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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

In a globalising world, conflicting identities, economic interests and political concerns are
being interpreted as the ‘clash of civilisations’ with irreconcilable religious worldviews.
Indeed, the grim reality of divisions that mark our societies cannot be avoided: if common
human concerns bring us together, differing social interests set us apart. These differences
cannot be simply done away with, nor can uniformity be imposed or consensus enforced
upon people’s beliefs and practices. Yet, if conflicting identities, economic interests and
political concerns are taken to mean irreconcilable religious worldviews, ethnic cleansing and

genocide will become the norm (Heredia 2007).

When one thinks of the role religion has played in world history, violent confrontation is
usually one of the first images that come to mind. History is replete with examples of the
divisive role religion has played as is contemporary international politics. In the numerous
identity conflicts occurring in Africa, Middle East, South Asia and Balkans, there is a definite
cultural dimension such that it now seems the clash of civilisations, popularised by
Huntington (1993), has been all but prophetic. In the Israel-Palestine conflict, for example,
most scholars agree that self-determination and resource allocation are the primary causes. At
the same time, it cannot be denied that religious identities clearly and crucially impact the
perceptions and behaviours of Israelis and Palestinians, even of those among them who do

not identify themselves as religious or observant (Abu-Nimer 2004: 492).

Religion impacts conflict in two ways. First, religion is an important source of people’s
ideology, which evidently influences their identity (Geertz 1973, Kabalkova 2000). As a basis
of identity, religion can be one of the motivations in conflict: religious identity can be the
cause of discrimination that can lead to conflict (Little 1999, 1996a, 1996b); religion can
influence the level of discrimination against ethnic minorities; religious ideology can be one
of the stimulus for militancy (Hoffman 1995); and religion can intensify separatist conflicts.
Second, religion can define what is and is not legitimate as well as provide a means for
leaders to legitimise their actions. As a source of political legitimacy, religion can justify a

wide range of actions including bellicose policies, ethnic cleansing and genocide (Fein 1990).



But religious legitimacy also has a positive dimension: religiously motivated peacebuilding
efforts can achieve what political or secular initiatives cannot. This is because in critical
conditions such as post-conflict trauma, religious ideas of human relations can be more
influential than secular concepts of reasonableness, justice, and fairness (Glynn 1998). Thus,
religious legitimacy can endorse hatred and violence as well as conflict resolution and
reconciliation. The reason why religion has this dual potential, to cause conflict or abate it, is
because most religions are pluralistic in that they contain doctrines of love and brotherhood
as well as holy war. Even in those instances where particular religion may be viewed as part
of the problem — either by being central to the conflict or by becoming a mobilising factor
for nationalist or ethnic sentiments — that religion still contains teachings that encourage
humaneness. These teachings, irrespective of current practice, present valuable belief systems
for dealing with sectarianism and providing a basis for managing intractable conflicts

(Johnston 2003).

Huntington’s clash of civilisations theory posits that with the end of the Cold War, the old
basis for international relations and conflict based on East-West rivalry has given way to
conflict between the major world civilisations. When Huntington refers to civilisation, he
self-admittedly invokes religion. This means that the civilisations debate is essentially over
the issue of religion in international relations. Subsequently, the civilisational wars that he
talks about are most likely to occur between peoples of different religions. Furthermore,
according to Huntington, the most intense civilisational clash is likely to occur between the
people of the Christian and the Islamic faiths because the Islamic civilisation is historically
the most violent and the Western world faces a threat from it (Huntington 1996a) (for a

detailed discussion of Huntington’s theory and its critiques, see Section 2).

Among the critiques of Huntington, one set of scholars argue that far from clashing, the
world is moving towards cooperation and integration. These scholars spot trends which
reveal that the centrifugal tendency of ethno-religious identities, which threatened to break up
the international system into warring parties after the end of the Cold War, has been checked
by more effective domestic and international strategies for managing conflict. The relations
between ethno-religious groups in heterogeneous societies have also been changing in ways

that suggest the construction of a new regime governing minority-majority relation (Gurr



2000). Moreover, factors such as globalisation, economic interdependence, communication
(Anwar 1998, Tipson 1997), and commitment to democracy, free market, and rule of law
(Ikenberry 1997) are lessening conflict in the post Cold War era. A small but growing
numbers of scholars claim that religion can also be a part of the process of bringing people
together by being a basis for dialogue among different groups (Appleby 2000, Gopin 2000).
Since Huntington premises religion on inherent status, religious identities become an ascribed
characteristic of people that can be at most adapted but not essentially changed. But if
religious ideologies and identities are viewed also as a matter of conscientious preference,
then the human element of decision and choice can be brought back to people’s social and

political life to check violence, transform conflicting positions and heal the wounds of war.

