Lokayata and the bhakti tradition, to highlight their independence from
Western discourses (Quack 2012a, 2012b, 2013). How are we to deal with their contempo-
rary interpretations of Charvaka/Lokayata and the bhakti tradition, given that these are
surely not representative of a monolithic secular liberalism?

Returning to the attack on Charlie Hebdo in Paris, there was no distinct and homogenous
reaction from so-called secular people. An overwhelming crowd wore Je Suis Charlie
buttons or stickers in France (and in other countries), yet they did so for different rea-
sons, and many did not, again for different reasons. Based on long-term field work in the
banlieues and French prisons, the anthropologist Didier Fassin (2015) tries to render au-
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dible and intelligible some of those who did not participate. He judges that the values of
the Republic—equality, fraternity, and liberty—have often been merely proclaimed rather
than truly respected. At this particular moment, many of those self-labeled “Charlies” em-
phasized liberty and deduced laicité from that. However, Fassin points out that a continu-
ous neglect of equality and fraternity is visible in the long-lasting discrimination against
the Muslim population in France. Furthermore, Fassin holds that the reasons for this dis-
crimination are not only to be discussed with reference to religion—although “the reli-
gious dimension of discrimination has progressively surfaced” in recent years (2015: 6)—
but should also include historical, colonial, social, political, and racial dimensions. As
Asad and others have long argued, a simplified, distinctive, and homogenous conceptual-
ization of religion would be treacherous, but so would be a unified and singular conceptu-
alization of its secular other (Quack 2014: 442).

Against this background, genealogically informed identifications of the secular will bene-
fit from addressing the heterogeneity of religious-secular entanglements and reflect on
their own entanglements with such formations and identifications. Those entanglements
result in the large diversity to both allegedly religious and allegedly secular concepts, in-
stitutions, positions, and ways of being in the contemporary world.
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Notes:

» o«

(1.) For a criticism of distinctions such as a “philosophical secularism,” “personal secular-
ism,” or “political secularism,” see Lee (2015, 44-45), whose work focuses on the more or
less political features of nonreligious existential cultures.

(2.) The sociologist Detlef Pollack opposed descriptive to genealogical usages of the
terms. In his perspective, descriptive approaches are best exemplified by quantitative
studies, while he describes genealogical approaches as studying transformations “of what
the respective terms referred to.” On this basis, he advocates making a sharp distinction
between the context in which a term was created and the contemporary grounds for its
validity (Pollack 2011, 486). I argue here that genealogical accounts often aim at much
more than a semantic or conceptual history. In general I agree with Libbe that the appar-
ent separation between the objective neutrality of an analytical term and its normative
connotations is to be questioned rather than strengthened (Lubbe 2003, 11).

(3.) The distinction between philosophical and political secularism had been made by
Francis Ellingwood Abbot in 1872 (Blankholm 2014, 780). On contemporary academic de-
bates, see Lee (2015, 44-45).
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(4.) This understanding was more encompassing than Thomas Henry Huxley’s attempt to
establish “agnosticism” as less controversial and less presumptive than “atheism”. How-
ever, such “ontological” differences were only part of larger political aims and strategies
(Smart 2013).

(5.) Consider Grace Davie’s (1994) concept of “believing without belonging” and other
theories of individualized religiosity that claim that spirituality persists outside institu-
tionalized churches (Knoblauch 1991). Daniéle Hervieu-Léger describes the situation in
Europe more as “belonging without believing” (2004: 104).

(6.) Another influential argument points to a “civil religion” of national institutions, repre-
sentative people, and symbols that have been “sacralised” (Bellah 1967).

(7.) These debates are also based on theoretical differences. While some hold that reli-
gious pluralism undermines the influence and importance of religion (Berger 1967),
scholars from the United States in particular have argued the opposite, that competition
is good for business. The so-called market or rational choice theorists of religion hold that
the diverse kinds of religious demands characteristic for complex societies are best satis-
fied by religious pluralism (see Stark and Iannaccone 1994; Stark and Finke 2000; and
criticism by Bruce 1999).

(8.) Examples include Secularisms (Jakobsen and Pellegrini 2008); Comparative Secu-
larisms in a Global Age (Cady and Hurd 2010); Varieties of Secularism in Asia (Bubandt
and van Beek 2011); Varieties of Secularism in a Secular Age (Warner et al. 2010); Multi-
ple Secularities beyond the West: Religion and Modernity in the Global Age (Burchard
and Wohlrab-Sahr 2015); and Global Secularisms in a Post-Secular Age (Rectenwald et al.
2015).

(9.) This usage of “secular” must not be confused with the notion “nonreligion” (see Lee
2015; Quack 2014).

(10.) Examples include government authorities taking over churchly possessions, people
preferring to spend their Sunday morning outside the church, morals associated with reli-
gious traditions losing their binding character, functions fulfilled by religious authorities
being taken over by other experts and institutions (e.g., the shift from pastoral to psycho-
logical care or social welfare programs transitioned from religious to secular institu-
tions), and religious terms altering their meaning to apply to worldly topics and themes
(Jaeschke 2002, 17-18).

(11.) To put it simply, the early Protestant theologian Ulrich Zwingli argued that Jesus
Christ is not really present in the bread and wine at the Holy Communion. Instead, these
and other religious symbols “only stand in for the divine through an act of human encod-
ing and interpretation” (Mahmood 2009, 73).
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Abstract and Keywords

This chapter provides sociodemographic profiles (by gender, age, and education) of a full
spectrum of people around the world. People who call themselves “not religious” are com-
pared with those who define themselves as “atheist” and also with those who say that
they are “religious.” The beliefs of these distinct three groups are explored, particularly
regarding their worldviews and the battle between religion and science, an issue that is
at the heart of critical and enduring debates and has public policy implications. Finally, a
multivariate analysis on the global conflict between science and religion is presented, ex-
amining the effects of various factors, such as demographics, religiosity, and culture.
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Introduction

THE meaning of “secularism” varies by culture and context. In India, for instance, it
mainly means tolerance (Keysar and Kosmin 2008); in France it is associated with laicité,
that is, the absence of religion from the public sphere (Caron 2007; Bauberot 2014); and
in the United States it refers to the separation of church and state (Berlinerblau 2012).
The concept is inextricably linked to language in culture.! Surveys in some countries find
self-described atheists affirming belief in God, a foreign concept to most Westerners. Be-
cause there is no shared understanding of the terms “secular” and “secularism,” there is
no unambiguous way to measure the size or demographics of the world’s secular popula-
tion

This is a knotty problem. The approach of this chapter is to allow people to identify them-
selves using their personal definitions of secularism, religiosity, and atheism. To accom-
plish standardization, the main data source for this chapter is the World Values Survey
(WVS; 2014), Wave 6, which collected information from 2010 to 2014 in more than 50
countries around the world, including the two most populous, China and India, and inter-
viewed over 85,000 adult respondents. The survey represents approximately two-thirds of
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the world’s adult population. The largest missing nations are Indonesia and Bangladesh.
The data were weighted by each country’s population size as well as by the internal na-
tional distribution of key demographic variables of survey respondents.

The goal of the analysis is threefold. First, we provide sociodemographic profiles (by gen-
der, age, and education) of a full spectrum of people around the world. We compare peo-
ple who call themselves “not religious” with those who define themselves as “atheist” and
also with those who say that they are “religious.” Second, we explore the beliefs of these
distinct three groups. In particular, we look at their worldviews, focusing primarily on the
battle between religion and science, an issue that is at the heart of critical and enduring
debates and @41 has public policy implications. Finally, we attempt a multivariate
analysis on the global conflict between science and religion, examining the effects of vari-
ous factors, such as demographics, religiosity, and culture.

Global Findings

To distinguish between the religious and the secular, we begin by looking at how people
around the world classify themselves on the religious and nonreligious spectrum. First an
aside on terminology: the WVS gives people three choices: “a religious person,” “not a re-
ligious person,” and “an atheist.” The “not a religious person” label is a bit squishy but re-
alistically reflects the worldview of those who are not completely comfortable with reli-
gion but resist being identified with the seemingly extreme position of atheism.

When asked in the WVS, “Independently of whether you attend religious services or not,
are you a religious person, not a religious person, or an atheist?” religious and nonreli-
gious adults are almost evenly split worldwide with 53 percent defining themselves as re-
ligious, 33 percent as nonreligious, and 11 percent as atheists (an additional 3.1 percent
did not provide an answer; see Fig. 2.1a). However, if we look at the religious composition
of countries around the world without China, which dominates with its sheer population
size and large nonreligious segment, the religious population rises remarkably to 71 per-
cent while the share of nonreligious drops to 22 percent and atheists are estimated as on-
ly 4.2 percent (Fig. 2.1b).

In most countries around the globe, an atheist would be considered as someone who is
not religious (Keysar 2015). This is not the case in Hong Kong, with a majority (55 per-
cent) of atheists and a minority (25 percent) who define themselves as not religious. In
fact, Hong Kong stands out globally with its majority of adults who identify as atheists.
They are followed by South Korea, with 30 percent of adults declaring themselves as
atheists, and China, with 28 percent atheists, according to the WVS in 2010-2014 (Fig.
2.2).

The share of atheists is far smaller than the share of not religious in most countries. In
South Korea, Slovenia, and Poland, the two groups are similar in size. China and Taiwan
are interesting cases with the share of atheists almost half of the share of the not reli-
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gious segment (28 percent versus 59 percent in China and 18 percent versus 37 percent
in Taiwan, respectively).

The meanings of “an atheist” and “not a religious person” vary by culture and by country.
Two examples best illustrate potential discrepancies, Azerbaijan and Thailand. They are
ranked at the top of countries in the WVS with the largest share of adults declaring them-
selves as “not religious” yet with a very small fraction (less than 1 percent) who are de-
clared atheists. This could reflect the limitations of global surveys challenged with trans-
lation of questions and with understanding of concepts that apparently are not clear and
well defined. To further complicate these extreme examples, 99.7 percent of adults in
Azerbaijan but only 27 percent of adults in Thailand believe in God (Keysar 2015). Thus,
the inclination to link religious identity with belief is problematic. In various cultures “not
a religious person” could mean rejecting the country’s religious authority and does not
necessarily mean being a “nonbeliever.”? ®. 42)

With Chins

Figure 2.1 Independently of whether you attend reli-
gious services or not, would you say you are ... a reli-
gious person, not a religious person, an atheist, or...?

Source: World Values Survey (2010-2014); weighted
by population size.

Demographics

Demographic factors are often the best predictors of religious and secularity patterns.
Gender, age and educational attainment, in particular, are determinants of religious and
non-religious self-identification (Keysar 2007).
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Gender

Women are generally more religious than men (Beit-Hallahmi 2007, 2014), as shown by
the WVS around the world. Females are more likely than males to say that they are reli-
gious (.43) and less likely to self-identify as atheists (Fig. 2.3a). Gender gaps in religiosi-
ty produce opposite male to female ratios within the religious (47 percent male versus 53
female) and the nonreligious (53 percent male versus 47 percent female) groupings
worldwide. Atheists exhibit the largest gender gap (Fig. 2.3b).

e

Figure 2.2 Adult Nonreligious and Atheists by Coun-
try

Source: World Values Survey (2010-2014).

Age

The age distributions of people who are not religious and declared atheists worldwide are
quite similar: over one-third are under age 35, one-half are middle-aged, and 8 to 10 per-
cent ®.44) are age 65 and over (Fig. 2.4). The religious group exhibits a different age
composition and is surprisingly younger. This differs by society. For example in the United
States, atheists are typically young (Keysar and Navarro-Rivera 2013; Cragun et al.
2013).
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e

Figure 2.3 (a) Religious Composition of Male and Fe-
male Worldwide. (b) Gender Composition of Reli-
gious, Not Religious, and Atheists Worldwide.

Source: World Values Survey (2010-2014); weighted
by population size and internal national distribution
of respondents.

Education

Education level and religiosity are negatively correlated. First we look at the religious
composition of the various educational levels. While religious people dominate (77 per-
cent) the lowest educational attainment—those with no formal education— atheists are
only a small minority (5 percent) within the lowest educational level. Atheists are most
likely to be .45 found at the highest educational level—among people with a university
degree and those with vocational schooling (Fig. 2.5a).
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Figure 2.4 Age Composition of Religious, Not Reli-
gious, and Atheists Worldwide.

Source: World Values Survey (2010-2014); weighted
by population size and internal national distribution
of respondents.

Another way to explore the relationship between religion and education is to compare ed-
ucational levels of the religious, the nonreligious, and atheists. Similar to age composi-
tions, nonreligious and atheists are similar in their educational compositions and are
quite apart from the religious. Noticeably there are educational gaps at the extreme. Reli-
gious people are more than twice as likely as nonreligious and atheists to have no formal
education and almost twice less likely as atheists to have a university degree (Fig. 2.5b).

Worldviews

A worldview, or world outlook, consists of an individual’s values, perceptions about life
and death and beliefs in the supernatural, all related to the construction of a religious
versus non-religious identity.

Belief in God and in Hell

When asked about the importance of God is in their lives, 43 percent of people who de-
fine themselves as religious said “very important” compared with 11 percent of people
who are not religious and only 2 percent of atheists. Consistently, almost a majority (49
percent) of atheists said God is “not at all important” in their life, compared with 22 per-
cent of nonreligious and only 4 percent of religious people.

A majority (75 percent) of religious people believes in hell compared with a minority (32
percent) of those who say they are not religious. Only 10 percent of atheists believe in
hell. ®.46) Atheism and belief in hell might seem incompatible, but it could reflect both
cultural understanding or translation effects of the global spread of the WVS.
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Figure 2.5 (a) Religious Composition of Educational
Groups Worldwide. (b) Educational Level of Reli-
gious, Not Religious, and Atheists Worldwide

Source: World Values Survey (2010-2014); weighted
by population size and internal national distribution
of respondents.

Meaning of Religion

The meaning of religion and the discord between life after death and this world vary by
level of religiosity. The more religious a person is, the more likely he or she is to think
that religion’s purpose is “to make sense of life after death.” In contrast, 76 percent of
atheists and only 61 percent of religious people think that the meaning of religion is “to
make sense of life in this world” (Fig. 2.6a).

Religious and nonreligious also disagree on the importance of religious rituals and norms
versus the need to pursue social justice in the name of religion. A great majority . 47)
(78 percent) of atheists think that the meaning of religion is “to do good to other people”
compared with only 63 percent of religious people. Alternatively, 37 percent of religious
people believe that the meaning of religion is to “follow religious norms and ceremonies”
compared with 22 percent of atheists (Fig. 2.6b). It is noteworthy that respondents in all
three groups did not choose the option “neither of them” or offer other functions of reli-
gion. The linear patterns persist whereby those who define themselves as “not a religious
person” consistently fall between “an atheist” and “a religious person” in their views on
the meaning of religion.
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Figure 2.6(a) and (b) What Is the Meaning of Reli-
gion?

Source: World Values Survey (2010-2014); weighted
by population size and internal national distribution
of respondents.

Science versus Religion

On the broader conflict between science and religion, the world seems to be divided be-
tween religious and nonreligious people. The nonreligious flatly disagree that “religion is
always right.” Atheists overwhelmingly disagree, while a majority of religious people be-
lieves that “religion is always right” (Fig. 2.7).

The consequences of such disagreements in worldviews are cultural wars (Hunter 1991).
The disagreements develop potential conflicts between people who say they are religious
@ 48) and those who call themselves nonreligious, specifically on issues where religion
and science clash, for example, on beliefs in the theory of evolution versus belief in cre-
ationism (Miller et al. 2006; Blackburn 2008), on science education (Cobern 2008), and

even the debate over global warming (Mooney 2005; Gore 2007).
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Figure 2.7 “Whenever science and religion conflict,
religion is always right.”

Source: World Values Survey (2010-2014); weighted
by population size and internal national distribution
of respondents.

A it W pEFRON Mot & relaghous Pernr An atheist

Figure 2.8 “The world is better off, or worse off, be-
cause of science and technology.”

Source: World Values Survey (2010-2014); weighted
by population size and internal national distribution
of respondents.

On the role of science and technology in making the world a better place, we focus on the
two extreme points of views: Is the world is “a lot better off” or “a lot worse off” because
of science and technology? All groups tilt toward approval of science and technology. Reli-
gious people are five times as likely to express extreme negative views toward science
and technology while nonreligious hold the middle ground. Almost one-quarter of atheists
believe that the world is “a lot better off” because of science and technology (Fig. 2.8).

(p. 49)
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Figure 2.9 The Clash between Science and Faith.

Chart (a): On a scale from 1-10, whereby 1 is “com-
pletely disagree” and 10 is “completely agree,” these
bar charts present adults choosing 8, 9, or 10.

Chart (b): On a scale from 1-10, whereby 1 is “com-
pletely disagree” and 10 is “completely agree,” these
bar charts present adults choosing 1, 2, or 3.

Source: World Values Survey (2010-2014); weighted
by population size and internal national distribution
of respondents.

Atheists hold stronger views on the critical and significant roles of science in society.
Atheists around the globe are more likely to strongly believe that because of science and
technology there will be more opportunities to the next generation and that science and
technology are making people’s lives healthier, easier, and more comfortable (Fig. 2.9a).
Atheists are the most likely to be very interested in engaging with science in their daily
lives (double the likelihood of religious people). Interestingly, all three groups share a
similar opinion in disagreeing with the notion “We depend too much on science and not
enough on faith.” (Fig. 2.9b).

Creating a Science versus Religion Scale

To dig further into the factors contributing to the science versus religion debate, a scale
was developed that combines a series of items. The items included were (a) “Whenever
science (.50 and religion conflict, religion is always right” (adults who disagreed were
assigned 1 and those who agreed were assigned zero). (b) “The world is better off, or
worse off, because of science and technology” (adults who chose “better off” were as-
signed 1 and other options were assigned 0). A similar score was used for four other fac-
tors: (c) “Because of science and technology there will be more opportunities to the next
generation,” (d) “Science and technology are making people’s lives healthier, easier, and

Page 10 of 18



Religious/Nonreligious Demography and Religion versus Science: A Global
Perspective

more comfortable,” (e) “It is not important for me to know about science in my daily life,”
and (f) “We depend too much on science and not enough on faith.”

The 7-point scale ranged from 0 representing adults who opted on the side of religion on
all items, 1 representing adults who preferred science in one of the items, 2 in two of the
items, and so on all the way to 6 representing adults who opted on the side of science on
all the items. In countries around the globe, about one-third (33 percent) of adults scored
0. Those are totally religion supporters. At the same time, only a fraction (1.1 percent)
scored 6. Those are totally science supporters. Once China was excluded, the total reli-
gion support (0) climbed to 38 percent, and the score 1, representing little science sup-
port, was estimated at 30 percent and 2 at 13 percent. Greater support of science
dropped steadily, reaching the total support of 6, at below 1 percent.

What are the factors that explain the science-religion divide? A linear regression analysis
looking at both demographics (gender, age, education) and religiosity reveals that educa-
tional level and the religiosity triad—religious, nonreligious, and atheist—are the most im-
portant factors. The higher the educational level, the greater likelihood that a person to-
tally supports science over religion. Similarly, atheists around the globe are more likely to
support science compared with nonreligious people and even more so compared with reli-
gious people.

Multivariate Analysis

The multivariate analysis on the conflict between science and religion adds a global per-
spective. It examines the effects of various factors, such as demographics, religiosity, and
the role of culture in almost 50 countries.

Binary Logistic Regression

In a polarized world, divided between two choices, science and religion, the scale could
be transformed into a binary dimension. We develop a logistic regression analysis, which
helps determine the net effect of each variable when all other variables are kept con-
stant. The dependent variable is a binary religion-science scale with a 0 score for respon-
dents who opted on the side of religion on all six items mentioned and a 1 score for all
others, who preferred science on one or more items.

The various explanatory variables were introduced in stages. Three models were used to
predict support for science versus religion among adults around the world. The first mod-
el introduces demographic variables: gender, age group, and educational level. The sec-
ond model adds religiosity (religious/non-religious/an atheist), while the third model adds
the religious identification of the respondent and the culture of his or her country, mea-
sured by its major religious denomination. The relationship between the explanatory vari-
ables and the level of ®@.51) support of science are presented in Table 2.1 as odds ratios,
which express the relative odds of an occurrence of the event (support of science) com-
pared to the reference category. The base (reference) categories are male, age 16 to 24,
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university education with a degree, an atheist, professing no religion (None), living in a
country with a majority of people who are None.
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Predictors Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Demographics

Gender (female) 0.90" 0.95™ 0.92"
Age (25-34) 0.95" 0.96 0.93"
Age (35-49) 1.09™ 1.10™ 1.02
Age (50-64) 1.17" 1.17" 1.04
Age (65+) 1.17% 1.18™ 0.93"
No formal education 0.35™ 0.40™ 0.45"*
Primary school 0.41™ 0.44™* 0.48"*
Vocational school 0.54™" 0.55™" 0.58™
Secondary school/some univer- 0.58™ 0.59"* 0.64™
sity

Religiosity

Religious person 0.31" 0.50"
Not a religious person 0.56™ 0.76"*

Religious Identification

Christian 0.38™
Protestant 0.57
Catholic 0.73"
Orthodox 0.82™

Pentecostal 0.76™*
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Buddhist/Hindu 0.80™*
Muslim 0.89™
Jewish 1,42
Other 0.50™*

Country’s Major Religion

Muslim 0.61*
Orthodox 0.86™
Roman Catholic 0.88™
Christian 0.49**
Buddhist/Hindu 0.45%*
None/Christian 1,73
None/Buddhist 0.80™
Constant 411" 10.14™* 11.94™
R? 0.03 0.06 0.10

Note: N = 75,389. The reference categories are for gender: male; for
age: 16-24; for educational level: university education with a degree;
for religiosity: an atheist; for religious identification: professing no re-
ligion (i.e., a None); for country’s major religion: a majority of people
who are Nones.

M p<.05
™p<.01
™) p < .001.

®.52) Model 1 shows that all three demographic factors are significant. The strongest
factor is educational level. The odds of supporting science among adults with no formal
education are only 0.35 of those holding a university degree. (An odds ratio of 1 indicates
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no differences between a subgroup and the base category.) The odds ratio increases with
an increase in educational level. Still, the odds are 0.58 among adults who have some uni-
versity education but no degree as compared with those with a university degree. Model
2, adding religiosity, doubles the statistical power, showing that self-identifying atheists
are more than three times as likely as people self-identifying as religious to support sci-
ence (odds ratio = 0.31) and almost double those self-identifying as not religious (odds ra-
tio = 0.56).

Model 3 adds the respondent’s religious identification and the majority religion in the
country. These factors further elevate the power of the analysis, although it is not high;
R?= 0.10. The differences between the various age groups and somewhat between males
and females diminish once the religiosity factors are included in the model. This implies
that there is an interaction effect: because males tend to be less religious, it is difficult to
say whether their stronger embrace of science comes from being male, from being less
religious, or from some other unmeasured factor. Educational level remains an important
factor as well as atheists versus religious people. Those who self-identified with Christian
groups are less likely to support science compared with Nones (odds ratio = 0.38) while
Jews are more likely to support science (odds ratio = 1.42). The attitudinal gaps between
atheists, nonreligious, and religious also diminish once the religiosity factors are included
in the model. Again, this could imply an interaction effect between the various dimen-
sions of religiosity. To illustrate, a Muslim or a Christian who calls him or herself religious
might hold a different position on the science-religion debate compared with a religious
Jew.

The contextual variable, measured by the country’s major religion, serves as a proxy for
the cultural environment. It is found to be the most important determinant of adults’ sup-
port of science versus religion. In other words, where one is an atheist matters as much
as whether one is an atheist. Countries with both Nones and Christians—Sweden, for ex-
ample—show the strongest support for science. In these countries adults exhibit higher
odds of supporting science (odds ratio = 1.73) versus the reference group, which is coun-
tries comprising only Nones as the majority. The odds of supporting science are lower in
Muslim majority countries (odds ratio = 0.61) and in Buddhist/Hindu majority countries
(such as India) (odds ratio = 0.45). In the case of the Swedens of the world, we may be
seeing the effect of an unmeasured variable, namely national income. Countries with both
Christians and Nones tend to be richer and more technologically advanced than countries
comprising only Nones.

Conclusion

This chapter has demonstrated that much can be learned by simply asking people about
themselves and taking their answers at face value versus attempting to categorize them
by a theoretically derived standard. The WVS points up vast differences in the way people
in different countries perceive themselves and how they understand key concepts such as
@ 53) religiosity, secularism, and atheism. This alone is a valuable contribution to the lit-
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erature on secularism, however frustrating it might be to philosophers who prefer to deal
in rigorously defined terminology.

A second finding is how much one single nation—China—skews the demographics of sec-
ularism. Excluding China, 71 percent of the WVS sample identifies as religious. With Chi-
na the ratio drops to 53 percent. The lesson is that one cannot discuss global patterns in
religion and secularism without specifying whether the data include or exclude China. Ad-
ditionally, regression analysis shows that despite globalization and open communication,
there remain conceptual differences in the understanding of secularism stemming from
culture and language.

The demographics of secularism in the rest of the world are broadly similar to those in
the closely studied nations of North America and Western Europe, but there are notice-
able differences. Finally, the conflict between science and religion plays itself out in much
the same way around the world. Atheists are the most open to science and religious are
the least open to science, with “not religious” occupying the middle ground.
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Notes:

(1.) The 2001 American Religious Identification Survey attempted to ask in the United
States: “When it comes to your outlook, do you regard yourself as religious, somewhat re-
ligious, somewhat secular, or secular?” (Kosmin and Keysar, 2006).

(2.) Globally, nonbelievers outnumber those who declare themselves atheists: 31 percent
versus 11 percent of adults, respectively. Excluding China reduces levels, yet the dispari-
ties remain: 15 percent adult nonbelievers versus 4 percent self-identified adult atheists

(Keysar 2015).
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Abstract and Keywords

The secularization paradigm argues that the decline of religion in the West is an unin-
tended consequence of a variety of complex social changes known as modernization.
Without a dramatic reversal of the increasing cultural autonomy of the individual, secu-
larization is irreversible. In the stable affluent democracies of the West, the individual as-
serts the rights of the sovereign autonomous consumer. In the absence of social forces
eroding that freedom, creation of a detailed ideological consensus is not possible, and no
amount of vague spiritual yearning will generate a shared belief system. This diversity
and its consequences is explored in this chapter.
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THE peoples of preindustrial Europe were deeply religious. To what extent they were or-
thodox Christians varied, but most saw the world through basically Christian lenses. They
knew the Lord’s Prayer and the Hail Mary and could make the sign of the Cross. They
knew the Ten Commandments, the four cardinal virtues, the seven deadly sins, and the
seven works of mercy. They paid tithes. They brought to church babies for baptism,
spouses for weddings, and corpses for burial. They believed sufficiently in hell and in the
status of Holy Writ for swearing oaths on the Bible to be a means of social control. They
avoided blaspheming. They paid large sums for priests to say mass on their behalf post-
mortem. Most knew they had to make reparation to God for their sins, in this life or in the
next. When the clergy complained of irreligion it was not because their people were secu-
lar but because they persisted in pre-Christian superstitions and used the Church’s ritu-
als in an instrumental magical manner.

As societies industrialized, their people divided. Some became well-informed “true believ-
ers”; others fell away. The once-pervasive religious worldview gave way to an increasingly
secular public culture. By the middle of the nineteenth century, religion had become so
distinct a sphere of life that we could count its adherents, and the introduction of social
surveys in the twentieth century allowed us to assess the nature and popularity of reli-
gious beliefs. Whether we count membership, church attendance, religious ceremonies to
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mark rites of passage, or indices of belief, we find that across the industrial world there
has been a major decline in all religious indices (Bruce 2011).

Understanding Secularization

Explaining the decline in the power, prestige, and popularity of religion has exercised
such a large number of scholars that we can represent their work as a “secularization
paradigm.” Many of the scholars cited would disagree about some matters, but there is
enough common ground for a general synthesis, which is summarized in Figure 3.1. ®.56)

Figure 3.1 The Secularization Paradigm.

Because the failure to understand this synthesis causes much pointless argument, it is im-
portant, before we work through the elements of Figure 3.1, to make a general observa-
tion about the nature of sociological explanation.

Popular explanations tend to favor an active agent: if something happens, it must be the
work of a person, group, or organization that wishes that outcome. Much sociological ex-
planation rests on the unintended consequence and the unanticipated outcome. Because
we lack perfect knowledge, cannot entirely control the responses of others, and cannot
prevent complex interactions, we often intend to do one thing and end up producing
something entirely different. Max Weber’s explanation of how the avowedly religious re-
forms of the Reformation accidentally boosted the growth of modern capitalism (see later
discussion) is a fine example of a consequence very far from what was intended. As will
be seen, the sociological explanation of secularization has little place for rationalists,
(.57 humanists, or secularists; their main role is to elaborate justifications for changes
that have already occurred. Nor for reasons discussed at length elsewhere (Bruce 2011)
does it accept the argument, first presented by Michel Foucault and elaborated by Talal
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Asad (1993, 2003), that the modern nation-state deliberately marginalized religion in or-
der to make governing easier. What follows is an account of changes so unintended that
they can only be identified retrospectively.

Monotheism (R1)

Following Max Weber, Peter Berger (1969) argues that the monotheism of Judaism and
Christianity contributed to the rationalization of the West. The Egyptian, Greek, and Ro-
man worlds were embedded in cosmic orders with no sharp distinction between the hu-
man and the nonhuman. Replacing a pantheon by a single God immediately had a ratio-
nalizing effect in that people were no longer confronted with the problem that what
pleased one divine being might offend another. And the Jewish God was remote. He creat-
ed the world and he would end it, but during its existence, the world could be seen as
possessing its own structure and logic. He was not capricious; he made consistent ethical
demands. He was beyond magical manipulation; we could learn his laws and obey them
but we could not bribe, cajole, or trick him. As the Christian Church evolved, the cosmos
was remythologized with angels and semidivine saints. The idea that God could be manip-
ulated through ritual, confession, and penance undermined the tendency to regulate be-
havior with a standardized ethical code. However, this trend was reversed as the Protes-
tant Reformation again demythologized the world, eliminated the ritual and sacramental
manipulation of God, and restored the process of ethical rationalization.

Making formal what pleased God made it possible for ethics to become detached from be-
liefs about the supernatural. Codes could be followed for their own sake and could even
attract alternative justifications. In that sense, the rationalizing tendency of Christianity
created space for secular alternatives.

The Protestant Ethic (E1)

Weber argues that the Reformation inadvertently created new attitudes to work and capi-
tal accumulation (Weber 1976; Marshall 1982). Previously especially pious people dis-
played “other-worldly asceticism”: avoiding the temptations of the flesh by cutting them-
selves off from the world in monasteries and hermitages. Martin Luther secularized the
idea of vocation by arguing that any legitimate occupation, performed diligently, glorified
God. By arguing against confession, penance, and absolution, the Reformers deprived
people of a way of periodically wiping away their sins. They thus increased the strain of
trying to live a Christian life and made it all the more important to avoid temptation,
hence the additional premium on work. With other changes, the result was Weber’s “this-
worldly asceticism,” an attitude well-suited to the rise of rational capitalism. The link E2
to E3 represents the fact that those countries that first adopted industrial capitalism
prospered ahead of their rivals, and, as we will see, prosperity itself weakens religious
commitments.
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®.58) Structural Differentiation (S2)

Modernization entails structural (or functional) differentiation: the lifeworld fragments as
specialized roles and institutions are created to handle specific features or functions pre-
viously embodied in one role or institution (Parsons 1964). The family was once a unit of
production as well as the institution through which society was reproduced. With indus-
trialization, economic activity became divorced from the home. It also became increasing-
ly informed by its own values (i.e., there is a link from R2 to S2). At work we are sup-
posed to be rational, instrumental, and pragmatic. We are also supposed to be universalis-
tic: to treat customers alike, paying attention only to the matter in hand. The private
sphere, by contrast, is taken to be expressive, indulgent, and emotional: an antidote to
the public world.

Structural differentiation is secularizing because religious influence on important spheres
(such as the economy and the polity) is reduced. And increased specialization directly
secularizes many social services—education, health care, welfare, and social control—
which were once provided by the church. If nothing else, this results in most people hav-
ing less contact with religious officials, activities, and beliefs than was formerly the case.

Social Differentiation (S1)

As society fragments, so do the people. Economic growth creates an ever-greater range
of occupation and life situation that, because it is accompanied by growing egalitarian-
ism, leads to class avoidance. This may seem paradoxical, but in feudal societies, masters
and servants could live cheek-by-jowl precisely because the gentry had no fear that the
lower orders would get ideas above their station. As the social structure became more flu-
id, those who could afford to do so replaced the previously effective social distance with
literal space.

The plausibility of a single moral universe in which all people have a place depends on the
social structure being stable. With new social roles and increasing social mobility, com-
munal conceptions of the moral and supernatural order fragmented. As classes became
more distinctive they created salvational systems better suited to their interests. The
great pyramid of pope, bishops, priests, and laity reflected the social pyramid of king, no-
bles, gentry, and peasants. Independent small farmers or the rising business class pre-
ferred a more democratic religion, hence their attraction to such Protestant sects as the
Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Baptists, and Quakers. Modernization was not simply a
matter of religion responding to social, economic and political changes. Religion itself
had a considerable effect on social and cultural diversity (S3). To explain this I must go
back a stage to the link between the Reformation, the rise of individualism and schism.

Individualism (RO1)

David Martin noted a major effect of the Reformation when he wrote that “The logic of
Protestantism is clearly in favor of the voluntary principle, to a degree that eventually
makes it sociologically unrealistic” (1978: 9). Belief systems differ greatly in their propen-
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sity to fragment. The Catholic Church claims that Christ’s authority was passed to Peter
and then fixed in the office of Pope. It claims the right to settle disputes about God’s will.
If those claims (p.59 are accepted, the Church is relatively immune to fission. As to de-
part from Rome goes to the heart of what one believes as a Catholic, such departures are
difficult and are associated with extreme upheavals, such as the French Revolution. Thus
as Catholic countries modernize they split into the religious and the secular: so in the
twentieth century Italy, Spain, and France had a conservative Catholic bloc and powerful
Communist parties.

Protestantism is vulnerable to schism because it rejects institutional mechanisms to settle
disputes. Asserting that all can equally well discern God’s will invites schism. Tradition,
habit, respect for learning, or admiration for piety might restrain but cannot prevent divi-
sion. The Reformation produced not one church purified and strengthened but competing
sects.

We might add a secular version of RO1. Individualism gradually developed an au-
tonomous dynamic as the egalitarianism located in the Figure 3.1 as S4. It is placed there
to stress that individualism and the closely associated social reality of diversity (S3) can
only develop in propitious circumstances, and those are provided by structural differenti-
ation (S2) and economic growth (E3).

The link between modernization and inequality is paradoxical. Industrialization produced
both greater social distance and a basic egalitarianism (S4). The Reformers were not de-
mocrats, but they inadvertently caused a major change in the relative importance of com-
munity and individual. By removing the special status of the priesthood and the possibili-
ty that religious merit could be transferred (e.g., by saying masses for the souls of the
dead), they reasserted what was implicit in early Christianity: that we are all equal in the
eyes of God. That equality initially lay in our sinfulness, but the idea could not indefinitely
be confined to duty. Equal obligations eventually became equal rights.

The growth of egalitarianism was made possible by changes in the economy (Gellner
1983, 1991). Economic development brought change and the expectation of further
change. And it brought occupational mobility. As it became more common for people to
better themselves, it also become more common for them to think better of themselves.
However badly paid, the industrial worker was not a serf. The serf occupied just one role
in an all-embracing hierarchy, and that role shaped his or her entire life. A tin miner in
Cornwall in 1800 might be oppressed at work, but in the late evening and on Sunday he
could change clothes and persona to become a Baptist preacher: a man of prestige. Such
alternation marks a crucial change. Once social status became task-specific, people could
occupy different positions in different hierarchies. That makes it possible to distinguish
between the role and the person who plays it. Roles can still be ranked and accorded very
different degrees of power or status, but the people behind the roles could be viewed as
having some sense of equal worth.
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Societalization

“Societalization” is the term Bryan Wilson gives to the way in which “life is increasingly
enmeshed and organized, not locally but societally (that society being most evidently, but
not uniquely, the nation state)” (1982: 154). If social differentiation (S1) and individual-
ism (RO1) are blows to small-scale communities from below, societalization is the attack
from above. Close-knit, integrated communities gradually lost power and presence to
large-scale industrial and commercial enterprises; to modern states coordinated through
massive, impersonal bureaucracies; and to cities. This is the classic community-to-society
transition delineated by Ferdinand Tonnies (1955).

(- 60) Following Emile Durkheim, Wilson (1982) argues that religion is strongest when it
is embedded in the small community of like-situated people who think alike. As the soci-
ety rather than the community becomes the locus of the individual’s life, so religion loses
the roots that replenish it. The church of the Middle Ages baptized, christened, married,
and buried. Its calendar of services mapped on to the seasons. It celebrated and legiti-
mated local life. In turn it drew strength from being frequently reaffirmed by the local
people. In 1914 almost everyone in my village celebrated the harvest by bringing tokens
of their produce to the church. In 2014, a very small number of people in my village (only
one of them a farmer) celebrated by bringing to the church vegetables and tinned goods
(many of foreign provenance) bought in a supermarket owned by a multinational chain.
Instead of celebrating the harvest, the service thanked God for all his creation. Broaden-
ing the symbolism solved the problem of relevance but lost direct contact with the lives of
those involved. When the all-embracing community of like-situated people working and
playing together gives way to the dormitory town or suburb, there is little left in common
to celebrate.

Differentiation and societalization reduce the plausibility of any single overarching moral
and religious system and thus allow competing religions. While these may have much to
say to private experience, they can have little connection to the performance of social
roles or the operation of social systems because they are not widely shared, let alone soci-
ety-wide. Religion retains subjective plausibility for some but loses its objective taken-for-
grantedness. It became a preference rather than a necessity.

Again it is worth stressing the interaction of social and cultural forces. The Reformation’s
fragmentation of the religious tradition (RO3) hastened the development of the religious-
ly neutral state (P1). A successful economy requires a high degree of integration: effec-
tive communication, a shared legal code to enforce contracts, a climate of trust, and so on
(Gellner 1991). This requires an integrated national culture. Where there is consensus, a
national “high culture” can be provided through the dominant religious tradition. The
clergy can continue to be the schoolteachers, historians, propagandists, public adminis-
trators, and military strategists (though they will increasingly be bound by secular ratio-
nal norms). Where there is little consensus, the state is forced to make secular provision.
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Schism and Sect Formation (RO3)

The Reformation stimulated literacy (S5). With everyone required to answer to God indi-
vidually, lay people needed the resources to meet that new responsibility, hence the trans-
lation of the Bible into vernacular languages, the rapid advance in printing, the spread of
literacy, and the start of mass education. Competition between sects was a further spur.
And as Gellner and others argue, the spread of education was both essential to, and a
consequence of, economic growth. The sectarian competitive spirit of the RO line inter-
acted with the requirements of the E and S line to produce a literate and educated laity,
which in turn encouraged the general emphasis on the importance and rights of the indi-
vidual and the growth of egalitarianism (S4) and liberal democracy (P1).

Protestant sects also had a direct influence on P1 by providing a new model for social or-
ganization. Reformed religion was individualistic but it encouraged individuals to band to-
gether for encouragement, edification, evangelism and social control. As an alternative to
the organic community in which position was inherited and ascribed, the sectarians

(. 61) established the voluntary association of like-minded individuals coming together to
pursue common goals.

Social and Cultural Diversity (S3)

The creation of the secular state was encouraged by diversity. Modernization brought
with it increased cultural diversity in three ways. Peoples moved and brought their lan-
guage, religion, and social mores into a new setting. Second, the expansive nation-state
encompassed new peoples. Third, especially common in Protestant settings, economic
modernization created classes, which created competing sects. Hence the paradox in re-
formed Protestant societies: at the same time as the nation-state was trying to create a
unified national culture out of thousands of small communities, it was having to come to
terms with increasing religious diversity. The solution was an increasingly neutral state.
Religious establishments were abandoned altogether (the United States) or were
neutered (Britain). Being freed from entanglements with secular power allowed churches
to become more clearly “spiritual,” but their removal from the center of public life re-
duced their contact with, and relevance for, the general population (P2 and P3).

Separation of church and state was one consequence of diversity. Another was the grow-
ing breach between a community and its religious worldview. In sixteenth-century Eng-
land, every significant event in the life cycle of the individual and the community was cel-
ebrated in church and given a religious gloss. The church’s techniques were used to bless
the sick, sweeten the soil, and increase animal productivity. Testimonies, contracts, and
promises were reinforced by oaths sworn on the Bible and before God. But beyond the
special events that saw the parish troop into the church, a huge amount of credibility was
given to the religious worldview simply through everyday interaction and conversation.
People commented on the weather by saying “God be praised” and on parting wished
each other “Godspeed” or “Goodbye” (an abbreviation for “God be with ye”).
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Diversity also has an important social psychological consequence: it calls into question
the certainty that believers can accord their faith (Berger 1980). Ideas are most convinc-
ing when they are universally shared. The elaboration of alternatives provides a profound
challenge. Believers need not fall on their swords when they find that others disagree
with them. Where clashes of ideologies occur in the context of social conflict or when al-
ternatives are promoted by people who need not be seriously entertained, the cognitive
challenge can be dismissed (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 133). Nonetheless, proliferating
alternatives make it clear that we choose God rather than the other way round and, to the
extent that people of different churches, sects, and denominations enjoy positive interac-
tion, it breaks the claimed ties between religious identity and virtue. That some of “them”
are good people makes it harder to believe that one’s own religion has a monopoly of
what is good in this life, which in turn weakens the claim to unique access to the next life.

Compartmentalization and Privatization (S5)

Believers may respond to the fact of variety by supposing that all religions are, in some
sense, the same (RO5). Another possibility (and they are not incompatible) is to confine
one’s faith ®.62) to a particular compartment of social life (S5). With compartmentaliza-
tion comes privatization: the sense that the reach of religion is shortened to just those
who accept the teachings of this or that faith. As Luckmann puts it:

This development reflects the dissolution of one hierarchy of significance in the
world view. Based on the complex institutional structure and social stratification
of industrial societies different “versions” of the world view emerge. ... With the
pervasiveness of the consumer orientation and the sense of autonomy, the individ-
ual is more likely to confront the culture and the sacred cosmos as a “buyer.” Once
religion is defined as a “private affair,” the individual may choose from the assort-
ment of “ultimate” meanings as he sees fit. (1970: 98-99)

Casanova (1994) argues that differentiation need not result in privatization. The major
churches, having now accepted the rules of liberal democracy, can regain a public role.
They achieve this not by the old model of a mutually supportive and exclusive compact
between a dominant church and the state, but by acting as pressure groups in civil soci-
ety. This is true, but it misses the point that churches can no longer play the God trump
card. If they wish to be heard, religious interest groups are now forced to present their
case in secular terms. For example, the Christian Right in the United States opposes
abortion not as unbiblical but as infringing the universal human right to life. Darwinian
evolution is not un-Godly; it is bad science. Homosexuality is not offensive to God; it is so-
cially dysfunctional. And so on.

The Secular State and Liberal Democracy (P1)

Social innovations, once established, can have an appeal that goes far beyond the initial
motive to innovate. In Britain, Holland, the American colonies, and the reformed Protes-
tant parts of Germany, secular liberal democracy evolved as a necessary response to the
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egalitarianism (S4) made possible by structural differentiation (S2) and to the social and
cultural diversity (S3) created by a combination of the fissiparousness of Protestantism
(RO2) and social differentiation (S1). But, combined with the inheritance of the French
Revolution, it became attractive in its own right, and in the late nineteenth century soci-
eties that had no great need for them introduced the same principles as part of wider po-
litical reforms. Despite dissent being largely contained within the Lutheran tradition, the
introduction of representative democracy and the weakening of the monarchy (or Grand
Duchy) in the Nordic countries was accompanied by a weakening of the Church (which
largely retained its diverse social functions by presenting them as secular social services
available to all citizens).

The Moderation of Sects and Churches (RO5)

H. Richard Niebuhr (1962) elaborates a small but important element of the paradigm in
his extension of Troeltsch’s comments on the evolution of sects. Niebuhr notes that time
and again radical sects (e.g., the Quakers or the Methodists) became comfortable denomi-
nations, on easy terms with the world. First, commitment is inevitably reduced when

(. 63) inheritance replaces personal choice. Second, most sectarians prospered ahead of
the average, partly for the “Protestant Ethic” reasons elaborated by Weber (E1) and part-
ly because their asceticism made them widely trusted. It is no accident that most of the
British banking system developed from family firms run by Quakers: the Barclays, Back-
houses, Trittons, and Gurneys. Growing wealth (and the social status and public accep-
tance that could come with it) raised the price of asceticism, and most sectarians could
not resist the increasing benefits of moderation.

Robert Michels (1962) identifies a further source of moderation in his study of oligarchy
in left-wing trade unions and political parties. Most sects began as primitive democracies,
with little formal organization, but gradually acquired a professional leadership. Especial-
ly after the founder died, there was a need to educate and train the preachers and teach-
ers who would sustain the movement. If successful, there was a need to coordinate a
growing organization. There were assets to be safeguarded and books to be published
and distributed. With organization came paid officials who had a vested interest in reduc-
ing tension between the sect and the wider society. They could also compare themselves
to the clergy of the established church and (initially for the status of their faith rather
than their own reward) desire the same levels of training, remuneration, and social sta-
tus.

If the sect can isolate itself from the wider society so that its own culture provides every-
thing for life, then it can sustain itself. Communitarian sects such as the Amish, Hut-
terites, and Doukobhors provide examples. But in most cases the sect is only slightly insu-
lated and cannot avoid the social psychological effects of diversity described here. Having
failed to win over the bulk of the people and having to come to terms with being only a
“saved remnant,” the sect finds good reasons to moderate its claims and comes to see it-
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self not as the sole embodiment of God’s will but as one expression of what is pleasing to
God.

The moderation of sects is mirrored in the moderation of churches. Faced with wide-
spread defection and the loss of authority, most churches reduced their claims and came
to view themselves as just one among others. The change was not always made willingly,
but by the start of the twentieth century most state churches were cooperating with other
Christian organizations. By the end of it, most were presenting themselves as the senior
spokesperson for all religions against a largely secular climate.

Economic Growth (E3)

The effect of prosperity on Protestants sects can be generalized. Increasing affluence re-
duces religious fervor and traditionalism (Inglehart 1990, 1997). Religion often provides
solace for the dispossessed by contrasting their piety with the laxity of the wealthy and
presenting the next life as a reversal of this one: the meek shall inherit the earth. From
the 1920s to the 1960s, American Pentecostalists prided themselves on their distinctly as-
cetic lifestyles. That they could not afford them (or their consequences) made it easy to
denounce pre- and extramarital sex, divorce, flashy clothes, makeup, Hollywood movies,
social dancing, and television. When they could afford them, their mores changed. Many
charismatic and neopentecostalists congregations are socially indistinguishable from
mainstream congregations. This does not mean that they are no longer religious, but the
erosion of distinctive ways of life does make it more difficult to maintain distinctive be-
liefs (Shibley 1996).

®. 60 Science (R3) and Technology (R4)

Critics of the secularization paradigm misrepresent it by elevating science to a central po-
sition: “it is science that has the most deadly implications for religion” (Stark and Finke
2000: 61). A zero-sum notion of knowledge, with rational thought and science conquering
territory from superstition, was carried into sociology by Auguste Comte and Karl Marx,
but it is not part of the modern secularization paradigm. We recognize that modern peo-
ple are quite capable of believing untruths and hence that decreasing plausibility cannot
be explained simply by the presence of some (to us) more plausible ideas. The crucial
connections are more subtle and complex than those implied in a science versus religion
battle and rest on nebulous consequences of assumptions about the orderliness of the
world and our mastery over it.

More important than scientific discovery was the development of effective technology. Re-
ligion seemed practical: holy water cured ailments and prayers improved crop quality. As
technological advances provided effective solutions to an ever-increasing range of life’s
problems, so the occasions on which people called on religion were reduced. Where the
people of the Middle Ages were often driven to religious recourse because they had no
better solution, modern people are more likely to have confidence in scientific research
and technological advance. This is an often-used example, but it is apposite. The response
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of the Christian Church to the Black Death of the fourteenth century was to call for divine
help through special prayers and periods of fasting. The response of the Church of Eng-
land to the “gay plague” (as the AIDs epidemic of the 1980s was initially dubbed) was to
call for increased government funding of medical research. And, as even committed
Christians would admit, the second response was more effective than the first.

More generally, as Martin puts it, with the growth of science and technology “the general
sense of human power is increased, the play of contingency is restricted, and the over-
whelming sense of divine limits which afflicted previous generations is much dimin-
ished” (1969: 116). This does not mean the end of religion, but it does mean that tradi-
tional religions, with insignificant humankind worshipping an all-powerful creator God, fit
less well the general cultural climate. Increasingly believers feel they have the right to
decide to which bits of their religion’s teaching they will attend. Religion becomes less
the master of culture and more its servant.

Technology and Consciousness (CS1)

In exploring the psychology of modern work, Berger and colleagues (1974) argue that,
even if we are unaware of it, modern technology brings with it a technological conscious-
ness that is difficult to reconcile with a sense of the sacred. One element of this is compo-
nentiality. Modern work assumes that the most complex entities can be broken down into
parts that are infinitely replaceable. Likewise actions can be reduced to elements that can
be indefinitely repeated. This pragmatic attitude is carried over from manufacture to the
management of workers (a style known after its heroic promoter as “Fordism”) and then
to bureaucracy generally. While there is no obvious clash between the assumptions em-
bedded in technological consciousness and the teachings of most religions, ®. 65 there
are serious incompatibilities of approach. There is little space for the eruption of the di-
vine.

To summarize the R line, the effects of science and technology on the plausibility of reli-
gious belief are often misunderstood. Their direct clash is less significant than the subtle
impact of naturalistic ways of thinking. Science and technology have not made us athe-
ists, but the underlying rationality makes us less likely than our forebears to entertain the
notion of the divine.

Relativism (CS2)

Finally we come to the bottom line. The Christian Church of the Middle Ages was firmly
authoritarian and exclusive in its attitude to knowledge. There was a single truth, and it
knew what it was. Increasingly social and cultural diversity combines with egalitarianism
to undermine all claims to authoritative knowledge. While compartmentalization can
serve as a holding operation, it is difficult to live in a world that treats as equally valid a
large number of incompatible beliefs and that shies away from authoritative assertions
without coming to suppose that there is no one truth. We may continue to prefer our
worldview, but we find it hard to insist that what is true for us must also be true for every-
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one else. The tolerance that is necessary for harmony in diverse egalitarian societies
weakens religion by forcing us to live as if we could not be sure of God’s will. The conse-
quence, visible over the twentieth century in liberal democracies, was a decline in first
the commitment of, and then in the number of, church adherents. Relativism debilitates
faith by removing the best reason to ensure one’s children are socialized in the faith. If all
faiths (and none) offer a road to God, if there is no hell to which heretics get sent, then
there is no need to ensure the transmission of orthodoxy.

Retarding Tendencies

The secularization paradigm suggests that social and structural differentiation, societal-
ization, rationalization, individualism, egalitarianism, and increasing social and cultural
diversity undermine religion. However, most proponents would add an important qualifi-
cation: “except where religion finds or retains work to do other than relating individuals
to the supernatural.” The many and varied instances of that work can be summarized un-
der the headings of cultural transition and cultural defense.

Cultural Transition

Where social identity is threatened in the course of major social transitions, religion may
help negotiate such changes or assert a new claim to a sense of worth. Religioethnic
groups can ease the move between homeland and new world. The church offers a sup-
portive group that speaks one’s language and shares one’s values but also has contacts
with the new social milieu.

(. 66) There is another manifestation of the tendency for religion to retain significance,
even temporarily to grow in significance, and that is in the course of modernization itself.
Modernization disrupted communities, traditional employment patterns, and status hier-
archies. By extending the range of communication, it made the social peripheries and hin-
terlands more aware of the manners and mores of the center and vice versa. Those at the
center of the society were motivated to missionize the rest, seeking to assimilate them by
socializing them in “respectable” beliefs and practices. Sectors of the social periphery in
turn were motivated to embrace the models of respectable performance offered to them,
especially when they were already in the process of upward mobility and self-improve-
ment (Brown 1987). Industrialization and urbanization gave rise to revival and reform
movements.

Cultural Defense

Religion often acts as guarantor of group identity. Where culture, identity, and sense of
worth are challenged by a source promoting either an alien religion or secularism and
that source is negatively valued, secularization will be inhibited. Religion can provide re-
sources for the defense of a national, local, ethnic, or status group culture. The role of
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Catholicism in the Polish national resistance to Soviet communism is a good example
(Szajkowski 1983).

In the process of functional differentiation, the first sphere to become freed of cultural
encumbrances is the economy, but religioethnic identity can constrain economic rationali-
ty. Employers often hire “their own,” and even in consumption religion may override ra-
tionality. Northern Ireland’s small towns often have a Protestant butcher and a Catholic
butcher where the market can profitably sustain only one. At times of heightened tension,
Protestants and Catholics boycott each other’s businesses and travel considerable dis-
tances to engage in commerce with their own sort.

Cultural defense also inhibits “societalization.” A beleaguered minority may try to pre-
vent the erosion of the community. Those who order their lives in the societal rather than
the community mode may be regarded as treacherous and punished accordingly. In eth-
nic conflicts (e.g., Bosnia or Northern Ireland) those who marry across the divide are fre-
quent targets for vigilantes.

Finally, religioethnic conflict mutes the cognitive consequences of pluralism because the
prevalence of invidious stereotypes allows a much more thorough stigmatizing of alterna-
tive cultures. The shift to relativism as a way of accommodating those with whom we dif-
fer depends on us taking those people seriously. Where religious differences are strongly
embedded in ethnic identities, the cognitive threat of the others is relatively weak. Scot-
tish Protestants in the nineteenth century deployed caricatures of the social vices of the
immigrant Irish Catholics as a way of avoiding having to consider them as Christian.

Secularity

It is no part of the secularization paradigm that organized religion will completely die out
any time soon (though some once-large denominations may well vanish: the Methodist

(. 67) Church in the UK is an example). Nor does it assume that religious commitment
will be replaced by self-conscious atheism or that religious sentiment will entirely disap-
pear. If the UK is at all typical, the consequences of secularization will be as follows.

In the early stages of secularization, most of the population retain some acquaintance
with and involvement in organized religion. In the later stages, there is a radical divide
between the religious and the religiously indifferent. Time use diaries (which, because re-
spondents simply note down what they are doing at regular intervals, suffer less than sur-
veys from compliance effects) show that, in 2001, only 8 percent of the UK population en-
gaged in any religious activity in a typical week. With few exceptions, schools no longer
teach religion; they teach about religions in a relativistic fashion, and those classes are
the least popular and prestigious part of the curriculum. Major broadcasters (including
state-run ones) treat all religions as equally plausible. The consequence of these features
is that the common stock of religious knowledge is extremely low. Most British people
have no idea at all about even the most basic Christian ideas.
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That organized religion is now alien to most people in largely secular societies is rein-
forced by the fact that most of the remaining carriers of religion are themselves literally
alien. In the case of Muslims and West African Pentecostalists, they are migrants or the
offspring of migrants raised in relatively closed communities. In the case of Gaelic speak-
ers in the Outer Hebrides and Welsh speakers in North Wales, they are geographically
concentrated and remote. In the case of the elderly women who predominate in church
congregations, they are demographically narrow. For most British people under the age
of 65, religion is something that is done by other people. This is not metaphorical. The
small numbers of committed believers and their physical concentration means that most
British people will never have any enduring positive social interaction with a religious
person.

Nonetheless, attitudes toward religion in the abstract are generally positive. It supposed-
ly teaches morals (which is a good thing) and provides comfort for the bereaved and dis-
tressed. However, even if it is not articulated in these terms, there is a clear commitment
to the principles of differentiation and privatization outlined earlier. Because they are ar-
ticulate and disinterested, the diminishing number of clergy may occasionally be called
on to perform such secular roles as acting as community spokespersons. But any sign of
partisanship (as when Pope Benedict XVI politely pointed out that most of the flummery
associated with Christmas was not actually Christian) is frowned upon, and there is no
enthusiasm at all for the return of religion to the public square (Bruce and Glendinning
2011).

There is also little fondness for the seriously religious. The 2008 British Social Attitudes
survey added “the deeply religious” and the “nonreligious” to a list of Protestant,
Catholic, Muslim, Jew, and Buddhist in a “feelings toward” thermometer. Where 50 is the
neutral midpoint, scores ranged from a high (or positive) of 62.6 for Protestant people to
a low (or negative) of 46.8 for Muslims. The second least popular group were the deeply
religious. Not surprisingly, firm believers liked the pious: they scored them at 56.71.
Equally predictably, atheists disliked them: they scored them at 41.43. The crucial obser-
vation is that the casually religious and the religiously indifferent middling group—with a
score of 45.60—also disliked the deeply religious (Clements 2012).

In brief, religion is popular in the abstract but alien in the particular. The vast majority of
the population has no knowledge of or interest in it. One might imagine that the decline
of Christianity would prompt the growth of alternatives, but the numbers of the religious-
ly .68 indifferent who are recruited to any of the immigrant religions is trivial, and the
number who join the religious movements that were new in the 1970s is so small that one
has to wonder at the sociological interest they generated. What is called “New Age,” con-
temporary, alternative, or holistic spirituality is sometimes presented as the form in which
religion will survive and revive in secular society, but the numbers involved are far too
low to make that case: less than 2 percent of the population on the most generous esti-
mates (Heelas and Woodhead 2004). And most of those people are doing yoga and medi-
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tating: activities that they see as contributing to health and psychological well-being
rather than to spiritual development.

Conclusion

Shared belief systems require consensus, which is not naturally occurring but requires
coercion. The survival and revival of religion requires that individuals be subordinated to
the community. In some settings (e.g., religioethnic conflicts), individual autonomy is con-
strained by shared identities. In the stable affluent democracies of the West, the individ-
ual asserts the rights of the sovereign autonomous consumer. We choose our electrical
goods; we choose our gods. Unless we can imagine some social forces that will lead us to
give up that freedom, we cannot imagine the creation of detailed ideological consensus. It
is not enough to suggest that some calamity may disrupt our complacency. Without a pre-
existing common culture, large numbers will not interpret a disaster in the same way and
hence will not respond collectively. When the common culture of a society consists of op-
erating principles that allow the individual to choose, no amount of vague spiritual yearn-
ing will generate a shared belief system.

To conclude, the secularization paradigm argues that the decline of religion in the West is
not an accident but is an unintended consequence of a variety of complex social changes
that for brevity we call modernization. It is not inevitable. But unless we can imagine a re-
versal of the increasing cultural autonomy of the individual, secularization must be seen
as irreversible.
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Abstract and Keywords

The case of the 2015 attack on the offices of the Charlie Hebdo satirical magazine in Paris
illustrates the imagined war between secularism and religion that is in the background of
many incidents of violence at the turn of the twenty-first century. The Enlightenment idea
that there are two different worldviews—two distinctly different spheres of understand-
ing about reality, one of them secular and the other religious—is inherently problematic.
This dichotomy creates an arena of discord that is easily exploited by people who feel iso-
lated and marginalized for whatever reason and look for someone to blame and some bat-
tle to join. It is a false conflict that extremists on both sides, religious and secular, have
exacerbated.
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“SECULARISM is the enemy of Islam,” I was told by a Muslim militant who was implicat-
ed in the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center in New York City. He attributed the ad-
verse political and economic policies of the West to the fact that without religion it had
“no morals,” and he described those without religion as people who are “just walking
around like dead bodies.”!

This disdain for secularism—and the fear of it—is a common refrain; I have heard it in
scores of interviews with religious activists around the world (many of them are in Juer-
gensmeyer 2003 and 2008). Regardless of whether they are Muslim jihadi militants, Jew-
ish anti-Arab activists, or members of Christian militia in Maryland, these activists per-
ceive the world to be vulnerable to a dominant secular mindset that is intent on obliterat-
ing their fragile religious cultures. A Lutheran pastor who was implicated in firebombing
attacks on clinics on the US East Coast where abortions were performed told me that an
attack such as his were simply salvos on “the war against secularism.” In his mind the
“culture war” between secular and religious society in the United States was more than a
metaphor. It was a real war.
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That is the perception. The fears may be largely exaggerations, but there are many exam-
ples in popular culture in which expressions of religion are marginalized or disrespected
and which make some religious people feel that their culture is under assault. The French
attempt to ban headscarves, for instance, while based on the notion of social equality, was
widely interpreted by the Algerian Muslim immigrant community in France as an attack
on their religion in general and on their Algerian immigrant culture in particular. The cas-
es of the portrayal of the Prophet Mohammad in cartoon form have led to tragic, explo-
sive encounters in Copenhagen and in Paris.

The Charlie Hebdo Attack

The attack on the headquarters of the French satirical magazine, Charlie Hebdo, in Paris
on January 7, 2015, is an interesting example. On one level it was simply a case of lost an-
gry ®.72) young men taking out their hatred of society on a symbolic target. But behind
the simple facts of the case was a larger narrative about the alienation of the Algerian
Muslim community in France and its perception that French secularism was being inter-
preted in a way that was meant to specifically humiliate and disenfranchise them. As the
young Muslim men who perpetrated the military-style assault raced from the scene of
their massacre, they shouted that this was in revenge for the insults levied by the cartoon
portrayals of the Prophet Muhammad.

This was not a case of Islamic terrorism, pure and simple, despite what many politicians
and journalists said at the time. Senator Lindsey Graham, for instance, said that the Paris
attacks prove that the West is “in a religious war” with radical Islam. The respected jour-
nalist George Packer hurriedly posted an opinion piece on the website of The New Yorker,
proclaiming that this act had nothing to do with the ethnic tensions in France and it was
simply a calculated attack on behalf of “Islamist ideology.” Twitter and Facebook were full
of accusations that once again Islamic religion had propelled its faithful into violence.

Religion was part of the equation, to be sure. But exactly how it entered the picture is
more complicated than the simple assertion that “Islamist ideology” had struck again. We
knew enough about the people involved to know how their life stories intersected with ex-
tremist religious ideology. In some ways, their situation was similar to many of the other
lone wolf terrorist attacks in Europe and the United States in recent years. Before Paris,
there was the 2013 Tsarnaev brothers’ attack on the Boston Marathon, the deadly assault
on a Norwegian youth camp by Christian extremist Anders Breivik in 2011, the August
2012 attack on the Milwaukee Sikh Gurdwara by Wade Michael Page, and, before that,
the 2010 Times Square bombing attempt by Faisal Shahzad and the 1996 Atlanta Olympic
Park by Eric Robert Rudolph, who was related to the Christian Identity movement. These
lone wolf events are different from other instances in recent years where organized radi-
cal groups with religion as part of their ideology, such ISIS or the Christian militia, plot-
ted attacks and recruited participants to be involved in them. In the lone wolf cases, reli-
gious ideas, when they appeared at all, were more of an excuse than a reason for the vio-
lence. In the case of the Paris incident, at least one of the brothers may have had ties to
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the Yemeni al Qaeda, but there is no evidence that they were sent by some higher author-
ity in the organization to commit this crime. In fact, religion seemed to be a minor aspect
of their motivations.

The brothers Said and Chérif Kouachi were hardly saints. They were raised in a secular
household, and their youth was filled with petty theft and brawls. Neither held a solid job,
though Chérif occasionally delivered pizzas. The lure of the jihadi ideology seemed pri-
marily to be the call to warfare, coupled with a sense of bringing honor to their communi-
ties and to themselves, a dishonor they had earned through their vagabond lifestyles. Ac-
cording to The New York Times, Chérif Kouachi liked to smoke marijuana and listen to
rap music; he described himself as “an occasional Muslim.” Neither brother seems to
have had a very sophisticated notion of their faith nor of Islamic jihadi ideology. They sim-
ply wanted to join a fight.

The fight they chose, however, was the war against secularism. The targets of their angry,
vicious attack were the secular satirists who had portrayed the Prophet Mohammad in
cartoons. This is the kind of insult to religion that would offend all Muslims, not just the
angry ones like the Kouachi brothers. It is one thing to make fun of politicians and public
figures but quite another to belittle someone’s culture. The cartoons in the Charlie Hebdo
magazine are analogous to the ethnic cartoons of Jews in Nazi Germany or the bespeck-
led, .73 buck-toothed drawings of Japanese in American World War II posters. These
kind of images demean a whole race or culture.

Algerian Muslims in France already felt demeaned, and for many those cartoons were the
last straw. This raises an issue that Packer, in his New Yorker essay, specifically said that
we should ignore: the multicultural tensions of contemporary French society. If one is
looking for a link that connects a couple of individuals’ personal sense of anger and alien-
ation to a public demonstration of how the immigrant community of which they are a part
(Algerian Muslims) are angry and alienated in contemporary France, the cartoon issue is
a perfect connection. Moreover, there is a prevailing radical Islamic ideology that
presents an image of cosmic war between Islam and secular society that allows these in-
dividual angry frustrations to be vented. Hence Packer’s identification of the jihadi ideolo-
gy as a factor is relevant, but the evidence does not indicate that it is the sole cause of
the attack; rather it is the vehicle through which a personal and ethnic anger is ex-
pressed.

For the deadbeat, dead-end Kouachi brothers, the notion of being a part of a great battle
between secularism and religion may have seemed appealing for many reasons. For such
people, real wars are exciting, and the imagined wars of great religious conflict are more
than exhilarating. They also offer the promise of opportunity, of playing an ennobling role
within that cosmic war. Perhaps most directly, such imagined wars provide a justification
for doing something destructive to the very society that they think has shunned them and
their community. Hence the defense of religion provides a cover for violence. It gives

moral license to something horrible that the perpetrators may have longed to do, to show
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the world how powerful they and their community really could be, and to demonstrate
their importance in one terminal moment of violent glory.

In other cases as well the imagined war between secularism and religion have given an-
gry young men (and they are invariably men) the opportunity to display their masculine
protectiveness by acts of violence against symbols of secularism and multicultural toler-
ance. In the case of the Norwegian youth camp murderer, Anders Breivik, Atlanta
Olympic Park bomber Eric Robert Rudolph, and the Sikh Gurdwara attacker, Wade
Michael Page, their motivations appear to have included an imagined defense of Christian
society. Times Square attempted bomber Faisal Shahzad and Boston bombers Tamerlan
and Dzhokhar Tsarnaev justified their acts of rage as defending Islamic society, as did the
Paris attackers, Said and Chérif Kouachi. The issues that have animated these activists
are not, in a narrow sense, religious. They have to do with the ethnic and cultural alien-
ation and the fears of ethnic integration in a multicultural society. They combine personal
loss with the sense of humiliation suffered in times of social transformation, and these un-
derstandable human emotions could be expressed in many ways. But here they are ex-
pressed in a hatred of secular institutions and an imagined view of secularism and reli-
gion locked in a kind of cosmic war. Why is this the case?

One answer to this question is that religion is at fault. By exaggerating the dangers of sci-
ence and a rational order bereft of religion, it creates an extreme response and an imag-
ined enemy. This explains the phenomenon of fundamentalism, a movement that devel-
oped in Protestant Christianity in the United States in the early decades of the twentieth
century and has become a general label to demarcate any kind of antimodernist religious
conservativism around the world.? The other answer is that secularism is the problem. By
creating societies that are barren of any form of religious culture, they deny religious
people the expressions of what is for them an essential part of their identities—hence the
backlash against the French ®.74) ban on headscarves and the religious support for po-
litical movements in Turkey that reverse the extreme anti-Muslim policies of Kamel
Ataturk and allow for the expression of marks of religious identity in public.

There is some merit in both of these positions; the extreme forms of both religion and sec-
ularism are problematic. In this chapter, however, I want to focus on a different aspect of
the situation: the relation of secularism and religion to each other. The very idea that
there are two different worldviews—two distinctly different spheres of understanding
about reality, one of them secular and the other religious—is inherently problematic. This
dichotomy creates an arena of discord that is easily exploited by people who feel isolated
and marginalized for whatever reason and look for someone to blame and some battle to
join, such as the war between secularism and religion. How did this dichotomy come
about?
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The Invention of Secularism and Religion

Though its origins are fairly well known, it is not entirely clear how this imagined bifurca-
tion between the secular and religious world persisted and why it has reemerged in the
contemporary world. It is often described as being an invention of the European Enlight-
enment, though there were precedents, depending on what one means by “secular” and
“secularism.” The definitions of the terms are not as obvious as one might think. A task
force of the Social Science Research Council in New York convened a multiyear project
on “rethinking secularism,” which I chaired, and we agreed that secularism is a compli-
cated notion, or rather a set of notions that are seen differently in different cultures (Cal-
houn et al. 2011; Asad 2003). In many of its forms, secularism is itself something—not
just the absence of religion. It is a worldview laden with value assumptions about the na-
ture of the self and its relationship to society.

According to the Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor, in his magisterial book on the rise
of secularism in the West A Secular Age (2007), there are three ways of thinking about
secularism. One is the separation of church and state—keeping religious authorities and
political authorities separate. This has been a part of most religious traditions from bibli-
cal times—enunciated by the saying attributed to Jesus when responding whether the
faithful should pay the Roman tax: “render under Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and
under God the things that are God’s” (Matthew 22:21). The second kind of secularism is
the removal of religious elements from public life and creating a kind of public culture to
replace it. And the third kind of secularism is the emergence of the secular person—peo-
ple who think of their own core values and identities as having nothing to do with those
traditionally expressed through religion.

It is these latter two kinds of secularism—secular public culture and the secular person—
that are relatively new in human history. They are emblematic of the European and Amer-
ican West from the eighteenth century to the present, beginning with the Enlightenment,
which ushered in a new way of thinking about religion. This notion of religion was one
that provided a narrow definition. Rather than seeing religion as a repository of cultural
symbols, communal identity, and a set of social values, it defined religion in terms of ec-
clesiastical institutions and dogmatic beliefs. It was this kind of religion that was regard-
ed as problematic and conceptually separate from the rest of social life. What many peo-
ple in Europe were (.75 afraid of at the time was the economic and political power of
the Roman Catholic clergy and the fanaticism associated with the terrible wars of religion
of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. These would be controlled in a society in
which these things, now defined as “religion” had its limitations within a nonreligious so-
ciety.

The term “secularism” came into use later. It was used by the agnostic British writer
George Jacob Holyoake in 1851 to describe the kind of public culture that he would like
to see replacing religion (Holyoake 1896). But its roots in the Enlightenment are earlier,
when the term for Enlightenment—Iumieres in French, Aufkldrung in German—became a
term for modern secular values, and “reason” was regarded as the antithesis of what the
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Enlightenment thinkers disdained about religious dogmatism. Hence in seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century Europe, secular reason was thought to be an ideology of order that
would replace religion as the central force in organizing society. Instead of religion in-
forming public values and ideals, rational thought would be the only true measure of the
value of social goals. In France, abandoned churches were turned into “temples of rea-
son” to celebrate this transformation.

This marginalization of religion never worked perfectly in the West. Religious societies
embracing religious values in public life cropped up in such small religious communities
as the New Harmony colony in nineteenth-century Indiana and the large Mormon commu-
nity that developed in Utah and spread throughout the western United States. Elsewhere
in the world as well, the secularization that came with European colonialization was nev-
er completely integrated in societies for which religious traditions were essential parts of
their identities. For most of the world, religious culture was the culture of society, and art,
literature, and intellectual life would be unthinkable without it.

Before the rise of the European Enlightenment, religion (in the sense of religious history,
ideas, and symbols) was seamlessly a part of the larger culture of societies in Europe and
in most regions around the world. In each of these locales typically there would be only
one culture, one morality, and one set of public virtues; religious ideas and traditions
were part of them. Thus ideas—even the most novel and transformative ideas—would be
expressed in religious terms or from a basis in religious history, ethics, and theology.
Hence the nineteenth-century economist Adam Smith was trained as a theologian as well
as a moral philosopher. The biologist Charles Darwin also had a background in theology.
As the historian of religion Wilfred Cantwell Smith (1963) pointed out, the very term “reli-
gion” was seldom used in the pre-Enlightenment era since there was nothing to contrast
it with. Prior to the common usage of the word “religion” to demarcate a separate sphere
of activity and ideas, terms such as tradition, faith, and belief were used instead. It was
not that “religion” did not exist, in our sense of that term: there were churches, ritual,
doctrines, and such. But they were seamlessly part of culture; there was no concept of a
separate worldview that needed a name. There was no need for the word “religion.”

Enlightenment thinking provided a different way of viewing the situation. The public life
of societies was essentially one that was untouched by the beliefs, traditions, rituals, and
clerical power associated with religious institutions. A whole new concept was created—
our notion of “religion”—which was what one could do privately, on one’s day off. It was
the flip side of that other way of being in the world, the Enlightenment notion of rational
society, which we have come to think of as “secularism.” These were thought to demar-
cate two spheres of being. When people were in public life, voting and arguing and creat-
ing rules for society, they were secular. When they were at home or in church, they could
turn to religion—or choose not to. It was something private and personal. As the nine-
teenth-century ®@.76) rationalist and psychologist of religion William James once put it,
religion was something that humans do “in their solitude” ([1902] 1982: 31).
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In post-Enlightenment societies, therefore, the task of providing for social morality and
communal cohesion was transferred from religious culture to secular society. It has been
a heavy weight to bear. A group of French intellectuals in the nineteenth century called
themselves the ideologues, “the idea people,” and invented a concept they called “ideolo-
gy,” by which they meant a system of secular ideas and values that would replace the so-
cial morality of religion. According to one of the idéologues, Destutt de Tracy, whose book
Elements of Ideology introduced the term to the world, logic was to be the sole basis of
“the moral and political sciences” (quoted in Cox 1969: 17).

Eventually this sense of social cohesion that religious culture had provided was replaced
by secular nationalism, an idea that emerged in the eighteenth century and swept the
world in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The French social analyst Alexis de Toc-
queville regarded nationalist fervor as having many of the aspects of a religious revolu-
tion (1955: 11; see also McManners 1969). Leaders of the American Revolution also saw
their new secular society as replacing one based on religion. Many of the American
founding fathers including Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin had been influenced
by eighteenth-century deism, a religion of science and natural law that was “devoted to
exposing [church] religion to the light of knowledge” (Cassirer 1955: 171). As in France,
American nationalism replaced religious culture with a secular nationalism that had its
own religious characteristics, blending the ideals of nationalism and the symbols of Chris-
tianity into what has been called “civil religion” (Bellah 1967). The extreme forms of na-
tionalism did indeed take on an aura of sacredness that commanded exclusive allegiance
and challenged any other forms of voluntary association, including religious ones. During
the mid-twentieth century, nationalist ideologies, linked with Italian fascism, German na-
tional-socialism, and Stalin’s narrow view of state socialism in the Communist Social
Union, were enemies of both religion and the moderate nationalism of most nation-states.

In most other parts of the world where the idea of the secular nation-state took hold, a
fairly comfortable relationship developed between secular politics and organized religion.
Secular leaders did not have to worry about whether they were in conformity with reli-
gious teachings and values since they were divorced from them; and religious leaders did
not have to take responsibility for maintaining social order and giving moral direction to
public life since that was not their business but the job of secular politicians. Both sides
seemed to have learned to live with the dichotomy between religion and secularism, and
to benefit from it.

Even in the non-Western parts of the world that were not direct inheritors of the
Enlightenment’s dichotomous secular-religious way of thinking, a form of secularism took
root. In India, the idea of secularism was not a separation of religion from public life but
an equality of access to it by all religious groups; the Indian state provided a neutral gov-
ernance structure over a society deeply divided along the lines of religious communities.
In India, therefore, major religious groups—Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs, and Christians—
could be assured that their central government favored no one religious group over any
other. In countries like Turkey, Egypt, and prerevolution Iran, however, political leaders
embraced a philosophy of secularism that was different: religion was kept out of public
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life. In these countries it was the job of government not only to keep a distance among
quarrelling religious camps but also to replace its influence on society. Leaders such as
Turkey’s Attaturk and Egypt’s Nassar thought that the secular worldview was the modern
one, the ®@.77) wave of the future, and they were eager to put their societies on the path
of the secular future rather than the religious past. Secularity did not mean, as in the In-
dian case, equal support of all religions. It rather meant the subordinate status of all reli-
gions to the program of modernization.

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries saw the fulfillment of de Tocqueville’s prophecy
that the “strange religion” of secular nationalism would “like Islam, overrun the whole
world with its apostles, militants, and martyrs” (1955: 13). It spread throughout the world
with an almost missionary zeal and was shipped to the newly colonized areas of Asia,
Africa, and Latin America as part of the ideological freight of colonialism. It became the
ideological partner of what came to be known as nation-building. This meant, on a social
level, believing that secular nationalism could triumph over parochial religious identities,
which were often seen as enemies of the emerging nationalism. In India, for example, po-
litical identity based on religious affiliation was termed communalism—something that
needed to be banished in the new nation. In the view of Jawaharlal Nehru and other secu-
lar leaders of India, religion was the chief competitor of an even higher object of loyalty:
secular India. Nehru implored his country to get rid of what he called “that narrowing re-
ligious outlook” and to adopt a modern, nationalist viewpoint (1980: 519).

The Challenge to Secularism and the Rise of
Radical Religion

In the twenty-first century, religion has returned to public life with a vengeance. In some
cases religion plays a positive role by supporting voices of tolerance in multicultural soci-
eties. But in many other instances, religious voices are harsh and angry and sometimes
lead to violence (Juergensmeyer et al. 2015). In both cases, the public role of religion has
defied the nineteenth- and twentieth-century observers who anticipated that religion
would “fade away,” as Karl Marx put it, or retreat to the private precincts of one’s “soli-
tude,” as William James imagined.

What happened? What is there about the character of society around the world that has
produced a nearly global phenomenon of the rise of religious activism and a strident sen-
timent of antisecularism? It is unlikely to be sheer coincidence that new religious activists
have emerged all about the same time—in the latter decades of the twentieth century and
the first decades of the twenty-first—in such disparate places as Buddhist Myanmar, Sri
Lanka and Japan, the Muslim and Jewish Middle East, Hindu and Sikh South Asia, Muslim
and Christian Africa, and the Christian nations of Europe and the Americas. Something is
going on, something of a virtually global nature that affects most cultures and areas of
the planet.
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The word “global” is a clue to what this might be. When the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, sig-
naling the end of the Cold War, a new era had already begun, the era of globalization.
Some observers at the time thought that this meant that the West had won the Cold War
and that ideological conflicts such as the confrontation between socialism and capitalism
were a thing of the past. According to Francis Fukuyama (1992), the world was witness-
ing “the end of history.” What was actually happening, however, was the ending of one
kind of global ideological confrontation and the beginning of another, one linked with sec-
ularism and (. 78) religion. This new ideological confrontation was a response to global-
ization in several of the following ways.

One response was a loss of faith in secular nationalism. By the middle of the twentieth
century the idea of the nation-state had reigned supreme. By then most European coun-
tries had shed their colonial control and great empires like the Ottoman had been re-
drawn (often carelessly) into new national boundaries. In 1945 the formation of the Unit-
ed Nations as a representative body was the expression of the widely held sentiment that
the world now entirely consisted of self-governing nation-states. These were also almost
entirely secular nation-states, based on the idea that legitimacy was conferred only by
what the Enlightenment philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau had called the “social con-
tract” among citizens residing in a region.

Yet by the end of the century the rise of globalization had eroded much of the authority of
the nation-state, weakening national identities and local forms of control. Transnational
economic production, distribution, and financing were all conducted outside the scope of
national authorities. National economies were seamlessly a part of global economic enti-
ties eager to exploit cheap labor in some regions and find new markets in others. Curren-
cies were replaced by digital financial transactions, and national armies were essentially
border patrols, incapable of challenging the military might of the United States, which re-
mained the only superpower on the planet. Simultaneously, global forms of communica-
tion and transportation put everyone in contact with everyone. New forms of digital social
media and the global transmission of media meant that increasingly all forms of popular
culture were part of a homogenous global culture.

Perhaps just as significant was the disillusionment that set in when the high expectations
of democratic secular nationalism crumbled in the rise of autocratic dictatorships and
greedy corrupt political machines in many parts of the world. Juirgen Habermas (1975)
has described this rejection of the optimistic premises of secular politics in the contempo-
rary era as the “crisis of legitimation.” The secular entities of the nation-state were not al-
ways able to live up to their own materialistic expectations of wealth and progress. More
disturbing, they did not seem capable of stopping the greed and corruption of individual
attempts to gain from the system. They seemed to be entities without a moral compass,
something religion had provided in the past.

In short, in the era of globalization the world has experienced a “loss of faith” in secular
nationalism (Juergensmeyer 2008: chap. 1). It is a loss of faith, since nationalism, even
secular nationalism, is an imagined community, as political scientist Benedict Anderson
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once described it, requiring a belief in its legitimacy and a commitment to its possibilities
in order for it to work. When that faith evaporates, an angry citizenry can lash out at the
secular assumptions that undergirded it in the first place, and the failure of the secular
state began to be attributed to secularism itself. It is understandable that many would
then turn to other forms of identity and community that seem more time-tested and
morally secure. They often turned to religion.

In many parts of the world the terms “secular” and “secularism” have a sinister connota-
tion. As we observed earlier in this chapter, the idea of a dichotomy between religion and
secularism is a fairly new invention, a legacy of the eighteenth-century European Enlight-
enment. The words “secularism” and “religion” as two ways of thinking about social reali-
ty were crafted from terms used for clerical roles in the Middle Ages: secular clergy (from
secularis, “worldly”) were those who worked in the world as parish priests, ®.79 and re-
ligious clergy (from religare, “to bind”) were those who took vows of discipline that con-
fined them to monasteries. This made sense in English and other European languages.
But in other parts of the world finding terms for “secular”—and for “religion,” for that
matter—proved difficult. In my own experience doing field work in India, I floundered to
find a term that was equivalent to the English term “religion,” often ending up with the
word the Christian missionaries used, dharma, which is better translated as “natural law”
or “moral order.” There was no simple term for religion.

The term “secular” is even more difficult to translate. In the Sanskrit-based languages of
north India, sometimes the term adharma was used, but that really means the “absence of
law or moral order,” something akin to anarchy. Other terms also relate to the absence of
religion in the sense of moral order. In Arabic, secularism is sometimes translated as il-
maniya, which means scientific thinking, and sometimes as almaniya, meaning worldli-
ness. But since worldliness can also mean crass materialism, the term in Arabic, as in
Hindi, has a negative connotation. Moreover, the cultures of South Asia and the Middle
East are ones where religious images and ideas are so firmly a part of the public culture
that it is unthinkable that one could have any form of cultural expression without them. It
is likely for this reason that the notion of secularism in India is one of equality, public sup-
port for all religions, rather than an opposition to religious culture and an attempt to re-
place it as one finds in France or in Ataturk’s Turkey.

Since the translated versions of the word “secularism” have negative connotations in
South Asia and the Middle East, the establishment of new nationalisms in those regions
on the basis of the secular notion of the nation-state was thought to be problematic. It is
not surprising that, when the going got rough and secular authorities were seen as inef-
fective or corrupt, criticism would be leveled at the secular basis for this authority. It is
also understandable that there would be a rise of new religious politics that provided a
religious rather than a secular legitimization for political power. Most religious traditions
provide the historical resources for thinking of religion in political terms. The Davidic
kingship in ancient Israel, the papal power in Christian history, and the caliphs that ruled
over Muslim empires are all testimony to the close interaction between religious and
worldly power in the histories of the West. This is also true of Eastern traditions, includ-
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ing Hinduism, where rajdharma was the moral authority that legitimized rulers, and
Sikhism, where many of the leaders in the founding lineage of gurus had to take up arms
to defend the growing Sikh community in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

Perhaps surprisingly, politics is also associated with Buddhism; this is surprising since
this is a tradition associated with nonviolence and an alleged disinterest in worldly power.
But in Theravada Buddhist societies in particular—in the countries of Thailand, Sri Lanka,
and Myanmar (Burma)—Buddhism has been closely related to political power and to re-
bellious challenges against secular authorities. In Thailand, the tradition specifies that
the king must be a monk before assuming political power—he must be a “world renounc-
er” before he can become a “world conqueror,” as Stanley Tambiah (1976) has put it. In
recent years, Buddhist monks in southern Thailand have worked with the Thai military in
confrontations with rebellious Muslims. Some monks even conceal weapons beneath their
robes (Jerryson 2011). In both Myanmar and Sri Lanka, raucous political movements have
been led by angry Buddhist monks, one of whom assassinated a prime minister in Sri Lan-
ka. In both of these Theravada Buddhist societies, there has been a history of Buddhist
politics that has been related to nationalist movements for decades. Soon after Burma be-
came independent, its (. 80) leaders established a Buddhist socialism, guided by a curi-
ous syncretic mix of Marxist and Buddhist ideas (Smith 1965; Sarkisyanz 1965), so it
should not be a surprise that many of the protests against military rule in the country and
the current attempts to discredit the Burmese legitimacy of Muslims in the country have
been led by Buddhist monks. Thus in Burma (now Myanmar), as in many traditional reli-
gious societies, “religion,” as the political scientist Donald Smith has put it, “answers the
question of political legitimacy” (1971: 11).

The religious challenge to secular nationalism has also risen in Europe and the United
States (Capps 1990; Balmer 1989; Lawrence 1989). While European nations were found-
ed on Enlightenment principles that excluded religion, in the anti-immigrant climate of
modern Europe many nationalists claim their countries as Christian and are inherently
hostile to non-Christian foreigners. In the United States, a nation of immigrants, a similar
xenophobia has emerged. And although the founding fathers of the United States were al-
most all secularists and admirers of deism (a nonsectarian belief in the natural order of
the world), some conservative Americans insist that the country was in fact founded on
Christianity and the Bible. When I interviewed a Christian militant in Maryland who had
been convicted of bombing clinics that provided abortion services, he said that he
dreamed of an America that would rely not on the secular constitution but on the Bible.3
In contemporary America, as well as in countries around the world, secularism is seen as
religion’s competition.
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The Perception that Secularism Buttresses
Western Global Power

Secularism is also perceived as something that is not universal but an ideology that is dis-
tinctively European and American. As a Western ideology it is also therefore seen as an
agent of Western domination in all of its aspects: cultural, economic, political, and mili-
tary. The cultural aspect of Western secular ideology is regarded as particularly insidious
because it often seems so appealing, especially to young people. In many parts of the
Middle East the most popular television program in recent years has not been one of the
programs in the Al Jazeera’s news network or any of the Muslim televangelists who have
cropped up increasingly in the region. Instead, the most popular program has been an
Arabic-dubbed rerun of the American sitcom Friends. The television program is innocu-
ous in the eyes of most Americans and Europeans, but its display of easy sexuality and
light-hearted interactions between the sexes is offensive to many traditional religious
leaders in the Middle East. They see it as somewhat sinful at best, and at worst it is per-
ceived conspiratorially as a sinister device of Western powers to manipulate youth around
the world into the value system of their common global society.

Perhaps one of globalization’s greatest achievements, if that is the right word to use, is
the creation of a global popular culture. Many of the images of this popular culture, how-
ever, are not that global. They are distinctively American, and more specifically related to
the sunny moral freedom of Southern California. This breezy attitude toward traditional
morality is seen as alarming in more traditional societies of Asia, Africa, and the Middle
East. The common youth culture that it invites is seen as having a political motivation be-
hind it, another aspect of the West’s global control. When Osama bin Laden issued a fat-
wa of war against the United ®.81) States in 1996, he listed several grievances against
the West, including its economic oppression of exploiting oil resources from the Middle
East, its political oppression of propping up Middle Eastern dictators, its military oppres-
sion of locating US military bases in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere in the region, and its
(equally oppressive) cultural domination through media images. The power of global me-
dia has only increased in the years since then with the rise of social networks such as
Twitter and Facebook that allow for easy communication among all people but also allow
for a global transmission of homogeneous cultural values.

The values inherent in secular global culture are often regarded as being aimed at erod-
ing traditional religious cultural values. In a project on religion in global civil society in
which I recently served as director, we found that many tradition religious leaders from
Africa to Russia were convinced that the secular support for gay rights was a device in-
tended to undermine traditional culture. They dismissed the argument for human rights
since from their point of view rights could not possibility be extended to people involved
in what from their perspective were clear acts of immorality. Our attempts to make the
moral argument created some of the more tense encounters in the global project, as we
report in our book God in the Tumult of the Global Square (Juergensmeyer et al. 2015).

Page 12 of 17



The Imagined War between Secularism and Religion

Secularism is seen as a way of also furthering US economic interests. When I interviewed
Sunni mullahs in Iraq in 2004 after the US invasion and occupation of their country, I was
surprised to discover how many of them were convinced that the politics of the region
were being manipulated by the United States for economic profit. Some thought that oil
was behind everything. Others thought that the United States was trying to create a
world order that it could easily control for the benefit of large corporations.

Others saw the United States supporting secular politics for a larger political agenda: the
global domination of political systems throughout the world. One of the mullahs, a leader
in the Association of Muslim Clerics in al Anbar region of the Sunni-dominated western
Iraq provinces, told me that they were convinced that the US military invaded and occu-
pied Iraq for the sole purpose of keeping an Islamic revolution from overtaking the coun-
try. These mullahs thought that the United States was trying to impose a secular govern-
ment because it was the enemy of Islam. What was striking to me about this comparison
is that they were equating the two, and they perceived that a secular state was in compe-
tition with what we regard as only a religion. They disliked Saddam Hussein’s Baath par-
ty socialism because it was secular and thought that the American occupation was trying
to replace Saddam’s inept secular rule with a more potent American secular rule because
the United States saw Saddam as vulnerable to an Islamic revolt. Interestingly, some of
those Sunni Muslim leaders now support ISIS in their area of Western Iraq, so they now
have the Islamic revolution that they once wanted, though perhaps not in the form that
they might have desired.

These religious activists see secularism as part of a global contest between the West and
traditional religious societies. It is a vision of global politics not unlike that presented by
the Harvard political scientist Samuel Huntington in The Clash of Civilizations (1996).
Huntington viewed European and American civilization as under siege, a notion later
adopted by the neoconservative policy makers in the post-9/11 government of US Presi-
dent George W. Bush, many of whom, in turn, had been influenced by the ideas of the Uni-
versity of Chicago philosopher Leo Strauss. Secularism, in this frame of reference, was
part of Western civilization, so it was understandable that it would be rejected and chal-
lenged by the religion-based cultures of hostile civilizations, and primarily Islam. Though
this thesis was widely rejected by most scholars in the academic community, it was a ma-
jor theme during the Bush (.82 administration and widely accepted in conservative po-
litical circles in the West for many years thereafter, contributing to the Islamophobia of
European and American societies.

Part of the reason religious convictions are marshalled in response to secularism and sec-
ular-based institutions is the perception that secularism is not a neutral matter due to its
religious character. This is implicit in Huntington’s (1996) clash of civilizations thesis that
combines Western Christianity and secularism, and it explains why many non-Western
critics often regard secularism as a religious project. Benedict Anderson, observing the
ease with which such secular ideologies are able to justify mass killings, from Hitler’s Na-
tional Socialism to Pol Pot’s Cambodian Socialism, finds a strong affinity between “nation-
alist imagining” and “religious imagining.” The rise of secular nationalism in world histo-
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ry, as he recounts, has been an extension of “the large cultural systems that preceded it,
out of which—as well as against which—it came into being” (1983: 18). Secular national-
ism often evokes an almost religious response, and it frequently appears as a kind of “cul-
tural nationalism” in the way that Howard Wriggins once described Sinhalese national
sentiments (1960: 169). It not only encompasses the shared cultural values of people
within existing, or potentially existing, national boundaries but also evokes a cultural re-
sponse of its own.

Even in the United States, secularism is often regarded in conservative religious commu-
nities as being suspect. Among American religious extremists, secularism is regarded not
so much as an agent of Western imperialism but the forebear of a new kind of global im-
perialism, one fashioned by what is often called “the new world order.” This new transna-
tional power is one that American secular politicians, particularly those on the left, have
willingly supported. It is also one that promotes multiculturalism as a device allegedly for
undermining the strength and purity of traditional religious societies.

This conspiracy theory about the role of secularism and multiculturalism in promoting the
new world order has been a part of the reasoning of some of the most savage acts of
Christian terrorism in recent years. The bombing of the Oklahoma City Federal building
by Timothy McVeigh in 1995 and the attack on the Norwegian youth camp by Andres
Breivik in 2011 were conducted for remarkably similar reasons: a perception that their
Christian nations were under attack by secular notions of multiculturalism. The title of
Breivik’s manifesto is 2083, a date that Breivik thinks will be the culmination of his ac-
tions and the anniversary of the year 1683, when at the Battle of Vienna the Ottoman Em-
pire military was defeated in a protracted struggle, thereby ensuring that most of Europe
would not become part of the Muslim empire. In Breivik’s mind he was recreating the his-
toric efforts to save Europe from what he imagined to be the evils of Islamic civilization.

Timothy McVeigh was not a writer; he copied and quoted from his favorite book, the nov-
el The Turner Diaries written by neo-Nazi William Pierce under the pseudonym Andrew
Macdonald. The novel McVeigh loved explains his motives in a manner eerily similar to
the writings of Breivik in his book, 2083. McVeigh, like Breivik, thought that liberal politi-
cians had given in to the forces of secular multiculturalism and that the “mudpeople” who
were nonwhite, non-Christian, nonheterosexual, nonpatriarchal males were trying to take
over the country. To save the country for Christendom, the righteous white, straight, non-
feminist Christian males had to be shocked into reality by the force of an explosion that
would signal to them that the war had begun. These were McVeigh’s ideas from The Turn-
er Diaries, but they were also Breivik’s. Thus, in a curious way, the trope of global domi-
nation excites fears among some extreme religious conservatives in the West as well as in
regions of the former Western colonies.
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» s Conclusion: The Imagined War

The discussion of the Christian terrorists Timothy McVeigh and Anders Breivik bring us
back to the issue of violence in the imagined confrontation between secularism and reli-
gion. These are instances when the imagined war becomes a real war, at least in the im-
plementation of violent acts meant to assault the public consciousness and evoke images
of warfare that the perpetrators think are emblematic of real struggles in the world. The
similarity that Benedict Anderson describes between secular and religious imaginings
supports the idea that many present-day religious activists have asserted: that religion
can provide a justification for the power, based on violence, at the foundation of modern
politics. If secularism, as an imagined concept of social order, is capable of providing the
ideological legitimacy for modern political communities, this same legitimizing function
may be extended to secularism’s twin concept, the idea of religion. The religious activists
of today are unwittingly modern, therefore, because they accept the same Enlightenment
notion that there is a fundamental distinction between secular and religious realms. Reli-
gious activists think they are simply reclaiming the political power of the state in the
name of religion. It might be a workable arrangement in a premodern world where reli-
gious sensibilities are intertwined with a broad sense of moral order, and where a reli-
gion-based polity could embrace a varied and pluralistic society. Alas, in the twenty-first
century this notion of religion is increasingly outdated.

The irony is therefore that the conception of religion increasingly accepted around the
world is in line with the Enlightenment notion that religion is only a matter of particular
sets of doctrines limited to particular confessional communities. It is this narrow, funda-
mentalist notion of religion that now asserts itself with political power from ISIS to the
militant Christian right. The Frankenstein of religion created in the Enlightenment imagi-
nation has risen up to claim the Enlightenment’s proudest achievement, the nation-state.
The tragedy is that the challenge to the secular order that emerges from this kind of reli-
gious nationalism shakes the foundations of political power in ways that are often strident
and violent.
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Abstract and Keywords

The term “secularism” stands as one of the most multivalent phrases in the contemporary
global political lexicon. Mutually irreconcilable definitions of the term exist side by side in
popular, journalistic, and even scholarly discourse. In an effort to reduce the confusion,
this chapter suggests that the term “political secularism” be employed in contradistinc-
tion to “secularity,” “secular humanism,” or usages that equate secularism with atheism.
It is argued that the fundamental principles that undergird political secularism have a
lengthy and complex genealogy in Christian political philosophy, be it of the Ancient, Me-
dieval, Renaissance, or Reformation periods. These ideational taproots inform and tinc-
ture the modern political concept of secularism in a variety of intriguing ways. They have
also resulted in contemporary political secular projects that are at once divergent from
one another, in flux, and constantly evolving.

Keywords: political secularism, atheism, Marsilius of Padua, Martin Luther, John Locke, separation of church and
state, secular humanism

THROUGHOUT its clangorous history the term “secularism” has been understood to
mean many different things. The term came into broad usage in 1851 when George Jacob
Holyoake (1817-1906) suffixed an “-ism” onto an ancient stem.! Elaborating upon his ne-
ologism in The Principles of Secularism (1871), the British freethinker defined it as “mak-
ing the service of others a duty of life” (11), positivism (11), utilitarianism (11), natural-
ism (33), materialism (11, 33), free thought (9, 10, 38), and sincerity (12, 31), to name but
a few. Multivalent at birth, secularism has bloomed into an unruly concept. Nowadays,
consensus about its meaning evades scholars, politicians, and laypersons alike.

Atheism was not among the definitions enumerated. As far as Holyoake was concerned,
nonbelief “may be a personal tenet, but it cannot be a Secularist tenet, from which it is
wholly disconnected” (1871: 11; 1896a: 61, 60). This exclusion exasperated many of his
fellow Victorian Infidels. “I hold,” thundered Holyoake’s rival, Charles Bradlaugh, “that
the logical consequence of Secularism is the denial, the absolute denial of a
Providence” (Holyoake and Bradlaugh 1870: 29).
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The subject of secularism brims with ambiguities, ironies, paradoxes, and peculiarities.
What is peculiar about Bradlaugh’s definition and Holyoake’s definitions is this: few of
their ideas had much in common with the 1,500 years of running speculation about the
secular that preceded them. Since the final frame of Antiquity, the concept of the secular
usually figured in political discussions rooted in Christian theology and the vicissitudes of
western European history. It was only after 1851 that matters secular became correlated
with the ethical concerns that engrossed Holyoake (e.g., “justifying morality by considera-
tions which pertain to this life alone”; 1896b: 50) or the stout atheism and antitheism of
Bradlaugh.?

We use the term “political secularism” (also see Bhargava 1994, 1998, 2006). It signals
our desire to chart the genealogy of secularism through, and then beyond, its Christian,
pre-Holyoakeian, heritage. Ideally, this will help distinguish our approach from those that
equate secularism with atheism, “secularity” (Taylor 2007), “secularization,” or “secular
humanism.”3 There are, naturally, elective affinities and imbrications between these and
political secularism. Yet political secularism occupies a distinct conceptual space and de-
serves its own specialized inquiry. As Emmet Kennedy observes, there is “no general his-
tory of secularism that reaches back to the origins of Western civilization and forward to
our time” (2006: 9; also see Molnar 1984) or even its development in America
(Berlinerblau 2013). This .86) dearth of historical scholarship has led to widespread er-
rors. Many depict secularism as an antireligious project, originating in the Enlightenment
and achieving a sinister hegemony in Modernity.

We see it quite differently. Built upon a vague clue in the New Testament and a refine-
ment by Augustine in Late Antiquity, political secularism has absorbed ideas from Me-
dieval, Renaissance, Reformation, and Enlightenment thought. Old as it might be, politi-
cal secularism is an evolving and mostly unrealized philosophy about governance, one
that is far less coherent, tested, and pervasive than its countless critics allege.

The Binary

The necessary, but not sufficient, condition for political secularism is the real or per-
ceived existence of a twofold division within the structure of a social body. This binary has
been designated by various formulae, such as “papacy and emperor,” “cross and crown,”
“Sacerdotium and Regnum,” “spiritual rule and temporal rule,” “ecclesiastical and civil
authority,” “church and state,” “religion and government,” among others. We are not as-
serting that wherever this dualism is identified there is secularism. Our claim is that polit-
ical secularism is difficult to conceptualize outside of this framework—a framework that
gives rise to antisecular formulations as well.

” o«

These pairs, with their various Latin and sacerdotal inflections, draw attention to a well-
known fact: secularism’s history is inextricably bound with that of Western Christendom
(Taylor 1998: 31; Seligman 2009: 95). No other religion posited this division as early in its
own history and as explicitly. Intellectuals in no other tradition were as captivated by the
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dilemma of how these two structural levels should properly interact. And no other faith
spilled so much ink and blood in its quest for the answer.