Indeed, there is no denying the historic violence precipitated by religious differences, but
there have also been exemplary creative exchanges and cooperative interactions between
peoples of different religious traditions to work towards diffusing social and political
tensions. In a pluralist world, mere co-existence or mutual seclusion is not an adequate
response to conflict. What is needed is a constructive dialogue that engages people beyond
negating misconceptions and understanding the beliefs and praxis of others. Through such
dialogue communities come to construct themselves and the other differently — they develop
better understanding and acceptance of the subjective reality of the other and form greater
connectedness to the experiences and positions of the other (Fisher 1997). This leads to a
transformation of perceptions and relations to the other (Gergen 1999). Thus, transformative
dialogue leading to deeper mutual understanding is seen by many as a desirable, if not ideal,

state of affairs (Maoz et al. 2007).

Based on the above assertions, this research undertakes a theoretical investigation into
interreligious dialogue as an identity-forming process that can foster reconciliation of
relations between religious communities in societies that have experienced communal
violence. Interreligious dialogue entails contact and communication between people of
different religious traditions, at the individual and institutional level, with the aim of personal
change where personal change involves a threefold transformation: transformation in how we
perceive our own identity; transformation in how we perceive our relationship with the

religious other; and transformation in we perceive our relationship with our own community.



At the heart of interreligious dialogue lie ethics, genuineness and personal transformation.
Ethics involve accepting people of other religions as they are — dialogue should not be a
search for common grounds between different religions, effort to fuse religious doctrines, or
intent to universalise doctrines from individual religions, but a quest for understanding and
accepting other religions as they are meant to be. Genuineness comes about through
spontaneity — dialogue should not be a premeditated activity, but a natural encounter of
diverse people in a free and fair environment. Personal transformation is about changing
oneself rather than changing the other — dialogue should take us into the depths of our own
heart and mind and change the way we see ourselves and the our surrounding, instead of
trying to influence others into changing how they see us. In this way, dialogue can foster
openness, trust, and rebuild broken relations. Since interreligious dialogue can bring personal
transformation that can lead to rebuilding broken relations, interreligious dialogue can
contribute to a more peaceful society with tolerance as a minimum expectation and
acceptance and respect as the maximum ideal. According to this understanding, interreligious
dialogue can encompass different types of interactions such as theological conversations,
academic discussions, involvement in sports, and engagement through visual and performing
arts. Moreover, interreligious dialogue can be inclusive in spirit — its participation can
extend to people who do not identify themselves as belonging to a particular religion, who
follow non-traditional religions, or who do not consider themselves believers at all. This is
not to say, however, that every form of interreligious interaction is interreligious dialogue.
The distinguishing feature of interreligious dialogue is that diverse people come into contact
and communication spontaneously for addressing the issue of social separation between

religious communities.

Furthermore, interreligious dialogue approach to reconciliation challenges the forgiveness-
centric model of reconciliation based on forgiveness of victims, confession and repentance of
perpetrators, and wholehearted acknowledgment of suffering by others. Advocates of this
forgiveness-centric model argue that forgivingness can be a universal ethic of reconciliation
applicable across different cultural contexts. However, it must be noted that the ethics of
forgiveness derives from Christian theology. Consequently, promoting forgiveness as
peacebuilding measure in multireligious contexts reflects a bias towards Christianity. It also

reiterates the historical inequality between Western and non-Western cultures. Lastly, it



perpetuates the cycle of social injustice by privileging one community’s ideals over others. A
religious peacebuilding approach for a multireligious context must exhibit an ‘interreligious’
dimension. This is where the novelty and significance of the interreligious dialogue lies.
Interreligious dialogue approach to reconciliation embraces religious pluralism without
getting into the ‘interreligious’ rhetoric, that is to say, the endless search for similarities and
dissimilarities between religions. Instead, interreligious dialogue is an inclusive, non-
competitive, and process-oriented rather than goal-oriented approach, which seeks to achieve,
not consensus, but contact and communication between diverse people. Contact and
communication are believed to be the key tools for identity reconstruction and relationship
rebuilding in the aftermath of conflict contributing ultimately to the larger process of

reconciliation.