This binary is first intimated in the New Testament’s sparse and ambiguous reflections on
politics (Morris 1967: 173). Consider the famous passage in Matthew 22:21 (and Mark
12:17) about “rendering unto Caesar.” The verse affords many “possibilities of

meaning” (Berlinerblau 2005: 48-50) but has been plausibly interpreted as saying that
certain prerogatives, such as taxation, belong to the ruler. A Christian submits to gover-
nance insofar as he or she is an obedient subject who accepts “the authority of every hu-
man institution, whether of the emperor as supreme, or of governors” (1 Peter 2:13-14,
also see Romans 13:1-3; 1 Timothy 2:1).

The verse’s hermeneutic charm, however, lies in its tacit lack of enthusiasm for the very
leaders whose dictates it urges Christians to obey. One submits to political authority, al-
beit dispassionately. Max Weber observed that for Christians politics is “an inevitable con-
cession to the sinfulness of the world; the believer should resign himself to political pow-
er, but he should avoid contact with it as much as possible” (1978: 1163). The entire his-
tory of secularism is tinctured by this ambivalence, this affirmation that one can be “in,”
but not “of,” the world (John 18:36; 1 John 2:15).

The willingness of Christ’s followers to submit to Caesar is a function of the belief that
this world was “doomed to pass away in their own lifetime” (Morris 1967: 177). Given
that The End was near, fealty to a king—even an unjust king—was but a minor inconve-
nience. The ®.87) anticipated end of times, however, did not arrive. Early Christians thus
found themselves rather marooned “in” this world. Their intellectuals were forced to pose
questions about this transient secular domain. Ought a Christian engage in politics? Con-
test tyrannical political power? Be the political power?

These are difficult questions for adherents of any faith to answer. Christian thinkers had
the added burden of straining their responses through the aforementioned dualistic
framework. Within early Christian thought we discern what T. N. Madan labels “two do-
mains of action” (2009:7). The first is the present sinful, doomed, and temporary world
through which we all pass. The second is the anticipated next world, endowed with “an
inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you” (1 Peter
1:4).

In the aftermath of Constantine’s conversion to Christianity (312 CE), the problematic ac-
quired a new dimension (Morris 1967: 191; Tierney 1987: 167). It suddenly seemed “that
Caesar could do something for the Church as well as for the world, that the Saeculum of
Rome might have some connection with the Kingdom of God and not necessarily that of
Antichrist” (Morris 1967: 205). This raised a quandary for intellectuals in Late Antiquity:
How could a once powerless faith so focused on the next world make sense of its new-
found power in the here and now (Tellenbach 1991: 31)?
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The master theorist of this dilemma is Saint Augustine. Robert Markus refers to him as
“the principal Christian thinker to defend a place for the secular within a religious, Chris-
tian interpretation of the world and of history” (2006: 10, also see Brown 1965; Kennedy
2006). The Bishop of Hippo grounds, as it were, the aforementioned binary on earthly
soil. For right here in the Saeculum there exist two cities “created by two kinds of

love” (Concerning the City of God, Book XIV 28: 593). The Earthly City evinces “self-love
reaching the point of contempt for God” (593). Its opposite, “the Heavenly City” is char-
acterized by “the love of God carried as far as contempt of self” (593). The former, natu-
rally, was “doomed to undergo eternal punishment” (Book XV 1: 595).

Yet Augustine begrudgingly acknowledged that the earthly city had some redeeming fea-
tures: “both cities alike enjoy the good things, or are afflicted with the adversities of this
temporal state, but with a different faith, a different expectation, a different love, until
they are separated by the final judgment” (Book XVIII 54: 842). The inferior city, in spite
of its fallen and doomed nature (Markus 2006: 58), “aims at an earthly peace, and it lim-
its the harmonious agreement of citizens concerning the giving and obeying of orders to
the establishment of a kind of compromise between human wills about the things relevant
to mortal life” (Book XIX 17: 877). The heavenly city “makes use of the earthly peace and
defends and seeks the compromise between human wills in respect of the provisions rele-
vant to the mortal nature of man” (878).

In his own withholding manner, Augustine sanctifies the political sphere as legitimate and
endowed, temporarily, with value (Markus 2006: 45; Tellenbach 1991: 30). Augustine’s
lengthy and sometimes convoluted (Morris 1967: 224) reflections about the Saeculum
need not detain us. What is important for our purposes is the rich dualism he bequeathed
to posterity.

An important reworking of this dualism appears in the late fifth century. Pope Gelasius, in
a letter to emperor Anastasius I, conceptualized Augustine’s binary in ways that greatly
influenced subsequent discussions in the Middle Ages (Tellenbach 1991: 33). For Gelasius
there existed two authorities. These “comprised a duality, divinely ordained to govern the

. 88) world side by side” (Robinson 1988: 289). Yet Gelasius would tilt the balance of
power to the spiritual arm:

There are two things, most august emperor, by which this world is chiefly ruled:
the sacred authority of the priesthood and the royal power. Of these two, the
priests carry the greater weight, because they will have to render account in the
divine judgment even for the kings of men.

(quoted in Tellenbach 1991: 33)

We refer to this as an antisecular or hierocratic formulation (see Weber 1978: 1159-
1160). It would soon be coupled with an aggressive papal ideology of plenitudo potestatis,
or the idea that all power belonged to the pope (Black 1992: 50; Robinson 1988: 252).4
Historians of the Middle Ages encounter no shortage of church authorities who affirm pa-
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pal supremacy vis-a-vis the temporal authorities.® This hierocratic interpretation of the bi-
nary would soon trigger a secularizing backlash.

Proto-Political Secularism

Between the eleventh and fourteenth centuries, opponents of the papacy reversed the hi-
erocratic formula. Sometimes these proto-secularists spoke of the spiritual and secular
arms as being equal in all matters but not in the realm of politics and statecraft. Here the
temporal sword was, to varying degrees, autonomous and in charge. This sort of “equali-
ty” had the practical effect of subordinating the Sacerdotium to the Regnum. For others,
the ecclesiastical authorities were categorically subservient to those worldly powers en-
trusted with governing a Christian society.

The “investiture conflict” of 1076-1122 presages forthcoming anti-hierocratic readings of
the binary. This refers to a series of complicated international tussles between the papacy
and the German Empire (Lerner 1985: 498-499; Hicks 1973). The most famous occurred
between Gregory VII (1073-1085) and Henry IV (1056-1106)—a showdown decades in
the making that convulsed western Europe. Pope Gregory was adamant that the spiritual
arm should reign supreme. After deposing Henry and eliciting a humbling apology from
him at Canossa (1077), the pontiff trumpeted the old hierocratic verities (Morrall 1958:
31).

Lest there be any ambiguity about Gregory’s position, we should recall that he composed
a letter titled “Against those who stupidly affirm that the Emperor can not be excommuni-
cated by the Roman Pontiff” (Ehler and Morrall 1954: 29). The missive proclaims that Je-

sus “despised a secular kingship, with which the sons of this world are so puffed up” (33;

also see 43-44).

Henry would eventually regroup and vanquish his papal foe. Those “high Gregorian
claims of dominance over the secular power” (Healy 2006: 1403) were overcome, if only
momentarily. Opinions differ as to the long-term impact of the investiture conflict and the
Gregorian Reformation. Some see it as an assertion of papal power (Lerner 1985: 500;
Hicks 1973). For others, it inaugurated “a new, grasping, penetrating, secularist spirit
[that] came to dominate European political life” (Cantor 1960: 67, also see Fregosi 1989:
20; Watt 1988: 372).

That (proto-)secularist spirit resurfaces in the early fourteenth century, stimulated in part
by the secularizing influence of Aristotelian philosophy (Renna 1978). Proto-secular
themes are articulated in the work of the Dominican Jean Quidort (d. 1306). John of Paris,
as he .89 was known, lived in a contentious age where increasingly strident claims
about the supremacy of either sword were routinely made. John was trying to achieve une
position moyenne as regards competing assertions of superiority (Leclercq 1942: 162). He
conceived of the two domains as a unity needing to collaborate for the greater good of a
Christian society (Coleman 1985: 80).
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Secular sympathies, however, can be detected in John’s reasoned defense of the king’s le-
gitimacy (Renna 1978: 320). For him, royal power did not “come from the pope but from
God and the people who choose a king” (John of Paris 1971: 124; Tierney 1987: 169).
“There is nothing in Scripture,” he observes, “to say that the pope has both swords” (John
of Paris 1971: 219). In so doing, John endowed the “separation between the two powers
[with] a metaphysical basis” (Black 1992: 54). Another work of the period, Rex pacificus
(sometimes attributed to John), is “one of the first systematic attempts to free the secular
power from tutelage and bondage” (Ullmann 1946: 201).5

Better-known figures such as William of Ockham (1288-1347) and Marsilius of Padua (c.
1275-1342) also articulated core elements of proto-political secularism (Molnar 1984:
44). Both assiduously contested hierocratic approaches. Thus William, “the sworn enemy
of three popes” (McGrade 1974: 230), endeavored to create a theoretical justification for
limiting papal power (Kilcullen 1999: 311).

Ockhamite political philosophy laid the groundwork to give “secular power a basis out-
side the church” (McGrade 1974: 96). “Just as spiritual matters are controlled by priests
and ecclesiastics,” commented Ockham, “so are temporal matters by secular rulers and
laymen, as blessed Peter testifies” (1995: A Dialogue, Part III, Tract 2, Book I: 239; Black
1992: 74). Ockham warned against a pope “putting his sickle in another’s harvest,” an al-
lusion to meddling in temporal affairs (1998: ch. 2: 78). The proper domain of papal ac-
tion, he averred, “extends only to those things which are necessary for the salvation of
souls” (ch. 7: 90, 98). It was the sheer immensity of papal power that concerned William.
Roman pontiffs, he alleged, “have overstepped the ancient bounds and stretched out un-
holy hands for what belongs to others” (ch. 1: 74). Christ, he insisted, “assigned certain
limits to ... [the pope’s] power” (ch. 1: 75).

Marsilius of Padua opens (and closes) his Defensor Pacis by emphasizing a theme not
seen as frequently in Ockham’s work: order (though see Ockham 1998: ch. 7: 89). “The
benefits and fruits of the tranquility or peace of civil regimes,” are for Marsilius, “the
greatest good of man” (1980: Discourse 1, ch. I: 3). The opposite of this orderly state is
“strife” and “unbearable evil[s]” (5). It is “the perverted desire for rulership” of the Ro-
man bishops, which “produces the intranquility or discord of the city or state” (Discourse
1, ch. XIX: 95).

Marsilius thus equates unchecked religious rule with societal chaos—a crucial equation
that is a central, albeit widely unrecognized, rudiment of the secular worldview
(Berlinerblau 2012). Peace and tranquility, Marsilius cautions, can only be achieved when
the spiritual arm is subordinated to the temporal authority (Discourse 2, ch. IV: 116).

For Marsilius, the right of maintaining order belongs to the secular ruler, not the Roman
bishop. (Dicourse II, ch. III, 15: 112). As for the Pope, or what Marsilius caustically labels
“the Roman Bishop called ‘Pope,’” he has “no coercive jurisdiction over the property or
person of any priest or bishop ... and still less over any secular ruler or government, com-
munity, group, or individual” (Dicourse II, ch. I, 4: 100). Marsilius’s objective was to justi-
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fy “the destruction of the papacy’s pretension to plenitudo potestatis” (Canning 2006:
218).

As we decamp from the premodern period, a few observations are in order. Medieval con-
flicts, although pitched in terms of a simple binary, were exceedingly complex. For every
(. 20) hierocratic pope there could be a bishop siding with the local secular strongman.

Kings, for their part, were not beyond referring to themselves as God-like or Christ-like
(Kantorowicz 1957: 42-61, 87-97). Nor should we forget the hovering presence of emper-
ors who often triangulated cross-crown conflicts in bewilderingly complicated ways. Fur-
ther, each prong of our dualism was itself less homogenous than might be imagined.
Many of these conflicts between the spiritual and temporal arms were actually “a series
of civil wars within each of these two branches” (Morrall 1958: 35).

The binary that lies at secularism’s core always oversimplifies matters. Reality is much
more complicated than can be encapsulated by reductive phrases like “spiritual and secu-
lar authorities.” Yet, subjectively, this binary is the prism through which situated actors
think about politics. Any student of political secularism must be aware of the discrepancy
between the category of, say, church and state, and the richer, messier circumstances of
real life.

It must also be stressed that the proto-secularists just mentioned, like their ecclesiastical
adversaries, were pious Christians. Ockham, for example, was a Franciscan monk whose
“ultimate motive was religious” (McGrade 1974: 85). He and others were not protesting
Christianity but rule by priests and popes. Worried of being too “in” the world, they creat-
ed a theoretical space for a religiously sanctified rejection of church rule.

The Early Modern Period: The Hub

“We have learnt,” wrote Martin Luther (1483-1546), “that there must be secular authori-
ty on this earth, and how a Christian and salutary use may be made of it” (2008: 22). With
this counsel in 1523 the University of Wittenberg biblicist would trigger, somewhat inad-
vertently, proto-secularism’s most sustained growth spurt. An Augustinian monk himself,
Luther theorized within the logic of our medieval binary. His reading of the dualism, how-
ever, was shot through with his radical individualism, his odd fealty to state power, and
his boundless abhorrence of “popes and Romanists” (Luther 1974b: 39).

If we were to conceive of the history of secular speculation in Early Modernity as a
sprawling rail network, then Luther’s oeuvre would be its historic Central Station (Gothic
in style, thus reflecting its medieval influences). Its intellectual tracks would branch out
in every imaginable direction. A scenic, and tragic, side route would lead to Anabaptist
views on church and state. Some lines would flow through a switchback and trundle to
perfect dead ends, such as John Calvin’s (2008) regressive theocratic reading of the secu-
lar. A cluster of arteries would feed to figures such as Thomas Erastus (1524-1583), Sa-
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muel von Pufendorf (1634-1694), and William Penn (1644-1718) and events like the
Treaty of Westphalia (1649). Researchers have yet to explore many of these connections.

Then there is the high-speed thought corridor, spanning from Luther to John Locke. The
latter’s 1689 A Letter Concerning Toleration is a hub in its own right—perhaps the start-
ing point of modern political secularism. From there, another line accelerates forward to
James Madison and Thomas Jefferson’s thought. It is in Early Modernity, then, that politi-
cal secularism comes around the bend and into plain sight.

Here, we see seven interrelated core secular ideas emerge, all but two of which are root-
ed in Luther’s thought. We refer to these as (1) order, (2) freedom of conscience, (3) the
belief/ ®.91) acts dichotomy, and, (4) statism. The latter then divides into two discreet
concepts. The first, following Ockham and Marsilius, stipulates that (5) the secular arm is
supreme over the spiritual authority. With this Luther was in accord. The second is that
(6) the state must be completely autonomous from any particularistic understanding of
God. With this Luther most likely did not concur. Nor would he have fully assented to the
principle of (7) the equality of all citizens. Only John Locke would intimate the last two
advances and point forward to America’s constitutional experiment.

A proper Christian polity for Luther—as for Marsilius—must be orderly and peaceful. This
is best accomplished through the integrated operation of the two Swords (2008: 10-11).
The temporal sword is “ordained of God” and its jurisdiction is the “whole body of Chris-
tendom without restriction ... whether it affects pope, bishops, priests, monks, nuns, or
anyone else” (1974b: 42). The superior temporal arm is entrusted with the crucial mis-
sion of holding in check the majority of citizens who are not in Luther’s estimation “true
Christians” (2008: 9).

This last point comprises a major difference between Luther and Locke. One of Luther’s
gloomiest obsessions concerns the sparseness of righteous people. “All the world is evil,’
sighs Luther, “scarcely one human being in a thousand is a true Christian” (10). If the
temporal power were not to perform its order-maintaining duties, “People would devour
each other and no one would be able to ... serve God” (10). Not all citizens are created
equal. The secular government’s job is to hold “the Unchristian and wicked in check and
[to force] them to keep the peace outwardly” (11).

y

The spiritual arm is tasked with “fashion[ing] true Christians and just persons through
the Holy Spirit under Christ” (11). This division of labor corresponds with the dualism
tracked earlier. Yet now Luther’s distinct theology comes into play. Since medieval times
the spiritual arm had been reckoned as the papacy and its appendages. Insofar as Luther
believes that this institution “can never make a man into a Christian,” he vitiates its func-
tion within the binary (Luther 1974b: 40). Luther, perhaps unintentionally, subordinates
and collapses the spiritual authority into the temporal administration. This Reformation
assault on papal legitimacy effectively granted tremendous, potentially absolutist, author-
ity to the “national state” (Collins 1992: 175).
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Colossal as Luther’s national state might be, he does posit one major restriction on its
privileges. “No one,” declaims Luther, “can or should lay down commandments for the
soul” (2008: 24). The soul is beyond the coercive control of both swords. Neither emper-
ors nor priests can trespass upon this domain. Nonetheless, this leaves the temporal au-
thority commanding the heights. Coercive state power—the power to tax, to punish, to
wage war—is immense power.

States do not only control the apparatus of coercion. As Antonio Gramsci argued, states
monopolize the ability to influence thought through mechanisms of consent as well (1987:
275; 80 fn. 49). Luther vehemently opposed this hegemonic impulse to change hearts and
minds. He placed great emphasis on the psychic sovereignty of the individual. In the
realm of faith no coercion of conscience is permitted, even to correct heresy. “Thought,”
he insisted, “is free” (2008: 26). However, Luther’s actual practice with heretics, as is
well known from his dealings with Anabaptists, differed from his theory (1974a: 85-88).

This emphasis on the inviolability of conscience courses throughout secular history. It is
an axiom of political secularism that state power has limits. The idea resurfaces a century
later in the writings of Roger Williams. The cantankerous Baptist intellectual fumed that
it was “against the testimony of Christ Jesus for the civil state to impose upon the souls of
the ®.92) people a religion, a worship, a ministry” (2008: 257; also see Nussbaum 2008:
42). Samuel von Pufendorfin 1672 similarly averred that it is not “appropriate for a mag-
istrate to apply force in enjoining a religion upon men” (1994: 74; also see Miller 2008).
Madison held that “the religion of ... every man must be left to the conviction and con-
science of every man” (2004: 61).

A subject can think absolutely anything about God that he or she wants. But can a subject
do anything he or she wants in living out those beliefs? “No,” answers unreconstructed
secularism. This belief/acts dichotomy, as it is called, is a central and controversial com-
ponent of political secularism. While the latter grants almost unprecedented freedom of
thought, it would not accord the same leeway to action. In secular theory there is no ab-
solute right to act on one’s religious beliefs.

This point emerged in the seventeenth century as events conspired to mesh secularism’s
order principle with its heavy statism. The post-Reformation era witnessed the prolifera-
tion of religious sects, as well as the violence and social disruption that attended to their
enmity (Maclure and Taylor 2011: 22). The period’s debilitating religious conflicts led sec-
ularists to conclude that the spiritual arm(s) needed to be monitored by its superior, the
temporal authority. This is not new. That opinion was already being intimated during the
investiture conflict. Yet another idea began to take hold, namely that the temporal author-
ity—now emerging as the state—must itself be free of sectarian taint.

This is new. In the Augustinian tradition, of which Luther was an adept, “the state exists
precisely in order to maintain specific values, to preserve the true ends and loves dictat-
ed by the Christian religion” (Brown 1965: 16). We suggest that the transition to full-
blown political secularism occurs when theorists disarticulate the state from the values,
true ends, and loves of the Christian religion. No thinker erects a better platform for this
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logic than Locke. Luther spoke of “true Christians.” For Locke there is, politically speak-
ing, no such thing. In fact, he rejects the impulse to fancy oneself a “true Christian.” God,
for Locke, is unknowable; arguments about his designs are pointless (Kateb 2009: 1009).
“Every one is Orthodox to himself,” he famously declared (1993: 23). Were the state to be
seized by those who wish to extend their personal “orthodoxy” to others—ILocke and Eu-
rope had some horrific memories here—all chaos would ensue.

Locke’s move to divest the ruling apparatus of fealty to any particular (Protestant) con-
ception of God is the catalyst of modern political secularism. This does not necessarily
mean that Locke’s secular state is atheistic. Rather, it perceives itself to be autonomous
from any “one confession” (Hurd 2008: 41) and is thus wary of aligning itself with one
specific (Protestant) church.

In secular thought the state is incalculably, frightfully powerful. Locke, as with Ockham,
Marsilius, and Luther, subordinates ecclesiastical to civil authority. To the state alone be-
longs the prerogative of force (Locke 1993: 30), and all religious groups are subject to it.
Critics, understandably, see in all of this the germ of statolatry.

Yet a few provisos about the ideal-typical secular state need be noted. First, it permits to-
tal freedom of thought—even an idolatrous church must be tolerated (Locke 1993: 42,
27). Second, it circumscribes its own power. Its authority is constrained to unlawful acts
committed by religious actors. Third, the idea of a nonsectarian state is a boon to reli-
gious minorities who would otherwise be ruled by the religious majority. Finally, the ambi-
tion of the secular state is a peace that ensures religious freedom for as many citizens as
possible; without order, as the war-torn seventeenth-century showed, no one gets to God.

»o» Modernity: The Illusion of Autonomy

In the 1864 Syllabus of Errors, Pope Pius IX condemned “most of the trends in the world
since the Enlightenment” (Bailey 1974: 14). The document deemed false the proposition
that “the ecclesiastical power should not exercise its authority without permission and as-
sent of the civil government” (Maclear 1995: 164). It contested the notion that “the
Church has no power of employing force” (164). Putting a fine point on it, The Syllabus
lambasted the conceit that “the abrogation of that civil power which the Apostolic See
possesses would conduce in the highest degree to the Church’s liberty and felicity” (167).

The Vatican, however, was heading directly into a ferocious secularizing squall. Since the
Late Middle Ages, secular-minded lights had advocated for the subordination of the spiri-
tual sword. Locke went further, hinting at the possibility of state autonomy from all sec-
taries. The French Revolution and the American Constitutional Convention had, each in
its own imperfect way, test-run these premises. As the era of the nation-state progressed,
the demand for state supremacy over, and autonomy from, religious authorities had made
landfall. It was to the state that plenitudo potestatis now belonged.
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There soon emerged a potpourri of “political secularisms.” The term could describe both
the capitalist United States and the “SOVEREIGN SOCIALIST SECULAR DEMOCRATIC
REPUBLIC” of India (Constitution of India 2011: Preamble; also see Rao 2006). France’s
sturdy model of laicité can be considered secular (Gunn 2004), as could the deposed Ke-
malist laiklik of Turkey (Kuru 2009: 161-235) and Mexico, where liberalizing groups en-
deavored to pry the Catholic Church apart from the state during the period of 1857 to
1917 (Roman 1978; Bailey 1974: 3-26).

Nascent Pakistan momentarily flirted with secular principles in 1947 (Ahmed 2010).
Nearby Bangladesh had a secular constitution from 1971 to 1988 (Tan 2010: 137). Vari-
ous contemporary African nations are constitutionally secular, though very little scholarly
literature has addressed this subject.” Rounding off this list of mostly unsuccessful or un-
fulfilled twentieth-century political secularisms, there is the “militant godlessness” of the
defunct Soviet Union and its successor states (Peris 1998).

Often overlooked in secular theorizing are nonstate actors—organized groups within civil
society who want their government to be secular, more secular, or secular in different
ways. In 1872 the American Secular Union advocated for the “Nine Planks of Liberal-
ism” (Cooke 2007; Wenger 2010). Its first plank called for “total separation of church and
state” (Putnam 1894: 527). At roughly the same time, xenophobic, anti-Catholic secular
activists were also lobbying for this issue (Hamburger 2002: 193-251). In today’s France,
a party unambiguously named La droite forte makes its case for laicité by celebrating
France’s Judeo-Christian and Graeco-Latin roots.8

Political secularisms can be liberal or conservative, beastly or benign, religion-friendly or
antitheistic, tolerant or repressive, dysfunctional or functional, real or imagined—or
something in between. No two political secularisms are alike. No one political secularism
remains unchanged across time. Critics often underestimate this diversity, assuming that
one, “pure” form exists (see Maclure and Taylor 2011: 53).

Yet secularisms are not so diverse that they defy description, as some postcolonial re-
searchers have alleged (Berlinerblau 2014). All secularisms posit the supremacy of the

®. 94 state. All insist upon their right to make legally binding decisions about religion.
All do so because, following Marsilius and Locke, they construe religion’s interaction with
the government as potentially disorderly.

Some figures, such as James Madison, feared the damage that church-state entangle-
ment may inflict upon society (1973: 311; 2004: 65). Given secularism’s theological her-
itage, especially the influence of Luther and Williams, we should not be surprised that
others have bemoaned the dangers this interaction presents to religion. The religiously
based aversion to church-state entanglement—from the faithful in the majority or the mi-
nority—gains secularism many adherents.

Fear of entanglement compels all secularisms to pose the same question: How ought the
state interact with the religious citizens and groups that it governs? Nearly all respond by
speaking of the state’s autonomy vis-a-vis religion/religions. Here, secular theory has un-
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derperformed. “Autonomy” is a theoretical crux that secularism’s critics have thought
about far more seriously than its advocates (see Hurd 2008: 37; Khair 2013). Political sec-
ularisms have rarely conceptualized the state’s relation to religion(s) accurately.

Separation of church and state is one imperfect, secular strategy for achieving autonomy
from religion. Unfortunately, separationism has often become a virtual synonym for secu-
larism itself. “Separation,” though, is a misnomer. The statist quality of secular thought
always implies an asymmetric relation of power. It is more accurate to speak of “separa-
tion of the subordinate church and the superordinate state.”

Another difficulty with separation concerns the unlikelihood of completely partitioning
government from religion. When Ferdinand Buisson defined laicité in 1887 he maintained
that “un Etat laique” was an “Etat neutre entre tous les cultes, indépendant de tous les
clergés, degagé de toute conception théologique.” Was the French state of the 1880s neu-
tral? On the one hand, it had an exceedingly, and often understandably, antagonistic rela-
tion to the Church. On the other, Buisson’s France was roughly 98 percent Catholic, satu-
rated in centuries of Catholic cultural mores (Poulat 1956). Could such circumstances
yield neutrality? The same could be asked about the United States. It may represent the
crowning jewel of political secularism, yet federal offices are still closed on Christmas,
not Hanukkah or the Feast of Eid (Bhagwati 2008).

Actually, Separation in America has far less historical and legal precedent than oft al-
leged. The story of how Thomas Jefferson’s “wall of separation” (2004), posited in 1802,
was first constitutionalized by the Warren Court in the mid-twentieth century has been
told elsewhere (Feldman 2005). We simply stress that separationism is a late-blooming
doctrine in America, and maybe a short-lived one at that; jurists contemplate its “linger-
ing death” (Lupu 1994).

We might also wonder if separationism is the panacea it is made out to be. The presence
of the phrase “separation of church and state” in a nation’s constitution does not assure
secular deliverables (Smith 2005: 182). The Soviet Union provides a spectacular case
study of a failed (and imagined) secular/separationist state. Claiming to separate church
from state, it periodically tried to obliterate the Orthodox Church, among others, while
establishing atheism as a state religion (Froese 2008: 40-71; Husband 1998; Peris 1998).
Like all dysfunctional secularisms—one thinks of Baathist Syria—the USSR stressed order
and statism to the exclusion of all else. Nor can it be alleged that nonseparationist states
always lack secular virtues, as liberal democracies such as Anglican Britain or Finland at-
test (Smith 2005: 182; Seligman 2009: 93).

The groundbreaking law of 1905, having the formal name of Loi du 9 décembre 1905 rela-
tive a la séparation des Eglises et de I’Etat, may lead to some to assume that France is
separationist. ®.95 But here again we encounter the illusion of state autonomy. Their
secular model is better described as a Caesaro-papist one “where the sovereign inter-
venes in theological matters” (Roy 2007: 26). “Laicité is,” writes Olivier Roy, “an obses-
sion with religion, and it leads to the desire to legislate about religion instead of accept-
ing true separation” (33; also see Bauberot 1998: 102). In laicité the state controls reli-
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gion (Bowen 2007: 11-33). Then again, all secular states control religion. What varies is
how they exert control and whether they are as committed to the ideals of freedom and
equality as they are to maintaining order.

Alongside separationism and laicité, an Indian approach provides a possible third model
of political secularism. For Jawaharlal Nehru, a secular state “is a state which honors all
faiths equally and gives them equal opportunities” (cited in Madan 2005: 311). Amartya
Sen describes this arrangement as a “demand for symmetric political treatment of differ-
ent religious communities” (1998: 484; also see Thapar 2008: 89; Smith 1998: 217;
Madan 1998: 300). This model holds that the state is autonomous from any particular reli-
gion but not from all of its citizens’ diverse religions that the government has an obliga-
tion, and interest, in supporting (Bhargava 2010).

We have referred to this elsewhere as “accommodationism” and expressed reservations
about its secular status (Berlinerblau 2012). The approach is evident in the Office of
Faith-Based Initiatives created by George W. Bush and enlarged by Barack Obama. In a
shift away from separationism, the American government now partners with (i.e., accom-
modates) religious social-service agencies by providing them with federal funding. As
with separationism and laicité, the accommodationist state is anything but autonomous
from religion. It is, however, troublingly autonomous from nonbelieving citizens, the im-
plicit denigration of their equal standing as citizens being its fatal flaw (also see Beteille
1994: 566).

How then to define political secularism? There is much to recommend in the work of
those who posit two opposed types. These have been parsed as “assertive” and “pas-
sive” (Kuru 2009), “positive” and “negative” (McClay 2003), “hard” and “soft” (Kosmin
2007), “strong” and “legal” (Feldman 2005). We imagine political secularisms as situated
on a spectrum. Their relative positions on that continuum are keyed to how they mix and
match the core—and sometimes clashing—secular ideas noted earlier (Bhargava 2008:
42). Different political secularisms emphasize the staples of order, state supremacy, free-
dom of conscience, equality, as well as others, differently. As for autonomy, all secu-
larisms fancy themselves to be in some way apart from religion, but this needs to be
strenuously rethought.

The ideal secular government performs a complex negotiation: it must balance a state’s
need for order with the citizenry’s desire for robust freedom of religion (Berlinerblau
2012). A recent and equally valid demand must also be honored by the state: the citizen’s
right to freedom from religion. As secularisms try to adapt to this and other demands,
they are confronted by formidable challenges.

We speak of the spectacular ascendance of political religions in the final decades of the
twentieth century. Their rise stunted the development of secular forms of governance at
precisely the moment that they were maturing, experimenting, refining their thought, and
so on. Separationist secularism in America, for example, only became a judicial reality
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starting in the 1940s. It encountered its own storm when the Christian Right emerged
some thirty years later.

Some now speak of the “postsecular” era (Habermas 2008: 103, 104; 2009; King 2009).
Antisecularists proclaim secularism either evil and/or dead (e.g., Nandy 1998; Nandy
2007; De Roover 2002; Keane 2000). These are hasty and harsh verdicts. Although secu-
lar ®.96) political doctrines have been gestating for a millennia and a half, their features
have been implemented (unevenly) only in recent decades, in relatively few nations, and
often with less scruple than hoped for. To refer to secularism as “one of the most impor-
tant organizing principles of modern politics” (Hurd 2008: 23) exaggerates its salience.
Moreover, it underestimates the relentless, timeless nature of opposition to its existence.

Most countries today are not secular. Citizens in those countries may yearn for the ameni-
ties functioning secularisms offer; lack of religious strife, full equality for religious minori-
ties, the guarantee of expressive liberties, freedom of conscience, the elimination of
“heresy” as a judicial category, laws pertaining to sexual and reproductive rights indepen-
dent of religious dogma, and so forth. When they work, political secularisms guarantee
essential liberties—liberties that few other attempts to think through the ancient binary
have been able to procure.
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Notes:

(1.) Confusion exists as to when the word first appeared. The date of 1851 was recalled
by Holyoake in 1896 (1896a: 51-52). Royle cites an 1853 article in the Reasoner (1974:
150; and see Blaszak 1988: 20). Grugel suggests 1852 (1976: 43, but see 62); Feldman

(2005: 13) identifies the 1840s though does not specify why. He cites G.E.E. (1853), but
no reference to the 1840s is found there. Consult the Introduction to this volume.

(2.) The discrepancy is also noted by Royle (1980: xi), Rectenwald (2013: 232 fn.8), and
Thapar (2008: 88).

(3.) The distinctions between these terms are explored in Berlinerblau (2012, 2013). Also
see Cliteur (2010) and Thapar (2008: 83).

(4.) See, for example, Bernard of Clairvaux (1976: 68).

(5.) Papal overreach can be identified in the eighth-century forgery known as “The Dona-
tion of Constantine” (Coleman 1971: 17) and examples collected in Ehler and Morrall
(1954: 73, 91).

(6.) On John’s presumed authorship of Rex pacificus, see Saenger (1981) and the contrary
view of Dyson (1999).

(7.) Francophone nations that contain a reference to laicité in their constitution include
Benin (1990: Art. 5); Burkina Faso (1991: Art. 31); Cameroon (1996: Preamble and Art. 1;
also see Momo 1999); Chad (1996: Art. 1); The Republic of the Congo (2002: Art.1);
Guinea-Bissau (1984: Art.1); and Mali (1992: Preamble, Art. 25). Anglophone countries
with the term “secular” in their constitutions include Namibia (1990: Preamble, Art. 1.1),
Tanzania (2011: Constitutional Review), and Rwanda (2003: Art. 1).

(8.) “Theme n’3: Pour Une République Forte: Laicité et Vivre Ensemble,” http://
www.ladroiteforte.fr/les-idees-fortes/article/theme-no3-pour-une-republique. Accessed in
2016. Now archived at http://issuu.com/ladroiteforte/docs/droite forte th me laicit /1.
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Abstract and Keywords

An overwhelming majority of democracies, no matter how the concept of democracy is de-
fined, restrict the religious practices and institutions of minority religions, substantially
support religion, and give de jure and de facto preferences to a single religion or a few
religions. Since so few democracies meet any standard of political secularism, political
secularism is either not essential to liberal democracy or these countries’ status as liberal
democracies must be questionable. Political secularism as an ideology is not as influential
in the practical politics of democratic states as many believe. An important question is
whether political secularism is the best model for democracy or whether the best models
are those that integrate state support for religion with checks and balances that protect
religious freedom.

Keywords: political secularism, democracy, liberalism, state-supported religion, official religion

MANY liberal Western thinkers assume and advocate that religion and state must be sep-
arate for democracy to flourish. This requirement is an example of political secularism,
which I define as an ideology or set of beliefs that advocates that religion ought to be sep-
arate from all or some aspects of politics and/or public life. In this chapter I examine this
link between political secularism and democracy in depth. First, I demonstrate that there
are multiple trends within political secularism—that is, there is considerable disagree-
ment on what it means for states to be secular. Second, I examine whether, in practice,
democracies meet any of the standards set out in this literature. Using data from the Reli-
gion and State (RAS) dataset for 2008, I demonstrate that most democracies do not fol-
low policies toward religion that can be considered consistent with any conception of po-
litical secularism.
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Political Secularism and Democracy in Theory

The nature of political secularism and its role in democracy is a contested topic. In this
section I discuss the debate over defining political secularism and what manifestation of
political secularism, if any, is most appropriate for democracy.

Political Secularism and Its Critics

As noted, I define political secularism as an ideology or set of beliefs that advocates that
religion ought to be separate from all or some aspects of politics and/or public life. This is
a subset of secularism, which is an ideology or set of beliefs that advocates an absence of
religion .104) in a larger set of social, cultural, political, and economic milieu. The con-
cept is inexorably linked to religion. Daniel Philpott (2009: 185-186) examines nine mani-
festations of the terms secular, secularism, and secularization in the academic literature
and concludes that all of them define these terms as something that is specifically not re-
ligious or antireligious. Calhoun et al. (2012: 14) similarly argue that “in all cases, secu-
larism is defined in tandem with its twin concept, religion.” Thus, political secularism
specifically relates to an absence of religion in government and politics in general.

While there are many past and current nondemocracies that have politically secular ide-
ologies, the concept of political secularism, at least in the theoretical literature, is strong-
ly linked to democracy. Or perhaps it is better to say that there is an expectation that
democracies require politically secular policies in order to flourish. For example, Jose
Casanova (2009: 1051) defines “secularism as a statecraft principle” as

some principle of separation between religious and political authority, either for
the sake of the neutrality of the state vis-a-vis each and all religions, or for the
sake of protecting the freedom of conscience of each individual, or for the sake of
facilitating the equal access of all citizens, religious as well as nonreligious, to de-
mocratic participation.

Thus, even in defining secularism, Casanova links the concept to democracy.

This is not surprising because the argument that democratic governments ought to be
separate from religion is deeply entrenched in liberal democratic thought. For example,
Alfred Stepan (2000: 39-40) in his classic study of religion and toleration describes this
belief as follows:

Democratic institutions must be free, within the bounds of the constitution and hu-
man rights, to generate policies. Religious institutions should not have constitu-
tionally privileged prerogatives that allow them to mandate public policy to demo-
cratically elected governments. At the same time, individuals and religious com-
munities ... must have complete freedom to worship privately. In addition, as indi-
viduals and groups, they must be able to advance their values publicly in civil soci-
ety and to sponsor organizations and movements in political society, as long as
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their actions do not impinge negatively on the liberties of other citizens or violate
democracy and the law.

Rawls (1993: 151) similarly argues that we must “take the truths of religion off the politi-
cal agenda.” For additional versions of this argument see, among others, Demerath (2001:
2) and Shah (2000).

While it is likely that a majority of liberal thinkers who address the topic support political
secularism, views on the issue are by no means unanimous. For example, de Tocqueville
is interpreted as arguing that there is room for religion in democracy. Fradkin (2000: 90-
91) interprets de Tocqueville as arguing that a “successful political democracy will in-
evitably require moral instruction grounded in religious faith.” However, this does not
mean that de Tocqueville advocates a religious state. Rather, “since it facilitates the use
of freedom, [religion is] ... ‘indispensable to the maintenance of republican institutions.’
And there is good reason for this, because ‘despotism may govern without religion, but
liberty cannot’” (Wach 1946: 90 with quotes from de Tocqueville).

Others argue that liberal democracy cannot afford to exclude religion because doing so
would violate liberal values. Liberal democracy includes a concept of tolerance that needs
to include a tolerance of the religious. To exclude religion from the public sphere would
be a form of discrimination that runs counter to liberal values (Bader 1999; Greenawalt
1988 ®@.105) : 49, 55). Casanova (2009: 1057) similarly points out that secularism does not
necessarily have to have a negative view of religion:

political secularism per se does not need to share ... negative assumptions about
religion, nor assume any progressive historical development that will make reli-
gion increasingly irrelevant. It is actually compatible with a positive view of reli-
gion as a moral good, or as an ethical communitarian reservoir of human solidari-
ty and republican virtue.

Thus, while few liberal thinkers advocate for an official religion, many believe religion
should have a public role.

While few liberal thinkers claim that supporting a single religion is the most desirable re-
ligion policy in a democracy, several argue that doing so does not necessarily harm
democracy. Mazie (2004, 2006) argues that some elements of religion are compatible with
democracy while others are not. While supporting a religion does not need to be incom-
patible with democracy, making that religion mandatory will usually be incompatible. Es-
sentially, for Mazie (2004, 2006) as long as religious minorities are free to practice their
religion and not required to observe the majority religion, democracy remains intact.
Driessen (2010) makes similar arguments with regard to the treatment of minority reli-
gions and adds that a government must have sufficient autonomy to make decisions inde-
pendent of religion—without religious actors being able to overrule its decisions. Mar-
quand and Nettler (2000) make similar arguments but emphasize the right of the nonreli-
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gious to abide by their own values. Even Stepan (2012: 133) argues that states with es-
tablished religions can still uphold liberal principles if they respect minority rights.

Types of Political Secularism

Setting aside for the moment the debate over whether political secularism is really neces-
sary for democracy, it is important to emphasize that beyond agreement over the proposi-
tion that government should not be in the business of religion, there are deep divisions
among political secularists. I divide political secularism into three categories, though in
practice each of these categories can be further divided. These three categories repre-
sent different answers to the following questions: (1) May the state support religion? (2)
May the state restrict religion? (3) Is religious discourse and expression appropriate in
the public sphere? I summarize the answers of these three conceptions of political secu-
larism in Table 6.1.

Secularism- Absolute Neutral-
Laicism SRAS ism
State support No No Yes, if ap-
for religion? plied equal-
ly
State restric- Yes, in public No Yes, if ap-
tions on reli- sphere and if ap- plied equal-
gion? plied equally ly
Restrictions on Yes, if applied No Yes, if ap-
religion in pub- equally plied equal-
lic discourse ly.

and expression?

Note. SRAS = separation of religion and state.
(p. 106)

The first of these three conceptions of political secularism is the secularist-laicist model.
This model takes part of its name from the laicité philosophy of France toward religion.
Advocates of this model not only proscribe state support for any religion; they also be-
lieve that religion should not be present in any part of the public sphere. This means that
not only are restrictions on religion in the public sphere allowed; they are mandated. This
conception of political secularism casts religion as a wholly private matter. The state is
expected to enforce this and ensure that religion does not intrude into public space. This
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can result in restrictions on public religious activities and practices (Kuru 2007; Haynes
1997; Keane 2000; Stepan 2000; Durham 1996: 21-22; Esbeck 1988). These restrictions
apply to all religions equally, including the majority religion. An excellent example of this
type of policy is France’s 2004 law banning any overt religious symbol in public schools,
including the head coverings worn by Muslim women. While from another perspective
this law might been seen as a restriction on religious liberty, from the secularist-laicist
perspective wearing any ostentatious religious symbol in a public school constitutes an
aggressive encroachment of religion—something that should be a private matter—on sec-
ular public space.

To be clear, the secularist-laicist model does not generally advocate restricting religion in
private. In fact, it specifically relegates religion to the private sphere, which is considered
the proper place for religion. It also does not advocate singling out minority religions for
additional restrictions. The general rule of public secular space with religion being al-
lowed in private space applies equally to all religions. To single out some religions for ad-
ditional restrictions would either be allowing some religions a public presence or essen-
tially supporting some religions by restricting their competition.

The second conception of political secularism is absolute separation of religion and state
(absolute SRAS). This model is based largely on the US model. The first amendment of
the US Constitution states that “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment
of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” Accordingly, this type of political sec-
ularism requires that the state neither support nor restrict any religion. While this model
allows no government involvement or interference in religion at all, among advocates of
the model opinions on the proper role of religion in civil society and political discourse
differ (Esbeck 1988; Kuru 2007).

Esbeck (1988) identifies three trends within this tradition in US thought that mostly differ
over the role of religion in public political discourse. Strict separationists argue that pub-
lic policy should be decided on a secular basis and that religion should not be a standard
by which a state is judged. This argument is attributed to, among others, Thomas Jeffer-
son who advocated that there be a “wall” of separation between religion and state. Never-
theless, this school of thought does not prohibit the use of religious ideas and morality in
public discourse. Pluralist separationists accept that “religion may influence issues of
civic government” but maintains an aversion to “a religiously generated cultural mandate
employing the offices of government to achieve religious ends” (Esbeck 1988: 45). Finally,
institutional separationists permit religious moral traditions to influence political discus-
sion and policy but oppose state support for religion and the use of government instru-
ments to advantage a particular religion.

The final conception of political secularism is the neutralist model. This perspective posits
that a government may favor no religion over others. Essentially it must be neutral on the
issue. This means that public policy can support religion and restrict religion as long as it
(- 107) supports and/or restricts all religions equally. Roger Finke, (1990, 2012) calls this
the level playing field argument. Religions compete for members and religions that have
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state support have an advantage in this competition. Take, for example, government fund-
ing of religious institutions. The funded institutions become less expensive for their con-
gregants, making the unfunded institutions more expensive relative to them. Religion is
not free. Clergy, places of worship, and other religious materials all have material costs
that must be borne by congregants when a religion is not funded by the state. Supporting
some religions but not others has the same result as restricting some because those that
are not supported are essentially disadvantaged from a zero-sum perspective (Finke 1990,
2013; Grim and Finke 2006, 2011; Toft et al. 2011; Stark and Finke 2000).

Madeley (2003: 5-6) identifies two schools of thought within the neutralist conception of
political secularism. The neutral political concern school argues “that government action
should not help or hinder any life-plan or way of life more than any other and that the
consequences of government action should therefore be neutral” (Madeley 2003: 5-6).
This version focuses on equality of outcomes. Government policy supporting or restricting
religion is acceptable as long as it results in no actual differential treatment. The exclu-
sion of ideals school focuses on intent rather than outcome. It mandates that “the state be
precluded from justifying its actions on the basis of a preference for any particular way of
life” (Madeley 2003: 6). Thus, as long as the state has no intention to treat religions dif-
ferently, it is acceptable that the outcome of a policy has this result.!

These three interpretations of political secularism can have important policy implications.
Take for example the issues of religious education and religious dress in public schools.
From a secularist-laicist perspective both would be prohibited because they would violate
secular public space. From an absolute separationist perspective religious education in
public schools would be an unacceptable form of state support for religion but restricting
religious clothing and symbols could be interpreted as an unacceptable form of state limi-
tation on religious freedom. From a neutralist perspective both religious education and
religious dress could be either allowed or banned as long as it was allowed or banned
equally for all students. Thus, it is ill advised to simply discuss political secularism with-
out taking into account the widely divergent views of what this principle means.

Some Practical Definitions and Measurements

Before examining the extent of political secularism among democracies in practice, it is
necessary to define in operational terms how both concepts will be measured. For this
analysis I use multiple measurements of democracy. The first are based on the Polity
dataset. The Polity variable ranges from -10 (most autocratic) to +10 (most democratic).
It is based on the regulation, openness, and competitiveness of executive recruitment;
constraints on the executive; and the regulation and competitiveness of political partici-
pation.? Essentially it measures institutional democracy. I use two operationalizations
based on this dataset. The first are all thirty-four countries that score a 10, the highest
score, on this measure. The second allows for states which come close to perfect scores:
all ®.108) sixty-nine countries with Polity scores of 8 or higher. The other two measure-
ments of democracy focus on two regions that are considered democratic. First, Western
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democracies (Western Europe, the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand)
are considered to be the culture that originated the concept of liberal democracy and are
among the most democratic on the world. Second, the European Union (EU), which over-
laps considerably with Western democracies, is considered especially democratic because
the countries in this union have agreed to a union-level enforcement mechanism for a
number of factors including human rights and democracy. Four countries in the study
have no Polity score but are included as Western democracies and, for some of them, as
EU members. These are Andorra, Turkish Cyprus, Liechtenstein, and Malta. Thus the to-
tal number of countries included in the study is seventy-three. How each state scores on
these measures is listed in the appendix to this chapter.

In order to measure whether these countries meet any of the three political secularism
standards I discuss here, I use four variables from the RAS dataset. The first measures
the states’ formal religion policy based on the following categories:

e The state has an official religion.

e The state has no official religion but supports one religion more than others.

e The state has no official religion but supports some religions more than others.
e Supportive: The state has no official religion but supports all religions equally.

e Accommodation: The state maintains separation of religion and state but has a posi-
tive attitude toward religion.

e Separationist: The state maintains separation of religion and state but has a negative
attitude toward religion.

This variable has codings for states more hostile to religion, but these hostile policies are
not found in any of the democracies examined in this study.3

The second variable measures state support for religion and includes fifty-one individual
types of support including enforcing religious precepts through law or policy, the funding
of religion, and entanglement between religious and government institutions. This vari-
able ranges between 0 and 51. The third variable measures the extent to which the gov-
ernment restricts all religions including the majority religion. This includes twenty-nine
types of restrictions including restrictions on religion’s role in politics, religious institu-
tions, and religious practices. As each item on this variable is coded between 0 and 3, it
ranges between 0 and 87. The final variable measures thirty types of restrictions on reli-
gious minorities that are not placed on the majority group. These include restrictions on
religious practices, religious institutions, clergy, conversion, and proselytizing. As each
item on this variable is coded between 0 and 3, it ranges between 0 and 90.# Each coun-
try in the study and its scores on these variables is listed in the appendix.

These variables are used to operationalize the laicism-separatism, absolute separa-
tionism, and neutralism standards for political secularism as is shown in Table 6.2. Each
of these standards is operationalized three times, once using a strict interpretation of the
standard, once using an intermediate standard, and once using a loose standard. I apply
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this three-operationalization policy because applying these standards in practice is a mat-
ter of interpretation and to some extent subjective. Yet to operationalize them, concrete
cutoffs must be set. This approach allows for a range of operationalizations that in combi-
nation likely .109) capture the essence of these standards. The loose interpretations al-
so allow for a significant amount of activity that might violate a stricter version of these
standards, allowing this study to find the maximum number of states that might be con-
sidered to follow political secularism as practical policy. Also, the intermediate and loose
interpretations allow us to identify states that in large part follow a policy, but may vio-
late it in some small way, which arguably does not undermine the larger policy. If, as is
the case for the findings presented here, most democracies do not even meet the loose
standards, this would demonstrate that the link between democracy and political secular-
ism is weaker than many assume to be the case.
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SRAS Doctrine Official Religion Support Regulation Discrimination
Policy

Secularism-Laicism Accommodation and Up to 3 No limit Uptol

Strict Separationist

Secularism-Laicism Accommodation and Upto4 No limit Upto 3

Intermediate Separationist

Secularism-Laicism Accommodation and Upto 5 No limit Upto5

Loose Separationist

Absolute Separa- Accommodation on- Upto 3 Uptol Uptol

tionism Strict ly

Absolute Separa- Accommodation and Upto4 Upto 3 Upto3

tionism Intermedi- Separationist

ate

Absolute Separa- Accommodation and Upto 5 Upto5 Uptob

tionism Loose Separationist

Neutralism Strict Supportive, Accom- Upto 3 No limit None

modation, and
Separationist
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Neutralism Inter- Supportive, Accom-

mediate modation, and
Separationist

Neutralism Loose Supportive, Accom-
modation, and
Separationist

Note: SRAS = separation of religion and state.

Up to 4

Up to 5

No limit

No limit

Uptol

Up to 2
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The laicism-separatism standard allows states to restrict religion in public but not support
it. Thus the accommodation and separationist codings for the official religion variable are
appropriate for all codlings. For the same reason there are no limits on the regulation
variable because this variable measures restrictions placed on all religions in the public
sphere. Support for religion is limited. However, since no state in the study other than
South Africa engages in absolutely no support for religion, low levels of support are al-
lowed. Otherwise only South Africa would meet this standard. Finally, as discussed earli-
er, singling out minority religions for differential treatment violates this standard so reli-
gious discrimination is limited but not to no discrimination because only 13 democracies
in this study engage in no discrimination against minority religions.

In theory the absolute separationism standard allows absolutely no support and no re-
strictions on religion. In practice no state other than South Africa meets this standard.
Accordingly, ®.110) the operationalization for even the strict standard allows low levels
of support, regulation, and discrimination. The strict standard allows an official policy of
accommodation only because separationist policies include a measure of hostility to reli-
gion. However, the intermediate and loose standards allow separationist official policies.

Finally, the neutralism standard allows restrictions and support as long as there is equal
treatment. Thus, the supportive coding for the official variable is allowed in theory but, as
shown in the appendix, none of these states have this type of policy. The accommodation
and separationist codings are also allowed because they both involve government staying
out of the issue of religion, which constitutes equal treatment. Regulation of all religions
is allowed. Support and discrimination are limited because they involve differential treat-
ment.

All measurements in this study are taken in 2008, which is the most recent year for which
all of the data is available.

Political Secularism in Practice

In this section I evaluate whether the seventy-three democracies in this study in practice
have policies that can be considered consistent with political secularism. I examine this
both with regard to their declared policies, as found in their constitutions and with re-
gard to their practical polices as measured by the RAS dataset.

Political Secularism in Democratic Constitutions

The RAS dataset includes a module that examines religion in constitutions.® In this sec-
tion I examine whether constitutions declare a country to have an official religion or to
have separation of religion and state (SRAS). Among those states that declare SRAS in
their constitution, I differentiate between those that specifically declare the country secu-
lar—that is, they use the word “secular” to describe the country—and those that use some
other form of clause. Also, many constitutions, such as those of Austria, New Zealand,
and Taiwan, do not have clauses relating to this aspect of religion policy. Finally, the UK is
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excluded from this part of the analysis because it has no constitution, but it should be not-
ed that the UK’s policy cannot be considered politically secular because it has an official
religion. The results are presented in Table 6.3.

Overall, declarations of political secularism are absent from many constitutions. Only
France, India, and the Turkish government of Cyprus specifically declare the country
“secular” in their constitutions. Article 2 of France’s constitution declares that “France is
an indivisible, secular, democratic, and social Republic.” The preamble of India’s constitu-
tion similarly resolves “to constitute India into a sovereign, socialist, secular, democratic
republic.” Article 1 of Turkish Cyprus’s constitution declares “The Turkish Republic of
Northern Cyprus is a secular republic.” All other countries that declare SRAS use other
language banning the establishment of a religion such as the language in Article 1 of the
US constitution or declaring the state separate or independent from religion. For exam-
ple, Article 7 of Italy’s ®@.111) (. 112) constitution states that the “State and Catholic
church are, each within their own reign, independent and sovereign.”
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No. of Constitution Has Secular or SRAS Clause Official Re- Constitu-
Countries ligion in tion Does
State is Other SRAS All Cases Constitu- Not Ad-
Secular, Clause (%) (%) tion (%) dress Issue
Lay, etc.(%) (%)
Polity = 10 33 0.0 45.5 45.5 15.2 39.3
Polity 8 or 68 2.9 42.6 45.6 11.8 42.6
Higher
Western 26 7.7 26.9 34.6 23.1 42.3
Democracies
European 26 3.8 53.8 57.7 11.5 30.8
Union
All Countries 172 18.0 22.5 43.6 19.2 37.2
(including
nondemocra-
cies)

Note: The UK is excluded from this analysis because it does not have a constitution. SRAS = separation of religion
and state.
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In three of the four groupings of democracies examined here, a minority of states declare
themselves secular or declare SRAS in their constitutions. Among EU states, 57.7 percent
of states have these types of clauses. Most of those with no constitutional secular or
SRAS policy do not address the issue of the state’s connection to religion in their consti-
tutions; a good number declare official religions.

Interestingly, worldwide, nondemocracies are more likely to declare themselves secular in
their constitutions, with thirty-one or 18 percent of all constitutions having such a clause.
However, when combining this type of clause with other SRAS clauses, the results are
similar to those for democracies.

Overall, these results show that declarations of political secularism are no more common
in democracies than nondemocracies. They are also considerably less common than one
would expect if political secularism was an intrinsic element of democracy.

Political Secularism in Democratic Government Policy

In this section I evaluate how many democratic states meet the political secularism stan-
dards I discuss and operationalize earlier in this chapter. I present these results in Table
6.4, which also examines the proportions of democracies with SRAS or “secular” clauses
in their constitutions that meet these three standards.

The results show that even among states that declare SRAS or secularism in their consti-
tutions, the vast majority of democracies do not meet any of the three standards for politi-
cal secularism. This applies even the “loose” standards, which allow for a considerable
amount of government support for and limitations on religion. In fact, among the seventy-
three democracies included in this study, only fourteen (19.2 percent) meet any of the
loose requirements. I list these countries and which requirements they meet in Table 6.5.
Jamaica and New Zealand meet only one of the loose standards, leaving twelve countries
that meet at least one of the intermediate standards.

Only South Africa, Taiwan, and the United States meet the strict requirements for all
three standards. In addition, Estonia, Japan, and Uruguay meet at least one of the strict
standards, making for a total of six democracies that meet at least one of the strict re-
quirements. Thus, no Western European country meets any of the strict standards, and
only one—the Netherlands—meets any of the intermediate or loose standards. The only
EU member states to meet any of the standards are the Netherlands and Estonia. Only
four of these states—Australia, the Netherlands, New Zealand, and the United States—
can be considered long-standing, stable Western liberal democracies. Three states that
meet at least one of these standards can be found in Asia (Japan, South Korea, and Tai-
wan), Africa (Botswana, Lesotho, and South Africa), or in the Americas south of the Unit-
ed States (Brazil, Jamaica, and Uruguay). More interesting, there are five African non-
democracies (all scoring below zero on the Polity score) that meet at least one of these
standards. These include Angola, Cameroon, the Central African Republic, Guinea-Bissau,
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and the Republic of Congo. Thus, there does not seem to be any significant link between
traditional liberal democracies and political secularism in practice. ®.113) (@.114)
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Con- Ab-

trol solute

Factor SRAS
Strict
(%)

All Democracies

Polity = 8.8
10

Polity 8 5.8
or High-
er

Western 3.7
Democ-
racies

Euro- 0.0
pean
Union

Ab-
solute
SRAS
Inter-
medi-
ate (%)

17.6

14.5

11.1

3.7

Ab-
solute
SRAS
Loose
(%)

17.6

14.5

11.1

3.7

Neu-
tral
Strict
(%)

5.9

7.1

0.0

3.7

Democracies with SRAS Clause in Constitution

Neu-
tral In-
terme-
diate
(%).

17.6

15.9

11.1

7.4

Neu-
tral
Loose
(%)

20.6

18.8

14.8

7.4

Secu-
larism-
Laicis
m
Strict
(%)

11.8

10.1

3.7

3.7

Secu-
larism-
Laicis
m In-
terme-
diate
(%)

17.6

15.9

3.7

7.4

Secu-
larism-
Laicis
m
Loose
(%)

17.6

15.9

11.1

7.4
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Polity = 13.3 26.7 26.7 6.7 26.7
10

Polity 8 6.5 16.1 16.1 9.7 22.6
or High-
er

Western 11.1 22.2 22.2 0.0 22.2
Democ-
racies

Euro- 0.0 0.0 0.0 6.7 6.7
pean
Union

All 4.7 9.3 13.4 5.2 11.6
Coun-

tries

(in-

clud-

ing

non-

democ-

racies)

Note: SRAS = separation of religion and state.

26.7

22.6

222

6.7

16.9

20.0

16.1

11.1

6.7

7.6

26.7

19.4

22.2

6.7

12.2

26.7

19.4

22

6.7

16.9
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Coun- Ab- Ab- Ab- Neu- Neu- Neu- Secu- Secu- Secu-

try solute solute solute tral tral In- tral larism- larism- larism-
SRAS SRAS SRAS Strict terme- Loose Laicis Laicis Laicis
Strict Inter Loose diate. m m In- m

Strict terme- Loose
diate

Aus- X X X X X X

tralia

Botswa X X X X X X

na

Brazil X X

Estonia X X X X X X

Jamaica X

Japan X X X X X X X X

Lesotho X X X X

Nether- X X X X X X

lands
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New

Zealand

South X X X X
Africa

South X X X
Korea

Taiwan X X X X
United X X X

States

Urugua X X X
y

Note: SRAS = separation of religion and state.
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» 15 Conclusions

This analysis demonstrates that most democratic governments do not have policies that
can be considered congruent with political secularism. Only fourteen of the seventy-three
democracies examined here, or about 19.2 percent, met even the loosest standards for
political secularism. In contrast, fifty-five (75.3 percent) have policies that explicitly favor
one or some religions over others. This includes fourteen countries (19.2 percent) with of-
ficial religions. Fifty-nine (80.8 percent) of them restrict the religious practices or institu-
tions of at least some religious minorities, though only twenty-seven (37.0 percent) score
a 6 or higher on that variable, which means that they cannot meet even any of the loose
standards with regard to religious discrimination for political secularism set by this study.
Finally, all of them, other than South Africa, engage in at least some support for religion,
and forty-two (56.2 percent) score a 6 or higher on the religious support variable, which
means that they cannot meet even any of the loose standards with regard to support for
religion for political secularism set by this study.

The discussion of the link between democracy and political secularism is a vigorous one.
While not all liberal theorists believe that political secularism is absolutely necessary for
democracy to function, it is fair to say that there is a general assumption among these
theorists that political secularism is the standard. Also, there is far more discussion of
what interpretation of political secularism is the appropriate one than over whether politi-
cal secularism is linked to democracy.

However, when viewing the facts on the ground, there is little room for debate. An over-
whelming majority of democracies, no matter how the concept of democracy is defined,
restrict the religious practices and institutions of minority religions, substantially support
religion, and give de jure and de facto preferences to a single religion or a few religions.
Thus, there is clearly a disconnect between the theoretical discussion and reality. This
disconnect is sufficiently strong, I argue, that this widespread, pervasive, and persistent
lack of observance of political secular ideals by democracies arguably reaches the point
where state practice disproves the relevance of these ideals. Put differently, if so few
democracies meet any standard of political secularism, it is clear that political secularism
is not an essential element of liberal democracy. The only other alternative is to acknowl-
edge that most states considered liberal democracies do not live up to a central element
of the ideal of liberal democracy to the extent that their status as liberal democracies is
questionable.

In all, while political secularism is clearly an ideology—or perhaps a family of ideologies—
that are present in the world and linked to democracy, this ideology is not as influential in
the practical politics of democratic states as many believe. Consequently, we need to
reevaluate the roles of both political secularism and religion in democracy. For example,
we need to ask whether political secularism is the best model for democracy or whether
the best models are those that integrate state support for religion with checks and bal-
ances that protect religious freedom such as those proposed by Mazie (2004, 2006),
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Driessen (2010), and Marquand and Nettler (2000), among others. Such a model would
include how religion can contribute to democracy as well as what forms of government
support for religion and restrictions on religion are compatible and incompatible with
democracy.

Appendix ®. 116)
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Country

Andorra

Albania

Argenti-
na

Australia

Polity

na

Western
Democ-
racy

EU
Member

Official
State-
Religion
Policy

State
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

Official
religion

Accom-
modation

Support
for Reli-
gion

Regula-
tion of
Religion

Discrim-
ination
against
Reli-
gious
Minority

Consti-
tution

No
clause

Other
SRAS
clause

No
clause

Other
SRAS
clause
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Austria

Belgium

Bolivia

Botswana

Brazil

10

X

X

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

Official
religion

Accom-
modation

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

15

16

No
clause

No
clause

No
clause

No
clause

Other
SRAS
clause
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Bulgaria

Canada

Chile

Costa Ri-
ca

Croatia

10

10

10

X

State 7
prefers

some re-

ligions

over oth-

ers

Accom- 6
modation

State 3
prefers

some re-

ligions

over oth-

ers

Official 7
religion

State 11
prefers

some re-

ligions

over oth-

ers

15

22

10

No
clause

No
clause

No
clause

Official
religion
clause

Other
SRAS
clause
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Cyprus,
Greek

Cyprus,
Turkish

Czech
Republic

Denmark

Domini-
can Rep.

10

na

10

X

X

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

State
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

Official

religion

Official
religion

13

12

No
clause

Secular
clause

Other
SRAS
clause

Official
religion
clause

No
clause
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Estonia

Finland

France

Germany

Ghana

Greece

10

10

10

X

Accom-
modation

Official
religion

Separa-
tionist

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

Official
religion

11

12

13

13

10

15

22

15

Other
SRAS
clause

No
clause

Secular
clause

Other
SRAS
clause

No
clause

Official
religion
clause
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Guatemal
a

Hungary

Iceland

India

10

10

State
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

Official
religion

State
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

11

16

No
clause

Other
SRAS
clause

Official
religion
clause

Secular
clause
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Indonesia 8 State 28 23
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

Ireland 10 X X State 7 2
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

Israel 10 Official 25 3
religion

Italy 10 X X State 6 2
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

27

No
clause

Other
SRAS
clause

No
clause

Other
SRAS
clause
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Jamaica

Japan

Latvia

Lesotho

Liechten-
stein

10

na

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

Accom-
modation

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

Accom-
modation

Official
religion

No
clause

Other
SRAS
clause

Other
SRAS
clause

No
clause

Official
religion
clause
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Lithuania

Luxem-
bourg

Macedo-
nia

Malta

10

na

X

State 12 2
prefers

some re-

ligions

over oth-

ers

State 5 1
prefers

some re-

ligions

over oth-

ers

State 2 15
prefers

one reli-

gion over

others

Official 6 0
Religion

11

20

Other
SRAS
clause

No
clause

No
clause

Official
religion
clause
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Mauritius 10 State 4 1
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

Mexico 8 Separa- 4 20
tionist

Moldova 8 State 5 9
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

Mongolia 10 State 3 4
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

No
clause

Other
SRAS
clause

No
clause

Other
SRAS
clause
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Montene-
gro

Nether-
lands

New
Zealand

Nicaragu
a

Norway

10

10

10

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

Accom-
modation

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

State
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

Official
religion

10

Other
SRAS
clause

No
clause

No
clause

Other
SRAS
clause

Official
religion
clause
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Panama

Paraguay

Peru

Philip-
pines

State
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

State
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

State
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

No
clause

Other
SRAS
clause

No
clause

Other
SRAS
clause
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Poland

Portugal

Romania

Serbia

10

10

X

State
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

State
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

State
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

State
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

12

10

21

19

Other
SRAS
clause

Other
SRAS
clause

Other
SRAS
clause

Other
SRAS
clause
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Slovakia

Slovenia

Solomon
Isls.

South
Africa

South Ko-
rea

10

10

X

State
prefers
one reli-
gion over
others

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

Accom-
modation

Accom-
modation

12

Other
SRAS
clause

Other
SRAS
clause

No
clause

No
clause

Other
SRAS
clause
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Spain

Sweden

Switzer-

land

Taiwan

10

10

10

10

X

X

State 10
prefers

some re-

ligions

over oth-

ers

State 11
prefers

some re-

ligions

over oth-

ers

State 11
prefers

some re-

ligions

over oth-

ers

Accom- 2
modation

10

16

Other
SRAS
clause

No
clause

No
clause

No
clause
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Trinidad 10

& Tob.

UK 10 X X
United 10 X

States

Uruguay 10

Zambia 8

SRAS = separation of religion and state; na =

State
prefers
some re-
ligions
over oth-
ers

Official
religion

Accom-

modation

Separa-
tionist

Official
religion

11

10

No
clause

No con-
stitution

Other
SRAS
clause

Other
SRAS
clause

No
clause
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(p- 117) (p.118) (p.119) (p. 120)
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(1.) For a discussion of what types of state support for religion can violate the principle of
state neutrality toward religion see Driessen (2010) and Mazie (2006). For a review of the
Western intellectual history of the concept of separation of religion and state, see Lay-
cock (1997) and Witte (2006).

(2.) For more details see Jaggers and Gurr (1995) and the Polity Project webpage at http://
www.systemicpeace.org/polity/polity4.htm.

(3.) This variable was created from a more detailed 15-point scale in the RAS dataset
called Official Religion.

(4.) For a full discussion of these RAS variables including a listing of all of the items on
the support, regulation, and discrimination variables, see Fox (2008, 2011) and the RAS
webpage at www.religionandstate.org.

(5.) The data are available for download at the RAS webpage at
www.religionandstate.org. Constitutions were primarily taken from the Religion and Law
International Document Database (www.religlaw.org), the International Constitutional
Law project (www.servat.unibe.ch/law/icl/), the Political Database of the Americas (http://
pdba.georgetown.edu/Constitutions/constudies.html), and the University of Richmond
Constitution Finder (http://pdba.georgetown.edu/Constitutions/constudies.html). In most
cases these sites provided academic or official government translations of constitutions
not written in English. Otherwise, I translated the constitutions using Google Translate.
To test Google Translate’s accuracy, I compared academic and government translations to
Google Translate’s translation. The translations were never identical but the differences
did not influence the variables’ codings.
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Abstract and Keywords

What has been called secular government in the United Kingdom and North America
emerged from a series of debates about religious freedom and toleration, which reached
their climax in seventeenth-century England. John Locke is often considered the hero of
that climax, and his resolution to religion-politics conflict is now taken for granted as the
basis of secular government in the United States, England, and Canada. It continues to
influence Anglo-American political thought for both good and ill. Despite its success, the
solution is imperfect. Subsequent modifications—including minor tweaks by various
American Founders and a more recent re-appropriation by John Rawls—have failed to
perfect it. Its most notable imperfection is a naive hope that all imaginable future theopo-
litical disputes will be solved by abstract, neutral principles, specifiable-in advance of the
disputes themselves. This leads to animosity and accusations of bias and call for ad hoc
compromises.

Keywords: secular government, religious freedom, toleration, America, England, liberalism, rights

Introduction

THERE is no one model for how government and religion relate in Western, liberal
democracies; they vary significantly from one nation to another based on their particular
histories and legal traditions. Some combine secular governments with official state
churches for ceremonial purposes. Others lack state churches but allow religion, mediat-
ed through civil society or church offices, to play an important political role. Still others
are overtly secular, even restricting religious attire in certain contexts. In the Anglo-
American world, the United States and Canada have no state church. Neither do Wales,
Northern Ireland, or the Republic of Ireland (the Irish Constitution acknowledges the im-
portance of worshipping God without being more specific). Scotland has an established
church, which is Presbyterian, and England has the Church of England, of which the rul-
ing British monarch is the governor. At the same time, all of these countries guarantee
freedom of religion and ensure, in varying ways, a secular basis for public policy: the
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United States and Ireland via their constitutions, Canada via the Charter of Rights and
Freedoms, and the United Kingdom (which has no written constitution) via the Human
Rights Act and as a signatory of the European Convention on Human Rights. Yet these le-
gal differences, while interesting, do not tell the full story.

The goal of this chapter is to help us see that, whatever their differences, the United
States, United Kingdom, and Canada share something crucial. They have a common his-
torical source for how they conceive the relation between religion and government. What
North Americans and the British now call secular government emerged from a series of
debates about religious freedom and toleration, which reached their climax in seven-
teenth-century England. Studying this will help us better understand how religion and
government came to relate as they do and also allow us to better respond to issues that
remain deeply contested today. Much of what we assume about government is shaped by
that period, often without us perceiving the influence. This chapter aims to help us recog-
nize how today’s Anglo-American governments are, for both good and ill, the children of
the seventeenth century.

(. 126) One reason for pursuing this historical approach is to address an ambiguity about
the phrase secular government itself. The English word “secularism” as it is appears in
the title of this volume was not widely used until after the Second World War, so using it
to describe earlier debates could create confusion. Although the Latin equivalent, saecu-
lum, does have a significant history in Christian political thought, it might also create
confusion if applied directly to modern governments. For the fourth-century African bish-
op Augustine, the saeculum was not a type of government or a sphere without religion but
rather a time period. It was an era of human history during which two communities, the
City of Man and the City of God, coexisted and shared concern for earthly peace.
Nonetheless, we can recognize traces of Augustine’s idea in today’s term, for he assumes
that non-Christians and Christians alike are rightly concerned with “secular goods” like
security for one’s family and that the civil government has a special role in protecting
such goods.

The connection between today’s secular and Augustine’s saeculum should be clear: as
governments stop seeing protecting religious orthodoxy as part of their job description
(i.e., once they tolerate), they rethink what their job really is. One plausible answer: pro-
mote and protect “secular goods” like personal safety, health, industry, education, and so
on.

One worthwhile approach to this topic would be to trace the legal history of these
changes, studying, for example, jurisprudence on the First Amendment to the US Consti-
tution, or the European Court of Human Rights. Instead, I pursue a different approach,
exploring where those jurisprudential traditions originated. To make our topic manage-
able, I focus on the role played by the English philosopher John Locke (1632-1704), who
was crucial to these changes in both his homeland and the colonial United States. His
works are the most-cited source of the American founding era, apart from the Bible. He
was regularly invoked by clergy in support of the American Revolution. His influence on
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Thomas Jefferson’s thinking about church and state is obvious and well-documented, and
even other, more religiously orthodox founders such as John Adams and James Madison
bear his mark. His influence in Canada is more ambiguous because Canadians do not at-
tribute mythological or sacred significance to their founders, as do their neighbors to the
south. Nonetheless, his legacy is unmistakable even there (Ajzenstat 2007).

Because the debates of this period were chiefly among Christians, I shall follow suit in fo-
cusing specifically on that religion. Other voices were excluded from the Anglo-American
conversation. It was dangerous to be openly atheist, and Jews, the most significant non-
Christian minority, were only allowed back into England in 1655, having been expelled in
1290.

In the second half of this chapter I connect this historical background to some ongoing
debates in Anglo-American political thought. We will see how John Rawls (1921-2002) ad-
dresses, with varying levels of success, certain problems that the early modern innova-
tors left us with. In particular, he maintains and even deepens the early modern hope to
solve future disputes by abstract, neutral principles and not rely on ad hoc solutions, even
for tricky cases. As we will see by observing three ongoing disputes (on same-sex mar-
riage, contraception, and religious attire), ad hoc solutions may not be as risky as we
fear; sometimes they are preferable.

»z» Religious Freedom in the Seventeenth Cen-
tury

It may appear that my focus on the seventeenth century gets to the story too late, after
the action is over. According to the historian W. K. Jordon, “the theory of religious tolera-
tion stood substantially complete in 1660”—so, before Locke ever wrote a word on the
subject (Kamen 1967: 216). Others suggest the opposite: that all the crucial moves come
later: “The paradigmatic treatment of the matter ... has been to start with John Locke,
leap ahead to John Stuart Mill, and then discuss cases like Northern Ireland, Lebanon, or
Bosnia” (Laursen and Nederman 1998: 2). In fact, both are right. What sets Locke apart
is that he stands uniquely between two different conversations about religion and tolera-
tion. He writes the epilogue to one conversation and the prologue for another.

To the centuries-long conversation about the persecution of heretics, Locke writes the
epilogue. He offers the final “no” to persecution for orthodoxy’s sake. But Locke also
writes the prologue to a new conversation about the myriad questions that must now be
answered in light of that conclusion. If there are some things the government may not do,
what are the limits on what it may do to best ensure civil peace? Hence Locke consistent-
ly portrays toleration as a political problem, not a religious one. His question is not “Who
is a heretic?” (for he does not much care) but rather “Who is a traitor?”

Saying this may lead to a misunderstanding about Locke’s own faith. Locke was not a sec-
ular thinker but a Protestant Christian theologian and philosopher. He wrote works of
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theology and biblical commentary. (The distinction we make today, between philosophy
and religious studies, can only anachronistically be applied to the Early Modern period.)
Nonetheless, Locke was a liberal Protestant. He had a high regard for reason and was
emphatic that all claims based on revelation, including the Bible, must themselves be
weighed using human reason. He seems not to have accepted Christ’s divinity or at least
did not regard it as an important doctrine. He was also very shrewd in how he used theo-
logical argument in his work, for he recognized that he would need to convince his read-
ers not only of the reasonability of his views but that they did not demonstrate disloyalty
to God.

The seventeenth century is important to our story for another reason. Following the start
of the Protestant Reformation in the prior century, the social and political unity of conti-
nental Europe began to fragment. Local rulers could side with this or that church as it
suited their regime, and, by 1618, the Thirty Years War was underway. In England, the po-
litical instability reached its height with the Civil War of the 1640s, though significant
strife continued even after.

Though these conflicts have commonly been labeled Wars of Religion, the term is not suf-
ficiently precise. Is a religious war one where some of the soldiers are religious believ-
ers? Then virtually every war is religious. Or is it one where the leaders justify the war by
giving theological reasons? But as recent American wars show, a regime’s stated justifica-
tion need hardly be the real reason; it may, rather, be tailored to what will excite the pop-
ulace. (Is it easier to say, “Those devil-worshippers insult Christ by denying transubstanti-
ation” or “We want their land”? Or “we want their oil” or “they hate freedom.”)

(- 128) While these conflicts cannot be labeled Wars of Religion without significant nu-
ance, what is clear is that in the midst of political strife, social and cultural differences
can be politically dangerous. Seemingly minor differences, like how people baptize their
children or what clothes they wear or how they celebrate holidays, could also be political
dividing lines—and were in fact dividing lines separating the Parliamentarians and the
Royalists in the Civil War. This is why debates about religious freedom became so press-
ing at that time. Even those who did not care about trinitarianism versus unitarianism
might still be concerned about how such disagreements were identity markers for rival
camps.

John Locke on Religious Toleration

One person who thought precisely this was John Locke. Although he is familiar to us as a
great champion of religious freedom, he began his career in the opposite camp. His first
work on the subject, the First Tract on Government (1660, though unpublished during his
lifetime) argued for uniformity—the view that the government could legitimately pre-
scribe details concerning religious worship. He there gives a number of reasons to sup-
port his position, but two stand out.
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The first might be called the No Football Colors Rule. I once took my daughter, Hannabh,
to a bowling alley in Scotland. She noticed a sign on the door and asked what it meant:
“No Football Colours on Match Days.” It took me awhile to understand. Apparently, the
owners had found from past experience that if I show up in a Dundee United jersey and
you in your Aberdeen hat, we will probably fight. In other words, diversity is a threat to
peace. To support this, Locke quotes the Roman poet Juvenal: “Each party is filled with
fury against the other because each hates its neighbours’ god, believing that none can be
holy but those it worships itself” (Tract: 8). None of this is a principled philosophical or
theological argument. It is based on Locke’s prudential calculation that, on balance, di-
versity breeds contention and contention breeds war.

To be perfectly accurate, the bowling alley’s solution is actually closer to French laicité:
because football allegiance cause fights, no football clothes are permitted in public.
Locke’s proposal in the First Tract would be analogous to a sign saying, “Everyone must
wear Dundee United shirts”—because then we would all agree. Notice that neither of
them consider posting a sign saying, “Don’t worry about others’ clothes; tolerate rival
football allegiances.”

Locke’s second reason for religious uniformity and against toleration is this: there’s no
such thing as limited government. This sounds like an odd claim, coming from the
philosopher that we most associate with limited government, but it is sound reasoning
given his premises at the time. The argument has two components:

1. Governmental authority must be absolute, for there is no available conceptual or
theoretical apparatus by which authority can be limited without undermining it alto-
gether.

2. Granting exceptions for diverse religious practices violates the government’s au-
thority and thus threatens civil peace.

The first of these points may remind us of Thomas Hobbes, and indeed, it has sometimes
been taken as evidence that Locke was Hobbes in sheep’s clothing. Yet Locke’s reasons
are (. 129) more subtle. The manner and mode of worship, precisely because those de-
tails are not essential to our salvation, should be relinquished into the hands of the ruler
as part of the social contract. Just as we give up our freedom to drive on the “wrong” side
of the road when we contract together to form a government, we also give up our free-
dom to worship in the “wrong” way.

The second point is the more forceful. Locke’s pro-toleration opponents had argued that it
was wrong for the government to “impose upon” others’ consciences. Locke replies, “Tis
true, ‘who would have his conscience imposed upon?’” But this cuts both ways, for it is
equally true, “who would pay taxes? who would be poor? who ... would not be a

prince?” (Tract: 22). Where is the limit, Locke asks? Allowing religious diversity would
open the floodgates of anarchy, for whenever someone did not want to obey a given law,
they would simply claim a religious exemption. Rather not pay your taxes this month?
Claim that God told you not to. Rather sleep in on Monday? Invent a religious holiday.
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In subsequent years, Locke’s position softened. In fact, if we read between the lines, it is
almost as though he always wanted toleration to work, but he feared that it would fail.
The following years took him on two trips to continental Europe, where he saw religious
freedom work well. The first was a diplomatic mission to Cleves (then under Dutch con-
trol but now Kleve, Germany), and the second was his temporary exile in Amsterdam. In
both cases he was intuitively impressed with how well toleration worked, but he could not
—at least not at first—find a way to make it work intellectually. What he saw in Europe
helped him see that the No Football Colors Rule was not universally true. Diversity does
not always breed violence. It depends on the people. Some people (bowling alley patrons
in Scotland, apparently) will fight when they see rival teams’ colors; others will not.

This left two problems to overcome before he could endorse toleration: first, how to per-
suade the English to become like the tolerant Dutch he had met on his trips—that is, to
convince them that when they see a rival sports jersey, they may respond with good na-
tured banter but should not throw a punch. Second, he would need a principled
mechanism for distinguishing the tolerable from the intolerable; that is, how can a ruler
grant freedom without descending into anarchy, where people conscientiously object to
taxes and stopping at traffic lights? His thought developed over the course of the subse-
quent twenty-five years. By his mature statement in the Letter Concerning Toleration
([1689] 1983), he had overcome these two problems. As we shall see, what he presents
there powerfully shapes how religious freedom develops in the West, including how “sec-
ular government” is conceived in the United States and United Kingdom today.

Why Religious Freedom Might Work After All

Nowadays we are often sloppy in how we use terms like “discrimination” and “intoler-
ance.” Locke was more careful, and this helped him overcome the first obstacle. An exam-
ple of our present sloppiness will sharpen the contrast. To obtain my latest visa to work in
the UK, I was required to complete a test on the country’s history and values. The morn-
ing of the test, there was a newspaper report about a massive police sting operation ar-
resting hundreds for child @. 130) abuse. One of the officers involved said, “Today’s ef-
forts show that this will not be tolerated in the UK.” When I arrived at the testing center
that afternoon, I was amused by my first question: “True or False: Intolerance has no
place in the United Kingdom.” I knew not to base my answer on what the police officer
had said in the newspaper. The immigration officials who wrote the test wanted me to say
“True,” but that makes sense only if we reinterpret the question as saying, “Intolerance
[of certain sorts of things but not others] has no place in the UK.”

Locke recognized this nuance. In the Netherlands, he had discovered that the Dutch
placed religion in the box labeled “Tolerable because it’s like allegiance to sports teams”
and not in the one labeled “Intolerable because it’s like child abuse.” Locke’s problem
was: How do I convince my English readers to shift religion from the Intolerable box,
where they currently have it, to the Tolerable box? His solution is very shrewd and takes

Page 6 of 20



Anglo-American Secular Government

us back to an observation I made earlier: Locke was not just a philosopher; he was a the-
ologian.

Because most of his readers are Christians, they will need to be convinced on Christian
grounds that tolerating diverse religious opinions and practices is not disloyal to their
God. In short, he needs to convince them that tolerating others is the Christian thing to
do. He attempts this by defining what makes a church a true church: it is not where the
gospel is rightly preached, or the sacraments rightly celebrated, or the right doctrines ex-
pounded. No—the true church is wherever its members tolerate. With this in mind, we
can now make sense of how Locke opens his Letter Concerning Toleration ([1689] 1983).
“T esteem that toleration to be the chief characteristic mark of the true Church” (23). This
and his following arguments in the Letter are a shrewd theological argument to convince
Christians, on Christian grounds, that religious allegiances can be tolerated, just like
sports allegiances should be. (Though I do not examine it here, the heart of the argument
is that even if Christianity is the one true faith, it only saves sincere believers. There is no
point in forcing others to believe because coerced belief will not do them any good, after-
life-wise.)

This overcomes the first obstacle to toleration, but what of the second? How can we say
that the ruler cannot command some things (things that violate conscience) without, in
effect, undermining governmental power altogether? His solution may seem overly obvi-
ous, because we now take it for granted as conventional wisdom: government exists only
to protect rights, with rights conceived on a metaphor with property. Precisely because
this seems so obvious, it is worth exploring how he arrives at the idea.

Locke says that he needs to separate the business of government from the business of re-
ligion. This is perfectly familiar: “I esteem it above all things necessary to distinguish ex-
actly the business of civil government from that of religion and to settle the just bounds
that lie between the one and the other.” But why does he need to “distinguish exactly”?
This part is less familiar but equally important:

So that some may not colour their spirit of persecution and unchristian cruelty
with a pretence of care of the public weal and observation of the laws; and that
others, under pretence of religion, may not seek impunity for their libertinism and
licentiousness; in a word, that none may impose either upon himself or others, by
the pretences of loyalty and obedience to the prince, or of tenderness and sinceri-
ty in the worship of God; I esteem it above all things necessary to distinguish ex-
actly. ([1689] 1983: 25-26)

He writes to prevent two false loyalties, two pretenses: the Pretense of Loyalty to the
Common Good, in which some persecute others under the guise of civic order, and the
Pretense of Loyalty to God, in which civic order is threatened under the guise of religious
duty.
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(. 131) The long, hostile history of theopolitical conflict under liberalism is a series of ac-
cusations and counteraccusations that one’s opponent is guilty of one or the other pre-
tense. To use twenty-first-century examples, the French ban on religious attire in schools
sounds suspiciously like the former pretense: loyalty to the common good. Would it really
threaten the public good to allow a thirteen-year-old Jewish boy to wear his yarmulke to
algebra class? Is it not, rather, that those who fear or do not understand Jews and Mus-
lims justify their persecution under the guise of protecting the common good? The latter
pretense, loyalty to God, is well displayed in the case of the Tennessee man who claimed a
religious compulsion to wear a chicken suit to court or the British man who would not
lower his sweatshirt hood in a grocery store because it was required by his faith as a Jedi
knight, though there are less silly examples, such as various objections to taxpaying.

This explains why Locke believes we need a fixed, principled mechanism for distinguish-
ing what falls under government’s legitimate purview and what does not. Without such a
mechanism, both sides will take advantage of the wiggle room in a cynical bid for person-
al advantage. Bigots will fabricate threats to the common good in order to persecute their
enemies, and those enemies will fabricate conscientious objections to legitimate laws.

The mechanism Locke provides follows from his assertion that the “whole jurisdiction of
the magistrate reaches only to these civil concernments”: “man’s rights.” In particular,
“Life, liberty, health, and indolency of body; and the possession of outward things, such as
money, lands, houses, furniture and the like” ([1689] 1983: 26). Thus government makes
laws against assault and theft, but it will not tell me how to pray—because whether I pray
does not impinge on someone else’s rights. So government is limited to protecting those
outward things. But here he adds a further point: religion’s proper domain is concern for
what happens in the afterlife. This may strike us as odd for two reasons. First, religion
very often does concern this-worldly affairs, like what to eat or who to marry. Second, as
long as government is limited to protecting rights, why should it matter what each reli-
gion believes about itself, provided adherents are free to leave? Locke’s qualifier about
religion seems superfluous. Yet he thinks it matters because he wants to avoid even the
slightest overlap between the two. For example, he is troubled by excommunication, be-
cause even though it is a religious act, it would seem to impact earthly affairs (e.g., if you
are excommunicated, I may avoid your restaurant, thus allowing religion to indirectly im-
pact your property rights).

He even provides a series of test cases to help us generate a rule for seeing what pertains
to rights (and, thus, by definition, is legislatable) and what pertains to religion (and thus
is inherently tolerable). Suppose, he asks, some religion wants to sacrifice infants. Simply
ask yourself: Is the killing of infants generally allowed or prohibited? There is your an-
swer. Suppose a different religion wants to sacrifice a calf? If it is permitted to kill cows
that you own, it should not matter that your reason is for some ceremonial purpose. May
the government regulate baptism? Well, what is baptism but washing with water? Surely
washing oneself or one’s children does not pertain to rights.
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Yet Locke also perceives that nuances may sometimes be necessary. For example, killing
your cow may sometimes be prohibited if the cattle stock had been wiped out and, for the
common good, needed to be replenished. “Only it is to be observed that, in this case, the
law is not made about a religious, but a political matter; nor is the sacrifice, but the
slaughter of calves, thereby prohibited” ([1689] 1983: 42). So too washing with water
may be regulated during an epidemic, to prevent the spread of disease—though baptism
as such may not be ®.132) regulated. The rule these cases generate is this: Whenever in
doubt, ask whether the practice in question is “lawful in the ordinary course of life.”

With this in place, Locke’s defense of religious freedom is complete. It combines elements
of political theology, including that toleration is itself a Christian tenet, with a political
theory, that government is limited to protecting rights. What North Americans and British
now typically take for granted as common sense comes to us largely via this proposal.
That does not mean Locke was the sole author of this conception of religious freedom—or
liberalism or rights—but there was no greater single voice for how government’s relation
to religion is conceived in Anglo-American world. Despite the widespread acceptance of
this solution by religious and secular alike, the real-life controversies that it was designed
to avoid persist. More puzzling still is that both sides appeal to the same principles in
support of conflicting conclusions.

We can begin to unravel the puzzle if we notice something Locke says at the very end of
the Letter Concerning Toleration. This will help us see how the classic liberal conception
of religious toleration evolves as it does, from the civil war of his day to the culture wars
of today.

Overlapping Jurisdictions: Gaps in the Solution

Throughout the Letter, Locke sticks to his stated plan: “distinguish exactly the business of
civil government from that of religion.” Having distinguished exactly for pages upon
pages, Locke flinches. He backpedals for the briefest of moments, revealing that matters
are not quite so simple:

A goaod life, in which consists not the least part of religion and true piety, concerns
also the civil government; and in it lies the safety both of men’s souls and of the
commonwealth. Moral actions belong therefore to the jurisdiction both of the out-
ward and inward court; both of the civil and domestic governor; I mean both of
the magistrate and the conscience. Here, therefore, is a great danger, lest one of
these jurisdictions intrench upon the other. ([1689] 1983: 46-47)

In other words, the solution is itself potentially unstable and contingent. Even if religion
can be safely confined to the afterlife and civil government to the protection of property
in this life, the components of a good life draw on a promiscuous variety of sources. He
mentions law, morality, conscience, and religion, but presumably there are others (litera-
ture, friendships, artistic expression and experience, social practices like shared meals).
There is no straightforward or mechanistic procedure for debundling these interrelated
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practices. Yet Locke only flinches; he does not retreat. After expressing the worry, he
quickly gathers himself and tries to puts the reader at ease: “But if what has been already
said concerning the limits of both these governments be rightly considered, it will easily
remove all difficulty in this matter” ([1689] 1983: 46-47). Three centuries later, the mat-
ter does not look so easy.

The cracks appear even within the Letter itself, and they widen into gaps by the American
founding. Jefferson himself noticed these, writing in his personal notes on Locke’s Letter
that “where Locke stopped short we may go on” (1943: 945). The sort of thing Jefferson
had in . 133) mind was, presumably, Locke’s limits on the scope of toleration. For exam-
ple, Locke does not tolerate atheists and probably intends to exclude Roman Catholics as
well. Jefferson thought this was too narrow, for as he writes, “It does me no injury for my
neighbor to say that there are twenty gods or no God; it neither picks my pocket nor
breaks my leg” (1984: 285). Notice that in saying this Jefferson is adhering rigidly to
Locke’s criteria (it’s all about rights—avoiding pickpocketing and leg-breaking), but he
comes to a different conclusion. Limiting toleration in the way that Locke did was not un-
common in his day, even in the comparatively tolerant Dutch provinces. Why?

On Locke’s understanding of Catholic teaching, the pope is an earthy ruler, like a king.
Hence a Catholic is intolerable for the same reason an Englishman would be who claimed
the czar was his true king. Locke’s denial of toleration to atheists is more complex. His
stated reason is that atheism is socially dangerous because promise-keeping depends on
oaths to God, which an atheist cannot make. Elsewhere, in An Essay Concerning Human
Understanding ([1690] 1996: 25-26), he lists numerous nations that seem to function well
without belief in God. He therefore seems to at least be open to the idea that some soci-
eties (though evidently not his) could tolerate atheism, or indeed be entirely secular, with-
out civil strife.

In short, religious beliefs and practices, because they are bound up with civil and ethical
consequences, are not straightforwardly distinguishable in all cases. Conscientious objec-
tions to military service are another example from Locke’s day, debated both in England
and the American colonies. Whether Catholicism, atheism, and pacifism are tolerable de-
pends on contingent matters, which must be worked out in light of the details of the case
at hand. How many pacifists are there? Can we defend against the invading force without
their aid? Do atheists keep their promises in some societies but not others? How would
we know which sort of a society ours is? Are Catholics more inclined to be traitors?

What we see even in the early years of American Independence is these ideas used to
support positions across the ideological spectrum. For example, consider George
Washington’s promotion of religion while he served as president, not only through his
speeches but also substantively through increasing the pay of military chaplains. What is
interesting to note is that although Washington shares this ground with today’s religious
conservatives, his reasoning is not theocratic or even theological. It conforms to Locke’s
solution. Religion is necessary, Washington argues, because it provides “the security for
property, for reputation, for life” (1988: 521). As he sees it, he is not promoting religion
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as such but only the security of property, which certainly falls within the government’s ju-
risdiction.

While Washington explicitly affirms that public peace depends upon religion, Jefferson
reached the opposite conclusion: as president he should not even symbolically affirm it,
such as by proclaiming days of prayer or thanksgiving, lest this influence public opinion
against anyone who did not share the president’s views (1999: 397-398). This too con-
forms to Locke’s solution, notably the requirement that even excommunication be carried
out gently.

Or consider Patrick Henry’s controversial and ill-fated “Bill for Establishing a Provision
for Teachers of the Christian Religion.” The bill, proposed in 1784, would have levied a
property tax to be distributed to various churches. When objections were raised about the
acceptability of such overt government support, the bill was amended to begin, “Whereas
the general diffusion of Christian knowledge hath a tendency to ... preserve the peace of
society” (Buckley 1977: 188). When pressed to justify the bill, the reasons given are pre-
cisely those that Locke would demand. But Madison’s “Memorial and Remonstrance,”
written against Henry’s bill, also uses Locke’s reasoning (Mufoz 2003: 23).

(- 134) The controversies were hardly confined to the founding era. In the twentieth cen-
tury, the debates were about school prayer, laws against contraceptives, and laws restrict-
ing homosexuality. There has been a similar, and highly contested, series of cases in the
United Kingdom, with several reaching the European Court of Human Rights. They are
woven like a thread through centuries of American and British political history, confirm-
ing that Locke was far too optimistic when he claimed we can “easily remove all difficulty
in this matter.”

John Rawls’s Attempted Revitalization

There have been many attempts to fulfill such optimism in the intervening centuries, but I
will focus on John Rawls’s books, A Theory of Justice (1971) and Political Liberalism
(1993). Together with Juirgen Habermas, Rawls has been the most influential voice of the
past generation on how secular government is conceived in Western liberal democracies,
including on how to deal with problematic cases of overlapping jurisdictions of the sort
we just observed. The former book, A Theory of Justice, is an attempt to revitalize classi-
cal social-contract political liberalism especially against the challenge of utilitarianism,
but religious or theocratic challenges are also in view. The second, Political Liberalism, is
more explicitly concerned with the question of religion and government. His goal, he
says, is to address this question: “How is it possible for those affirming a religious doc-
trine that is based on religious authority, for example, the Church or the Bible, also to
hold a reasonable political conception that supports a just democratic regime?” (1996:
xxxvii). A brief, and admittedly oversimplified, summary will help us see how Rawls hopes
to address the sorts of problems Locke’s proposal leaves us with.

Page 11 of 20



Anglo-American Secular Government

Rawls seeks to show how we can arrive at fundamental principles of justice even in a con-
text of widespread moral and religious pluralism. After all, there are many different theo-
ries of justice. Some people are utilitarians and ground their conception of justice in
Bentham'’s doctrine that each counts for one and none for more than one. Others are
Christians and ground their conception of justice in Jesus’ command to love your neigh-
bor as yourself. Still others have an Aristotelian conception of justice; others still have a
democratic conception grounded in Dewey’s pragmatism; others are Jewish, and so on
and so forth. How can we hope to agree on a basic conception of justice for our society?

Rawls calls his solution “justice as fairness,” and it is intentionally proceduralist. In other
words, our best prospect for agreement in the face of pluralism is to set aside big-picture
questions about the meaning of life or goodness and instead focus on minimal, but fair,
rules. As he puts it, the right has priority over the good. He provides a now-famous illus-
tration of how such agreement might be obtained. We imagine ourselves behind a “veil of
ignorance,” where we do not know what our position in the society will be. We might be
born rich or poor, Muslim or atheist, fat or slim, Canadian or Korean. Because we have
set aside our particular characteristics, we can be sure that the agreed rules will not bias
one or another group. Though Rawls uses this device narrowly, to generate two funda-
mental principles of justice that ground his theory, the basic idea continues throughout
his work: we leave aside particular characteristics when those would be an obstacle to
fair agreement.

Its influence can be seen in the way that he develops his theory in Political Liberalism to
address the specific challenge raised by religious believers. His answer is that, at least
under certain conditions, citizens must not invoke any “comprehensive” doctrine in their

(. 135) arguments for public policy; by comprehensive doctrine he means to exclude not
only religious viewpoints but any complete philosophical outlook. Citizens must instead
appeal only to general political values, such as freedom and equality, which are not par-
ticular to given philosophies or religions. He never fully explains how these general politi-
cal values can be identified, but he seems to mean those that could be derived from his
idea of justice as fairness and based on the principles of justice agreed behind the veil of
ignorance. In short, the state should be neutral with regarding to competing conceptions
of the good.

Rawls’s proposal appears to rectify the problem of overlapping jurisdictions between con-
science, religion, ethics, and law. If all comprehensive philosophical, moral, or religious
outlooks are excluded (again, at least under certain circumstances), then we cannot en-
counter any conflicts between them. Governmental policies will be limited to those sup-
portable only by general political values and shared by all. The intuition behind the veil of
ignorance is a very appealing one, for it recognizes that our particular perspectives do
sometimes bias us. On the school playground, children should set the rules before they
know which team they are on: otherwise the fast team will choose a foot race and the
stocky team will want to play rugby. So too in society; otherwise the rich citizens will
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choose a libertarian conception of justice, the farmers will choose one that benefits agri-
culture, and so on.

As easy as it is to perceive the appeal of Rawls’s project, it should be equally easy to see
the pitfalls. What makes a game a success on the playground concerns only a very narrow
range of factors. We can readily distinguish the sorts of considerations we should “leave
out” due to potential bias (speedy runners choosing a sprint) and those that we should
not leave out, because they are essential to choosing well (Do we have the right equip-
ment? Can it be played before recess is over? Is the game fun?). By contrast, what makes
a human society go well is not so easily identified, nor can we readily distinguish between
the considerations to leave out and those to include when selecting a basic principle of
justice. If the utilitarian is asked to leave out his or her basic utilitarian beliefs (justice is
the greatest good for the greatest number), he or she will wonder why Rawls does not
have to leave out his basic values (individual liberty, fundamental equality of persons).

As several critics have pointed out, actually following Rawls’s advice leaves out too much.
For example, Rawls suggests that because the personhood of the fetus is contested, the
government should remain neutral on abortion (1996: 243 note 32; also liii note 31). We
know that women are persons, we disagree about whether fetuses are persons, and so we
let each woman decide for herself whether to keep her fetus. The problem is that this is
precisely what Stephen Douglas argued in defending slavery in the Lincoln-Douglas de-
bates (Galston 1991: 274; Sandel 1996: 21-22). We know that Europeans are persons, we
disagree about whether Africans are persons, and so we let each European decide for him
or herself whether to keep a slave. In the pre-Civil War American South, bracketing con-
troversial moral positions was the tool by which the majority justified its oppression of the
minority. (There may, of course, still be reasons to endorse Rawls’s prochoice conclusion.
The point of the analogy is to show that governmental neutrality on controversial ques-
tions is not always right.) In short, complete disentanglement succeeds only by leaving
out too much.

As influential as Rawls has been, there now seems to be a consensus forming that he does
not fully succeed in providing a sound, secular basis for government. This consensus is
largely due to an influential communitarian critique, but it can be seen elsewhere, even
among those sympathetic to Rawls. For example, Habermas now distinguishes between
secular and religious spheres less rigidly than he used to (Biggar 2009). Richard . 136)
Rorty, while remaining (in his words) as adamantly secular and anticlerical as ever, ulti-
mately abandoned Rawls’s conception of secular public reason as misguided and unwork-
able. Even Rawls himself, in his later works, removed a few bricks from the wall between
comprehensive doctrines and political values—in limited cases, allowing religious argu-
ments to play a public role (1996: 462).
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I Wish I Had a Principle: In Defense of Ad Hoc

We have seen that what makes Locke so crucial to understanding how we conceive secu-
lar government today is that he stood on the boundary between two conversations about
religious freedom. He writes the epilogue and the final “No” to the debate about whether
government should punish heresy, but the prologue to a new conversation about the myri-
ad details and disputes that must now be worked out if we agree that government is limit-
ed (i.e., that promoting orthodoxy is not its business). While many of these disputes are
easily resolved, others are trickier.

John Locke and John Rawls each realize, up to a point, that they cannot fully disentangle
morality, law, religion, and so on—at least not in the tricky cases. Yet they remain
adamant that even the tricky cases can be made solvable by means of neutral principles,
specified in advance of the particular cases.