To illustrate the role of interreligious dialogue in reconciliation, this research focuses on the
experience of mass-violence and reconciliation in Bosnia and Nigeria. In Bosnia, despite five
decades of communist rule during which all things religious were looked upon with
contempt, elites used religion during the Yugoslav wars as a symbol of identity to stroke the
fires of nationalism as well as indoctrinate the masses for ethnic cleansing and genocide.
Throughout the crisis, the peacebuilding role of religious leaders remained limited to signing
statements calling for an end to the conflict and a cessation of ethnic cleansing. Many
scholars question whether religious communities contributed to the crisis or were at least part
of it. Notwithstanding these arguments, it is clear that religious communities could have done
more to end the hostilities and heal the wounds of war. Since the end of conflict, some efforts
at interreligious interaction have taken place between the major religious communities at the
grassroots as well as the elite-level highlighting the role of interreligious dialogue as a
component of post-conflict reconciliation. These efforts have helped in raising awareness
about the significance of interreligious interaction for moving towards peaceful co-existence

of different ethno-religious communities in Bosnia (Coward and Smith 2004).

In postcolonial Nigeria, the relations between Christian and Muslim communities have been
fraught with tensions, easily degenerating into communal violence (Umaru 2013). This

phenomenon of violence and conflict traces its roots to the colonial and pre-colonial period



during which Nigeria witnessed the arrival of British Christian missionaries and the
nineteenth-century wave of Islamic Jihad. Due to the legacy of the Christian missionaries and
the Islamic fundamentalists, clashes have persisted through many generations between
Christians and Muslims leading both communities to adopt a “totalising view of each other”
in the present times (Iwuchukwu 2013). Interreligious dialogue efforts between the two
communities have been going on for over a decade and a half in the backdrop of this volatile
conflict. These efforts have emanated from both the elite and the grassroots level. They have
played a small but not significant role in lessening local religious tensions in some parts of

Nigeria and have helped in many instances to reconcile members of warring communities.

One of the major questions regarding reconciliation-aimed interreligious dialogue work is its
effectiveness in actually changing psychological, social, and/or political situations. In this
regard, dialogue efforts in both Bosnia and Nigeria face enormous challenges. In Bosnia,
interreligious interaction remains to be coupled with peace building efforts within each
religious tradition and community. Interreligious efforts also need to be effectively supported
by diplomatic policies that do not downplay but work around the differences between the
religious traditions. Furthermore, many internationally organised and aided dialogue efforts
are misguided in their approach or serve the interests of other countries. In Nigeria,
interreligious dialogue efforts have left out the African religious traditions to the extent that
some scholars argue that in case of Nigeria, a dialogue is inherently exclusive, what is needed
is a trialogue between Christians, Muslims, and Traditionalists. Interreligious dialogue has
also disregarded the potential of women to contribute to peacebuilding. Finally, interreligious
dialogue work is being marred by international contributions to radical Islamists and

fundamental Christians who are keeping the flames of Christian-Muslim bigotry alive.

The overview of Bosnia and Nigeria gives a picture that is at once encouraging and daunting.
The eventual goal of reconciliation — of how different ethno-religious communities in
Bosnia can become true neighbours, of how Christians and Muslims in Nigeria can
appreciate each other’s cultural and religious differences — is still to be realised. But it must
be noted that healing a traumatised society is a lengthy and challenging process. Recovering

from war, hatred and terror in Bosnia or dismantling generations of separation, prejudice and



violence in Nigeria requires transforming relationships from the personal up to the societal
level. As the history of both countries show, leaving injustice, hatred and suspicion
unattended always causes a relapse into violence. But providing space for bringing people of
different religious identities together in mutual respect and commitment can be an

accomplishment in itself as well as a step in a long journey towards lasting peace.