This means that both voices in this “Johannine” tradition leaves us with a similar prob-
lem, arising from a similar source. They are both opposed to ad hoc or case-based solu-
tions to disputes about the proper bounds between religion and government. We can
readily see why they would prefer principled solutions to ad hoc ones. The latter appear
more easily manipulated. Recall Locke’s fear about the Pretense of Loyalty to the Com-
mon Good and the Pretense of Loyalty to God. But wanting a neutral, abstract, principled
solution does not mean one really exists. Indeed, in light of ongoing conflicts, it now ap-
pears increasingly naive to hope that all imaginable future theopolitical disputes can be
solved so straightforwardly. That religion and government may not be disentangled may
sound like an argument from religious conservatives, but it was in fact Richard Rorty who
acknowledged it most clearly.

The context in which Rorty changes his mind—abandoning, in effect, the principlism that
lies at the heart of the Johannine strand of liberalism—was a debate about the proper role
of religious texts in political arguments within a secular government. Rorty’s Rawlsian po-
sition had been challenged by the philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff, who had argued
that, in a democracy, everyone should use whatever arguments they want, whatever their
ultimate source. By way of example, Wolterstorff had asked: What if he wants to appeal to
Psalm 72 as part of an argument in favor of socialized medicine? Rorty replies:

[He] has convinced me that my response ... was hasty and insufficiently thought-
ful. ... So I shall offer a chastened, and more cautious, restatement of my anti-cler-
ical views. ... I can think of no law or custom that would hinder [Wolterstorff] from
doing so that would not hinder me from citing passages in John Stuart Mill in justi-
fication of the same legislation. The fact that Psalm 72 belongs to a set of Scrip-
tures claimed by various ecclesiastical organizations which I regard as politically
dangerous is not a good reason to hinder Wolterstorff from citing ®. 137) this
Psalm, any more than the fact that many people regard Mill’s utilitarianism as
morally dangerous is a good reason to stop me citing On Liberty. Neither law nor
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custom should stop either of us from bringing our favorite texts with us into the
public square. (2003: 141-143)

Thus Rorty abandons the principlist attempt to distinguish religious from secular reasons
for public policy. But what if, rather than advocating socialized medicine, someone sup-
ports a law criminalizing homosexuals by citing the usual verses from Leviticus? Rorty re-
sponds:

Here I cannot help feeling that, though the law should not forbid someone from
citing such texts in support of a political position, custom should forbid it. ...

People who quote Leviticus 18:22 with approval should be shunned and despised.
Our attitude to them should be the same as that toward people who remark that,
though of course Hitler was a bad thing, it cannot be denied that the Jews did kill
Christ—or, to vary the example, people who urge that, although the lynch mobs
went too far, it is a truly terrible thing for a white women to have sex with a black
man. (2003: 143)

If an abstract principle cannot distinguish what should be allowable and what should not,
can anything? What should be our guide? Here is Rorty’s punch line. He realizes this is
ideologically loaded and, in fact, embraces it: “It would be nice if I could appeal to a prin-
ciple which differentiated between citing Psalm 72 in favour of government-financed
health insurance and citing Leviticus 18 in opposition to changes in the law that would
make life in the U.S. more bearable for gays and lesbians. But I do not have one. I whole-
heartedly believe that religious people should trim their utterances to suit my utilitarian
views. ... But I do not know how to make either of these propositions plausible to

them” (2003: 143-144). Rorty is suggesting that the sorts of considerations that may in-
form public debate, public policy, and so on cannot be rigidly defined in advance of the
particular cases. Whether we support or oppose a given argument cannot always be de-
cided by whether the source of that argument lies in a religious or secular text; it may of-
ten depend on the merits of the argument itself.

Compared to a principlist solution, this sounds risky. How risky is it? Certainly Locke
would worry that it opens the door to the manipulative pretenses that he had worked so
hard to eliminate. I close by briefly considering three cases where ad hoc or nonprinci-
plist reasoning appears. I do not intend to resolve the cases but merely to help us see
what difference this sort of approach would make.

Is Ad Hoc Possible? Three Test Cases

My first example concerns Hillary Goodridge v Department of Public Health (2003), which
was the first decision by a US state Supreme Court in favor of same-sex marriage. How
would Locke approach the question? Recall that for a secular government to decide
about, say, animal sacrifice or baptism, Locke suggests we secularize the practice in ques-
tion. What is animal sacrifice, in secular terms, but a farmer killing his or her own live-
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stock? And what is baptism but a washing with water? So too, what is marriage in the or-
dinary course of life but a contract—or, perhaps, a civic benefit?

Many of the arguments in the dispute—from both parties (supporters of same-sex mar-
riage and their [mostly religious] opponents)—conform fairly neatly to this model. That is,

(. 138) they bracket out substantive questions of the human good, the meaning of mar-
riage, and the social and symbolic role that marriage plays. They treat it as any other con-
tract and resolve it with questions of procedural fairness, third-party harm, and so on.
Hence, supporters argue (in a fashion that would please Rawls) that the dispute could be
settled merely on grounds of fundamental equality. If the government gives marriage li-
censes to some adults, it cannot refuse licenses to other adults, because that distinction is
rooted in beliefs arising from particular comprehensive doctrines. Opponents claimed,
among other things, that children—as third parties outside the contact—fare better in
mixed-gender households. Furthermore, if equality was really as fundamental as support-
ers claimed, any adults should be allowed to marry—including ones already married to
others, brothers and sisters, and so on. Whatever the merits of these arguments, note
that they all readily conform to (in Locke’s terms) the distinction between the business of
government and church and (in Rawls’s terms) the distinction between comprehensive
doctrines and political values.

Although the court engages these arguments in its ruling, the chief justice, Margaret
Marshall, goes considerably beyond them. If we bracket out controversial questions about
the meaning of marriage (if we say that marriage is just any-old contract, the way that
Locke suggests we regard baptism as any-old washing with water), the criteria remaining
for us to decide the case would be inadequate to choose between the available alterna-
tives. For example, basic equality could be achieved by getting government out of the
marriage business altogether or by allowing marriage to all adults (including those al-
ready married, those closely related, and on). Basic equality is too thin of a value to actu-
ally help us choose in this case.

Justice Marshall realizes this and refuses to bracket the deeper moral question about the
meaning of marriage. She writes, “Civil marriage is at once a deeply person commitment
to another human being and a highly public celebration of the ideals of mutuality, com-
panionship, intimacy, fidelity, and family.” This departs from the principlist tradition, ar-
guing that mutuality and fidelity are virtues that are worthy of the community’s honor
and that this honor is best conferred through the social practice called marriage. In other
words, she is saying that it is inherently good for a community when its members display
fidelity and mutuality in their relationships and that therefore the government has a legit-
imate interest in publically honoring such relationships, including those between mem-
bers of the same sex.

My second example of ad hoc reasoning is the US Supreme Court case Burwell v. Hobby
Lobby (2014). At issue was whether family businesses could be compelled to include cer-
tain contraceptives in their employee health insurance plan, even if the owners had con-
scientious objections on religious grounds. Hobby Lobby’s insurance plan covered sixteen
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different forms of birth control, including the birth control pill, but it did not cover IUDs
and the so-called morning after pill, which the government specifically required. The rul-
ing found in Hobby Lobby’s favor, on the grounds that there were readily available ways
for the government to provide the two objectionable methods without involving Hobby
Lobby, such as having the insurance companies provide these directly to the employees,
sidestepping the employer’s involvement.

The case is complicated and involves a number of details that I have left out. My point in
including it here is merely to highlight one feature of the ruling. One of the common criti-
cisms of the ruling runs as follows: although the impact on Hobby Lobby employees may
be relatively minor, the wider consequences when we look at other employers could be
much more serious. For example, Roman Catholic employers will object to all contracep-
tives. (. 139 Jehovah’s Witness employers will object to blood transfusions. Indeed, at
points in the past, some Christian sects have objected to the very idea of insurance itself,
considering it a form of gambling. It appears that if employers can object to one form,
they can object to any, and so the very idea of socialized medicine is undermined. The
danger of such a slippery slope is precisely the argument that Locke made against reli-
gious freedom in the first place. If we open the door by making some exceptions, there
will be no way to close it again. It gives free rein to the Pretense of Loyalty to God, so that
religious believers (and those who pretend to be) avoid legitimate laws.

Whether these implications should worry us is precisely the point disputed by the jus-
tices. The four dissenting justices argue that although the decision appears narrow, it is
in fact “of startling breadth.” The reasoning is clear: if we make an exception for two
forms of contraception, we will eventually have to make an exception for five forms, and
then all eighteen—and eventually we will be making exceptions to all sorts of things, like
laws against sexual discrimination. By contrast, Justice Kennedy’s concurring opinion en-
dorses a view like Rorty’s ad hoc. Kennedy argues that in this case—concerning this
company, with that objection to those medicines—there is a way for the government to
achieve its interest in providing contraceptives without involving the employers at all. So
in this case, that is the best way of unbundling religious and governmental concerns. But,
Kennedy immediately adds, it does not follow that the same exemption is available to oth-
ers. It would depend on the specifics of each case.

My third and final example is from the United Kingdom and will be treated more briefly.
In 2006, a Christian women was told that wearing a cross around her neck violated her
employer’s uniform policy, even though Sikh men are allowed to wear turbans and Mus-
lim women allowed head coverings. The British employment tribunal who initially ruled
against her did so partly on the grounds that wearing a cross is not specifically required
by Christian teaching in the way that head coverings are required for Muslims and Sikhs
(Hambler 2015: 194-198). This reasoning, supported by British courts throughout her ap-
peals (Eweida v. British Airways), rejects the Johannine principlist approach. The judges
do not secularize “wants to wear a cross” into the more general “wants to wear jewelry.”
If they did that, they would have bracketed out of consideration the factor that they see
as important, that is, that for Christians wearing a cross might be a personal preference
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but not a requirement. It may also have been relevant that a Sikh’s turban would be im-
possible to conceal during work hours, while the Christian’s cross could be conveniently
worn under her uniform shirt. (The European Court of Human Rights eventually found in
the worker’s favor on grounds that need not concern us here.)

Conclusion

The point of including these examples is not to resolve them but to indicate what sorts of
considerations become important when the boundaries between government and religion
are drawn in an ad hoc fashion rather than via bare principlism. They suggest that at
least some tricky cases cannot be straightforwardly resolved by the procedure Locke pro-
posed. Sometimes attention to the specifics of the case, even though they are themselves
subject to dispute, is an important part of sound judgment.

(. 140) The Hobby Lobby case will be an important litmus test for this approach in com-
ing decades. Does it prove to be a slippery slope toward endless exemptions for all sorts
of (sometimes spurious) religious claims, as the dissenting justices anticipate? This is the
sort of thing Locke feared when we wrote of the Pretense of Loyalty to God. Or will subse-
quent claims be dealt with in a prudential, ad hoc fashion, weighing the specific merits of
each case—as Justice Kennedy predicts? This is the approach that Rorty ultimately ac-
cepted. Subsequent rulings will reveal who was correct.

In rebuttal to my tentative endorsement, it may be argued that the only reason an ad hoc
approach can even be entertained is that we are already a long way from the seventeenth
century. In other words, Locke’s conception of religious toleration has created, in the in-
tervening centuries, a culture within which the most egregious forms of persecution are
rendered out of bounds. Only within that culture should we allow ourselves the leeway in
the rare tricky cases. That is a wise caution. Contemporary debates would benefit from
greater attention to the history from which our “common-sense” responses to the cases
emerged. What we take for granted as common sense is hardly a universal value but an
inheritance created in early modernity and passed on to us via countless disputes since.
Our conception of how government and religion relate is shaped by that created common
sense, for good and for ill.
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This chapter explores how the meaning given to French laicité differs in function of so-
ciopolitical and historical contexts and who is using this discourse. It highlights how dis-
courses of laicité are intimately linked to the religious and its definition, paying special
attention to the different meanings given to three concepts around which this discourse is
articulated: separation of religion and politics, neutrality, and gender equality. By putting
the emphasis on the evolving dimension of this discourse, the chapter also discusses how
this has implications for the production of the category “religion” and, more specifically,
for delimiting what is religiously acceptable in France. These arguments are explored by
paying particular attention to the relation between laicité and Islam in contemporary
France.
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Rather than take secularism to be a neutral or natural space for politics to
emerges once religion has been privatized, displaced, or diminished, it takes
shape here as a contingent series of legal and political claims and projects that
are deeply implicated in the definition and management of religion, religious free-
dom, toleration, diversity and so on. Secularism is not the absence of religion, but
enacts a particular kind of presence. It appropriates religion: defining, shaping
and even transforming it.

Hurd (2012: 955)

OVER the last decades, French laicité seems to have become the central protagonist of a
story that has been told and (re)told in and outside France. In this story, laicité is often

narrated as the original and purest model, a model that can be a source of inspiration for
other countries, but is impossible to replicate: an exceptional model (see, e.g., Costa-Las-
coux 1996). French laicité appears as a stable, almost ahistorical and timeless paradigm.
Different versions of this story are articulated around three particular claims—which I

call languages of laicité (on this see Barras 2014): a language of separation between reli-
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gion and statel; a language of neutrality, which is generally, but not exclusively, directed
toward state’s institutions; and finally a language of gender equality.

This chapter examines some of the aspects of this story and discusses how its main plot
varies in function of sociopolitical contexts and who is telling this tale. Through this dis-
cussion, it draws attention to the importance of situating this story and documenting how
it is applied in practice. So doing sheds light on the complexity, tensions, and inconsisten-
cies carried within this parable. This is particularly visible when we turn our gaze to the
contemporary relationship between French laicité and Islam. This chapter begins by ex-
amining these three languages of laicité in detail, and then it explores how these are
(re)appropriated by French activists challenging current meanings given to these lan-
guages.

Separation of “Church” and State

After the January 2015 Charlie Hebdo attacks in Paris, the French government announced
new efforts to encourage Imams to take civic lessons in which they would learn about

(- 143) French values and the place of religion in secular France. Manuel Valls, the prime
minister at the time, explained: “We need French chaplains and imams, who speak
French, who learn French, who like France. And who believe in its values. And we also
need French funding.”? These attempts to train French Imams are not new; they have
been ongoing since the past two decades. They are part of the efforts by different French
governments to create an Islam of France rather than an Islam in France, that is: to regu-
late the forms and organization of Islam in France. This is also visible in the numerous at-
tempts of successive French governments to facilitate the creation of a body that repre-
sents Islam in France, which led to the establishment, in 2003, of the French Council of
the Muslim Religion.3

These intrusions into religion, and in this particular case Islam, have not gone uncriti-
cized. For some these are a direct challenge to the principle of separation between reli-
gion and state, which is understood as one of the cornerstones of laicité. For instance, in
2005 the attempts by the French government to encourage the organization of an Imam
training course at the University of Marseille was challenged by faculty members of that
institution, who argued that this was in contradiction with the spirit of the 1905 law (on
the complexity of this process, see Le Bars 2007). The 1905 law, also known as the sepa-
ration law, is generally considered to be central to the articulation of laicité. It was passed
as an effort to put an end to the battle between secularists and conservative Catholics
that had been ongoing in France throughout the 1800s (Kuru 2007, 2009). Since the
French revolution, secular elites had tried to control and limit the role of the Catholic
Church in state affairs. Kuru explains how education was at that time the main “battle-
field” (Kuru 2007: 569). During the first part of the Third Republic (1870-1940), for ex-
ample, secular elites banned members of the clergy from teaching and closed approxi-
mately 15,000 Catholics schools (Kuru 2008: 6; Baubérot 2004). For Bowen (2015) and
others, the 1905 law is understood as an attempt to strike a “compromise” between these
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two forces, with the aim to limit state intrusion in religious affairs and vice versa. The
1905 law actually does not make explicit reference to the concept of laicité. Nonetheless,
it is considered by the Conseil d’Etat (2004: 258-260, 405-415), the highest administra-
tive court in France, as putting in place laicité’s two main legal pillars. In its first article
the law affirms freedom of conscience and freedom to practice as long as this latter free-
dom does not disturb public order. The second article recognizes the principle of separa-
tion of church and state.

To approach this 1905 law in terms of a legal separation of church and state tells us only
part of the story. This is why scholars have recommended considering the dynamics that
enable this separation, which reveal the complex and intimate relationships between
state and religion (Hurd 2008: 16; Agrama 2010; Knott 2005). Indeed, the act of separa-
tion in and of itself requires that the state define and locate religion in a way that differ-
entiates it from the nonreligious. In so doing, it intrudes and is deeply implicated in de-
limiting the religious. This approach invites us to think about how the 1905 law sought to
delimitate religion and assign it a precise place in French society outside of state affairs.
Thus, to define the boundaries of the secular and the religious is itself a political decision
that is made and (re)made throughout contemporary history (Hurd 2008).

The 1905 law, for instance, sought to end government funding of religion, meaning
among other things that the salary of the clergy and the preservation of religious build-
ings would have to be covered by private parties. The clergy, not surprisingly, was op-
posed to this political move that would put an end to its ability to receive state funding.
Consequently, as Bowen (2015) stresses, this law was never implemented in the way it
was foreseen. Instead, two additional laws were passed in 1907 and 1908, whereby the
state was made responsible ®.144) for the upkeep of existing religious edifices, resulting
in “a large government subsidy paid to Catholic churches, with little or no aid to
mosques, synagogues, or evangelical churches, which were built mainly after 1905.”4 The
Church was also able to negotiate an arrangement with respect to its role in education,
whereby until today Catholic schools receive state funding as long as they teach the na-
tional curriculum and do not discriminate among whom they accept (Bowen 2015). Pay-
ing attention to the historical and political contexts of the 1905 law also sheds light on
the special status of the French region of Alsace-Moselle, where none of these laws apply,
as this region was part of the German Empire when they were passed. Consequently, the
1801 Concordat, discussed at greater length later, still regulates the relation between re-
ligion and state in that region. This means among other things that the state pays and in
some cases appoints religious clergy and that religious education is mandatory in public
schools (Kuru 2008; Guénois 2012).

Shifting our gaze to the “politics” that structure this concept of separation allows us to
capture some of the complexities and ambiguities of the relationships between the
French state and religion, a complexity that remains overlooked if we only think of laicité
in terms of establishing a legal, and an ahistorical, separation. Likewise, giving considera-
tion to the historical and political dimensions around which the French model of religious
governance is articulated can explain the obsession of successive French governments to
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craft an Islam of France, including current attempts to develop official Imam training
courses. This, according to Bowen (2007a: 1008), should be understood in light of a Galli-
can tradition that goes back as far as the rule of Philippe Le Bel (1268-1314), whereby it
was established that the king “asserted his political control over the Church” (1008). This
tradition influenced the development of the modalities of the Concordat put in place by
Napoleon Bonaparte in the early nineteenth century, lasting from 1801 until 1905, where-
by the state recognized four religious traditions—Catholicism, Reformed, Lutheran, and
Judaism. The state employed their staff, owned their buildings and required full subordi-
nation of their clergy to the Republic (1008). It thus influenced the forms and shapes
these religions took. To “fit” within this model, for instance, Jews were strongly encour-
aged to develop representative bodies, Consistoires, modeled on the organization of the
French Protestant community (Schreier 2007).

While this Concordat was officially de-established after the passing of the 1905 law, this
model continued to influence state-Islam relationships in colonial Algeria (Maussen 2007;
Achi 2006) and seems to haunt the Republican imagination when it comes to regulating
Islam in contemporary France. This history makes it seem almost as if freedom from state
interference in religious affairs is only possible when religion takes on shapes that are
considered by the state to be compatible with Republican values and ways of organizing.
In this paradigm, the state is responsible to ensure that this becomes a reality and to pro-
tect society from types of religion that are deemed threathening. Jeremy Gunn empha-
sizes this useful distinction between French laicité and American secularism: “whereas
‘religious freedom’ in the United States typically bears the nuance of freedom of religion
from the state, in France laicité often bears the connotation of the state protecting citi-
zens from the excesses of religion” (2004: 421, original emphasis). Kuru’s (2007)
distinction between French assertive secularism and American passive secularism con-
veys a similar point.

This historical investigation highlights some of the tensions lodged in the language of sep-
aration. Legally, the 1905 separation law establishes freedom of conscience and of prac-
tice for all.® This sort of separation is enabled by Article 2 of the law that stipulates that
the Republic does not recognize or fund any religions. Yet, situating this piece of legisla-
tion within its . 145) particular sociopolitical and historical context allows us to under-
stand the intricacies of the application of this law. It is also an invitation to consider how
models of religious governance put in place before the passing of that law have influ-
enced how it has been and continues to be implemented, including who and what type of
beliefs and practices can or should be fully protected by religious freedom.

Neutrality of What? Of Whom?

In 2004 the French government passed a law banning visible religious symbols in public
schools. While the law was phrased in general terms, debates and policy reports related
to the law were targeting implicitly students wearing headscarves (Scott 2007; Bowen
2007b, 2015). The law, justified in the name of laicité, sought to ensure that schools be-
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come neutral spaces, where students could not be differentiated from one another and
thus where they would all be treated equally. Schools were here described as “Republican
sanctuar(ies]” (Chirac 2003) for students, enabling them to become “enlightened citi-
zens” and be detached from outside influences. Those influences were understood as pos-
sibly incompatible with Republican values, especially gender equality (discussed later;
Stasi 2003: 57-58). For many, this law represents a shift in the dominant meaning given
to laicité (see, e.g., Hajjat 2015; Bowen 2015; Lorcerie 2015). Until that point the concept
of neutrality was understood by most (including courts) to apply first and foremost to the
state, including public servants,® as a way to ensure its impartiality. With the 2004 law,
this neutrality requirement was extended for the first time to students wearing head-
scarves, as users of a public service.

It is interesting to note that with this reading of neutrality the state seems to assume that
religious expressions can be easily modified to become invisible in selected spaces. Hajjat
qualifies these interventions as constitutive of a “neo-laic framework” that specifically
“strive[s] to eliminate Islam from public view” (2015: 12). In effect, the 2004 law and its
extension of the neutrality principle set a precedent that opened the door for interfer-
ences in the subjectivities of citizens beyond school students, including but not limited to
other users of public services (Barras 2013; Lorcerie 2015; Hajjat 2015). For instance,
France passed a law in 2010 that prohibits the wearing of full-face veils in the “public”
realm, a law that affects all women wearing these garments regardless of whether they
are public servants or users of public services. Politicians have also suggested that laws
be passed to prohibit headscarves in universities (Alemagna 2015), as well as in private
daycare facilities (Vauchez and Valentin 2014), including in-home daycare (Lorcerie 2015;
Hajjat 2015). This last proposal is noteworthy, inasmuch as the requirement of neutrality
is extended to the household of daycare providers. Since these individuals, who welcome
children under the age of six years old, are deemed responsible for the education of fu-
ture French citizens, it is argued that they should avoid influencing them with their reli-
gious expressions. Thus, their household, during their working hours, becomes a space
subjected to state regulations and interference.

It is important to think briefly about the implication of this reading of the term “neutrali-
ty.” In the current context, it is first and foremost defined in relation/opposition to the
garments worn by Muslims women (headscarf, full-face veil, long skirts, burkinis). This
bears serious consequences for the ability of Muslim women to access and participate in
public services, as well as to earn a living. Policy reports have also indicated the need to
exclude (. 146) other practices, especially those that are understood as “segmenting” or
disturbing the order of particular spaces, such as requests for halal meals (Rossinot 2006:
38; Lecomte 2015), for separate men’s and women’s hours at swimming pools and sports
centers (Rossinot 2006), or for collective prayer spaces (Observatoire de la Laicité 2014:
57).7 In these cases neutrality continues to be mobilized to regulate and exclude religious
practices, and more specifically Islamic practices. These practices are distinguished
sharply from religious beliefs remaining within the private conscience of the believer. Be-
liefs, taken to be private, can be compatible with public life and should be fully protected
by religious freedom. It is equally relevant here to note the spatial dimension of this neu-
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trality principle. It is used to delimit spaces in which religious practices can be governed
by laicité. While public services have been identified as the primary spaces where this
governance should take place, other spaces in recent decades, such as private businesses
or home daycares, have become spaces that can also become subject to this requirement,
especially if they are understood as spaces in which citizens coexist (see Barras 2013 and
Hajjat 2015).

In light of how this concept of neutrality is being defined and applied in opposition to Is-
lamic practices, several scholars have questioned the usage of “neutrality” for the goal of
promoting and enabling equal treatment among everyone. They argue, among other
things, that it is used in a way that promotes a Christian reading of religion, where “mod-
ern” religion takes the form of a belief located within the believer’s conscience (Danchin
2011). This language turns out to only apply to specific groups of individuals (in this cur-
rent case, Muslims) and to particular practices that are not understood as “modern” be-
liefs. Hence, particular groups are more vulnerable to this regulation process than oth-
ers, which contradicts the idea of equal treatment. As discussed at the end of this chap-
ter, similar arguments are mobilized by activists challenging this interpretation of neu-
trality and in particular the extensions of headscarf bans. These debates around the
meaning of neutrality point to the tensions and inconsistencies present in that language.

Laicite and Gender Equality

A related reason that was put forth to justify prohibiting students, and other women, from
wearing visible religious symbols is gender equality. For the Stasi Commission, a body set
up by former President Chirac in 2003 to reflect on how laicité should be applied in public
schools (it recommended the 2004 law), the headscarf is a sign of women’s oppression. In
other words, its acceptance in schools means that the state is supporting a patriarchal
and hierarchical gender model, which goes against the mission of schools to promote a
model based on equality. Setting apart schools as places in which laicité should prevail,
and thus asking young female students to remove their hijab, purportedly gives them the
possibility to free themselves from this oppressive model. More specifically, this is offered
as an opportunity to become “autonomous,” “emancipated,” and “equal” members of soci-
ety. The report clarifies these points:

For the educative community, the wearing of the headscarf is too often source of
conflict, divisions and even suffering. The visible character of the sign is felt by
many to be against the school’s mission, which is to create a neutral space, and a
place fostering the awakening of (. 147) critical consciousness. It is also an attack
on the principles and values that the school must teach, particularly equality be-
tween men and women. ... The Republic cannot stay deaf to the desperate
screams of young girls [girls pressured to wear the headscarf]. The educational
space needs to remain for them a place of freedom and emancipation.

(Stasi 2003: 57, 58, my translation)
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In effect French laicité has become intrinsically linked in public discourses with a lan-
guage of gender equality. To be more precise, asking particular citizens to conform to the
neutrality principle in selected public spaces (schools but also universities, daycares, etc.)
is narrated as the gateway to gender equality. Interestingly, this connection between laic-
ité and gender equality is almost exclusively mobilized in connection to Muslim women
and the need to “save” them from their “oppressive” religion and from the “oppressive”
men enforcing it.% Thus, the bodies of these women become boundary markers between
an undefined “public” space—that seems in the current climate to be expanding exponen-
tially—and a shrinking private realm.

A detour through history is useful at this juncture to contextualize this connection be-
tween laicité and gender equality. In fact, laicité has not always been associated with gen-
der equality in the public realm. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, women’s
access to political life was limited in the name of laicité. At the time, the discourse of laic-
ité was key to (re)producing a hierarchy between men and women, in which the latter
were associated with the household and “private” life. Women were understood as being
nonautonomous subjects particularly vulnerable, in part because of their believed inabili-
ty to make abstraction of their female nature, to the influence of religion and priests. This
explains why, during the Third Republic, women were described as potential threats to
the Republican project and were not given the right to vote until 1944, while men had re-
ceived it in 1848 (Scott 1996: 103). In other words, during the Third Republic, laicité in
mainland France was also used as a governance mechanism delimiting the boundaries of
public and private spaces. Under that regime, women could not be transformed to be-
come “enlightened” and “rational” citizens; they were relegated to their household, ex-
cluded from fully participating to public life.

Interestingly, during the same period, laicité was used differently in colonial Algeria.
There, this discourse was mobilized to favor Muslim women’s “emancipation.” French
feminists fighting against their exclusion from political life at home, favoring a reform of
the French civil code, were for the implementation of this same code in Algeria because
they thought that it would “liberate” Muslim women from Islam and the patriarchal order
trying to dominate their lives (Kimble 2006: 125; Barras 2014: 32). In many ways, this
colonial legacy resonates with the contemporary situation in France. While this connec-
tion between laicité and gender equality was already activated in colonial Algeria to gov-
ern the bodies of colonial subjects, it is (re)activated today to govern the bodies of Mus-
lim women.? These historical episodes provide insights on how this connection between
gender and laicité has been articulated. Not only has laicité not always been mobilized to
favor the inclusion of women in society, but even when it does so, it favors the inclusion of
particular “types” of women while excluding others. In other words, laicité and its lan-
guages continue to activate this interplay between inclusion-exclusion central to the
(re)production of public-private spaces.

In 2011, a group of activists, including mothers excluded from participating in school out-
ings because they were wearing headscarves, organized as Mamans toutes Egales (Moth-
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ers (. 148 All-Equal; 2011).10 This association sensibly explains why it considers bans on
headscarves to be incompatible with their reading of laicité:

The measures [bans on headscarves] follow a same logic of stigmatization and ex-
clusion, in complete rupture with the secular principles as defined by the 1905
law. ... We refuse this diversion of laicité, which is part of a never-ending sequence
of offensives: anti-headscarf law, anti-nigab law, “debate on national identity, ”
“stigmatisation of prayers in the streets,” minarets, “halal” meals, ... calls to ex-
tend headscarf bans to users of public services and to employees of private com-
panies with a public mission and then to all employees. ... We refuse this logic of
war and exclusion, in which women wearing headscarves are identified as pestif-
erous, that tends to disqualify them in the eyes of their own children, and that im-
plicitly says: “stay in your kitchens.” (my translation)

Their statement interestingly points to the way that the meaning of laicité, and its lan-
guages, is far from stable. It has been and continues to be interpreted in multiple ways
depending on social and political contexts, who is using the discourse, and who is being
affected by it.

Tensions within Laicité

While laicité is typically constructed as a timeless and ahistorical concept, it is actually
deeply contextual and carries ambiguities that are the product of the different definitions
given to the term. Over the past decade the dominant French reading of the paradigm,
and in particular its language of neutrality, remains subject to some contestations.!! This
is especially visible in the work of activists opposing bans, such as the organization Moth-
ers All-Equal, who draw on these tensions and inconsistencies to challenge this dominant
interpretation. Paying attention to their work is relevant especially insofar as it is an invi-
tation to think of how laicité can be (re)interpreted in a more inclusive manner (Barras
2014: ch. 4).

We have noted how activists can draw on the 1905 law to point out how the new reading
of laicité is inconsistent with that law, especially since it enables the exclusion and stigma-
tization of a particular faith. Activists fighting these extensions have been using the legal
framework provided by the 1905 law to explain how for them Iaicité is about the separa-
tion of religion and the state, a separation that is essential for religious freedom, which
includes protecting the right to practice one’s religion. The state should therefore refrain
from interfering in theology by deciding which religious expressions are compatible with
Republican values and which are not. This point is also clearly spelled out in the following
statement by the Collective Against Islamophobia (CCIF), created in 2003 in response to
the increase acts of Islamophobia in France.'? CCIF is here commenting on the 2010 law
banning full-face veils in “public” space in France and the attempts by politicians to as-
sign meanings to these headgears to justify this law (e.g., a symbol of women’s oppres-
sion):

Page 8 of 16



Secularism in France

The principle of laicité is a principle of political organization that obliges the state
to abstain itself from intervening in religious affairs. Consequently, it should not
declare what is part of the religious and what is not, attribute a meaning or a mes-
sage to a religious sign, or even (. 149) less so judge the legitimacy of a religious
practice. This is the core meaning of the rule of separation of Church and state
that comes from the 1905 law.

(CCIF 2010: 17-18, my translation and emphasis)

Activists are here explicitly challenging interpretations of the language of separation that
posit that only a religion considered to be compatible with Republican “values” (meaning
those that take the form of a private belief) can be free of interference. While neutrality
remains a core element in their reading of laicité, they expect the state to treat everyone
equally and not interfere in particular practices of religious expression by individuals.
The March 2004 law and its extensions (including the 2010 law) contradict this under-
standing; those regulations encourage state authorities to directly judge religious prac-
tices. This allows the state to scrutinize the behavior of a particular set of citizens,!3
particularly Muslim women, who in consequence see their access to citizenship as seri-
ously limited. In highlighting the gendered dimensions of these regulations, activists also
emphasize the paradoxes of the language of gender equality that in practice pushes de-
vout Muslim women back “in [their] kitchen” (Mamans toutes Egales 2011). In other
words, paying attention to their argument makes visible how discourses about laicité, in-
cluding gender equality, can be mobilized to control women’s bodies and practices, re-
sembling the patriarchal discourses those discourses criticize. This is well articulated in a
petition denouncing the March 2004 law:

It is not the veil as an essence that has to be challenged but rather it is its imposi-
tion ... to fight against the compulsory veil and compulsory de-veiling, for the right
to go to school bare-headed and for the right to cover oneself, is one and the same
fight: to fight for the freedom of choice. ... The 15 March 2004 law needs to be re-
voked, and rather we need to fight against discriminations toward women wearing
headscarves and to implement real public policies for girls, who are forced to
wear it, it is one and the same challenge.!4

By (re)appropriating the languages of laicité and building on their inconsistencies, ac-
tivists opposing bans have developed a narrative in which the post-2004 climate is under-
stood as being in dissonance with the “real” essence of laicité (Barras 2014). That devel-
opment reflects the hegemony and power of the discourse of laicité, which is framing how
activists choose to present their claims. Ironically, their narratives also contribute to
(re)producing a story in which the concept of laicité appears to be apolitical, timeless, and
stable (whereby current dominant interpretations must be inconsistent with its “true”
meaning). Thus, in their version as well, “true” laicité plays the role of a mythical para-
digm, overlooking its ambiguities, its political contexts, and its multiple meanings origi-
nating from its historical development. And yet, their (re)appropriation of laicité remains
deeply entangled in governing and delimiting the religious. Take for instance the petition,
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quoted previously, where laicité is understood as enabling the right to choose. It protects
religion that has not been “imposed,” that is, religion that has been “freely” chosen, in-
cluding the freely chosen wearing of the headscarf. In their argument, activists are de-
marcating the boundaries of what is religiously acceptable and protectable by religious
freedom.

It is important to acknowledge these dynamics, inasmuch as it draws our attention once
again to the intimate relation between discourses of laicité and religion. Thus, it helps us
realize that the discourse of laicité is not a “unique” or “pure” paradigm devoid of politi-
cal influence. It is a discourse of religious governance, also heard in other countries, in
which the sovereign state is identified as the actor determining the appropriate place of
religion and the (. 150) contour of religious freedom (Agrama 2006: 655). That place evi-
dently varies as a function of when this discourse is mobilized and by whom.

Acknowledging this contextual reality should not serve as a restriction upon thinking
about what type of religious governance is more conducive to an inclusive, equal, and just
democratic state. The model proposed by activists is in that sense inspirational, as it has
the potential to enable coexistence, while respecting differences: “Laicité has to guaran-
tee the vivre ensemble [living together] in the respect of differences, without exclusion,
attack, discrimination to ensure equality between human beings.”1>

This kind of discourse is a reminder of the inherent tensions carried within laicité, be-
tween an exclusivist and assimilationist-based model of citizenship and a more inclusive
model of coexistence (Lorcerie 2015). This discourse is equally a reminder that the inclu-
sive path is and remains, more than ever, a real possibility.

Conclusion

When comparing French, Turkish, and American secularisms, Ahmet Kuru (2007)
classifies French and Turkish secularisms as “assertive” types, contrasting them with the
US model that he qualifies as “passive.” Assertive secularism indicates that the state “ex-
cludes religion from the public sphere” (571). In a passive model, on the other hand, the
state plays a less interventionist role and “allows for the public visibility of reli-

gion” (571). His work provides a framework organized around “ideal-types” to compare
and contrast models of religious governance.!® Moreover, his discussion of the assertive
type insightfully points to the essential “social engineering” role of the state that works to
separate and “confine religion to the private domain” (571).

In a sense, models of religious governance are about a dance between the state and reli-
gion, in which the sovereign state defines and (re)defines the place of religion in society
as a function of particular contexts, histories, and politics. That dance can be more “as-
sertive” or more “passive,” but in all cases secularism is about this intimate and complex
relationship. What “religion” can be understood to be, and which aspects of it are protect-
ed by religious freedom today, is a result of this ongoing dance.
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Looking at French secularism through this contextual lens is an invitation to think more
deeply about secularism, beyond the initial idea that laicité is exceptional. There are
French specificities to be sure, including the value awarded to laicité in the realms of
identity construction and its discursive power, illustrated by the fact that activists orga-
nize their oppositions to state regulation within that frame. Nonetheless, the ways that
laicité is implemented in society through “a contingent series of legal and political claims
and projects that are deeply implicated in the definition and management of religion, reli-
gious freedom” (Hurd 2012: 955) resemble the workings of other models of governance in
other countries. This insight helps us understand laicité as a dynamic framework that can
change and evolve, departing from the idea that it is a timeless and fixed frame. This ap-
proach is in many ways aspirational, as one realizes that the “neo-laic” exclusivist model
currently dominant in France is not the only possible model. It is equally possible, as ac-
tivists invite us, to imagine laicité as a “series of legal and political claims” (Hurd 2012:
955) that facilitates and enables inclusivity and coexistence.
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Notes:

(1.) It is noteworthy that the expression “church” (rather than religion)-state is frequent-
ly used when referring to this language of separation. This reflects the fact that the no-
tion of separation was first developed in relation to Christianity.

(2.) Manuel Valls, cited in Nouvel Obs (2015), my translation.

(3.) Bowen (2015) explains that due to the decentralized nature of Islam in France, this
body has not been very successful.

(4.) Similar arrangements have been made available to Jewish schools and recently to
Muslim schools, although it has been particularly difficult for the latter to sign such con-
tracts. In 2015, France counted only 4 private Muslim schools that had signed a contract
with the state, while there were 250 Jewish schools and 7,600 Catholic schools (Cousteau
2015).

(5.) The law protects religious practices as long as they do not disturb “public order,” and
this vague term has been frequently used to legally limit religious practices.

(6.) This means that public servants are not able to display their religious affiliations.
Over the past decade there has been considerable debates around who is considered to
be a public servant. Policymakers have attempted to extend this category to volunteers
(including mothers of students who participate to school activities), jury members, or pri-
vate employees subcontracted by the public sector (see, e.g., Rossinot 2006: 33, 49). For
a more extended discussion on these extensions see Barras (2014: ch. 3).

(7.) The issue of collective prayer was raised in a public policy report in a discussion of
state-run summer camps. The report argued that these types of prayers could disrupt the
activities of the camp, as well as segment campers. It suggested that campers could pray
individually in their own intimate space (Observatoire de la Laicité 2014: 57).

(8.) For more on the discourse that “Muslim women” need to be saved from “Muslim
men” and its transnational dimension see Razack (2008).

(9.) It is important to underline that their presence is the result, in part, of the immigra-
tion of former colonial subjects after the colonial wars of independence.

(10.) Mothers All Equal is a collective created in 2011 to denounce the exclusions of
mothers wearing headscarves from partaking in school activities, as well as the limits put
on nannies and daycare providers wearing a headgear to exercise their employment. For
a noninclusive list of individuals and associations that support this organization, see
http://www.mamans-toutes-egales.com/participez/signez-la-petition.

(11.) These contestations have not, as of yet, received a lot of support in France and rep-
resent the point of view of a minority.

(12.) See http://www.islamophobie.net.
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(13.) It is interesting to note that while public servants are required in this reading to be
neutral as it “allows them to guarantee equality between users” (Collective Against Islam-
ophobia in France 2009: 78), activists do not regard this neutrality requirement as neces-
sarily incompatible with the wearing of visible religious symbols so long as they do not
“advantage or disadvantage” users in their service delivery.

(14.) “Lettre ouverte aux laiques et aux féministes de bonne volonté” (Chouder et al.
2008: 325-326, my translation).

(15.) Quoted from an activist, Nadjia Saoudi (Chouder et al. 2008: 149, my translation).

(16.) For Kuru, it is essential to consider history in order to understand the distinctions
between those models. Countries tending to follow an assertive pathway are those, like
Turkey and France, marked by a conflict between their ancien-régime (such as France’s
monarchical link with Catholicism) and a new political order (in France, the revolutionary
Republic). Those kinds of tensions are not present in countries dominated by a passive
model (Kuru 2007, 2008).
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Abstract and Keywords

This chapter provides a brief history of secularism in Turkey and discusses current politi-
cal issues surrounding secularism. Is Turkey a secular country? This question is entan-
gled in the emergent process of secularism in Turkey and its unique cultural and political
history. In Turkey, secularism has little social or historical basis: it has been conducted by
the hand of the state, was installed from the top, and emerged through external dynam-
ics. Ataturk’s reforms toward secularism and secularization placed strict legal controls on
Islam’s institutions and practices. The RPP Party and its Kemalism rely on republicanism,
nationalism, populism, étatism, secularism, and revolutionism. The JDP party is more anti-
Kemalist than antisecularist. A large moderate center is present among today’s voters,
who mostly affirm democratic values and much freedom of religion. It appears a democra-
tic and secular culture has settled into Turkey, as the only politically secular country with
a Muslim majority population.
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TURKEY may be a unique exemplar of issues with respect to secularization. Turkey is the
only politically secular country with a Muslim majority population, at approximately 95
percent (European Commission 2005, 2010; International Social Survey Programme
2008), and it is a country without a state religion (Barro and McCleary 2005). At the same
time, Turkey is a continuation of the Ottoman Empire, which was a combination of Turk-
ish, Arabic, Persian, and Byzantine civilizations. Contemporary Turkey is a candidate for
the European Union and a member of NATO. Therefore, Turkey is not only geographically
but also demographically, politically, and culturally a bridge between East and West. Fur-
thermore, it is a country heavily involved in issues associated with both secularization
and modernization.

From the beginning, the modernization and secularization movements in Turkey were
largely inspired by France, and thus French laicité has provided a substantive model for
Turkish secularism (Citak 2004; Berkes 1964; Kuru 2006). The French term laicism
(Turkish: laiklik, Franche: laicité, laique) is commonly used by the Turks when referring
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to secularism in their country. According to Parla and Davison (2008), the translation of
laicism from Turkish into English as “secularism” leads to ambiguity. Laicism refers to the
control of the clergy by the nonreligious or nonclerical people (through government ac-
tion). Because of this, Parla and Davison (2008) suggest it is not possible to say Turkey is
a secular country. However, other scholars claim that Turkey is an assertive secularist
country (Kuru 2006, 2007), classifying Turkey and France as the only countries in the
Middle East and Europe with assertive secularism as a constitutional principle (Citak
2004).

Is Turkey a secular country or not? This question is entangled in the emergent process of
secularism in Turkey and Turkey’s relation to its own political history. In Turkey, secular-
ism has little social or historical basis; it has been promoted by the power of the state, it
was installed from the top downward onto the rest of the country, and it only emerged by
external dynamics (Mardin 1991; Kuru 2006; Tekin 2012; Kigikcan 2005). This chapter
sets out a brief history of secularism in Turkey and then discusses current political issues
surrounding secularism.

» 10 The History of Secularism in Turkey

Secularization in Turkey, contrary to common understandings, did not simply start with
the founding of the Republic of Turkey. It has much earlier roots dating back to the last
two hundred years of the Ottoman Empire (Dogan 2013; Findley 2010; Silverstein 2011;
Kicgukcan 2005). However, our focus here is restricted to historical facts associated with
Turkey’s establishment.

In 1914, the Ottoman Empire entered World War I as an ally of Germany. Some parts of
the Ottoman Empire, such as modern-day Turkey, were eventually occupied by the En-
tente Powers. Immediately after this invasion, the Turk war for independence began.
They formed a parliament, the Grand National Assembly, which opened in Ankara in 1920
and elected Mustafa Kemal as president. The parliament included Islamist, Ottomanist,
Nationalist, Bolshevist, Turkish, and Kurdish representatives from all sectors of society
(religious men, merchants, soldiers, etc.; Cinar 2005: Findley 2010; Berkes 1964). The
postwar Entente Greek forces occupied territory in western Anatolia and began to en-
croach further east. This prompted the parliament to give full power to Mustafa Kemal, a
successful military leader, in order to halt the advance of the Entene (Findley 2010). Ke-
mal was victorious. The occupation of the Entente Powers came to an end with the Lau-
sanne Treaty of 24 July 1923. Then Mustafa Kemal and his colleagues founded the Repub-
lican People’s Party (RPP), which eliminated the other parties (e.g., Islamists, Kurds, Bol-
shevists) and enjoyed ruling as a single party for roughly thirty years. The RPP was based
on a statist ideology (Walton 2009) intertwined with the principles of Kemalism, which
“came to the forefront between 1927 and 1935 as a project of politically constructing and
manipulating a modern Turkish nation-state on secular and western, rather than Islamic,
precepts” (Momayezi 1998: 5).
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The basic principles of the RPP and Kemalism are called the six arrows: roughly translat-
ed as republicanism, nationalism, populism, étatism, secularism, and revolutionism.
These principles appeared as “a poor adaptation of Western modernism and rationalism
and an ex post rationalization of loosely related policies” (Tepe 2008: 191). Kemal, and by
proxy Kemalism,

moved Turkey closer to the West culturally while moving it further from Western
democratic practice. Like the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) leadership
of 1913-1918, he preferred strengthening the state rather than the constitution or
the electoral system.

(Findley 2010: 252)!

Further, Kemal saw French laicism as the most original form of secularism (Hanioglu
2012), and, because of this, Turkey had an assertive nondemocratic version (Parla and
Davison 2008) of secularism by fiat (Kuru 2006; Ozbudun 2012).

Reforms in the Single-Party Period

Between 1923 and 1937, Mustafa Kemal implemented secular reforms concerning the
country’s political structure, government administration, education, law, and social life.

(. 157) For example, the Law on the Unification of Education, issued in 1924, had far-
reaching implications for the government’s position on religion. The religious madrasahs
were closed and the entire education system became “secularized” under state control
(Citak 2004). In 1930, all religious schools were closed, and in 1933 faculties of theology
met the same fate (Kuru 2006; Kuru and Stepan 2012; Kostas 1990). Furthermore, even
optional religion classes were removed from the secondary education curriculum in 1931
and from the primary school curriculum in 1935, which completed the secularization of
the public school system (Kuru 2007).

In Turkey, there are several requirements that both students and schools have to fulfill.
For example, all students from primary education to the university level have to attend
classes dedicated to studying the history of Ataturk’s principles and reforms. In addition,
the education system is filled with the symbols and narratives of Kemalism. Meseci (2007)
indicates that in the wake of religion’s removal from the educational sphere, other rituals,
however state imposed, found their way into the classroom. These rituals are, arguably,
intended to create an effect on people similar to the effect of “religion.” For example, un-
til recently, in the primary schools, students had to take a vow every morning before be-
ginning their class. This oath, of course, includes pledging commitment to Mustafa Ke-
mal. In addition, his sculpture has to stand in front of the schools, and even the school
walls must be adorned with Mustafa Kemal’s pictures and Ataturk’s “Address to Turkish
Youth.”

Much like the school system, the Turkish judicial system was secularized with the closure
of Sharia courts on 8 April 1924. This effort was then furthered by the adoption of the
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Swiss civil code in 1926, abolishing polygamy. In addition, this reform afforded increased
equality for women regarding issues such as inheritance and divorce, and it amended the
penal code. With these changes, Swiss, Italian, and German legal practices were adapted
for use in Turkey. The most symbolic step toward secularization came on 10 April 1928,
as the article affirming that the state religion is Islam was removed from the 1924 consti-
tution. By 1937, the principle of laicism had entered the constitution to further solidify
the assertive secularist stance for Turkey (Berkes 1964).

The secularization of Turkey under Kemalism left no stone unturned. On 1 November
1928 the Arabic alphabet was replaced with the Latin alphabet. Even Turkish words of
Arabic and Persian origin were eliminated. According to Citak (2004), this change clearly
favored the Western world over the Arab world. However, this linguistic revolution in-
volved much more than simply switching alphabets. Interestingly, the Turkish state then
accepted a rather ideological theory of language (Sun Language Theory), whereby all lan-
guages are thought to be derived from Turkish, which in turn is an ancient central Asian
language (Findley 2010: 255). Accepting this theory allowed the Turkish state to further
justify its adoption of the new alphabet and had the added benefit of constructing a more
coherent (if fabricated) national identity. In a further attempt to create this unified identi-
ty, a Turkish “history thesis” was developed (Mardin 1991: 68) based on the pre-Islamic
central Asian and Anatolian civilizations (Dogan 2013). According to this thesis, the Turks
are ancestors of ancient civilizations such as the Sumerians and the Hittites (Fidley
2010). As asserted by the Kemalists, the specifics of this historical thesis consist of three
main points: (1) the Turks are one of the oldest nations of the world, (2) the historical her-
itage of the Ottoman dynasty is rejected, and (3) Mustafa Kemal provided national inde-
pendence and unity for Turkey (Cinar 2005; Hanioglu 2012). In order to further distance
Turkey from the Ottoman era, government-sponsored history teachings from the Turkish
revolution targeted the Ottoman Empire as an (. 158) ancien régime (Mardin 1991), and
Ankara was chosen as the capital city to spite Ottomanism (Cinar 2005).

The wave of secularization and Westernization in Turkey went far beyond legal reforms,
as a new worldview and lifestyle were created in an effort to shift away from more tradi-
tional Islamic practices and ways of life (Giurbey 2012: 5). The state intervened in do-
mains ranging from music to clothing (Cinar 2005). It temporarily banned “oriental-style
music (Mardin 1991) and prohibited or restricted certain clothes. Western music and art
saw increasing support from the state. In particular, “balls” and “beauty contests” found
their way into Turkish life in an attempt to challenge Islamic perceptions about the place
of women in society (Citak 2004). The “hat law” was enacted on 25 November 1925, co-
ercing people to wear Western-style clothes instead of traditional clothes. Because of op-
position to this law, 808 people were arrested and 57 people were sentenced to death
(Nereid 2011). Further still, on 21 June 1934 the surname law banned traditional titles of
lineage and required the adoption of Turkish surnames. In that year, Mustafa Kemal was
given the surname Atattirk (the Father of Turks).

”
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In 1935, Sunday replaced Friday as the weekly holiday. Nonreligious holidays were later
created to celebrate other national anniversaries. Specifically, many of these national hol-
idays stemmed from historical events, beginning with Mustafa Kemal’s arriving on the
shores of Samsun in 1919 and leading up to Mustafa Kemal’s death in 1938. These festi-
vals are celebrated by the authorities throughout the country, but students and officers
must participate compulsorily. Since the early years of the Republic, there have been ef-
forts to erect sculptures of Mustafa Kemal in the center of every city (Mardin 1991). As
Cinar (2005: 99) notes: “There is not one city in Turkey that does not have at least one
square with Mustafa Kemal Ataturk’s statue.” There is at least one school or street named
“Ataturk” in every city, and Kemal’s pictures must hang on the walls in every official
building (Frick 2011). Officers and civil servants have to visit his statue on national holi-
days and present a garland to it. Bearing this in mind, Mustafa Kemal’s pictures, sculp-
tures, and statues are seen as symbols of assertive secularism, which is one reason they
are sometimes damaged by Islamists (Cinar 2005). (This is why there is a 1951 law that
protects the image and reputation of Mustafa Kemal.) In 1925, all Sufi orders were de-
clared illegal and banned; their lodges and shrines were forced to close, and their rituals
and ceremonies prohibited (Citak 2004). They represented serious opposition against
Turkey’s assertive secularism (Mardin 1991). Further, minority populations in the New
Republic could not hold political office (Findlay 2010), because minorities were neither
Turk nor Muslim. Non-Muslim Turks were not permitted to emigrate to Turkey, and non-
Muslims living in Turkey have been heavily taxed (Glurbey 2012).

The main aim of all reforms was to achieve the Ottoman Westernization movement, which
has been held at bay for the past 150 years. Complete secularization was the goal. How-
ever, a large segment of society, who are Muslims and linked to their tradition, have failed
to achieve full compliance with these reforms. The Turkish revolution was not supported
by the population but instead arose from a small elite (Mardin 1991). As Momayezi char-
acterizes the situation:

The new government carried out its reforms by dictatorial means. In their zeal,
the Kemalist reformers not only separated religion from government but inter-
fered with the religious worship and practices of individual Muslims. In doing so,
they alienated the majority of the population. (1998: 13)

» 19 State Control over Religion

In Turkey, the state controls religious and Islamic authorities (Tezcur 2007; Cinar 2005;
Boer 2014; Dogan 2013), as a way to strengthen national unity (Somer 2007). This has
permitted Kemalism to limit the influence of religion on the public (Driessen 2014; Yavuz
2003) and use religion as an instrument to benefit the state (Buyukkara 2008). According
to Davison (2006), this amounts to a militant secularism in Turkey, precisely because the
state controls religion, rather than maintaining state-church separation.2 As Bernard
Lewis notes:
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The basis of Kemalist religious policy was laicism, not irreligion; its purpose was
not to destroy Islam, but to de-establish it—to end the power of religion and its ex-
ponents in political, social, and cultural affairs, and limit it to matters of belief and
worship. (2002: 412)

The state attempted to limit the influence of religion in many ways. Notably, one of them
was by the establishment of a Directorate of Religious Affairs under the Prime Ministry.
In the process of rationalizing and nationalizing religion, the state set its sights on reli-
gious education (Gurbey 2012), as this fell under government purview with the establish-
ment of the Republic. In the beginning, state-controlled religious education was provided,
but then this was banned after 1947 when state control resumed for high school and col-
lege-level religious education. From this period, until the 1980 military coup when the
constitution was rewritten, the presence of religious education in public schools was left
to the discretion of parliament. In 1982, the new constitution made religious culture and
morality courses compulsory.2 The curricula of primary, elementary, and high schools was
established by the central government and textbooks were standardized. Of course, it
was obligatory to include mention of Mustafa Kemal in all courses (e.g., religious culture,
physics, geometry), and educational syllabi were established to control religious mes-
sages (Kuru 2007). The content of these obligatory religious courses usually fell outside
of traditional Islamic understandings. For instance, according to orthodox Islam, daily
prayers and fasting during the month of Ramadan are two of the five key obligations for
Muslims. However, Turkey’s students were taught that praying and fasting must occur
only after one’s daily activities were done. Furthermore, and perhaps even comically, they
taught if the prophet Mohammad lived today, he would wear a Western-style hat (Glirbey
2012).

Kemalism views religion as just a moral system (Parla and Davison 2008), so it is a pri-
vate matter based upon one’s conscience (Mardin 2012). In turn, this notion of an Islamic
“individual conscience” was used by the state for nation-building (Gurbey 2012;
Sakallioglu 1996). With religion relegated to the status of an institution contributing to
the formation of a national identity, Kemalism created a relationship between Turkified
folk Islam and Turkish nationalism (Citak 2004: 261). This was a primary reason why Ke-
malism found controlling religion so useful.

The Army and Coups

Beginning in the second half of the twentieth century, the Turkish army intervened sever-
al times in political affairs by enacting military coups in 1960, 1971, 1980, and 1997
(Cizre 2012).* ®.160) The army has historically been a reliable bastion of Kemalism. Indi-
viduals who have received religious education, who wear a headscarf, whose mother
wears a headscarf, who have a beard, or even whose father has a beard are extremely un-
likely to be taken into the army as an officer. After the 1997 coup, officers who pray, ab-
stain from alcohol, have a wife who wears a headscarf, and in general do not openly dis-
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play a secular lifestyle were expelled from the army without legal redress. As Kuru (2006)
notes, almost 900 military officers and civil bureaucrats were expelled during this time.

Since the formation of the Republic, the military has taken up modernization as part of its
mission:

This mission turned the army into the political symbol of nationhood and the in-
strument of preserving the nation. ... The armed forces have always occupied a
special position in Turkey. ... The armed forces continued to think of themselves as
the guardians of secular, reformist, and democratic goals.

(Momayazi 1998: 3-4).

Not only the army but the entire state until the 2000s was largely in the hands of the Ke-
malists. Indeed, before this period, it was almost inconceivable to rise up through the
ranks of the Turkish bureaucracy without being a Kemalist. However, the past ten years
have witnessed the emergence of a large anti-Kemalist movement in Turkey.

The Current Political Situation

There are some central political movements in Turkey whose origins can be traced back
to the first modernization movement in the Ottoman Empire (see Figure 9.1). In Turkish
political history, power has been handled by these ideologies during different periods.
With the proclamation of the Tanzimat Charter (1839), the Westernist Ottomanist ideolo-
gy took control. Then, conservative Ottomanist ideology emerged in response to that
Westernism. After the idea of Ottomanism lost its influence, Islamism rose to prominence,
especially in the Hamidian regime. The CUP, which hastened the end of the Hamidian
regime, was comprised mostly of soldiers, and it held power in Turkey for over a decade
with strong Westernist-Turkist leanings.

Kemalism, largely inheriting the base of the CUP, was the dominating political movement,
advancing ever-more progressive Westernism and assertive secularism until 1950
(Mardin 2012). However, some passive secularist politicians were dissatisfied with the
Kemalists departed to established the Democratic Party. This ushered in a new era in
Turkish politics, as it generated a center-right political tradition that ultimately brought
an end to the RPP’s reign. This situation is an indication of the great silent reaction that
was created by the RPP’s assertive secularism and, at the same time, of the Turkish
people’s unwillingness to whole heartedly embrace the RPP’s opposition.

Interestingly, despite being socially liberal, Kemalists advocate a rather statist and con-
servative economy. Further, they are also quite nationalist and somewhat nondemocratic.
According to Dogan (2013), it is because of their assertive secularist ideology that they
live in constant conflict between statism and democracy. On the one hand they support
democratic values, yet on the other hand they are forced to assume a statist position in
order to enforce their specific form of secularism in response to Islamist ideology. (. 161)
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Figure 9.1 Secular and antisecular political streams
and contemporary political parties in Turkey.

The Justice Development Party (JDP) is economically liberal yet socially conservative (La-
gendijk 2012). On the other hand, JDP has more democratic policies than the RPP (Kaly-
vas 2012). During a period from 2002 to 2007, the JDP made serious efforts to gain Euro-
pean Union membership, reduced the effectiveness of military on politics, improved free-
dom of expression and speech, worked to expand civil rights, and improved the granting
of cultural rights of minorities and Kurds (Dogan 2013; Toprak 2005; Cavdar 2006). Thus,
the JDP has achieved great success in the elections (see Figure 9.2). Until 2011, the JDP
was more liberal, but after 2011 it has been more Islamist. By 2007, the ®.162) JDP was
passing legislation contrary to secularism (Somer 2007). That same year, and just before
the presidential elections, the Turkish Army published a memorandum on its website de-
scribing the JDP as antisecularist and declaring that they did not want an Islamist presi-
dent to be elected. After this announcement, in the 2007 elections the vote for JDP in-
creased from 34 percent to 46 percent (Lagendijk 2012). Then, in 2008, the Turkish
Supreme Court attempted to prosecute the JDP for its antisecular policies, but the case
was eventually dropped (Boer 2014). In 2010 the JDP began pushing for pro-Islamist and
anti-Westernist policies. In the eyes of many Turkish people, the political backdrop of one
hundred-plus years of pro-Western assertive secularist Kemalism allowed these events to
further strengthen the JDP.
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Figure 9.2 Votes shared by political parties in
Turkey (Tepe 2008: 284).

During the third period of the JDP after 2011, for the first time in the history of the Re-
public of Turkey, women who wore headscarves were permitted to be members of parlia-
ment. The ban on headscarves in universities was also overturned. Some grades of Imam-
Khatib Schools to train Imams were reopened, and courses about the Quran and the Siyar
(life of Muhammad) were placed on school curriculums as optional courses. However,
these reforms were not necessarily all positive, as some freedoms were limited. For exam-
ple, alcohol was more heavily regulated, and the JDP considered taking stances against
the EU, Israel, and even the West. With these policy shifts coinciding with the increased
visibility of religion in society, the distinction between the JDP and the Islamists became
less clear. This has led some to believe that there may be a hidden Islamist agenda within
the JDP (Lagendijk 2012). Indeed, it appears that the anti-Kemalists have begun to trade
places with the Kemalists not only in the government but in business and media as well.

Secularism versus Anti-Kemalism

The specific type of assertive secularism in Turkey, and the conditions under which it was
first established—involving post-Ottoman, anti-Westernism, and Islamism factors—has

(. 163) created a political battlefield. It is assumed that the Kemalist RPP represents the
secularist block, while the JDP represents the antisecularist block. Due to this historical
background, some scholars suggest there is a divide between secular and Islamist fac-
tions (Carkoglu 2004; Mardin 1991; Sakallioglu 1996). This divide has grown since the
2002 elections, as the JDP and RPP have comprised the majority of the voting bloc. Ac-
cording to Carkoglu and Toprak’s (1999) research, the most distant voters for the RPP are
political Islamist voters, and there is a polarization between the two. Therefore, it is
claimed that JDP is the continuation of political Islamism and that it has an antisecular Is-
lamist understanding. Thus Islamism and “prosecularism” (represented by Kemalism)
may appear to constitute two extreme poles in Turkey. However, we suggest this is an
oversimplification of the situation. Instead of a strict division along secular and Islamists
lines, perhaps the real division is among Kemalists and anti-Kemalists, with secularism
caught in the middle. What is the reason Kemalism could not win an election to control
the government except by means of military coups? Why are anti-Kemalist parties suc-
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cessful? Despite eighty years of propaganda and a secular education system, why are
more Turkish people not Kemalist? Figure 9.3 offers some clues.

Figure 9.3 Mainstream Kemalist Party and Anti-Ke-
malist Political Party.

If it is assumed that the JDP represents the Islamist bloc and the RPP represents the sec-
ularist bloc, then it is easy to see why there has been political polarization between secu-
larism and Islamism or secularism and antisecularism for not only the past ten years but
stretching well into the past. However, between these two poles there is a center position
caught between the rhetoric of two extremes. For example, the JDP is a combination of
some Islamists and those more to the center-right. Figure 9.3 depicts at least two possible
types of secularism and at least three combinations of stances on secularity. The problem
is one of interpretations over the meaning of secularism itself:

[TThe state-religion debate in Turkey is not merely between secularism and Is-
lamism; instead it centers on the true meaning and implementation of secularism
itself. The two powerful (. 164 movements in Turkey—the Kemalists and pro-Is-
lamic conservatives—defend two opposite meanings of secularism—assertive and
passive secularism.

(Kuru 2006: 185)

Walton (2009) addresses two types of secularism in Turkey: liberal secularism and illiber-
al/laicist (Jacobin secularism) secularism. As we discussed, it is due to the socio-political
history of this region that we find Turkey with a laicist secularism, as compared to a more
passive secularism, such as in the United States. Passive secularism seeks only to limit
religion’s influence—by distancing it from governing—in the public square, while as-
sertive secularism additionally seeks the actively control of religion, perhaps as far as its
abolishment (Kuru 2006, 2007, 2012). Therefore, assertive secularism may be undemocra-
tic (Tezcur 2007). However, there is a portion of the JDP bloc that advocates a passive
type of Anglo-American (United States, England, and Canada) model of secularism in
Turkey. The pragmatic political principle of passive secularism is even advocated by some
center-right parties and Islamists in Turkey. According to Biiyukkara (2008), moderate Is-
lamism is also moderate secularism (passive secularism). Therefore, it is not necessary to
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define the JDP voters as antisecularist. Perhaps the JDP is not so much antisecularist as it
is anti-Kemalist.

Kemalism “has tended to be an authoritarian state ideology to stamp out religious and
ethnic differences in the name of Enlightenment values” (Yavuz 2003: 60). As a result of
Kemalism’s adherence to assertive secularism, it has had to construct itself as much more
nationalistic in its raison d’étre. Thus, it was forced to fabricate a “modern Turkish identi-
ty” as the rallying call in accordance with its own ideology, which equated Turkish moder-
nity with the demise of religion. However, anti-Kemalism in Turkey embraced Islam as a
cultural repertoire and henceforth did not reject religion (and, importantly, religious cul-
ture) on its path to “modernity.”

The general characteristics of Islamism in Turkey are anti-Westernism, antisecularism,
and anti-Kemalism. One interpretation of Islamism, which is a part of the political under-
standing of the JDP, is anti-Kemalist, passive antisecular, anti-Westernist, modernist, and
democratic. Other interpretations of Islamism and extremist Islamism are anti-Kemalist,
assertive antisecular, anti-Westernist, traditionalist, and nondemocratic. Both interpreta-
tions of Islamism perceive the economical and technological superiority of the West as a
shared threat and wish to Islamize society. Where they differ, however, is in terms of de-
mocratic attitudes. Here, the extremists are against the folk-Islam. They reject the cultur-
al and historical Ottoman heritage and regard the Ottoman Empire as not being “Islamic
enough.” However, it is because of Turkey’s democratic and secular culture, which can-
not be found in other Muslim countries (Mardin 1991), that extremist Islamists make up a
very small percentage of Turkey.

Carkoglu and Toprak (1999) conducted a survey with the participation of 3,053 respon-
dents from sixteen provinces in greater Turkey. They arrived at the following conclusions.
First, the majority of the population identifies as Muslim, but this does not mean that the
“Islamists” will soon have political majority, or that every Muslim is an Islamist. Second,
there is almost no possibility of establishing a Sharia state, and fears about this are un-
founded. Third, the majority of the population engage in religious activities, fulfill what
they see as their worship obligations, and remain tolerant of others’ beliefs. Furthermore,
Carkoglu and Toprak found that the majority of Turks do not want a religion-based politi-
cal party (60 percent), while only 25 percent do. Thus, many in Turkey find the mixing of

(. 165) politics and religion at the level of government is harmful. This rejection of the re-
ligion/politics mix is a type of secularist stance.

One tenet of Islamic Sharia law dictates that a man can have several women as wives. If
this is an Islamic position, do the Turks embrace it? Carkoglu and Toprak (1999) asked
participants the following: “If the civil code were rearranged to allow marrying up to four
women, would you support this?” They found that 85 percent responded “no,” and only
10.7 percent replied “yes”: 71.7 percent of those who identified as “extremely religious”
responded “no,” and only 22.8 percent responded “yes.” Interestingly, even the most reli-
gious people did not want to change secular civil code in favor of this idea. In research
conducted by the Directorate of Religious Affairs in 2013 with 37,624 respondents, 61.1
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percent agreed that secularism (laiklik) is necessary for Muslims to “live freely,” with only
20.1 percent disagreeing (Directorate of Religious Affairs 2014). Although at least 95 per-
cent of Turkey identify as Muslim, and only around 10 percent go on to then identify as
not-religious (Carkoglu and Toprak 1999; Directorate of Religious Affairs 2014), these re-
sults can be taken as an indicator of secular culture on an important level. As suggested
by Carkoglu and Toprak, it is very interesting that a large portion of Turks (67.2 percent)
—the same ones who arrange their working times in accordance with Friday prayers, do
not support headscarf bans, and disagree with “atheist publications”—still find the sug-
gestion that religion and politics should be intertwined in governmental affairs a harmful
one. A more recent study by Carkoglu and Toprak (2006) looked at the extent to which the
Turks value democratic culture in Turkey. Notably, between 75 percent and 80 percent of
their sample agreed with the following three “democratic values”: (1) democracy may
have problems, but it is better than any other form of government; (2) freedom to choose
a religion and way of life should not be restricted in any way; (3) freedom of speech and
expression should not be restricted in any way. Compared to other Muslim countries, it
appears that a democratic and secular culture has settled into Turkey.

Carkoglu and Toprak (2006) found that 61.3 percent of Turks see no evidence of a push
by fundamentalist movements to establish an Islamic state in Turkey over the past fifteen
years. For those who felt there was such a push (32.6 percent), the number one reason
was people feeling that the number of women wearing headscarves was increasing (20.6
percent). While this 2006 study also found that 63.5 percent in Turkey did wear either the
hijab or Turkish-style headscarf, the number who did not increased from 27.3 percent in
1999 to 36.5 percent in 2006. Thus, contrary to a small percentage of the population per-
ceiving an increase in head coverings, the opposite is occurring. In Carkoglu and Toprak’s
data we see the distribution by political affiliation of those who think that the number of
“covered women” is increasing and found that the highest proportion was comprised of
those respondents identifying as RPP (44.3 percent). Toprak and colleagues (2008)
conducted face-to-face interviews with 401 participants from twelve provinces of Turkey
and found that Alawites, seculars, Kemalists, and other left-wing voters report they have
been “othered” and discriminated against under the JDP government. These are most
likely RPP’s voters, as almost half of RPP voters think that secularism is under threat in
Turkey (Carkoglu and Toprak 2006). Given the RPP’s understanding of secularism, these
results may indicate that it is not so much “secularism in general” that is under threat,
per se, but, specifically, assertive secularism. Perhaps the Kemalists may be unfounded in
their fear that society is becoming Islamized (Berger 2008). Kemalists criticize conserva-
tives for having a hidden Islamist agenda, and conservatives criticize Kemalists for being
antireligious, rather than being “real” secularists (Kuru 2006). (. 166)
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Figure 9.4 “There are ‘Islamists’ and ‘Laicists’ in
Turkey. Where would you place yourself on this
scale?” (Carkoglu and Toprak 2006: 39).

At first glance, it is seen in Figure 9.4 that there is a secularist-Islamist polarization in
Turkey. However, the figure reveals a substantive center position. In regard to the diversi-
ty of secularism in Turkey, Paker (2005) conducted interviews with seventy-seven univer-
sity students (average age 22.5) in 1999 and found at least three approaches to laicism in
Turkey: (1) full secularization of daily life, (2) the requirement of democracy, and (3) a
reconciliation of religion with modern life. Based on these types, Kemalism, as an ideolo-
gy, can only embrace the first. The second and third types, however, correspond to the
passive secularism largely represented by the center-right. Paker (2005) suggests that the
first group largely has negative attitudes toward tradition/religion, supports daily affirma-
tions based on reason and science, views science and religion in conflict, and sees moder-
nity and tradition as opposites. Parker finds that the second group sees little, if any, con-
tradictions between modern life and religion/tradition. In the third group he suggests that
tradition and religion are very important and that tradition, religion, and science do not
stand in contradiction to one another. While the first and second types appear to be the
positions that polemically garner the attention of the public eye, there lies a substantive
center position that would align itself with neither, respectively. The secular-Islamist de-
bate seems to involve much more than mere arguments over the proper understanding of
secularism. Perhaps this debate is better considered by taking into account arguments
over modernity and tradition.

In the Ottoman Empire, the Turkish community was divided into two parts: the urban
center (Istanbul) and the country (everything else, respectively). The “commoners” lived
in the country and the “elites” lived in the city and associated the concept of “civilization”
with only themselves (Mardin 1969). This elite and commoner distinction has continued
into the Republican period. While Kemalists saw themselves as modern, urbanite, intellec-
tual, and educated, they saw others as rural, redneck, backward, and ignorant (Cinar
2005, 2012). Assertive secularist ideology in Turkey can be, as Berger (2008: (. 167) 277)
writes, “located between Kemalist political and military elites.” According to the Kemal-
ists, “Secularism is public, Islam private; secularism is knowledge, Islam is belief, secular-
ism is modern, Islam is traditional; secularism is urban, Islam is rural; secularism is
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progress, Islam is reactionary [irtica]; secularism is universal, Islam is particular (Cinar
2005: 47).

Turkish secularization appears to be a struggle between the elites of “the city” and the
religious people of the countryside (Dogan 2013). Secular elites consider Kemalism as the
foundation of the country, which will be threatened along with liberalization and democ-
ratization in Turkey if “the ignorant people” are not kept under control (Oguzlu and
Ozpek 2008).

In Turkey, the concepts of secularism (laiklik), modernism (¢agdaslik), and Westernism
(baticilik) appear synonymous with one another to the Kemalists (Momayezi 1998; Berkes
1964; Cinar 2005). The West was taken as its “model” by the Ottomans during its period
of stagnation and decline from 1683 until 1908. The first adopters of this modeling were
the educated elite ruling class and the military. Westernization has also been conceived in
two major ways. Radical Westernization adopts its secularism and its culture. Moderate
Westernization adopts only the West’s science and technology while maintaining Islamic
values and culture (Tepe 2008). The first has been referred to as Westernism (Kemalism)
and the latter as anti-Westernism (anti-Kemalism). Furthermore, two understandings of
modernity have competed in Turkey: a liberal Western-oriented modernity and a conserv-
ative East-oriented or Islam-grounded modernity (Findlay 2010; Cinar 2012). In Turkey,
the term “modern” (¢agdas) refers just to the West-oriented modernity intertwined with
being nonreligious. Westernization and secularization are the basic principles of this type
of modernity: “To be modern is to have broken ties with the past” (Cinar 2005: 23). There-
fore, on behalf of the modern, Kemalists entered into a conflict with traditional Turkish-Is-
lamic culture and lifestyle (Oncii 2012). For example, Kemalists think that clothing, mu-
sic, drinking alcohol, and so forth are indicators of modernity (Hanioglu 2012). Because
of that, they view Islam as a threat for modernist reforms (Yilmaz 2002).

Although political Islamists and some other groups regard Kemalists as imitating the
West’s modernism, this may be a misperception (Mardin 1991). According to results of a
survey (Paker 2005), these different groups (Islamists, moderates, Westernists, etc.) are
attributing different meanings to modernity. There is a conflict between Westernism and
the authoritarian and repressive traditionalism. This conflict persists so long as tradition
and modernity are thought to stand opposed to each other. Yet there is another image of
tradition that overlaps with modernity. While Kemalists see modernity as Westernization,
others see modernity as democratization and development. This discussion surrounding
the concept of modernity exposes how this polarization comes down to traditional forces
and other forces that want to change the tradition. Therefore, as indicated by Berkes
(1964), secularism in Turkey is predominately the separation of social values from the au-
thority of tradition. Basically, the conflict is over whether Turkey should be a “traditional”
or “nontraditional” society. Berger paints a quite accurate picture:

A country in which the challenge to secularism is politically prominent right now
is Turkey. The Turkish Republic was founded in 1923 by Ataturk, who was decid-
edly anti-Islamic and probably antireligious in general. He wanted to “civilize”
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Turkey, and civilization for him meant the secular culture of Europe. His political
model was the French one; public life made, ®.168) as it were, antiseptically free
of religious symbols and behavior ... This secularist ideology was firmly estab-
lished in large sectors of Turkey’s society, particularly in the Kemalist political and
military elite. It was dominant in urban, middle-class populations. Back in the Ana-
tolian hinterland, a deeply Muslim culture continued to prevail, with people pay-
ing lip service to the Kemalist ideology but at the same time passively resisting it
in family and community life. In recent years, this resistance turned politically ac-
tive (2008: 277).

Conclusion

A number of cultural and political forces have contributed to contemporary Turkey and
making it a unique country today, steeped in Islamic history yet striving to be a contempo-
rary secular culture. Modern Turkey strives to be both secular in its own manner and also
tolerant of faith traditions such as Islam, which remains a powerful social force within a
culture still moving toward greater secularity. Turkey is a useful test case for empirically
studying the many facets of secularization and secularism within a country where Islam
has played a prominent role.
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Notes:

(1.) The CUP was established as an underground organization among military students in
the late nineteenth century. The group dethroned Abdulhamid II in 1908, marking the be-
ginning of the Turkish Revolution, although the republic was not officially proclaimed un-
til 1923. Mustafa Kemal and his colleagues were the successors of the CUP (Mardin
2008).

(2.) For one view that sees this strategy as necessary, given the structure of Islam, see
Berkes (1964).

(3.) Kemalism is divided into leftist Kemalism and rightist Kemalism. Rightist Kemalists
advocate obligatory religious culture and ethics courses, but leftist Kemalists wish to
abolish them.

(4.) Full coups occurred in 1960 and 1980; 1971 and 1997 (28 February) were half-coups
(Toprak 2005).
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Neither the study of the political system nor surveys of individual religiosity capture the
full picture of secularization in Israel. The power of religious parties seems unshaken, and
formal changes in religious policies and legislation are few. A large number of Israelis
maintain their attachment to Jewish religion in beliefs and practices, and the Jewish ma-
jority agrees that Israel is and must remain a “Jewish state.” However, economic and de-
mographic trends in the past two decades have caused incremental changes, not regis-
tered in formal political channels, toward the partial yet significant secularization of Is-
rael. Religion still has a hold on private beliefs and practices, but secularization will un-
fold in societal changes involving a decline of religious authority over significant spheres
of life. A more complex concept of secularization allows for contradictions observed in Is-
rael and helps to explain how secularization can occur while religion remains embedded
in state and society.
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SECULARIZATION seems a strange term to apply to describe the developments in Israel.
Religion continues to play an important and disputed role in both private and public life
in Israel, religious parties hold significant power, and, consequently, a separation of reli-
gion and state is unlikely in the near future. Religion is welded into the essence of nation-
ality that is built into the Jewish definition of the state and is institutionalized through re-
ligious institutions that have a direct bearing on individual lives on intimate issues such
as marriage and divorce. The late writer and journalist Israel Segal, a secularist who left
the ultra-Orthodox world years ago, provided a pessimistic account of a secular defeat in
a culture war: “In my view, the full-scale war has already ended in defeat for the secular
people. ... [W]e are living under a regime of occupation imposed by a haredi (ultra-Ortho-
dox) minority and this occupation is growing more intensive” (Segal, 1999: 140).

While studies of religion and politics in Israel may have been right about their assess-
ment of secularism, they missed other important developments that suggest seculariza-
tion may be part of contemporary life. The expansion of commerce on the Sabbath, a
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thriving nonkosher culinary culture, marriages performed without Orthodox rabbis, civil
burials, and even an annual lively gay pride parade (that recently came to the fore after a
parade in Jerusalem was attacked and one of the participants murdered). These relatively
new developments encounter opposition but overall allude that the religious hold on pub-
lic and private life may be changing. What is unique about these developments, and ex-
plains why they remained under the radars of social scientists, is first, the fact they are
not necessarily related to a secular ideology; second, they occur alongside a religious
resurgence; and, third, they advance outside of formal political processes. These develop-
ments fall far short of religious freedom or a liberal order, but since the early 1990s secu-
lar Israelis have gained new freedoms and choices that defy religious authority.

Neither the study of the political system nor surveys of individual religiosity capture the
full picture of secularization in Israel. Politically, the power of religious parties seems un-
shaken, and formal changes in religious policies and legislation are few and minor. Indi-
vidually, a large number of Israelis maintain their attachment to Jewish religion in beliefs
and practices, and many have become more religious in various ways. Moreover, the con-
sensus among the Jewish majority that Israel is and must remain a “Jewish state” guaran-
tees (.173) the all-but-permanent importance of religion in public life. However, econom-
ic and demographic changes in the past two decades have created new incentives and op-
portunities for secular entrepreneurs and, following their actions, for Israelis to challenge
existing institutions. These incremental changes, not registered in formal political chan-
nels, establish the partial, yet significant, secularization of Israel.

Secularization, as Mark Chaves (1994) suggests, is most productively conceived as a “de-
cline in religious authority” and the decrease in the influence of religious values, leaders,
and institutions over individual behavior, social institutions, and public discourse. The in-
fluence of these processes on individual indicators of religiosity—belief or practices—re-
mains an open question, but secularization need not imply that most individuals relin-
quish all their interest in religion (Chaves 1994; Lechner 1991). Religion, according to
this argument, may still have a hold on private beliefs and practices, but secularization
will unfold in societal changes that involve a decline of religious authority over significant
spheres of life. The disaggregation of the concept of secularization enables us to come to
terms with the contradictions observed in Israel and explain how secularization can oc-
cur, while at the same time religion remains embedded in state and society.

Religion and Nationalism

Zionism established itself as a national movement led by Jews who rebelled against the
Orthodox leadership and followed the modernization of Jewish life that began in the eigh-
teenth century. Zionism, which appeared toward the end of the nineteenth century, was
one form of modern Jewish identity, related to the growing national sentiment across Eu-
rope and to the anti-Semitism that threatened to undermine Jewish emancipation. The so-
lution to the “Jewish problem,” argued Zionist leaders, was not emancipation but territor-
ial sovereignty that would “normalize” Jewish existence. Jewish nationalism, on one hand,
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was a secular ideology but, on the other hand, could not completely detach itself from its
religious roots. As a secular ideology, Zionism challenged religious authority that held the
view that Jewish redemption would come about with the advent of the Messiah. As a na-
tional ideology, religion was indispensable to Zionism as a marker of boundaries and a
mobilizing force. This ambivalence toward religion could hardly be resolved, as secular
nationalists would often acknowledge.

Zionism not only had to challenge religious institutions by presenting its national destiny,
but it also had to separate itself from what religiosity symbolized. National revival im-
plied a break with the past and the attempt to replace Judaism, a religion identified with
the old world, with Jewishness, a modern identity based on culture, ethnicity, a historical
sense of belonging to the Jewish people, and a proactive approach toward the future.
Theodor Herzl, a secularized Jew and one of the founders of the Zionist movement, envi-
sioned a secular entity with a separation of religion and state. But, as Herzl and those
who followed discovered, religion was not easy to dismiss of confine. The territorial de-
bate was exemplary of the power of religion and religious symbols, as attempts to find
territorial solutions outside Palestine, the historical land of Israel, encountered strong op-
position. When a plan that came to be known as the “Uganda Plan” to settle Jews in Africa
was brought before the Zionist Congress in 1903, it encountered fierce resistance. Only
the historic Land of Israel (Eretz Israel), it was ®.174) acknowledged, could evoke senti-
ments among a critical mass of Jews, sentiments mediated through traditional religious
symbols. Not only for internal purposes was the symbolic value of the Land of Israel sig-
nificant. Externally, the Zionist claim to this specific territory combined a historical rela-
tion with a reference to God’s promise that granted the land to the Jewish people.

In the nation-building process, religious symbols have played a major instrumental role.
Zionism developed the classic features of organic nationalism, producing its own cult of
ancient, biblical history, the contact with the soil and the desire to strike roots in it, and
the “sanctification” of the territory where the ancient biblical heroes lived and fought
(Sternhell 1998). The seemingly secular Zionism was cultivated by the messianic enthusi-
asm and adopted religious symbols (Shapira 1992) so that, beneath a thin veneer of secu-
larism, a Jewish tradition never ceased to exist. The Hebrew culture adopted by Zionists
and the civil religion it created reinterpreted religious texts and borrowed from tradition-
al Jewish culture so that almost all its symbols, rites, and myths bore a religious signifi-
cance (Don-Yehia and Liebman 1984). The Bible and Jewish religious tradition, after selec-
tion and reinterpretation, provided for Zionism a narrative of continuity of nationhood,
connection to the land, culture, and a calendar for national life. This calendar included
the Jewish day of rest on the Sabbath and Jewish holidays emptied of their old religious
Jewish content, which was replaced with symbols of new national experience and expec-
tations, turning them into celebrations of national liberation (Ben-Porat 2000; Liebman
and Don-Yehia 1984; Ram 2008ba).

As a result, Zionism could lend religion it its own interpretation but could never com-
pletely detach itself—as it continued to be directed by powerful religious structures (Raz-
Krakotzkin 2000; Ben-Porat 2000) and share “a common ideological mantle” with religion
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and the religious population (Elam 2000). Both symbolic and practical political questions
kept Jewish religion inside the political life of the nation and, later, of the state. First, the
Zionist movement also included religious groups that shared with secular Zionists the de-
sire to establish sovereignty. Second, more important, the Zionist claim to speak on be-
half of the Jewish people encouraged it to seek wide support and forced it to make com-
promises on practical religious questions. Third, religion has always remained in the
background as a legitimating force for territorial claims.

Political Compromise

The debates over the role of religion in public life became concrete after the establish-
ment of the state of Israel when the sovereign state was required to define the rules of
the game. In 1947, the United Nations Special Committee on Palestine was formed to de-
liberate the future of Palestine and the possibility of establishing a Jewish state. In order
to create a united Jewish position, David Ben-Gurion, leader of the Zionist Labor Party,
sent a letter to the ultra-Orthodox party Agudat Israel to ensure them that the future
state would respect religious rights and provide a role for Jewish religion in public life.
The letter, known as the status quo, became a cornerstone of future religious-secular
arrangements. The commitments in the letter were somewhat vague, but the status quo
laid down a basic agreement on the Jewish character of the state of Israel that enabled
secular and religious political elites to formulate compromises and avoid conflicts (Don-
Yehia 2000).

@.175) Two of the components of the status quo, institutionalized after statehood, dealt
largely with duties and obligations. First, ultra-Orthodox yeshiva students were exempted
from military service, meaning that the burden of defense in a country with universal con-
scription would not be equally shared. Second, the government granted autonomy to the
ultra-Orthodox school system, a decision that raised debates over issues of curricula and
funding. Three other components had a more direct effect on the lives of secular Jews:
the designation of Saturday, the Sabbath, as the day of rest, with the mandatory closing
of stores and public services; the required observance of Jewish dietary rules (kashrut) in
public institutions; and the Orthodox monopoly over burial, marriage, and divorce.

The status quo operated as a guideline for religious-secular negotiations during the first
decades of statehood (Susser and Cohen 2000). State laws based on the status quo in-
cluded the jurisdiction of rabbinical courts over marriage and divorce, educational auton-
omy for religious groups, and declaration of the Sabbath as the official day of rest. Be-
yond legislation and formal institutions regulating private lives, the status quo included
informal institutions that helped overcome disagreements. These included refraining from
formal and binding decisions over controversial matters, favoring coalition partnerships
over majority rule, allowing religious autonomy in specific areas, and attempting to shift
disputes from national-political to judicial and local arenas. The general desire to avoid
conflict shared by many Jewish Israelis, external threat, challenges of state-building, and
political cooperation between the dominant Labor Party and the National Religious Party
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upheld the functionality of the status quo for reinforcement of consensus with respect to
the state.

The majority of nonreligious Israelis continued to relate to codes, values, symbols, and a
collective memory that could hardly be separated from Jewish religion (Kimmerling 2004:
354) and remained loyal to the idea of a “Jewish state.” The secular idea of a Jewish state
referred to ethnicity or culture, but religion was called up as the gatekeeper to provide
the criteria for inclusion and exclusion (Ram 2008b). The status quo arrangements grant-
ed religious Orthodoxy the monopoly over significant aspects of public and private lives in
Israel. Publicly, Orthodox rabbis and establishments are funded by the state and only or-
thodox rabbis hold official positions in bureaucracy and the military. The Orthodox mo-
nopoly also impacts private lives as, for example, there is no civil marriage in Israel and
(for Jews) only marriage conducted by an Orthodox rabbi can be registered by the state.

Secularism

While the majority of Israelis, religious and nonreligious, for the reasons described previ-
ously, accepted the status quo as a given, others attempted to challenge it, demanding re-
ligious freedom. Secular ideas advocating freedom—described in terms of religion-state
separation, freedom from religion, or religious freedom—have been part of political life
since the rise of Zionism. Roots of this secularism can be found in different historical, so-
cial, and ideological sources that include the Jewish Enlightenment movement, which ap-
peared toward the end of the eighteenth century and attempted to bridge the gap be-
tween Jewish identity, modern science, and citizenship of the nation-state.

Secular ideas and ideologies that continued to develop engaged with both theoretical
dilemmas of Jewish identity and practical political questions of rights and obligations.

@.176) Influenced by the ideas of enlightenment, some secularists attempted to merge
their Jewishness with liberal-humanistic perspectives, universal moral principles, support
of individual liberties, and rationality held above religious commandments. Secular-hu-
manistic Jews see themselves as individuals who “wish to belong to the Jewish people and
continue the tradition of the Jewish people completely free of any supernatural authority.
They believe in the sanctity of the human personality and the inviolability of dignifying
human honor and integrity” (Bauer 2006: 37). The universal secular humanism developed
alongside, and at times against, more particularist secular visions of Jewish cultural-eth-
nic identity and concrete demands for religious freedom, independent from universal-lib-
eral visions. The different attempts to define Jewish identity in cultural rather than reli-
gious terms implied the rejection of religious authority and resistance to the ultra-Ortho-
dox monopoly over significant aspects of public life. In practical political terms, it implied
the vision of a secular public domain where religion would exercise its authority only over
those who chose to accept it.

Secular challenges to the status quo in early years of statehood were few, and mostly lo-
cal and short-lasting. One exception was the League against Religious Coercion, formed
in the 1950s, which developed a comprehensive agenda and explained it would
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distribute among the general public the idea that a man’s convictions are his own
private affair and so in Israel it is essential to struggle for the separation of reli-
gion and state, freedom of religion, belief and conscience; to encourage and sup-
port any individual who feels that he himself has been damaged ... by religious re-
strictions.

(Tzur 2001: 220)

Assisted by the organizational resources of the kibbutzim, the league struggled for civil
marriage, easing the requirements for conversion to Judaism, and ending the restrictions
on activities on Shabbat (“Shabbat without chains”). In 1955, the league submitted a peti-
tion with 100,000 signatures to the Knesset (Parliament), demanding a referendum on the
authorization of civil marriage (Tzur 2001: 212). The league, however, failed to mobilize
the general public, and its cooperation with the secular parties did not yield any signifi-
cant results either. Its activities gradually declined until it disappeared after the 1967
war.

The secular-liberal political agenda that advocated religious pluralism and freedom of
choice instead of the status quo and the religious monopoly appealed only to a small
group with marginal political power. For the majority of Israelis, the support or accep-
tance of the role of religion in public life resulted from pragmatic political attitudes, the
continued attachment to religious symbols and rituals, and a “traditional” self-identity lo-
cated between religious and secular. Surveys carried out between 1969 and 1985 found
that 15 to 25 percent of the population defined themselves as Orthodox (dati), 40 to 45
percent as traditional (masorti), and another 35 to 45 percent as nonreligious (Kedem
1991). Many Israelis, including those who defined themselves as nonreligious, took part
in religious rituals during holidays (Passover) or private events (marriage, burial, and cir-
cumcision). Jewish Orthodoxy, therefore, acted as what Grace Davie (2007) described
elsewhere as a vicarious religion: “performed by an active minority but on the behalf of a
much larger number, who (implicitly at least) not only understand, but, quite clearly, ap-
prove of what the minority is doing.” (p.22) The role religion played in private lives and
its role as a gatekeeper of the national boundaries has rendered the possibility of separat-
ing state and religion unlikely, even for those who described themselves as “nonreli-
gious.”

(®.177) The “traditional” category many Israelis choose to describe their religiosity is not
necessarily a comfortable middle position but is also an identity rooted in the ethnicity
and culture of immigrants from the Middle East and North Africa (Mizrahim) and their
descendants. The state’s secular elite attempted to secularize these immigrants as part of
a modernization process that showed little regard for the immigrants’ traditions. Howev-
er, the Mizrahim resisted secularization and developed a strategy of cultural accommoda-
tion, steering a religious path midway between Ashkenazi Orthodoxy and Ashkenazi secu-
larism that they describe as “traditional” or masorti (Shokeid 1984). The traditional mod-
el open to variations in beliefs and practices and an oral tradition (different from Ashke-
nazi formality and its written tradition) was an “imported” pattern that developed among
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Jews in Muslim countries that, like the Muslim majority in their countries of origin, con-
tinued to perceive religion and religious authorities as significant even as they went
through a modernizing process. This pattern is sustained in the second and third genera-
tions of Mizrahim in Israel as well. Although flexible in some of its practices, the group
maintains a conservative position regarding the role of religion in its community and is
strict in its observance of rituals (Leon 2009).

Conservatism and the acceptance of the rules of the game as a given was shared until the
1980s by the majority of Israelis. Consequently, secularism as an ideology could hardly
drive a process of secularization that would challenge the religious authority vested in
the status quo. Not only religious Israelis but also traditional and nonreligious ones
showed no desire for change. Specifically, restrictions on marriage and burial choices or
activities on the Sabbath were accepted by the majority of Jewish Israelis. The rules and
regulations limited freedoms but were perceived as constitutive to the Jewish character
of the state, a necessary compromise between religious and secular, or simply an issue of
minor importance that did not affect their everyday lives enough to justify action against
them.

Secularization

Secularization, a process of societal change and a decline of religious authority, could not
advance in Israel by secularism, an ideology and a worldview shared by a small minority.
In the 1980s, however, the consensus that underscored the status quo began to wane and
secular resentment toward religious orthodoxy and especially the ultra-Orthodox (hared-
im) strengthened. Beyond the resentment, discussed later, three important changes pro-
vided new grounds for secularization and the opportunities for secular entrepreneurs to
challenge the status quo and the orthodox monopoly: a neoliberal economy, the immigra-
tion of a million Jews from the former Soviet Union (FSU), and the emergence of religious
and spiritual alternatives.

The modest collectivist ethos and the limited material resources available in early state-
hood provided a protective shield for the status quo. Life in Israel in the 1950s was rather
simple, influenced by the pioneering ethos of state-building and the limitations of a devel-
oping economy. Liberal economic policies introduced since the 1970s took a more dra-
matic turn in the 1980s and set in motion the rapid rise of a consumer society similar to,
and aspiring to be even more similar to, other Western countries. Economic growth ex-
ploded in the 1990s, influenced by immigration and the peace process, and the high-tech
industry has raised the ®.178) standard of living and brought with it the new possibilities
and desires that characterize a consumer society—and the new lifestyles rendered the re-
strictive arrangements of the status quo difficult to maintain. Shopping malls and large
stores, many of them American or global, began to emerge in the 1980s, offering a vari-
ety of commodities and a new shopping experience. The collective ethos of frugality was
replaced by individualism, hedonism, and a consumerism around which the Israeli middle
class organized its daily life (Carmeli and Appelbaum 2004: 6). The consumerist desire for
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new experiences and the new leisure patterns were often incompatible with the religious
restrictions of the status quo. For religious people, also influenced by consumer culture,
the religious rules held firm, although some challenges to religious authority have
emerged in relation to the use of the Internet or mobile phones, for example. However,
secular Israelis (and, to a lesser extent, traditional ones) were ready to transgress the re-
strictions they no longer saw as fitting.

The immigration from the FSU, about a million immigrants who arrived between 1989
and 2000, was another important influence on secularization. Although this large group is
not homogeneous, its members do share some general characteristics, including a secu-
larization process they underwent during the communist regime, leaving them with only
vague notions about Judaism (Ben-Rafael 2007; Leshem 2001). In addition, owing to inter-
marriage, about one-fourth of the immigrants do not meet the Orthodox criteria of Jewish-
ness (Ben-Rafael 2007). The law grants Israeli citizenship to “the child or grandchild of a
Jew, the spouse of a Jew, and the spouse of a Jewish child or grandchild.” According to
Jewish Orthodoxy, a Jew is “someone who was born to a Jewish mother, and who does not
belong to another religion, or someone who converted to Judaism.” Consequently, immi-
grants were granted citizenship under the Law of Return (1970) but were not considered
Jewish by the Orthodox establishment unless they went through an Orthodox conversion
process. The status quo agreements and the Orthodox monopoly caused considerable dif-
ficulties for the immigrants, especially for those not recognized as Jews who, among oth-
er difficulties they experienced, could not marry in Israel. This reinforced their tendency
to remain as a separate community but also strengthened the political demands for
change in the current state of affairs and, most important, initiatives that undermined the
status quo.

FSU immigrants’ contribution to secularization, however, developed separately from that
of veteran Israelis for two main reasons. First, the political orientation of the immigrants,
described as “pragmatic-secular-rightist and ethnic” (Al Haj 2002: 240), was different
from the more liberal political stance of most secular Ashkenazim. FSU immigrants, as a
result of their Soviet experience (Shumsky 2001, 2004), adopted an ethnocentric ap-
proach that prevented cooperation with secular left-wing parties. Second, the FSU immi-
grant imported a “passive citizenship” approach (Philipov and Bystrov 2011) and a prefer-
ence for practical solutions, often provided by “Russian” entrepreneurs or their political
representatives, rather than for a struggle for comprehensive political change.

Alongside material and demographic changes, ideational developments also took a new
turn of challenging the Orthodox monopoly, demanding that alternative Jewish identities
be recognized by the state and receive an equal stance to Jewish Orthodoxy. The Reform
(Israeli Movement for Progressive Judaism) and Conservative (Masorti) movements be-
came sharp critics of the status quo demanding religious pluralism. These movements
that provide a less restrictive form of religiosity are not recognized by Israeli authorities
and, therefore, do not receive state funding, and, among other things, marriages conduct-
ed by reform or conservative rabbis cannot be registered. Although the Reform and Con-
servative communities (. 179 remained small and based mainly on immigrants from Eng-
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lish-speaking countries, they received substantial backing from their related communities
in the United States, which defended their status and enabled them to function without
government funding for religious institutions, a budget that was controlled by the Ortho-
dox establishment.

Beginning in the 1990s, an additional trend developed in Israel and became known as the
“fourth stream,” or secular Judaism. It is difficult to characterize this trend, which was in-
fluenced by “New Age” orientations, the search for a Jewish identity, and the hope for a
religious-secular dialogue, especially in the aftermath of Itzhak Rabin’s assassination in
1995. These groups frequently insisted on distinguishing themselves from Reform Jews,
whom they associate with immigrants from English-speaking countries, and prefer to de-
fine their group as a deeply rooted Israeli development. For many of those who associate
with secular Judaism, belonging includes the right for appropriation and reinterpretation
of scriptures and the adoption of Jewish rituals to modern life and to universal values. Ini-
tially, this secular interest in Judaism and Jewish scriptures seemed to bring secular Jews
closer to religion and the religious. However, the open and critical reading of texts and,
more important, the reinterpretation of rituals and commandments directly challenged
religious orthodoxy and the status quo.

The new forces behind secularization in the 1990s did not change the inherent ambiva-
lence of Israeli secularism. While a minority of secular Israelis was occupied in a cultural
and political struggle, for many Israelis secularization was about lifestyle and practical
decisions related to everyday life. Religious authority, in the form of the rabbinate and af-
filiated institutions, however, was losing its authority not only because of the secular de-
mands for religious freedom or practical individual decisions but also because of a tar-
nished image. Allegations of corruption, insensitivity, rigidity, and poor service were often
waged against religious authorities and incorporated in the demands for change. In a sur-
vey conducted by a popular website, 41 percent of the respondents agreed with the state-
ment that the chief rabbinate is no longer necessary (www.ynetnews.com). In a wider sur-
vey, only 45 percent of Jewish Israelis expressed trust in the chief rabbinate, a low score
similar to those for political institutions such as the parliament or the government (Israel
Democracy Institute 2007). The negative—and, at times, hostile—attitude of secular Is-
raelis toward the rabbinate undermined its privileged position, its legitimacy, and its abili-
ty to exert authority.

Countersecularization

As elsewhere, secularizing trends in Israel have met counterforces of religion fundamen-
talism fighting to defend their way of life and fashion the public realm surrounding it.
Three important developments in religious revival have occurred in Israel alongside (and
against) secularization: secular and traditional Jews adopting a religious way of life, the
rise of a new and powerful ultra-Orthodox religious party, and a Zionist revival led by reli-
gious Jews. What is common to these three developments is the desire to strengthen the
authority of religion in both private and public domains.
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The movement encouraging Jews to return to a religious way of life (hazarah be-teshuvah)
dates back to the crisis that affected Israeli society in the wake of the 1973 Yom Kippur
war (Beit-Hallahmi 1992) as well as to the 1960s, when it was one among other spiritual
trends (.180) (Caplan 2007). This trend received considerable attention, especially when
secular celebrities embraced an Orthodox religious way of life and denounced their for-
mer lives. The return to religion has been orchestrated by religious entrepreneurs who
specialize in finding ways to the hearts of nonreligious Jews using different strategies.
The number of secularists who turned religious is unknown; haredi spokesmen mention
numbers reaching into six figures, but researchers estimate their number at around
40,000 and that the overall influence of the hozrim be-teshuvah on the size of the haredi
society is minor (Caplan 2007: 101-102).

The most important development of upsurge of religiosity among Mizrahim, Jews originat-
ing from Muslim countries, was SHAS, a political party that gained prominence from the
1980s onward. Combining ethnicity and religiosity, SHAS advocated a return to tradition
against the secularization forced on Mizrahi immigrants. SHAS organized its activities us-
ing an extensive network of educational and welfare institutions, constituting a substitute
for the receding welfare state and thereby reinforcing the party’s standing with both the
state, which used it as an intermediary, and with its voters, who became more dependent
on this party network (Levi and Amreich 2001). Through its extensive educational and
welfare network, SHAS became an important player in promoting religious (and antisecu-
lar) Jewish identity.

Religious Zionism was part of the Zionist movement, but, until the late 1960s, it settled
for the secondary role of managing the religious institutions and protecting their monop-
oly. A younger generation of religious Zionists who took power after the war of 1967,
however, was no longer willing to accept its marginal role. Gush Emunim (“Bloc of the
Faithful”), which appeared on the scene during the 1970s, constituted an attempt by the
religious Zionists to make headway into a position of leadership while fusing religion, pol-
itics, and territoriality (Schwartz 1999: 83). Religious Zionists came to believe that secu-
lar Zionism has “fulfilled its mission and finished its role” (Karpel 2003: 15) and it was
now their turn to assume leadership and settle the new territories occupied in the war to
ensure they would become part of a larger Israel. The settlement of the territories—areas
with historical and religious significance—was for religious Zionists the fulfillment of reli-
gious commandments and national duty. The national revival that Gush Emunim offered
replicated many of the symbols and practices of secular Zionism but instilled them with
religious meaning. Hiking the land, community life, Hebrew culture, and, especially, pio-
neering became the markers of the new movement (Ben-Porat 2000).

The three countersecularization developments—hazarah be-teshuvah, the growth of the
SHAS party, and Gush Emunim—shared a common agenda to protect, first, what they de-
scribed as “the Jewish character of the state” and, second, the authority of religion in
public and private lives. These developments indicated that a privatization of religion was
unlikely and that religion would remain a significant political force in years to come.
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Religious and/or Secular—The Numbers

Measured by self-identity, the numbers of religious and secularists in Israel have not
changed radically, as many Israelis continue to describe themselves in surveys as “reli-
gious” or “traditional.” Measured by self-identity, differences among religious, traditional,
and secular Israelis can be discerned. 47.9 percent of Israelis describe themselves as sec-
ular, 32.7 percent as traditional, 10.1 percent as religious, and 9.4 percent as ultra-Ortho-
dox. At the same (. 181) time, however, 80 percent of Jewish Israelis believe in God (Ben-
Porat 2013). Secular Israelis tend to be more educated, Ashkenazi, and politically identi-
fied with the left and tend to describe themselves as upper-middle class. The “traditional”
category is popular among Mizrahim. Furthermore, religiosity strongly correlates with a
rightist political orientation. Secularization, however, is not necessarily about numbers of
self-identified secularists but may be expressed in changes within the categories them-
selves, measured first by preferences, choices, and practices and second by their impact
on religious authority.

The attempt to place the categories on a single-dimensional axis of religious belief based
on self-definition not only misses out on the uniqueness of the groups and subgroups
(Goodman 2003) but also overlooks the complexity and the multidimensional nature along
the different axes of faith, behavior, and values and the changes that occur within those
categories as they unfold in the everyday behavior of individuals. Thus, being “secular” or
“traditional” might mean different things for different people, and, more important, this
meaning can change over time or depend upon the context in which identity is defined.
Consequently, secularization unfolds not necessarily in identity change (as individuals
continue to describe themselves “traditional” or even “religious”) but in actual choices
and practices that defy religious authority. Similarly, people who identify themselves as
“secular” may, in some instances, choose to obey religious authority and engage in reli-
gious practices.

Surveys and studies of Jewish religiosity in Israel depict a complex picture of beliefs,
practices, and values. Many Israelis observe religious rites selectively, without being con-
cerned with their theological import or with religious consistency. Thus, adherence to
kashrut (dietary) laws may be partial or complete, motivated by belief or respect for the
environment, and accompanied by the observance of various prohibitions and command-
ments—or not. Conversely, individuals who identify themselves as traditional, when faced
with economic or leisure-related decisions, make choices that can be described as “secu-
lar” in the sense of defying religious laws or norms. People who shop on the Sabbath of-
ten do not regard themselves as secular, provide pragmatic and instrumental reasons for
defying religious commandments, and obey other commandments and practices (Ben-Po-
rat and Feniger 2009). Finally, many of those who identify themselves as secular practice
some religious rituals, such as the fast on Yom Kippur and the Passover traditional seder,
and believe that circumcision is an important ritual that must be observed.
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The societal changes affect almost all groups but in different ways. On the religious side,
openness toward the secular world (or to “modernity”) is manifested both in artistic cre-
ation (literature, cinema, and art) and consumer culture. Even among the ultra-Orthodox
haredim, some changes are emerging in the patterns of consumption, culture, and
leisure, as well as civil and political values and involvement, all of which draw them near-
er to the secular world (EI-Or and Neriah 2003; Stadler et al. 2008) but exert no influence
on the essence of their religious identity (Caplan 2007: 252).

Secularization in Israel, as elsewhere, is a complex and nonlinear process that unfolds in
a bricolage of beliefs, values, and choices and is matched by countersecularization
processes. This bricolage is not arbitrary or individual but is mediated by ethnic, class,
and religious identities. Measured in the declining authority of religion, secularization is
manifested in practical choices of everyday life or in concrete demands for change that
require neither a secular identity nor a coherent secular political agenda. Following these
choices, the reasons behind them, and their impact reveals what is being secularized and
how. The diversity and the seemingly blurred boundaries of the religious and secular cat-
egories do not necessarily . 182) indicate compromise and moderation. Rather, the de-
mographic, economic, and ideational changes undermine the foundations of the status
quo, which is no longer able to provide the answers, and present a major challenge for
the political system to provide answers and solutions.

Political Standstill

The new demographic and economic developments described earlier presented new de-
mands—for shopping on the Sabbath or civil marriage—that could not be answered by the
status quo. The politics of accommodation that characterized the status quo was replaced
by a “politics of crisis” that undermined stability, split the political system (Susser and Co-
hen 2000), and eventually rendered it ineffective. Secular resentment against what was
perceived an infringement of religion on public lives and the exemption of ultra-Orthodox
men from military service was channeled into political action and extraparliamentary ac-
tivity. Opposition to “religious coercion” and support for pluralism became major issues
for the secular parties and the parties representing immigrants from the FSU, all compet-
ing for the “secular vote.” Political parties with a pronounced secular agenda demanded
curbing the haredi parties’ powers and promised to protect liberal freedoms.

The political system, however, on the one hand, was no longer able to enforce the old
rules, but, on the other hand, was incapable of creating new, updated rules that could an-
swer the rising challenges and contain the differences. The political standstill was not
unique to questions of religion but was indicative of a deeper and wider political crisis
and an unstable political system. This instability included frequent changes of elected
governments that failed to complete their terms of office and a loss of public confidence
in the democratic institutions. The ossification of political parties and low responsiveness
of the Israeli representative government and the disappointing results of protest activity
and extraparliamentary pressure encouraged citizens and political entrepreneurs to seek
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alternative courses of action outside the political system. Secular entrepreneurs—ideolog-
ical atheists, advocates of Jewish renewal, FSU immigrants, or business owners—identi-
fied the needs, desires, and demands against the restrictions of the status quo and the op-
portunities to challenge the restrictions by different actions and services. In some cases,
the motivations were political-ideological goals (promotion of civil marriage), and, in oth-
er cases, they were economic (opening businesses on Sabbath). These choices and strate-
gies, based on different combinations of ideological or economic motives, at times con-
sciously challenged the status quo with a clear political objective (civil marriage or bur-
ial). Many other times, however, these were individual choices that took advantage of op-
portunities (private marriage or burial services) and had no political aspirations.

Initiatives were supported by different arguments, including individual rights and free-
doms, republican citizenship claims, and market rationality. Individual freedom argu-
ments are characteristic of the ideological entrepreneurs and the more established Israeli
secularism but have also been used by more recent secular initiatives. Liberal arguments,
somewhat paradoxically, were complemented with republican arguments of good citizen-
ship. This “republican equation” (Levy 2008) included a reciprocal relationship between
the state and its citizens, in which the citizens’ contribution to the common good (military

(. 183) service) determined their citizenship status and allowed their claims toward or
against the state. Israeli soldiers who were sons of immigrants, who could not be recog-
nized as Jewish, receive Jewish burial, or get married under Jewish law, were used in
campaigns against the Orthodox monopoly.

The “transformative effects” entrepreneurs had on politics, policies, and institutions
(Sheingate 2003) described in the following chapters was the cumulative result of differ-
ent actions that extended beyond formal political action. This does not exclude formal po-
litical action, as secular entrepreneurs included politicians or political activists who at-
tempt to introduce formal change of existing rules. But, when actions in the formal politi-
cal actions failed to achieve the desired results and trust in the political system declined,
political action shifted elsewhere and new entrepreneurs appeared on stage. The trans-
formative effects of this new secularization has nevertheless remained limited by several
constraints. First, the ambivalent attitude of the majority of Israelis toward religion and
the general desire for consensus discouraged a direct challenge to the existing rules of
the game. Second, the conservatism and the narrow commitment to liberalism of some
entrepreneurs and many of the nonreligious Israelis who take part in the process often
led to partial solutions. Third, similarly, the market-based initiatives that dominated the
contemporary era were, almost by nature, limited in their transformative motivations and
potential as they were selective in appeal and often instrumental in their strategies.

Secularization of Everyday Life

Secularization in Israel was described earlier as the decline of religious authority that
may or may not be paralleled by changes of individual beliefs and identities, is indepen-
dent from a secular-liberal worldview, and is uncommitted to a political struggle. In Is-

Page 13 of 19



Secularization in Israel

rael, secularization as a process is driven both by secular-liberal ideology and by econom-
ic and demographic changes removed from ideology and, particularly, from liberalism.
This multifaceted process includes various needs and demands that encounter both a
stagnant political system and religious opposition. But, in spite of political opposition and
stagnation, secularization advanced through different processes and initiatives that were
able to circumvent political confrontation.

Marriage can be secular Israelis’ most significant encounter with religious authority. Rab-
binical courts hold jurisdiction over matters of marriage and divorce for all Jews in Israel,
regardless of their beliefs and preferences, and the rituals are conducted in accordance
with Orthodox laws. Demands for reform made by secular Israelis who object to the Or-
thodox monopoly, and by those prevented from marrying in Israel by that monopoly, have
gained in momentum and intensity in the past two decades. Until now, these demands
have failed to change the formal rules, but the new needs and desires have been chan-
neled into secular initiatives that have aimed at bypassing the political impasse. These in-
cluded marriages conducted abroad, cohabitation and legal arrangements resulting in the
growing number of “nontraditional” families, and families formed outside the rabbinate
that may or may not bother to register their marriage through the state.

Death rituals and burial were not officially part of the status quo but became another part
of the Orthodox monopoly in Israel, largely uninterrupted until the 1990s. The social, eco-
nomic, and demographic changes described earlier also had influence on burials when,

(- 184 on one hand, FSU immigrants not recognized as Jews had nowhere to be buried
and, on the other hand, secular Israelis demanded services compatible with their world-
views and rejected the uniform Orthodox service. Burial and funeral alternatives began to
emerge as an answer to the immediate needs of immigrants and secular demands for new
rituals and services and the freedom to choose the way they depart from their loved ones.
Private cemeteries, profit oriented, which could hardly be imagined until recently, now
provide a way for secular Israelis to avoid the Orthodox rabbinate and assume control
over their departure from the world. The new alternatives created by secular entrepre-
neurs—motivated by ideology, profit, or a combination of both—provided a variety of bur-
ial and funeral services that would reflect the worldview of the deceased and the family,
their aesthetic preferences or, in some cases, their status.

The Jewish halakhic prohibition on eating pork and raising pigs is an ancient and blanket
ban. The pig is a forbidden food not only because it is identified as a repulsive animal but
also because it signifies the persecution and humiliation of the Jews for many genera-
tions. In the early years of statehood, the majority of Jewish Israelis, including nonreli-
gious ones, refrained from eating pork. The evolving status of nonkosher food in general,
and of pork in particular, symbolizes—probably more than anything else—the new reality,
according to which such meat, which had been sold in the past mostly under the counter
and given the vague name “white steak,” has now established a presence on the menu of
many restaurants and is sold openly in new delicatessens and food chain stores through-
out the country. Although the religious public, and most of the traditional population in Is-
rael, regard pork as a symbol of impurity, and for them eating it is a serious transgres-
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sion, for many Israelis it is now a commodity judged by taste and price. The increasing le-
gitimization and expansion of the nonkosher meat industry and the eating of pork consti-
tute a fundamental change in the generally accepted lifestyle underscored by demograph-
ic and economic changes.

The declaration of the Sabbath as the official day of rest was one of the tenets of the sta-
tus quo and, for many Israelis, also a principal expression of a Jewish state (Shaki 1995).
The proliferation of commerce on the Sabbath (Shabbat, in Hebrew) is a marked indica-
tion of the erosion of the status quo and the growing rift between religious and nonreli-
gious Israelis, who hold different interpretations of the Sabbath and different expecta-
tions regarding its public status. For religious people, the Sabbath is a day dedicated to
prayer and family life, when commercial activity is strictly prohibited. For the nonreli-
gious public, strongly influenced by consumer culture, the Sabbath has come to mean
something entirely different, a day of rest and leisure, as the large crowds that visit shop-
ping centers and restaurants on the Sabbath indicate. The use of the term “nonreligious”
rather than “secular” is purposeful, as many of those who shop on the Sabbath would not
identify themselves as secular and their other practices and values may be not demon-
strate secularism. The expansion of commerce on Sabbath can be explained as a direct
outcome of the emergence of a consumer society in which shopping is not just for satisfy-
ing basic needs but is a cultural-leisure decision.

Conclusion

Collective national identity in Israel, shared by religious and secular Jews, is deeply an-
chored in Jewish religion. This pertains not only to symbols and shared memories but also
to the @185 instrumental role religion performs in drawing boundaries and providing
the legitimacy they require. Religion, in other words, continues to play a critical role in
the definition of national boundaries translated into immigration laws, citizenship, and
rights. Because it is difficult, if not impossible, to distinguish the (Jewish) nation from
(Jewish) religion, the majority of nonreligious Israelis were (and still are) ambivalent to-
ward religion and its role in public life as, on the one hand, it places limitations but, on
the other hand, secures privileges. Consequently, many are suspicious of a secularism
that seemingly threatens the secure boundaries of the Jewish state. It is hardly surprising
that, in this context, secularism (an ideology related to liberalism) would be marginal and
secularization (a process) could hardly challenge the status quo.

The secularization that took off in the late 1980s was different. This process, underpinned
by economic and demographic changes, included new players, goals, and strategies that
responded to new needs and demands, as well as to the new opportunities that emerged.
The decline of religious authority was not registered in formal changes in the status quo.
Rather, it was new informal institutions and secularized spaces that provided alternatives
by circumventing, rather than clashing with, religious authority.
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Rules pertaining to religious monopoly largely remained in place, the privileges and
rights of Orthodox Jews were protected, and religious parties’ power did not diminish. Fo-
cusing, however, on the formal aspects of politics—lobbying, negotiation, and legislation
—may miss important developments that take place elsewhere. Changes of preferences,
initiatives, and choices, with or without political intent, may bring institutional change in-
crementally. Looking beyond the formal aspects of politics and political change, there-
fore, uncovers a dynamic reality. As this account of the secularization of Israel has
demonstrated, ideology and political struggles explain only part of the changes that have
occurred in the past two decades. Civil marriage, civil burial, shops selling pork, and the
rapidly expanding commerce on the Sabbath are all evidence for a secularization process
unfolding in Israel.
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This chapter explores how Muslims understand secularism and respond to the idea of
separating religion from the state. For many Muslims, secularism has negative connota-
tions, as they understand it to be against religion, equivalent to irreligion or antireligion.
Due to these preconceptions, a Muslim who calls for secularism to be accepted may face
significant resistance in many Muslim-majority countries. Various historical, social, and
political reasons account for why much of the Western world has moved to separate reli-
gion or the church from the state, even while religion has remained, in several instances,
an explicit part of the state. There is ample room in Islamic thought to explore the basic
issue of state neutrality vis--vis religion, but the language of political discourse must shift
toward more neutral terms. The term “state neutrality” is more acceptable. Muslims can
come to accept state neutrality, despite their negative historical experiences associated
with secularism.
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THIS chapter considers how Muslims understand the term “secularism” and how they re-
spond to the idea of separating religion from the state. For many Muslims secularism has
very negative connotations. They understand it to be against religion, equivalent to irreli-
gion or antireligion. Even for some Muslims living in Western countries, under the legal
and institutional banner of secularism, the notion of separating religion from the state re-
mains unpalatable because they perceive it to be in conflict with Islam. Due to these pre-
conceptions, a Muslim who advocates for secularism may face significant resistance.

In recent history, the concept of secularism has become inherent to Western political sys-
tems. There are various historical, social, and political reasons why much of the Western
world has moved to separate religion (or the church) from state functions, even while reli-
gion has remained, in several instances, an explicit part of the state. The United King-
dom, for example, has separated the operations of the state from the influence of religion,
yet the head of state continues to act as the official head of the most dominant religion.
The same thing holds true for a number of other countries throughout Europe, where
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such a relationship exists between religion and the state. On one level there is separa-
tion, while on another there is accommodation. There are various social, political, and re-
ligious reasons that have led to such de facto separation.

What Is Secularism?

What exactly does the term “secular” mean? According to Palomino (2012: 210), secular
means “not connected with religious or spiritual matters,” while the verb “secularize”
means “to transfer from ecclesiastical to civil or lay use, possession, or control.” Secular-
ism provides an analytical framework that contains two key notions: first, that religion is
opposed to the secular, and second, that the religious and the secular should be confined
to the private and public spheres, respectively.

In the West, the idea of the separation between religion and the state is referred to by
many different words. Key terms include “neutrality,” “secularism,” and

“separation” (Palomino 2012 .189 : 210). However, in France, the term laicité is used to
describe the state’s neutral stance toward religion and religious beliefs. All of these terms
imply some kind of institutional separation between religion and the state, but not neces-
sarily isolation (Palomino 2012: 209). This is an important point that I will return to later
in the chapter.

John Locke, an influential political theorist of the seventeenth century, strongly advocated
the separation of church and state. Locke was a deeply religious man who observed the
wars of religion, the religious-based political struggles between great European dynas-
ties, and the conflicts between the British Crown and the Parliament unfolding around
him, and recognized the need to rethink the proper relationship between the claims of re-
ligion and the working of political power (Blackford and Cavanaugh 2014). Locke ([1689]
2000) concluded that the state’s role should simply be to take care of people’s “civil inter-
ests,” which he defined as “life, liberty, health, and indolency of the body; and the posses-
sion of outward things such as money, lands, houses, furniture, and the like” (3). It was
the duty of the ruler to protect those things belonging to this life, but that duty should not
extend to the “salvation of souls” (4). Indeed, Locke strongly believed that the state had
no expertise in ‘otherworldly’ things. Rather, the church was a free and voluntary society
responsible for worshipping God and saving those involved; its powers were limited to
teaching and excommunicating, and it had no jurisdiction over those who did not belong
to it (Blackford and Cavanaugh 2014).

For Locke, who saw no conflict between his personal Christian convictions and the model
of secularism he was proposing, separation was key to facilitating a peaceful civil society.
It was also important to allow people to freely adopt religious beliefs based on their own
personal convictions. If the state had unchecked power and the ability to influence the re-
ligious realm, it would impinge on people’s freedom to follow those convictions. For this
reason state sovereignty needed to be curtailed, enabling the church to function sepa-
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rately from the state (Kalanges 2012: 45-46) and allowing each religion to pursue its own
goals, so long as they did not cause civil harms (Blackford and Cavanaugh 2014).

Locke’s ideas were hugely influential on the American public and on James Madison, who
drafted a comparable document articulating the United States’ founding fathers’ concep-
tion of religious freedom. Like Locke, Madison firmly advocated a strict separation of
church and state, expressing concern at governments being allowed to influence or con-
trol religion. He explicitly rejected governmental support at any level for religious tradi-
tions (Kalanges 2012: 46).

Models of the Secular State

Discussions about secular states in the West often assume that they share a common set
of beliefs and that similar practices govern the relationship between religion and govern-
ment. However, this is not necessarily the case. Although Western states may share some
commonalities, they are also marked by extraordinary diversity. Archer (2001), for exam-
ple, highlights some of the differences between a subset of Western secular nations—
those rooted in English cultural, political, and economic traditions. He notes, “The United
States has a secular state, but not a secularized society. Britain has a secularized society,
but not a secular state. And only Australia has both a secular state, and a secularized so-
ciety” (274). Moreover, Western countries have come to secularism via different paths.
Secularism in France came (.190) about as a result of a mobilized antireligious move-
ment and massive conflict, while in the United Kingdom, conflict between religion and the
state was limited (275). Thus, in Europe, through these historical specificities, states have
developed very different understandings of the separation between religion/church and
the state.

For example, France’s experiences during the French Revolution led to the adoption of a
more uncompromising notion of church-state separation. Having witnessed the negative
consequences for the average citizen of the state’s misuse of religion, the revolutionaries
recognized that the kind of equality they sought was not possible under a state guided by
religion. As such, many thinkers of the time advocated separation of the two. Thus, the
French understanding of secularism has its own unique history, based on a particular un-
derstanding of the dangers inherent in the cooperation and collaboration between the
state and religious institutions. In effect, this understanding was driven by fear of the an-
cien régime in which the state and religion closely collaborated to systematically oppress
the masses. These historically rooted fears are important in understanding the rather ex-
treme approach to secularism adopted by the French and why many French thinkers and
intellectuals do not want religion to have any influence whatsoever on the state or even a
strong public presence. In other European countries, such as many Scandinavian coun-
tries and the United Kingdom, different historical experiences have conditioned more
moderate views on the separation of church and state.
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Outside of Europe the case of the United States is especially interesting. The settlers who
established the northern colonies of New England in the 1630s were religious radicals
who sought to establish a “righteous” society in America, based firmly on the principles of
Puritan Protestantism. Interestingly, their religious beliefs were by no means conducive

to secularism or religious tolerance. In fact, the idea that there should be a separation of
church and state was completely alien to their belief system. On the contrary, the unity of
religion and politics was central to the very rationale for founding the new society.

How then did the United States come to have a secular constitution that institutionalized
the separation of religion and state? Three historical developments preceded this change
in thinking according to Archer (2001: 277): the two “Great Awakenings” and the Revolu-
tion. The Great Awakenings were mass Protestant revival movements that swept through
the American colonies, the first taking place in the 1740s and the second in the first half
of the 1800s. These movements had a crucial impact on the religious makeup of American
society, as they left behind a multitude of sects and denominations: Methodists, Baptists,
Presbyterians, and others that split or displaced the previously dominant Puritan tradi-
tions (Murrin 1990: 25-6; quoted in Archer 2001: 277). This made it increasingly difficult
for the colonies (and later states) to maintain an official preference for any one church
(Archer 2001: 277). As a result, this burgeoning religious pluralism decisively framed the
new federal Constitution in the 1780s. The First Amendment to the Constitution, adopted
in 1791, stipulated that “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of reli-
gion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof” (278 -

There were two other factors that were crucial to the emergence of a secular constitution
in the United States. First, faced with competing religious organizations and traditions,
many denominations and sects were concerned that if they could not control it them-
selves, the state would fall into hostile hands (278). While most still considered a united
regime of church and state to be optimal, they recognized that it was not possible under
the circumstances and therefore, a neutral state that enabled citizens to live a Godly life
of their choosing was the next best thing—certainly better than being forced to live ac-
cording to the @.191) laws of another religious group (Pole 1993; quoted in Archer 2001:
278). Second, the writers of the Constitution saw that the fervent emotions sparked by re-
ligion could hinder their nation-building project. Therefore, in order to ensure the suc-
cess of their project, they felt it was best to exclude religion from the political arena. By
keeping the federal government out of religious affairs, states would be free to implement
their own institutional arrangements (either neutrality or an established church) (Archer
2001: 278). In short, the United States adopted a secular constitution “not because reli-
gion was unimportant to the colonists, but rather because it was too important” (278).
For many Protestant sects and denominations in the United States, the need to coexist
with other religious groups “came to outweigh purely ideological considerations” (279).

If we move outside of the Western context, other models of secularism have been adopt-
ed. India, one of the largest countries in the world in terms of population, provides a good
example of ‘soft secularism.” While the Indian population is deeply religious, be they Hin-
dus, Christians, Muslims, or Buddhists, the founders of modern India argued that, given
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the diversity of their religious population, religious neutrality must be maintained at a
state level (Choudhury 2008: 63). The Indian Constitution makes no explicit mention of
secularism (63) but employs the maxim sarva dharma sambhava (“all religions are valid”)
(67) to describe the state’s position on religion. At the same time, instead of relegating re-
ligion to the private sphere, religious groups were allowed to administer their communi-
ties through their own personal laws (64). Indian courts were also given jurisdiction to
make rulings in these areas (Jacobsohn 2003: 97 quoted in Choudhury 2008: 63). A no-
table exception to this is in Goa, which is a former Portuguese (rather than British)
colony. In Goa, there is a single secular law (a uniform civil code) that governs all Goans,
regardless of their religion. Some do not support the recognition of religious personal law
and see this approach to secularism as a potential model or ‘blueprint’ for the rest of In-
dia (Shetreet 2011: 100). Choudhury (2008), for example, argues that India’s willingness
to “accommodate religion” within the secular constitution has allowed religion and “reli-
gious racism” to enter the public domain and “erode” secular institutions (62). Neverthe-
less, India’s model of secularism shows that a religiously neutral state does not always
have to be completely averse to working with religion.

Indonesia has also been described as an example of “soft” or “passive” secularism. This
secularism has served to strengthen the democratic process and resulted in a vibrant civ-
il society (Rahim 2011: 15). In Indonesia, a soft version of secularism is enshrined in the
“five principles” of the state’s constitution (also known as Pancasila). The first of these
principles acknowledges that Indonesian citizens hold many different religious beliefs;
however, all should be respected for the sake of harmony and peace. In effect, it en-
shrines the precept of religious tolerance and the notion that all citizens may adhere to
the religion or faith of his or her choosing. This is the case despite Indonesia being the
most populous Muslim-majority country in the world, and the ongoing demand from some
Muslim traditionalists that Islam be declared the religion of the state (Duran 1992).

While India and Indonesia may present good examples of soft secularism, the twentieth
century has seen the emergence of hard secularism in many non-Western countries, in-
cluding many former communist countries, such as the former Yugoslavia and Bulgaria.
Under the Soviet regime, relationships between religion and the state varied consider-
ably throughout the Eastern Bloc, depending on local histories and the degree of reli-
gious diversity. Approaches to religion also depended on whether churches were
“national” (as in the case of the Orthodox Churches of Serbia or Bulgaria) or “internation-
al,” with alleged foreign (».192) allegiances (such as the Catholic Church in Croatia or
Poland; Ballinger and Ghodsee 2011: 9). Other factors included the size and influence of
the religion and the country’s behavior during World War II (Ballinger and Ghodsee 2011:
9).

In the case of the former Yugoslavia, from its very beginnings, the socialist regime of the
Federal People’s Republic of Yugoslavia decided theoretically and practically that sectari-
an religious tendencies should be contained to moderate the potential for political opposi-
tion. The constitution set out the principles of the separation of the church and state and
religious freedom (Article 25) but also warned that “the abuse of the Church and of reli-
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gion for political purposes and the existence of political organization on a religious ba-
sis... [were] forbidden” (quoted in Ballinger and Ghodsee 2011: 11). The early socialist
state in Yugoslavia was modeled on Stalin’s Soviet Union and shared its unforgiving atti-
tude toward enemies. Religious functionaries were perceived as such, and religious insti-
tutions were treated with suspicion. The government provided its own education through
literacy classes and state schools and closed down religious schools throughout the state
(Ballinger and Ghodsee 2011: 12).

Similarly in Bulgaria, state officials began to remove all religious education from public
schools immediately following the Communist victory of 9 September 1944. The church
strongly opposed these efforts to secularize education, but the Communist government
felt that religious education would undermine efforts to modernize Bulgarian society. In
1946, the government also initiated new laws that only recognized marriages performed
by civil authorities. In fact, all life-cycle rituals previously performed by the church (e.q.,
baptisms, marriages, funerals) were eventually replaced by socialist rituals created by the
state, which were devoid of spiritual meaning. Various charitable functions of the church
were also taken over by the state and church properties nationalized (Ballinger and Ghod-
see 2011: 13). In 1947, the Dimitrov Constitution, the first communist constitution enact-
ed, closely modelled on Stalin’s 1936 Soviet Constitution, established the separation of
church and state by removing the language that had once recognized Orthodoxy as the
traditional religion of Bulgaria. After Stalin’s death, religious persecution was relaxed
slightly, and many of the priests who had been sent to labor camps were granted amnesty.
Still, religion was frowned upon in public life, and social mobility remained tied to athe-
ism (Ballinger and Ghodsee 2011: 14). Stalin’s death ushered in a new emphasis on the
co-optation (rather than repression) of religious groups. Since then, state-religion rela-
tionships have generally relaxed in all of the former Communist states. In many socialist
nations, forms of religious instruction have remained possible but are subject to strict
state controls. These initiatives are regarded more as an assertive attempt by the state to
control religion, rather than a move to eliminate it altogether (at least from the public
realm; Ballinger and Ghodsee 2011: 9).

In all, when it comes to the separation of religion and the state, there is no single model
that can or should be followed. Indeed, the separation of the functions and institutions of
government and religion can take on a range of forms, based on a variety of political, so-
cial, cultural, and historical factors.

How Do Muslims Speak about Secularism?

Muslim engagement with secularism originated in the colonial period in the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. During this time, the colonial powers that dominated Mus-
lim . 193) communities provided the first lens through which many Muslims experienced
the idea of secularism. This historical experience has meant that, for the average Muslim,
the concept of secularism remains deeply connected to colonial domination, Western
hegemony, and the control of Muslim communities and their land. Many Muslim thinkers
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who first listened to colonial authorities discuss how a state could be managed without
any reference to religion (particularly Islam) considered this idea blasphemous. At least
in theory, Muslims, by and large, have maintained the idea that a Muslim state should be
built upon a religious/Islamic foundation. The leader of the Muslim community (the caliph
or imam) should uphold the sharia (Islamic law) and implement its requirements in soci-
ety. The leader should also promote faith and religion and defend Islam and the communi-
ty. As such, the notion that one can govern a community without any reference to people’s
religion is simply unthinkable for many Muslims including traditionally trained thinkers
and scholars.

The second significant experience for Muslims as far as secularism is concerned was the
first national experiment with secularism in Turkey. After the abolition of the Ottoman
caliphate in the early part of the twentieth century, the founders of modern Turkey, in
particular Musafa Kemal Ataturk (1881-1938), argued that that there was no need for a
caliph or indeed any religion-based state functions in the modern period. To transform
Turkey into a modern nation, the ancient ideas or models of past regimes that did not
align with modern understandings of governance should be rejected, they argued. For the
leaders of modern Turkey, it was absolutely essential that religion be kept separate from
the state but still under its control, or in a sense subservient to it. The state did not need
to be based on religion, religious precepts, or religious law. Instead, modern Turkey, with
its multireligious and multicultural population and geographical position adjacent to mod-
ern Europe, needed to adopt a more modernized form of governance. This meant, at least
in part, minimizing public expressions of Islam and eradicating the close connection be-
tween the Turkish state and religion.

To achieve these goals, the Turkish authorities implemented a series of programs to help
shape the modern nation and to show the rest of the Muslim world how a modern secular
state could function. For Muslims around the world, however, the secular model present-
ed by the Turkish authorities implied the marginalization of the sharia; a ban on a range
of public expressions of Islam; the prohibition of religious education for young Muslim
children; restrictions on the use of the Arabic language, even in certain key rituals; and a
ban on the headscarf and the veil for Muslim women, at least in public. This is how secu-
larism looked, and for many Muslims it was shocking. They raised their voices to criticize
it around the world. As a result, Turkish secularism has remained an oft-cited negative
example of secularism in its most virulent form.

The third experience through which Muslims have come to understand secularism is
through discourses on Arab nationalism and secularism. Arab nationalism, advocated by
the intellectual movement of Ba’thism, has been most clearly visible in countries such as
Iraq and Syria. In both nations there was a strong emphasis on secularism and state dom-
inance in all aspects of life, including religion. A number of Arab of Ba’thist (in many cas-
es Christian) thinkers promoted an understanding of governance that did away with many
of the key aspects of its role and function that Muslims have relied upon throughout the
ages. Under the guise of secularism, the regime in Syria, for instance, promoted minori-
ties at the expense of the majority, leading to state dominance by the Alawis. In Iraq, the
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state, under Saddam Hussein, was intolerant of religion and attempted to disallow reli-
gious influence on @ 194) its government. In both countries the security apparatus (the
dreaded mukhabarat) treated religious communities with disdain. The kind of persecution
and oppressive practices these regimes used against their predominantly Muslim popula-
tions left a mark on the psyche of Muslims, not only in these countries but in the wider
Arab world and beyond. From these Muslims’ point of view, secularism cannot tolerate
any challenge to the state through religion or religious institutions. Moreover, they per-
ceive the state, with its ideology rooted in an antireligious set of ideas, as willing to use
its power to destroy both religious institutions and religious figures who do not conform
to the state-imposed path.

Because of these negative historical experiences, Muslims, including traditionalists, polit-
ical Islamists, puritans, moderates, and extremists, are fearful and suspicious of secular-
ism. Those in Muslim societies who argue for secularism or for the separation of religion
and the state are usually treated with scorn, ridiculed, or labeled as puppets of the West.
Indeed, before a discussion can even begin on this subject, advocates are automatically
labeled as trying to destroy religion in Muslim societies. Their advocacy is seen as pro-
moting subservience to Western hegemonic, political, economic, and cultural interests,
which aim to take Muslims away from their religion. Even those Muslims who appear to
be rather moderate on many political issues are very uncomfortable talking about secu-
larism in a positive way. The historical legacies of colonialism, Ba’thism, and other ex-
treme forms of nationalism have made secularism a sensitive and problematic topic for
many Muslims.

New Ideas Emerging among Muslims in Rela-
tion to State Neutrality

Since it carries such negative connotations, it is perhaps not very useful to use the term
“secularism” in Muslim contexts and discourses. It is important to look at and explore
other terms that could be used to foster the debate on religion and the state in a modern
context. For this reason, I now use the term “state neutrality” when referring to the idea
of the separation of the state and religion.

Over the past three decades or so there has been intense debate among Muslim thinkers,
both in Muslim-majority countries and in minority contexts, about the pros and cons of
state neutrality. Given today’s religious plurality, state neutrality vis-a-vis religion is ex-
tremely important for some Muslims. For them, this is an issue that must be discussed
and debated as part of thinking about contemporary governance in religiously plural soci-
eties where the equality of all citizens is a given. For other Muslims, while the idea of
equality is important, they argue that in Muslim-majority countries the state cannot be
completely neutral: it cannot be completely separated from religion and religious mat-
ters. The Muslim-majority state should recognize the majority religion and facilitate its
functioning in society, while still allowing other religions to be practiced. From their per-
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spective, recognizing the majority religion does not necessarily lead to discrimination
against people of other faiths or giving more rights to Muslims at the expense of others.

The debate is a complex one, and the fact that it is occurring among Muslims is interest-
ing in itself. There is a wide variety of views among Muslims on what state neutrality ac-
tually means. Some completely reject the idea of a separation between religion and the
state, (. 195 while others find the concept to be useful in a modern context. Many others
fall somewhere between these two poles. Later, I survey some of the views put forth by
Muslim scholars who are prepared to accept some kind of state neutrality. The views pre-
sented here will show that in spite of the sensitivity associated with the terms “secular”
or “secularism,” Muslims are making some useful contributions to the discourse on this
topic.

One of the stronger views regarding the noncompatibility of Islam with the idea of the
separation of religion and the state is presented by Yusuf al-Qaradawi. For al-Qaradawi,
Western countries with majority Christian populations are more comfortable with the idea
of state neutrality because Christianity can accept secularism relatively easily (al-
Qaradawi 1977). This is because Christianity has more or less always maintained a clear
separation between matters of government and those of faith. A famous saying that has
been attributed to Jesus Christ pronounces, “Render unto Caesar things which belong to
Caesar, and render unto God things which belong to God” (Luke 20:25). In a sense, this
statement provides the necessary guidance on this matter. For al-Qaradawi, it also indi-
cates that Christianity is a religion that is comfortable with keeping these two crucial do-
mains separate. (al-Qaradawi 1977: 113-114). For scholars like al-Qaradawi, therefore,
this explains why separation should be the norm in places like Europe.

Islam’s experience has indeed been the opposite, al-Qaradawi and others may argue.
From its very beginning, Islam has provided a comprehensive guide regulating all aspects
of life, from birth until death (Gallagher 1989: 211), including those in the political
sphere. From the time of Prophet Muhammad, through various regimes and caliphates,
up to the modern period, it has maintained a close connection between the state and reli-
gion. Most Muslims, at least in theory, have not accepted the idea of separation, particu-
larly since nonseparation has always been the norm. Scholars such as al-Qaradawi argue
that the ideology of state neutrality does not have the necessary cultural, theological, or
historical roots to be applied effectively in Muslim contexts. Indeed, “If Islam does not
have political power it does not have any power at all” (Gallagher 1989: 211).

On the other hand, new ideas on this topic have been emerging in Muslim contexts. Some
scholars, like the Iranian thinker Abdolkarim Soroush, argue that separation can be
viewed at different levels. Soroush (2010) argues that people should be free to make their
own choices in matters of belief but should also be able to agree on political secularism—
that the state transcends the religious. This kind of secularism does not give the followers
of any particular religion special privileges. Instead, it recognizes religious pluralism and
applies the law equally to all. For Soroush, this kind of state neutrality is very important
in today’s multireligious societies. The state, when showing preference for one particular
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religious group, will create inequality. Instead, the state should be neutral toward all reli-
gious traditions and guarentee equality to all citizens as far as rights and obligations are
concerned. While secularism may be a deliberate attempt to exclude religion from world
affairs, Soroush argues that this does not mean that governments are opposed to religion.
Religion is accepted as a vital part of daily life, but should not be used as the basis for le-
gitimizing state actions as it has in the past.

Importantly, thinkers like Soroush may argue that there is no prohibition in the Qur’an or
traditions of the Prophet that may prevent separation from being implemented in Muslim
societies. Muhammad ‘Abduh from Egypt argued that anything that results in the aban-
donment (khidhlan) of religion, harm (idha’) to its people, or damage (ida’a) to their inter-
ests is forbidden (quoted in March 2009). Secularism does not fall into any of these cate-
gories (. 196) because it is not against God and does not interfere with Islam (March
2009). While for some scholars it might be ideal to have a religiously governed Islamic
state, thinkers such as Rashid Ghannouchi of Tunisia acknowledge that it is not possible
to achieve this under current circumstances. Since this is the case, a “secular democratic
regime which fulfils the category of the rule of reason” is the next best option (Esposito
2010: 10). At the end of the day, as long as the government takes into account the pres-
ence of different religious traditions in society and provides for them all equally, a num-
ber of models of governance may be equally acceptable.

It is important to note that how we understand equality today is quite different from how
equality was understood in the premodern period. At that time, the state did not recog-
nize the equality of all citizens. Those who belonged to the dominant religion often had
more rights than those who belonged to a minority religion. In the modern period, the no-
tion that citizenship grants people equal rights and equal treatment in all key areas is
taken for granted.

Some scholars, such as Faisal Gazi and Sami Zubaida, argue that there is no religious rea-
son why Muslims cannot support the notion of separation between religion and the state.
Neither the Qur’an nor the traditions of the Prophet specify a particular form of gover-
nance. Gazi (2009) notes that Islam has not prescribed a specific regime or system ac-
cording to which Muslims must be governed. Instead, there is freedom to organize the
state according to prevailing intellectual, social, and economic conditions. Sami Zubaida
(2005) agrees, stating “God and the Prophet have left these matters to the discretion of
the believers to proceed according to their circumstances and intelligence” (446). If Mus-
lims have the freedom to implement a model of governance that is most suitable to their
context, there is no reason why ideas about state neutrality vis-a-vis religion should be re-
jected. As long as important values such as justice, fairness, and equity are implemented
in the community, then there should be no reason why ideas such as religion and state
separation cannot be accepted.

There may also be public interest arguments that support this position. This type of gov-
ernance may have many advantages for Muslims in terms of preventing the state from
victimizing people of faith, or having ultimate power to enforce a particular brand of or-
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thodoxy. These are good reasons why, in certain circumstances, the idea of state neutrali-
ty is even advantageous. Historical evidence could also support the case for some kind of
separation. Although, in theory, Muslim states have always been strongly connected to re-
ligion, in practice there has often been a clear distinction between the political and reli-
gious domains. Although the caliph is supposed to embody both political and religious au-
thority, in some periods of Islamic history the caliph as the head of state did not occupy
both spheres of power. Religion was often subservient to the political power of the ruler,
and, in some cases, the ruler did not have political power, only religious authority. One
can cite a number of relevant historical examples. The Sudanese/American scholar Abdul-
lahi An-Na im argues that religious and political authority stem from different sources
and require different skills. Therefore, to conflate the two can lead to dangerous confu-
sion. According to An-Na im, this nexus was only possible during the time of the Prophet
(Esposito 2010: 15). Moreover, An-Na im asserts that a secular state—one that is neutral
regarding religious doctrine—is “more consistent with Islamic history than is the so-
called Islamic state model proposed by some Muslims since the second quarter of the
twentieth century” (quoted in Esposito 2010: 14-15). Since this is the case, there is no
reason why Muslims cannot experiment with an idea that has always been part and par-
cel of Islamic tradition, at least in practice.

(. 197) Another argument that can be put forward today is that state neutrality actually
indirectly promotes spirituality and helps religion to flourish. When the state takes a neu-
tral position, it allows religious traditions to function confidently and without fear. Thus,
as long as people of different religious traditions follow the law of the land and behave
decently, there is no need for the state to interfere in the practice of religion. In non-Mus-
lim contexts, it has been noted, “Countries without established churches ... often experi-
ence a higher degree of genuine religious observance” (Benard 2008: 73). Importantly,
“When people are given the freedom to worship as they choose, church attendance rises,
as does the level of donations to religious charitable organisations” (73). Within a Muslim
context, the principles of the sharia “lose their religious authority and value when en-
forced by the state” (Hallag 2005: 4). One of the best examples of how religion can flour-
ish in a neutral state is of course the United States—a country established by people flee-
ing religious persecution in Europe. As a result, the nation strongly opposes the idea of
state interference in religion, and after a few hundred years the benefits of such neutrali-
ty are still visible. Despite the separation of church and state enshrined in the Constitu-
tion, the United States remains one of the most religious societies in the world.

Another very important argument in favor of state neutrality stems from the reality of re-
ligious pluralism today. In any given society, anywhere in the world today, there are peo-
ple of different religious traditions. This is the case within both Muslim-majority and Mus-
lim-minority countries. Historically, people of other religious traditions have always been
present in Muslim societies. Traditional Islamic law has always accepted the idea that so-
cieties by and large are religiously plural. Muslims are not allowed to force other people
to accept Islam, no matter how powerful the Muslim population or the Muslim state is.
Moreover, many verses in the Qur’an refer to humankind as being one nation, stemming
from a single origin. The Qur’an emphasizes that all people were created from one person
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— Adam (Q 7.189) —although they may differ in size, race, language, nation, and tribe.
The only difference that the Qur’an recognizes between people is in their piety toward

God (tagwa). Islam, therefore, supports and promotes the concept of universal brother-
hood, peace, and unity (Abu-Munshar 2012).

Although inequality has always existed, the emphasis on equality in the modern period
has no historical precedent. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights in its very first
article emphasizes the importance of this value. The declaration states that, regardless of
religious, political, cultural, social, or economic differences, human beings are equal. Fol-
lowing on from this, the religious traditions we belong to should also be treated equally
by the state. The state, even if dominated by a Muslim majority, should not treat religions
unequally. This does not mean that one has to accept the idea of all religions being equal-
ly valid or authentic. People belong to different religious traditions because they were
born into them, or they consider their religious tradition to be the most appropriate for
them and therefore the most valid. For this reason, perhaps the best way to manage plur-
al societies is to have a state that is neutral toward all religious traditions, including the
majority religion, whatever that may be.

Another argument in favor of state neutrality comes from Muslims living in predominant-
ly Western societies who see the benefits of this model of governance. As Muslims living
in a minority context, they would be affected if the religious majority decided to push a
particular religious agenda. However, the separation that exists between church and
state functions to safeguard religious freedom and to protect Muslims and their religious
beliefs ®.198) to a great extent (although of course there are exceptions to this). Many
Muslims observe that living in secular Western societies is extremely helpful for practic-
ing their religious traditions, in terms of feeling supported by the state, its institutions,
and the legal system. Many Muslims also find that there is substantial overlap between
what secular governments are trying to achieve in terms of worldly benefits and what
Muslims would be seeking under a religiously-based government. The values of justice,
liberty, equality, and nondiscrimination enshrined in Western secular constitutions (or the
equivalent highest legal order) drive public policy, institutional aims, and government
spending (March 2009: 2841). Therefore, members of all religious traditions in these soci-
eties, including Muslims, benefit from these practices and policies.

In effect, state neutrality means that Muslims, as well as the followers of other religions,
can actively petition the government to address their needs or aspirations and to direct
social spending toward eligible Muslim communities; secure recognition for religious
schools; or even support foreign policies beneficial to the welfare of Muslims in Muslim-
majority countries (March 2009: 2841). Islamic law places great value on the pursuit of
such worldly goods. According to Rashid Ghannushi, it is a Muslim’s duty “to work to-
wards preserving whatever can be preserved of the aims of shari’a” (quoted in March
2009: 2837). These can be understood broadly as the five basic human interests of life,
faith, property, intellect, and lineage. Non-Islamic, secular governments can be seen as
sufficiently just because they protect these crucial human interests. Other Muslim

thinkers such as ‘Abd al-Qadir argue that, along with specific policy benefits or outcomes,
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there is an inherent benefit in Muslims playing an active role in secular democratic soci-
eties so that “Muslims do not become cramped, isolated and withdrawn from their soci-
eties,” while non-participation only leads to “marginalization and remaining in
darkness” (quoted in March 2009: 2841). Thus, the benefit of participation in secular so-
cieties for Muslims goes beyond a simple list of desired policies or reform goals.

Moreover, the religious neutrality of Western liberal political institutions should alleviate
Muslim concerns about offering their loyalty to non-Islamic governments or doctrines or

participating in such societies socially and/or politically. In a fatwa by Texas-based Ameri-
can Muslim scholar Mohamed el-Moctar el-Shingqiti (2003), he writes:

Taking part in the US elections ... is not a sign of affiliation [muwalah] to the poly-
theists, nor is it a kind of support for the oppressors. ... The US Congress, for in-
stance, is not a religious organization, as the American constitution neither sup-
ports a certain religion nor restricts another. The US Congress is not, thus, a gath-
ering of disbelief, even though its members are disbelievers. ... It is a neutral polit-
ical body in relation to matters of religion, according to the American constitution.

Conclusion

Although, for Muslims, the terms “secular” or “secularism” carry very negative connota-
tions, there is ample room in Islamic thought to explore the basic issue of state neutrality
vis-a-vis religion. If we are to make headway in this debate, however, we must shift the
language that is being used in the discourse toward more neutral terms. In this chapter, I
have used the term “state neutrality” vis-a-vis other religions as a more acceptable and

(. 199) palatable term. There are many reasons why Muslims can come to accept state
neutrality, despite their negative historical experiences with secularism. Theological, le-
gal, and textual sources, as well as the historical and contemporary experiences of Mus-
lims, can support the concept of state neutrality, particularly in a contemporary climate.
State neutrality is not about being antireligious; it is about noninterference and noncoer-
cion by the state, which allows religious communities to flourish and be treated equally.
The state should not interfere in the activities of religious followers. Instead, it should fo-
cus on the governance of society for the benefit of all of its members, not simply the reli-
gious majority.
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This chapter looks at religion in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) in the context over a contested
“secularization” debate in contemporary societies. The chapter contends that a genuine
transformation is underway in many parts of SSA following its independence from Euro-
pean colonial rule. However, these postcolonial advances are yet to significantly affect the
belief systems of many Africans. On the contrary, in many SSA countries, there is evi-
dence of an increasing growth in religiosity with its concomitant influence in both the pri-
vate and public sphere. Also, while it cannot be denied that secular institutions are
spreading throughout most of Africa, there is little evidence to suggest that salience of re-
ligion in the lives of many Africans. Compared to many parts of the world, religion has yet
to move into the private sphere in Africa, and people have not become less religious or
less vocal in the public domain.
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SECULARIZATION, the idea whereby some scholars suggest religion weakens, fades, or
loses its hegemonic influence or public significance in the context of modernization, has
been debated at least since the inception of sociology as an academic discipline.! One of
the central concerns of the early sociological thinkers such as Durkheim and Weber fo-
cused on understanding the relationship between religion and modernity or societies that
were undergoing transition at their time of writing, as the case was with western Europe.
This debate has not subsided.

Many African countries, especially those in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), are thrust into this
ongoing debate concerning the secularization of contemporary societies or societies in
transition as is happening in many parts of SSA. In general, the debate about the growing
secularization of contemporary societies engages two opposing viewpoints: those who
subscribe to the idea that modern societies are becoming more secular and thus less reli-
gious, and those who think otherwise (Keddie 2003; Bruce 2001; Berger 1996; Chaves
1994; Tschannen 1991).
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Some social scientists theorize that as societies become more modern they tend to be less
religious. That view involves a contentious conception of “modern” given the differential
meaning attributed to what is meant by “modernization” or “developed” (an industrial-sci-
entific society) and on a linear view of society that assumes an inverse relationship be-
tween development and reductions in religious behaviors and actions. Yet, as evidence
from SSA attests, that expectation may not necessarily be the case. In many postcolonial
or contemporary African countries such as Ghana, religion has been exploited by political
elites to achieve or serve their political interests.

Moreover, in many parts of SSA, the separation between the secular and church relations
is somewhat fluid and constantly changing. In addition, studies have found religion to be
an important organizing force in both public and private discourse in many parts of SSA.
Rather than religion fading in many parts of SSA, these societies have adapted to an in-
creasingly modernized and globalized world—both at the individual and societal level—
without necessarily losing their religious beliefs and thoughts. Besides the missionary re-
ligions, religion there is defined broadly to include magic and witchcraft, beliefs and prac-
tices that are common throughout Africa and influence the behavior and actions of the
populace as well. It is within this context that this chapter examines the religious scene in
contemporary SSA . 202) in the discourse on secularization since, in many ways, Africa,
and for that matter SSA, differs from other world regions when it comes to religion.

There is a genuine transformation underway in many parts of SSA following its indepen-
dence from European colonial rule—for example, increased levels of education, techno-
logical shifts arising in part from globalization, a growing middle class, and high levels of
urbanization. However, these postcolonial advances and substantial improvements in the
standard of living of the average African has not yet significantly affected their belief sys-
tems. On the contrary, in many SSA countries, an increasing growth in religiosity with its
concomitant influence in both the private and public sphere is apparent (Gifford 1995;
Takyi and Addai 2002; Takyi 2003, 2015; Gyimah et al. 2006; Gyimah et al. 2008). On the
surface, most African countries are considered secular societies, but in reality it is often
difficult at times to separate church (religious) and state (secular) activities. In compari-
son to many other parts of the world, religion has yet to move into the private sphere in
Africa, and people have not become less religious or less vocal in the public domain.

The Religious Landscape in Africa: Evidence of
a Decline?

For over a century, many scholars have written about the concept of secularization even
though they attribute different meanings to what they consider “secular.” According to
Hurd (2004), this elusive and differential attribution dates back several centuries. Today,
some researchers define “secularization” to imply the absence or neutrality of religion in
public affairs. Others view it in terms of religion’s declining influence on people’s lives as
they increasingly embrace modern or empirical-based scientific worldviews in their expla-
nations. Zukerman (2010: viii) also contends that secularization involves the historical
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process whereby religion weakens, fades, or loses its hegemonic dominance or public sig-
nificance.

The notion that in secular modernized societies religion has become more private and a
less potent force in social relations is increasingly been challenged in much of SSA. This
observation is true with respect to the predominantly Christian or Muslim countries in
Africa. While studies (as reported by other chapters in this volume) of some Western
countries such as the United States have reported some decline of faith, the growth of
atheism, and an increasing number of people who consider themselves as nonreligious or
admit to belonging to no religion, the opposite appears to be happening in many parts of
Africa. At the moment, Africa is home to some of the world’s fastest-growing Muslim and
Christian populations. In terms of adherents or membership in religious organizations,
the two major religious groupings that many Africans subscribe to, Christianity and Is-
lam, have seen their numbers grow exponentially over the past two decades (Gifford
1994; Berger 1996; Bediako 1995; Jenkins 2002a, 2002b, 2007; Amadu 2005; Pew Re-
search Center 2010; Lipka and Hackett 2015).

A notable feature of the recent growth in the African Christian community in particular is
the advent of new religious groupings and belief systems. In countries such as Ghana,
Nigeria, South Africa, Kenya, and Uganda, the Christian growth has occurred primarily
among the Pentecostal and other evangelical denominations, encompassing those who
call themselves “born-again” Christians, rather than to the mainline Christian denomina-
tions . 203) (Pew Research Center 2006). Some of these Christian denominations have
some links to the Evangelical movements in the United States. Equally important to
worldwide Christianity, some of these new religious groups from Africa themselves have
gone global with branches all over the world, especially in countries with significant resi-
dent African immigrant communities (ter Haar 1998).

Studies have also reported a significant decline in those who claim to be nonreligious (un-
affiliated with any faith group, whether Christianity, Islam, or African religious tradi-
tions). A case in point is Ghana, where Yirenkyi and Takyi (2010) analyzed data from the
1988, 1993, 1998, and 2003 Ghana Demographic and Health Surveys on those who claim
to be irreligious. They concluded that between 1999 and 2003, the number of Ghanaians
who claimed to be nonreligious declined significantly. From a high of 12 percent in the
late 1980s, by 2003 only 4 percent of those surveyed identified as nonreligious Ghana-
ians.

Besides affiliation, the growing trend toward increased religiosity in Africa is evidenced,
for example, by the number of people who attend church on a regular basis and also re-
port that religion is important in their lives. Several studies conducted under the auspices
of the Afrobarometer Surveys,? WIN-Gallup International and the Pew Center on Re-
search on Religion have all reported that most Africans attend church on a regular basis.
In their study of fifty-eight countries, WIN-Gallup International (2012) found Ghana and
some other African countries to be among the most religious and devout in the world. In
Ghana, 96 percent of Ghanaians professed to be religious and 93 percent of Nigerians al-
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so identified themselves as religious. The same survey reported that the proportion of
Africans who attend church on a regular basis ranged from a low of 60 percent for South
Africans to a high of 88 percent in Nigeria, a figure higher than the 57 percent reported
among adults in the United States.

On the relevance or importance of religion, studies have also found that in many coun-
tries across the African continent, roughly nine in ten people or more say religion is very
important in their lives. These figures are rather high when compared to the United
States, where respondents were asked whether religion is gaining or losing influence in
their lives and 72 percent of the adults surveyed (including 70 percent of the religiously
unaffiliated) reported that indeed religion is not particularly relevant in their lives and
that it was actually losing influence (Lipka 2014). Another observation about the religious
outlook in much of Africa, and especially in countries such as Ghana, Nigeria, Kenya, and
Uganda, is its intensity, vibrancy, and influence in the lives of many Africans. In addition,
faith is something that many Africans live by on an everyday basis and often colors the
decisions and actions they take on a regular basis, whether at home or at work. A typical
example of how religion in Africa at times clouds people’s views about social reality can
be gleaned from the recent Ebola crisis that hit some West African countries in 2014. It is
true that in times of dire need, as exemplified by the Ebola crisis, many people turn to
faith communities. But the overarching influence of religion in the lives of many Africans
is exemplified in reports to the effect that, rather than seek medical help, many people in
the affected countries were attributing the Ebola disease to a curse from God. Conse-
quently, these people were resorting to faith healers who were peddling untested reme-
dies and potions for a cure to their afflictions (Takyi 2015).

Finally, and concerning Christianity in particular, religion has become a very visible and
vocal part of the culture of many Africans. A case in point is Ghana, where it is not un-
common for questions such as “Are you a Christian?” to come up in the first five minutes
of a (. 204 conversation. In addition, some have suggested that it is also common for an
invitation to someone’s worship service to come up within the first twenty minutes in or-
dinary conversations in that country. Not surprisingly, one of the booming businesses in
Ghana and many African countries is the “church business.” Churches have become lu-
crative businesses in Ghana to the extent that it is common to find most classrooms of ba-
sic schools booked on many occasions for religious services. The use of public schools and
classrooms for church services has become so common throughout Ghana that the mayor
of Accra and the Accra Metropolitan Assembly charged with managing this capital city
had no choice but to ban the practice from the municipality as of January 2015 (Pappoe
2015). Some people have even converted their homes into churches or prayer houses.

The Growing Interest in Religion

There is a general agreement by religious scholars that religion is growing at a phenome-
nal rate in many parts of Africa. Furthermore, the airwaves of many towns and cities in
Africa are bombarded on a regular basis with religious sermons and music of one kind or
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the other. Places of worship dot the landscapes of many African cities and towns. In some
of the most religious nations such as Ghana and Nigeria, one is likely to find a place of re-
ligious worship at many corners and in many neighborhoods—at times only a few meters
or walking distance from each other. Schools have at times been turned into places of
worship during the nights and weekends in many towns and cities of Ghana.

What is driving this interest and growing popularity with all things religious in SSA? In
other words, why is it that many Africans have turned/resorted to religion or become
more religious in recent years? Academic researchers, both inside and outside of Africa,
have been able to identify many reasons. They range from economic considerations to
health concerns. One popular thesis for the upsurge in religiosity and particularly Chris-
tianity in Africa draws on economic conditions found in many postcolonial African coun-
tries. Those who subscribe to the notion that economic reasons undergird the growing in-
terest in religion in SSA point to the discontent and general disenchantment about the
economic situation and well-being of many Africans in the past couple of decades.3 They
contend that many Africans have become impoverished and disillusioned with their so-
cioeconomic conditions and well-being since the end of colonial rule. They point to such
factors as corrupt practices, economic mismanagement by the political elites, and the in-
ability of many African countries to diversify their economies as responsible for the wide-
spread poverty, malnutrition, and disenchantment in the region. In turn, those conditions
provide a ready context for the spread of religion as an attractive option to a populace
looking for hope and salvation, things that religion offers.

Besides their declining economic situations, the need for social support, especially among
the ailing middle class and the poor alike in the absence of limited governmental support
for those confronted with poor economic conditions, also provide another context for
faith-based groups and organizations (Christians and non-Christian alike) to step in to
provide these services. In so doing they have used their positions and roles in their evan-
gelization efforts. These religious groups (especially growing Pentecostal and Evangelical
groups) also provide a sense of hope and belonging, helping to mitigate the ravages of
daily struggles and (. 205 conditions, as some scholars have suggested. Perhaps the
harsh economic conditions make religion quite appealing to many Africans as a coping
mechanism given their social situations and lived experiences. This perception provides
another context for understanding the incessant prayer vigils and conventions that some-
times run into several weeks, which one find throughout the continent.

Support for the assertion that economic conditions are partly responsible for the growth
in religiosity in many parts of SSA is evidenced by research in a number of African coun-
tries. In the case of Ghana, one of the most religious nations in Africa and the world as
well (WIN-Gallup 2012), it has been observed that many Ghanaians began to turn to God
to provide for their needs during the times of adversities in the late 1970s and 1980s. A
manifestation of the growing attraction to religion is evidenced by the changing inscrip-
tions displayed on cars. Stephen Atta Owusu (2011) writes,
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Many Ghanaians began to turn to God to provide for their needs when the going
became tough. There was an increased number of Muslims and Christians
throughout Ghana. This began to manifest in front of vehicles: “Onyame

bekyere” (God will provide), “Allahu Akbar” (God is great). These slogans like
many others which were already there, resurfaced. “Awurade huyen

mmobo” (Lord have mercy on us), “Aka m’ani” (I am in trouble), “God is King,”
“The road to Jesus,” “Hallowed be thy name” and many more. When all hope was
lost, Ghanaians began to pray and trust the Lord to solve their problems for them.
When the going is good and many are able to afford new vehicles, the inscriptions
on the vehicles denote happiness, satisfaction and contentment. Some of the in-
scriptions are: “Cash Man,” “Cool and Collected,” “Lover boy,” “Envy no man,” “Pe
wodie” (Look for your own), “Otan nni aduro” (Hatred has no medicine), “Who Jah
bless,” “Sea never dries,” “Ele Mawusi” (It is in the hands of God), and “I shall re-
turn.” The driver knows that since his bus or lorry is new, he will never be stuck
on the way due to engine problem. He trusts his new vehicle. Most of these in-
scriptions can be found in a song which Nana Kwame Ampadu dedicated to the
drivers of Ghana.

Endorsing miracles reached new heights when Ghana’s late president John Atta Mills
credited his victory in the 2008 presidential election to a supernatural intercession by the
Nigerian leader of the popular Synagogue, Church of All Nations, T. B. Joshua.

With respect to the growth of new Pentecostal and Evangelical-Charismatic groups, some
scholars also contend that their popularity and appeal to many Africans has something to
do with the inadequacies, monotony, and orthodoxies of the old and mainline missionary
denominations. For example, unlike the mainline Christian denominations, the growing
Pentecostal and Evangelical groups preach about prosperity and spiritual healing, and
they teach a simple religion of instant salvation. Ignorance and poverty compel some peo-
ple to seek easy ways to prosperity and at times end up getting robbed by fake healers,
religious leaders, and prophets who abound in the region.

Health concerns also feature prominently in the discourse about the growing interest in
religion in many parts of SSA. The idea that health considerations are partly responsible
for the mass appeal with religion in Africa, especially Christianity, is shared widely by
many people in the region. Writing specifically about Ghana, Elizbeth Ohene (2014), a
BBC correspondent and former Minister of Education under former President Kuffour’s
administration, described what she sees:

The germ theory of disease has not quite taken hold among some of us yet and,
probably because we prefer to attribute the source of disease to the supernatural,
we provide very ripe (.206) pickings for those who peddle miracles—fetish
priests, religious fundamentalists of all shades, charlatans, cynical politicians and
innocent grandparents. Since we believe that diseases come from supernatural
powers, we tend to expect cures and miracles for every disease.
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With so many miracle workers, the majority of whom are people of faith purporting to
have answers and solutions (miracles, prayers, etc.) to the many health problems afflict-
ing Africans, it is no surprise that many Africans have gravitated to places of worship or
places that claim to have answers to their health problems, such as infertility, physical ail-
ments, and emotional and mental health issues.

Ohene (2014) does not stop there, as she points out how miracle cures go beyond dis-
eases. “If you are in need of a wife, a husband or money, there must be a ‘magic cure’
from the newest prophet and a potion to go with it. And he will be grateful if you will tell
your friends about the efficacy of his prayers and potions.” This is one of the reasons for
the sudden interest and growth in religion in some of the fastest religio-growth countries
in SSA.

The views expressed by Ohene are not unique to Ghana. There are reports of such refer-
ence to religion in the context of health behavior and outcomes in other parts of SSA. Re-
garding the recent Ebola crisis that killed so many people in the hardest-hit countries in
West Africa, cultural practices such as ancestral worship and mortuary practices helped
to sustain the spread of the disease from one person to the other (Takyi 2015). These cul-
tural practices and superstitious beliefs about the disease’s causation draws on people’s
religious beliefs and in turn has led to some unscrupulous faith healers to dupe some of
the vulnerable populations as they peddle untested medications and preach false reli-
gious claims about disease causation.

In addition to the factors already mentioned, there is another explanation that some
scholars have offered to explain the growth of religion, and particularly Christianity, in
many parts of SSA. Meyer (2004) has the view that the spread of African independent
churches in the region during the 1980s and the current upsurge in Pentecostal theology
has to do with the fact that these new religious movements or groups offer what she calls
a more “authentic” Africanized version of Christianity than those provided by the tradi-
tional and for the most part missionary-based mainline churches having a longer history
in the region. In the case of the Pentecostal and Charismatic churches that are spreading
throughout many parts of Christian Africa, Meyer suggests that they seem to draw their
mass appeal from the fact that they propagate a teaching that completely breaks with the
past and also links up these “born-again” African Christian believers with global currents
beyond the continent. This can be an appealing proposition to disaffected populations in
Africa looking for answers to a variety of issues facing them.

Finally, and contentiously, there are some people who think that the upsurge in Christiani-
ty has something do with the way that churches have now become business ventures in
SSA, pushing their growth and the fervor with which people go to open churches.
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Religion and the Public Sphere: Africa

“Our never failing God won for us in 2012 and he will in 2016.” This statement was made
by John Dramani Mahama, the president of the Republic of Ghana, to supporters of the
National Democratic Congress party in September 2015 (Allotey 2015).

(. 207) Researchers such as Hurd (2004) argue that secularism is the dominant language
of religion and politics in Western societies. For Hurd, knowledge about religion and its
relation to politics in many parts of the Western world are dominated by secularist as-
sumptions. Such assumptions suggest a clear distinction between religion (church) and
state activities. One falls within the purview of the private and the other the public do-
main. Though secularists suggest a clear separation between religion and issues pertain-
ing to state, the economy, and science, the views and beliefs expressed by President Ma-
hama of Ghana underscore the potentially close connections between religion and politics
in supposedly secular nations in Africa, both past and present. What is more striking in
the context of SSA is the use of religion for political gains and public mobilization.

While it cannot be denied that secular institutions are spreading throughout most of
Africa, there is also evidence to suggest that religion shows no sign of diminishing in the
lives of the people. This is also the case with respect to religion’s role in political develop-
ments in the region—as an agent of social mobilization, development, conflict generation
or creation, and conflict resolution, as the case may be (Manglos and Weinreb 2013; Ter
Haar 2005). Certainly, religious groups and their leaderships have had a long and uneven
history of civic and political engagement in the politics of many African countries, includ-
ing South Africa, Ghana, Zimbabwe, and Uganda. Their role in social mobilization, espe-
cially during the pre-independence struggle in a number of African countries, and also so-
cial and political activism after independence, is a topic that has received scholarly atten-
tion in the literature on African politics (Gifford 1998; Pobee 1991; Kudadjie and Aboagye-
Mensah 1991; Ninsin and Drah 1987, 1991; Yirenkyi 2000). Abbink (2014) observed that,
in some cases, this involved the use of perceived spiritual or divine forces or powers, or
the appeal to religious passages to call for emancipation and independence. During the
1970s in Ghana, it was the leaders of the various churches and progressive groups such
as student organizations that called for the abolition of the military regime of General
Acheampong and his attempts at involving the military in governing in Ghana (through
what he called a “Union” government).

In addition, when discussion shifts to the recent waves of democratization in SSA, which
began in the late 1980s and early 1990s, it becomes clear that religious leaders played a
significant role in these efforts. Generally speaking, the expectation in many African
countries is that religious communities and organizations will be neutral when it comes to
politics. On the contrary, an examination of the social histories of many African countries
shows that many political decisions are made with religious considerations and under-
tones in mind, although this is not always acknowledged by the political elites. Of equal
importance, several scholars have pointed out that religious organizations in many parts
of Africa occupy portions of the public space in many ways and in many places, be it neo-
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Pentecostal, charismatic, or Islamist movements, or any of the difficult-to-categorize phe-
nomena, exemplified by Uganda’s “Lord’s Resistance Army” (Van Acker 2004).

In a speech by a religious leader in Ghana by the name of Reverend Benny Wood (the
leader of the Concerned Clergy), he is reported to have said that that churches and their
leaders are aligned to Ghana’s political parties (Gadugah 2013). This observation seems
to be consistent with findings from a recent paper on religion and voting patterns in
Ghana (Takyi et al. 2010). Many scholars who have written about religion in Africa also
have suggested that one cannot understand fully the politics in Africa without reference
to the religious ideas that are widely shared by the people (Ellis and Ter Haar 1998; Mey-
er 2004). According to this view, many Africans of today—irrespective of whether they
live in urban areas or rural . 208) hinterlands—still draw on their knowledge of African
traditional cosmologies in dealing with their lived experiences.

In a related observation, Ellis and ter Haar (2007) have pointed out that while religion
and politics are in constant interaction, this is not always the case with respect to African
politics, where the quest for spiritual power by political leaders obscures in some ways
the whole argument about the Western conception of the separation between church and
state. Like politicians all over the world, African leaders have the responsibility of distrib-
uting material resources to their followers. The cultivation of spiritual power by African
political elites is also considered to be an important part of their political careers, some-
thing that is widely attested to, or fanned by, the popular media and the street commen-
tary of radio trottoir. These two researchers have consequently argued (Ellis and ter Haar
2006) that no study of African politics can afford to ignore the religious factor in the dis-
cussion of development and governance in that part of the world.

Another issue about religion in Africa is that religious organizations in this part of the
world, from colonial times to the present, have historically been involved in the develop-
ment of many African countries, especially concerning the provision of social services,
health care, and education (providing facilities from primary schools and high schools all
the way to universities). In many countries, including Ghana, some of the best hospitals
are owned by religious organizations.

Beyond the provision of social amenities, religious groups in Africa have not been passive
observers upon the political discourse in the region, during both the colonial and post-
colonial periods. A case in point is how Ghanaians have used biblical images, themes, and
passages in talking about their leaders, past and present. President Nkrumah, the first
postcolonial leader, was called the “anointed one” and the redeemer, while Jerry Rawl-
ings, who was the 1979 and 1981 military coup leader and later elected president, was
called “Junior Jesus (J]J)” who came to save Ghanaians from years of decay and misman-
agement. John Atta Mills (deceased 2012) was presented through rhetoric and imagery as
the asomdweahene (King of Peace), a Christ-like figure who is a peaceful savior to his
people. By contrast, Nana Akuffo Addo (New Patriotic Party presidential candidate) was
framed by his opponents (especially the National Democratic Congress party) as a “vio-
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lent” person who was deemed “unfit” for the position of president for peace-loving
Ghanaians.

Going solely by the utterances of political leaders in Africa, one is inclined to think that
African countries are secular with a separation between church and state. And the consti-
tutions of many African countries such as Ghana indicate that the country is a secular
one. Similarly, no religion is supported by the constitution, whether it is Christianity, the
dominant belief system in Ghana (about 70 percent or more identify as Christians, ac-
cording to a 2010 census), or Islam. Yet, for political advantages and exigencies, personal
religious decisions and practices have increasingly become national issues in a number of
African countries. A specific example is the practice whereby the state (the government
of Ghana) and its agencies organize the yearly pilgrimage to Mecca (the Hajj for Mus-
lims) or sponsor Christians to go to holy places in Jerusalem to worship. The annual Hajj
by Ghanaian Muslims has now become politicized to the extent that various governments
have used state resources at their disposal to organize trips to Mecca. Not doing so is of-
ten interpreted as being anti-Muslim. Glitches in the Hajj planning in turn are blamed on
the government in power and its Hajj Management team. In 2009, the National Democra-
tic Congress government put massive financial and other material resources behind
Ghanaian Muslim pilgrims on the Hajj, at about the same time that President Mills’s gov-
ernment was bitterly .209 complaining that the previous New Patriotic Party adminis-
tration had bequeathed them and Ghanaians with an unprecedented budgetary deficit.

The major religious holidays are all considered national holidays and celebrated as such
in Ghana and many other parts of Africa. With the majority of Ghanaians professing to be
Christians, such a large constituency cannot be ignored when it comes to political issues
in Ghana. In 2009, the National Democratic Congress government under President Mills
called for the permanent institutionalization of an annual Christian week of prayer for the
nation, an idea criticized by some people (especially his political opponents and non-
Christians). Not to be outdone, after the death of President Mills, the Assemblies of God
(Osu Branch) where his vice president, John Mahama, happens to worship, hurriedly sent
a letter to congratulate him upon his appointment. Interestingly enough, barely one
month after the burial of Mills, several of his party members and followers implied that
they witnessed him ascending to heaven, as reported in some of the newspapers in
Ghana. In a religious and pro-Christian Ghana, the image of the deceased president as-
cending to heaven connotes a Christ-like figure after the resurrection, thus appealing to
many Christians.

Religious organizations and their leaders have not always been neutral; many have been
active participants in political issues and discussions throughout Africa. This is evidenced
by another example from Ghana exemplifying the checkered history of religious leaders
and secular matters, in connection to an outburst by the moderator of the Presbyterian
Church of Ghana, Rt. Rev. Prof. Emmanuel Martey, about electricity problems that have
led to occasional blackouts.
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No sooner did Ghana find oil that we were all plunged into more hardship just be-
cause of bad leadership. Lack of vision means lack of knowledge; hence dumsor
dumsor [lights on and off]. It is only in a corrupted country that truth becomes
controversial. When we talk about these things they say the church should not talk
about politics. Who said the church cannot talk politics? It is only those who don’t
know the Bible that criticize some of us when we speak against the destruction of
our country. And this is why the Presbyterian Church of Ghana cannot sit down.

(Adu 2014)

Although on paper, as written in their various constitutions, many SSA nations such as
Ghana are secular nations and few African countries have established state religions, reli-
gious ideals and organizations have often been used to achieve political goals in many
African countries, thus negating the whole argument about a strict separation between
church and state. As Paller (2014) writes in a recent article about informal institutions
and personal rule in urban Ghana, leaders including politicians and chiefs gain power by
extending their social networks, accumulating wealth, being family heads, and speaking
the language of the gospel. In essence he finds that leaders in Ghana are friends, entre-
preneurs, parents, and also preachers, in a way. This is to be expected, as religious orga-
nizations in the region (including their leadership) have had a considerable influence in
the development of many SSA nations and the provision of social services.

Conclusion

There is a growing acknowledgement that a strict separation between the secular and the
religious realms may not be applicable to Africa. As Ellis and ter Haar (2007) point out,

(. 210) policymakers are increasingly coming to the realization that development can be
achieved by letting people build on their own resources, including social capital, which in
the case of Africa include spiritual beliefs. There, the spiritual world is inextricably inter-
linked with the physical world to such an extent that many Africans define good gover-
nance in spiritual terms. Another case in point is the Muslim definition of good gover-
nance as a government that conforms to Islam’s religious rules and beliefs (based on
sharia). This is relevant to the current discourse about religious insurgency groups such
as Boko Haram in Northern Nigeria, Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Magreb, or Al Shabaab in
Somalia.

Sub-Saharan Africa is among the most religious continents on the planet and is home to
some of the world’s fastest-growing Muslim and Christian communities. In contrast to
some parts of the world such as northern Europe and the United States where religion is
on the decline, the opposite is occurring in SSA. The religiosity of many Africans is evi-
denced by the number of people who identify with a religious organization, attend a
church or a mosque on a regular basis, or report that religion is a salient aspect of their
daily lives. While the number of self-declared atheists around the world may be rising,
this is not the case with respect to Africa.
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It is fair to argue that many Africans have embraced a scientific worldview in some ways,
but that has not diminished their religious explanations about the social world. Moreover,
a growing population of middle-class people and improved living standards has not
quenched their quest for religion. Unlike in other parts of the world, Africans remain
overwhelmingly religious without signs of waning, and religion has emerged as a potent
force in social relations, including political relations, in many countries. The region is re-
plete with the complicity of religious and faith-based political advocacy groups that have
played and continue to play influential roles in nation-building and governance and con-
tribute to discourse in matters of the state. Overall, then, a separation of church and state
exists in many parts of Africa only in the area of rhetoric. The realities are that govern-
ments in the region have repeatedly exploited religious sentiments and beliefs to main-
tain their hold on power.
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Notes:

(1.) Writings on this discourse and the debate on secularization by sociologists include
Tschannen (1991), Chaves (1994), Yamane (1997), Swatos and Olson (2006), and the spe-
cial issue of Sociology of Religion 60(3), (1999).

(2.) Afrobarometer is an African-led, nonpartisan survey research project that measures
citizen attitudes on democracy and governance, the economy, civil society, and other top-
ics. It is conducted in partnership with the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation in
South Africa, the Ghana Center for Democratic Development, the Institute for Empirical
Research in Political Economy in Benin, the Institute for Development Studies at the Uni-
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versity of Nairobi, the Democracy in Africa Research Unit at the Centre for Social Science
Research at the University of Cape Town, and the Department of Political Science at
Michigan State University.

(3.) This same argument has been used by many scholars to explain the recent wave of
emigration of Africans to other parts of the world.
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Abstract and Keywords

This chapter examines the historical emergence of secularism through movements, de-
bates, and legal formulations to explain specific features that the concept has acquired in
the context of India. The first part examines the tensions between the theoretical narra-
tives of Indian constitutionalism and the practices of politics that led to the acceptance of
certain essential conditions of secularism. The approach towards secularism found in
writings of Nehru, Gandhi and Ambedkar are then discussed. The third part focuses on
the ill-defined meaning of secularism that does not accurately reflect the conceptual
shifts made by the modern legal system. The final section critically examines the claim
that secularism is a state-led exercise in certain domains. An overview of the legal litera-
ture shows that secularism is also the domain of experts, bureaucrats, and professionals.
The history of court decisions about what constitutes a religious practice that is protected
by law reveals considerable variation and arbitrariness..

Keywords: India, Mahatma Gandhi, personal law, state secularism, denominations, gender justice

COUNTRIES in South Asia have produced many-layered debates about secularism in their
constitutional provisions and normative practices. Compared to the experience of Europe
where a critique of organized religion and its subsequent protection from encroachment
by the state was spread over centuries, the experience of colonization has allowed only a
few decades for administrators, missionaries, and national leaders to define their role on
religion and cultural traditions. The main challenge for the Indian state has been to relate
to people belonging to different faiths within this arena and to religion that has been em-
ployed to create divisions and sometimes to denigrate the culture of a people. But more
than a doctrine that checks absolutism and religious bigotry, the idea of secularism as ex-
pressed in the Indian constitution, and as articulated in the political process, has been
closely associated with defining the boundaries within which religious freedom of individ-
uals and groups must operate in a liberal democracy. In the Indian case, understanding
secularism is central to the way minorities contest cultural and religious homogenization
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and negotiate ideas of belonging to forge a truly plural society.! By focusing on India, this
chapter explains how the state has deployed secularist discourse in a unique way.

This chapter examines the historical emergence of secularism in India through social
movements, political debates, and legal rulings, to explain its specific features there. The
first part examines tensions between the theoretical narratives of Indian constitutional-
ism and the practices of politics that lead to the acceptance of three essential conditions
of secularism: (a) the state shall have no religion; (b) there shall be no discrimination on
the ground of religion; and (c) the individual shall have the freedom to practice, profess,
and propagate religion. This is followed by the approach toward secularism found in writ-
ings of Jawaharlal Nehru, Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, and Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar.
Diversity of religious identities and the widespread religious prejudice, identity conflict,
and inter-religious strife are main worries of these nationalist ideologues. The third part
questions meanings of secularism that do not accurately reflect the conceptual shifts
made by the modern legal system to accommodate interests of many religious and cultur-
al groups within Indian society. The final section critically examines the claim that secu-
larism is a state-led exercise in the following domains: rights of religious denominations,
gender justice, and social justice. An overview of the legal literature, including judicial
pronouncements, shows that secularism is also the domain of experts, bureaucrats, and
professionals. The history of court decisions about what constitutes a legally protected re-
ligious practice reveals considerable variation @.215) and arbitrariness, leaving difficult
questions about group rights in a liberal polity, the limits of cultural accommodation, and
the conceptions of difference left behind in the realms of family and civil society.

A growing body of theorists has challenged the paradigm of moral reasoning defined by
the discourse of secularism that retains a distinction between a public domain of formal
reason and a private domain of religion. Recent scholarship has also disrupted the im-
plied universalism in the idea of secularism and demonstrated the ways it has its genealo-
gies within the West itself. On such a view secularism forms part of acultural theories that
describe the transition of modernity in terms of a loss of traditional beliefs and rise of
modern scientific reason (Taylor 2001). Secularism is a disputed notion because its princi-
ples fail to capture the condition of postcolonial states where many religious groups still
seek a fair share of state support for resources in order to protect their traditions. It is al-
so a disputed notion as many scholars contend that secularism is shaped by the impera-
tive of creating a democratic majority. There are also problematic assumptions and blind
spots to viewing the emergence of secularism in the colonial context as just a matter of
minority politics, as secularism lends itself to multiple interpretations in subaltern con-
texts. In an increasingly ideological age, it has rested on institutional innovations and at-
tendant normative justifications of what politics should be in the new state. Deeply dis-
trustful of popular sovereignty, political elites brought out a new balance of democratic
and liberal principles in the constitution while ignoring economic inequalities produced
by the structural logic of feudalism and capitalism. Secular discourses nevertheless con-
tinue to legitimate certain political or ideological practices of the nation-state in the post-
colonial context related to national unity, socialism, democracy, and nation-building. Al-
though secularism should not be appraised with reference to a normative Western model,
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a redefinition of secularism as a local version of religious harmony cannot satisfy the
claims for equality and inclusion raised by many marginalized groups in India today.

Nationalism and the Making of Secularism

In the year 1975, the word “secular” along with “socialist” was inserted in the constitu-
tion of India by the government headed by the prime minister, Indira Gandhi. The inten-
tion to create a secular state goes back to the debates during the constituent assembly.?
In the aftermath of India’s partition, the framers of the constitution adopted a concept of
secularism that was different from the wall of separation thesis adopted in Western coun-
tries. In the Indian case, the political and religious spheres could not be easily differenti-
ated so there was no agreement about what a secular state implied. But there was a com-
mitment to public life not steered by religious doctrines or institutions. Could the post-
colonial state be reinvigorated by forms of Western secularism? Could such a secular
state respond to communal tensions and caste-based discriminations? Keeping these
questions in mind, it was debated during the discussion on the preamble of the Indian
constitution whether to include secularism in order to promote the values of religious tol-
erance and cultural coexistence amongst the different communities in India.

Separating religion from the state was a daunting task in the project for the democratiza-
tion of India’s future polity. Leaders of the national movement had to clarify whether the
Indian nation-state was to be based on religion of the majority community or based on a
disassociation from religion. The constitutional draft of the Nehru Report (Nehru Report
1928) best @.216) captured the nature of rights later embodied in the Indian constitution,
as it recognized the rights of minorities to their religion and culture. Under the guidance
of Mohandas Gandhi, the Congress party was keen to allay the fears of the religious mi-
norities in a majoritarian India and granted to all religious communities the right to their
language, script, culture, and religious practice. The report hesitated in accepting the in-
stitutionalization of separate electorates, “even though the right to freedom of conscience
and to the free profession and practice of religion” was included explicitly “to prevent one
community domineering over another”; in short, it recognized the importance of liberty of
religion and cultural autonomy (Austin 2000: 55).

Similar assumptions and commitments were affirmed in the Indian national congress at
its Karachi session in 1931. It resolved that the idea of religious liberty and adequate pro-
tection to the minorities should be observed by the future state. During the second ses-
sion of the Round Table Conference, a memorandum was presented before the minorities
committee demanding that a new constitution must include a guarantee for the protec-
tion of their cultures, languages, scripts, education, profession, and practice of religion
and personal laws. It also demanded a proportionate share in the legislature for all com-
munities through joint electorates along with a protection of minority interests in the cen-
tral and provincial cabinets (Rao 2006: vol. 1, 173; Ansari 1996: 145-50). Later the Sapru
Committee report recommended full religious tolerance, non-interference in religious be-
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liefs, practices and institutions, and protection to language and cultures of all communi-
ties (Sapru 1945).

The constituent assembly was ready to accommodate these promises in the draft of the
constitution. However, minority rights became a contentious issue during constitutional
debates preceding Indian independence in 1947. They were increasingly perceived as in-
fringing upon individual rights and the homogenizing ideology of the nation-state, while
powerful events, such as the violent partition of Pakistan from India, inhibited acceptance
of the protection of minorities and group rights. These changes were reflected in deliber-
ations on representation of religious minorities through separate electorates and through
the adoption of a majority-minority framework. This displays the ambivalence in the con-
stitutional process that stressed minority rights but hesitated to encourage community-
based identities. Safeguards for minorities in the political domain were perceived as rem-
nants of a system of communal representation encouraged by the British colonial admin-
istrators since 1909 and hence a hindrance to the development of a nation-state.3 The op-
position to and eventual retraction of group preferential policies for religious minorities
initiated a legitimate vocabulary for a national identity on a secular basis. This step was
taken in order to refute the widespread notion spread by colonial policy that Indian was a
conglomeration of communities rather than a nation. But a second viewpoint emerged to
argue that minorities must have a right to their culture and religion, safeguarded by the
constitution, considering the inherently plural composition and deep diversity of India
where people adhered to multiple faiths with each religion internally differentiated into
confessions, denominations, and sects.

Defining Minorities and Secularism: Nehru,
Gandhi, and Ambedkar

Tracing the usage of the term “minorities” in nationalist discourse, it began admirably in
the writings of the leaders of Indian National Congress and socialist leaders who were

(. 217) witnessing large-scale communal eruptions within India and upheavals in the
post-world war era. They were well aware of excesses that can result when one denomi-
nation is established as the official religion. During these decades of mass mobilization,
“communalism” as a term was increasingly defined as a politics of religious minorities
and in opposition to “secularism” (Pandey 1990). Many of the responses to minority rights
and secularism in India were shaped by a presumed dichotomy between tradition and
modernity.

Nationalist ideologues also faced the challenge of defining the relation between religion
and politics suited to a context where a majoritarian religion coexisted with significant
minorities, including Muslims, Christians, Buddhists, and Sikhs. Secular nationalists like
Jawaharlal Nehru were at the forefront of negotiating the category of communalism and
secularism. Comparing the history of India with European countries, he observed that
“there can be no stable equilibrium in any country so long as an attempt is made to crush
a minority or force it to conform to the ways of the majority” ([1930] 1973: 259-260).
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Nehru’s vision of secularism was, first, a ground where religious discourse is regarded as
a form of false consciousness, as much as a moral stance toward the plurality of religious
and cultural voices in Indian society. He wrote how organized religion and theologically
charged politics filled him with horror. In many speeches he accused religion of responsi-
bility for India’s weakness under colonial rule, as an opiate dulling a desire for freedom.
He argued in public speeches that the customs and dogmas of religion were relics of the
past, unsuitable for modern conditions (Nehru 1972), and claimed that religious cate-
gories would lose their relevance in politics and would no longer be an instrument for
power politics ([1934] 1973: 260). His views were indissolubly linked to nationalism and
the project of modernity where no one particular religion could claim universal alle-
giance. Second, for Nehru, there was no place in a democracy for ascriptive identities or
fragmentary aspirations to obstruct nation and nation-building. If new moral languages
were to be invented in the workings of the state, then they could be achieved by changing
the public discourse. Third, Nehru’s promotion of industrialization along with secularism
appeared to be a confirmation of the secularization thesis. Finally, Nehru’s condemnation
of violence was deeply rooted in his account of a political order that rested on the rational
agreement of the masses. Drawing from both the liberal and socialist traditions, Nehru
described the character of religion in his Autobiography as blind belief and dogma cater-
ing to the inner cravings of human beings (Nehru 1955: 374). It appears that Nehru’s
conception of secularism was more about secularization and overcoming superficial dif-
ferences between citizens based on faith while relying on the virtues of modernization for
cultivating the scientific rationalism to reduce transcendent religions to a subsystem of
society.

Although Gandhi agreed with Nehru that politics was becoming the “dominant medium of
public life,” his position on religion differed from Nehru’s (Khilinani 2007: 94). Gandhi did
not see the secular as supplying the ground from which religious discourse could be ex-
punged. He spent his entire life defining and practicing his religiosity in nontraditional,
individualized, and institutionally flexible ways. Profoundly engaged with existing reli-
gious faiths, he claimed: “Those who say that religion has nothing to do with politics do
not know what religion means” (Gandhi 2008: 65). Gandhi began with the premise of sar-
va dharma sambhava (equal respect for all religions) to discuss secularism, which is simi-
lar to Nehru’s understanding of tolerance of religious diversity and cultivated virtue. But
rather than neutralizing religion or separating it from public life, Gandhi aimed to pre-
vent those spaces from closing to religion. Gandhi’s secularism was neither about being
indifferent to religion ®.218) nor about rejecting its existence as anathema to reason
(Gandhi 1947: 257). Since distinctive theological features of religious traditions explain
cultural differences between people, he stressed the relationship between members of
different religions and the political status of minorities in independent India.

Although Gandhi and Nehru differed on how religion could lose its dominant and coordi-
nating influence on society in modernity, they both agreed that religion was about doc-
trines, code of conduct, and worship practices, and that the advocacy of secularism must
be sensitive to the context of religious pluralism. But Gandhi did not stop at the plurality
of religions. Alongside respect for pluralism, all religions should have the legal equality to
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pursue their own paths to divinity, a kind of unifying “justice between communi-

ties” (2004: 329). For Nehru, the struggle against inequality and backwardness was only
possible through social transformation and development, disagreeing with Gandhi’s
stress on the religious aspects of independence movement, which he found dangerous. In
the constituent assembly, he said that the combination of politics and religion in narrow-
est sense of the word leads toward communalism (Rao 2006: vol. 2, 9). While in power,
Nehru was highly conscious of the association of political parties with religious revivalism
and the mobilization of the masses for political purposes. A “weak” secularism fairly man-
aging diverse religious views is a better fit for his politics than a strong secularism for the
separation of state and religion. He was unsure about giving secularism a constitutional
status. In 1954, he stated that the use of the word “secular” to describe the nature of the
Indian state was “not a very happy one” and that it was being used “for want of a better
word” (cited in Setalvad 1967: 17-21).

Like Nehru and Gandhi, Ambedkar believed that modernity was a critical force in India.
Whereas they focused on engaging in a nationalist discourse, Ambedkar focused on the
domination of individuals by caste institutions, from his alternative dalit bahujan
perspective on Untouchables. He was possibly one of the greatest influences on subordi-
nate social groups, as well as the architect of the Indian constitution. He had great faith
in the capacity of political institutions to slowly undermine the basic principles of the
caste system. Ambedkar held that prescriptive uses for the concept of equality in moral
and political arguments are quite useful while remaining aware of unequal treatment
based on religion and tradition. Over the years, he considered Christianity, Islam, and
Sikhism in his search for a new religion, but his early and constant preference was Bud-
dhism. While virtually extinct in India for centuries, Buddhism was a traditional and famil-
iar kind of Indian faith. More significantly, it was a religion “that could be conceived as
rational, ethical and unburdened by sacerdotal hierarchy” (Dirks 2001: 271). Some have
interpreted Ambedkar’s theory of social action as a plausible ground for a Buddhist con-
cept of social justice that respects the primary focus on individual salvation (Verma
2010). In Ambedkar’s writings we find a creative interpretation of democratic liberalism
for crafting a new kind of group politics in India for Dalits. Just as an individual’s right to
convert to Buddhism should be protected, Dalits can be protected as equals although they
are not within the fold of Hinduism. Furthermore, caste hierarchies and unequal re-
sources undergirded two different kinds of exclusions that got entangled and produced
distinct patterns of exclusion and unjust distributions. Hence Ambedkar saw conversion
as a context within which individuals can actualize freedom as a mode of thought in ac-
tion and gain a sense of self-respect and dignity. Ambedkar raises a new set of questions
about the role of religion in social life as the individual becomes the main point of refer-
ence in shaping of values, attitudes, and beliefs. He effectively particularizes politics as a
vibrant and unique human activity, developing a critique aimed at freeing ®.219) individ-
uals from the domination and violence of coercive traditions. It is a central feature of
Ambedkar’s political vision that for power to be chastened, political institutions must re-
dress social inequities. Politics is coextensive with social, cultural, and economic con-
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cerns of life, opening these domains to public scrutiny and avoiding the conflation of the
political with the social (Verma 2011).

The views of Nehru, Gandhi, and Ambedkar were each unlike Western understandings of
secularism that prioritize the autonomy of the political from the religious domain over the
principle of equality before the law. The values of nondiscrimination, equality, and free-
dom, each central to secularism, evolved through the struggle for nationhood to be em-
bodied in the constitution. Rather than emerging from a clash between religion and the
state, secularism in India arose from its contesting religious traditions, the unifying
forces promoted by a secularization process, and its long history of religious pluralism.

Meanings of Secularism: Legal and Normative

A strict wall between government action and religious practice relies upon the concept of
secularization as a theoretical framework. Its main characteristics—a decline of religious
beliefs and practices associated with modernization, the privatization of religion, and a
differentiation of secular spheres—are all deeply related within the West’s modernization
process. Indian political leaders hoped that economic development and nation-building
would replace the religious and caste cleavages of Indian society. While accepting the
free exercise of religious liberty in a democratic society and the guarantee of equal pro-
tection for religious diversity, India’s path avoided the normative ideal of state neutrality
in the treatment of religions. Rustom Bharucha notes that the matter of translating secu-
larism into the Indian context was not merely linguistic but conceptual: “It is part of the
rift that exists between the rhetoric of secularism as it is enunciated in the Indian consti-
tution, and its insufficiently realised, if not downright distorted, practice in the social and
civic domains of everyday life” (1998: 16).

India’s constitution grants minorities the right to their own culture and the right to run
their own religious institutions under Articles 29 and 30 of the chapter on fundamental
rights. While these two articles recognize groups as bearer of rights, Article 25 guaran-
tees freedom of conscience, freedom to practice religion, and freedom to propagate reli-
gion as individual rights to religion. The practical scope of these freedoms is subject to
the state’s goals of maintaining public order, morality, and health, so there are various re-
strictions associated with religious practices. Nowhere in the constitution was an attempt
made to enumerate any minorities or define secularism (Rao 2006: vol. 2, 38). In 1971,
India’s Supreme Court rejected the contention that a religious or linguistic minority has
to be a minority in relation to entire population of India, ruling that a minority has to be
determined in relation to the particular legislation that was sought to be impugned.*
Hindu sects in Punjab, for example, constituted a religious minority entitled to protec-
tions. In the late 1990s, the government established institutions such as the National
Commission for Minority Educational Institutions to investigate alleged violations of the
rights of religious .220) and linguistic minorities. The issue of clarifying different con-
cepts of “religion” for the purposes of legal discourse and everyday practice in India has
been amply debated (Derrett 1968: 462). Courts have largely avoided defining religion,
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relying on the conception of religion provided by the community or sect itself (Ratilal
Panachand Gandhi v. State of Bombay 1954). In the next section, we consider how this
problem partly stems from conceptual confusions over defining the public sphere and
making this sphere a neutral arena apart from religious affiliation.

Rights of Religious Denominations

The is widespread agreement on the abstract value of Constitution Articles 29 and 30 for
religious minorities but much disagreement about what these clauses require, permit,
and forbid the state from doing toward religion. Some controversial decisions have con-
cerned the question of whether government involvement with social reform can redefine
essential practices of religion. After independence, provincial legislatures began to enact
laws reforming religious institutions and practices restricting entry or worship in Hindu
temples, and they also outlawed the institution of dedicating girls or their dancing in the
precincts of any temple. The Madras Temple Entry Authorisation Act (1947) and the
Madras Devadasi (Prevention of Dedication) Bill and Central Untouchability (Offenses)
Act (1955) are examples. The temple-entry movement was a long and cherished part of
the struggle against the caste system historically excluding ex-Untouchables of the Hindu
community. These concerns to reform the social domain in the postcolonial era led the In-
dian government to enact a series of laws concerning discriminatory practices related to
untouchability, such as the abolition of untouchability (Article 17), the opening of Hindu
temples to people of all castes (Article 25 2[b]), and the management of religious endow-
ments (Article 25[al]).

In response to these laws, religious minorities asked for accommodation of their religious
practices (ceremonies, diets, slaughter of animals, burial grounds, and so on) and exemp-
tions from legal intervention. The argument for including freedom of religious practice as
opposed to restricting it to freedom of worship was linked to a distinctive understanding
of observing religion in India. Courts have held that practices essential to a religion can-
not be regulated or restricted. However, interpretations of various practices may be in-
ferred from the doctrines and traditions of that religion, or perhaps by distinguishing sec
ular matters from religious matters. Since religious doctrines and practices in India typi-
cally cover many aspects of life from birth to death, judges attempt to determine which
essential tenets and practices of a faith are undertaking what Marc Galanter calls an in-
ternal “reinterpretation of Hinduism” (1997: 251). Acutely aware of the challenges to im-
plementing constitutional mandates about religious practices, judges in India soon be-
came pivotal players in policymaking on minority rights.

In some cases, courts had to decide between religious freedoms of a group against direc-
tives of the state to reform a religious practice. Judicial interventions in relation to minor-
ity practices took an interesting turn when appellants claimed that a temple founded by
Gowda Saraswath Brahmins was a denominational temple, entitling them to manage their
own affairs in matters of religious worship, and Article 26(b) of the constitution recog-
nizes such a right. Eventually, by relying on scriptural exegesis and case law, the courts
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ruled that all . 221) Hindus are allowed entry into the temple but the Saraswath Brah-
mins could restrict participation in certain religious ceremonies. Some followers of Swa-
mi Narayana, also known as Satsangis, made the claim, rejected by the ruling judge, that
they were socially and culturally Hindus but formed a distinct and separate religious sect
from Hinduism, which is not required to permit all castes and classes to enter their tem-
ple.’ Despite the temple entry movement (Jeffrey 1976), a large number of temples still
restrict entry of believers into temples and bar them from activities on the premises (Do-
rairaj 2009). In the Sabarimala temples, women between the ages of ten and fifty are still
forbidden from offering prayers in the temple, in violation of the provisions in Article 15
of the constitution. Similarly, the entry rules for the twelfth-century Jagannath temple in
Puri restrict entry to only orthodox Hindus. The Indian government also initiated limited
land reforms in the 1950s for the control of lands held by religious endowments and the
management of Hindu religious and charitable endowments and trusts. Religious institu-
tions complained about being deprived of key sources of autonomous income. Popularly
known as the Shirur Mutt case, in 1954 the courts struck down the right of unrestricted
entry into religious institutions of persons unconnected with the spiritual community.®
These judgments relied on what has been sometimes described as a difference between
the “essential” features or components of religion, where courts can scrutinize govern-
ment intervention, and “nonessential” matters that the government may regulate.

Little consensus could exist on what constitutes religion, so judges adopted various stan-
dards to define essential practices. Not all minority practices have been judicially protect-
ed as a result, even though Constitution Article 26(b) allows religious denominations or
organizations complete autonomy about deciding what rites and ceremonies are essential
to them. The Durgah committee case and the Nathdwara temple case involved juridical
definitions of religion. Considering the validity of constituting a Durgah committee under
the Durgah Khwaja Saheb Act of 1955 for the administration and management of the
Ajmer Durgah, the court did not find that it encroached upon the denominational rights of
the chishti sufis. The judge argued that the administration of the shrine in question had
always been under a state official; moreover, a practice should not only be essential to a
religion but also “rational” in order to receive full constitutional protection under Article
26.7 With similar reasoning, a court also held that the Muslim practice of sacrificing a
cow on Bakr Id Day was not a religious requirement, since goats and camels were reli-
giously approved on this holiday as well.8 These early rulings have been critically
summed up by experts as establishing precedents providing judges with a three-step in-
quiry to determine “whether a claim was religious at all, whether it was essential for the
faith, and perforce, whether, even if essential, it complied with the public interest and re-
formist requirements of the constitution” (Dhavan and Nariman 2000: 263).

The framing of the rights of minorities to establish and administer educational institu-
tions is also part of Article 30 of the constitution, and this issue is linked to debates about
access to institutions of higher education. The argument for the secularization of educa-
tion is inspired by ideas of humanism and rationalism and the struggle against all forms
of obscurantism. The right to operate educational institutions under this article was
linked to the preservation of the cultural identity of a group irrespective of whether it was
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of a religious or linguistic nature. Under this right, minority groups have gone on to as-
sert their autonomy and demand the pluralization of education, the media, public cultural
institutions, and symbols of national identity. In response to these demands, the courts
have produced decisions (.222) emphasizing the rights of minorities to administer their
own educational interests while also emphasizing accommodation in the public interest in
educational institutions.?

In recent decades, rulings by India’s Supreme Court concerning minority educational in-
stitutions have significantly shaped institutions of higher education. In view of the Forty-
Second Amendment to the constitution, the subject of education was transferred to the
concurrent list from the state list under the seventh schedule of the constitution. The
TMA Pai foundation case involved the issue of determining who constituted a “minority”
for availing the special right of minorities under Article 30(1) of the constitution to “es-
tablish an