Bosnia and Nigeria are two similar case studies significant to the research for three main
reasons. First, both offer an unequivocal illustration of religion as a “double-edged sword” —
it can foster peace but it can also legitimise violence — and this helps to explain why religion
is a frequently overlooked dimension in international politics as also in peacebuilding. In the
Balkans, the role of the church in abetting wartime policies is well known. What has received
much less attention is the creative dialogue process that various religious actors are involved
in since the end of the conflict. In Nigeria, while occurrences of religious violence form part
of the daily news, only few efforts have been made to study the efforts of grassroots religious

activists in leading the people towards peaceful co-existence.

Second, both Bosnia and Nigeria present a case of dialogical encounter between Christianity
and Islam — the two religions supposed to be most emphatically clashing according to
Huntington’s thesis. An assessment of Christian-Muslim dialogue in these two countries
would help in critiquing Huntington by illustrating how the world is moving towards a
dialogue between civilisations and that religion can play a part in it by bringing people
together for conversations. In Bosnia as well as Nigeria, interreligious dialogue is regarded as
a peacebuilding exercise and not looked upon with suspicion because of the involvement of

religious identities, ideologies and practices.

Third, Bosnia’s experience of ethnic cleansing and genocide and the establishment of the
International Criminal Tribunal for Former Yugoslavia raises ethical questions about the
relation between justice and reconciliation. The extent to which criminal trials facilitate
reconciliation is not established (Clark 2011), but if justice is conceptualised as broader than
merely criminal trials, then there is an underlying lack of justice in Bosnia, which is

eventually detrimental to reconciliation. Bosnia’s multiple transitions, from communism to



democracy, war to peace, and state-dominated to liberal market economy in turn provide a
critical contextual backdrop for an analysis of the process of interreligious dialogue. Nigeria’s
long-standing tensions between Christians and Muslims, the lack of theological
understanding between people of the two communities, the rigorous attempts at religious
conversion by leaders of both religious communities and the imposition of Sharia law in the
northern states creates a hostile environment for interreligious interaction. Yet, in this
backdrop, activists who were formerly religious militants have taken the lead in transforming
people’s mindsets and propagating peaceful co-existence. Nigeria’s experience of dialogical
encounters in the midst of ongoing violence presents a crucial case for studying the

challenges that are posed to interreligious dialogue by the socio-political context.

1. Grounding the Research in International Relations

Religion is an ‘overlooked dimension’ of the international relations (IR) literature. Religion
rarely features in the major theories of international relations and when it is dealt, it is usually
by way of seeing it as a subcategory of topics considered more important for academic
investigation, such as society, institution, civilisation, or terrorism (Kabalkova 2000:
682-683). In the few cases that religion is dealt with directly, it tends to be portrayed as
‘fundamentalist, extreme, radical, or militant’ (Fawcett 2000: 2). Scholars attribute the
disregard for religion in IR to several interrelated trends. First, the historic experience of
Westphalia that has indelibly associated the establishment of the international order with the
formal removal of religion, and rooted a lasting suspicion of involving religion in
international affairs (Wilson 1982, Hamilton 2001, Hatzopolous and Petito 2003, Hurd 2004,
Bellin 2008). Second, the major theories of IR are all based on assumptions that exclude
religion as an important factor. Realism focuses on quest for power and wealth. Ideas, and
religion as a subset of it, are considered to be secondary forces in this process—instrumental,
but not causative. Liberalism recognizes the importance of ideas in international politics in
the form of laws, institutions, and regimes that limited anarchy and fostered cooperation in
the international system but it too largely ignored religion. Constructivists incorporate
identity and ideas into the political construction of state objectives, but rarely make the study
of religious identity or religious ideas central to their work (Checkel 1998, Philpott 2002).

Third, the study of IR is greatly shaped by behaviouralism and the use of quantitative



methodology, and since religion is one of the most problematic variables to measure, it is
conveniently ignored in IR (Fox and Sandler 2004). Fourth, IR scholars from positivist
traditions have not been open to the incorporation of identity-related variables into their
explanations even if these variables had high explanatory power because these variables have
been regarded as a component of reflectivist/hermeneutic traditions (Sandal and James 2010).

Because of these, religion has long been peripheral to the concerns of most IR scholars.

1.1. Religion in International Relations Theory

It is only recently, due to a series of internationally notable incidents involving religious
ideology, identity and practices, that religion has steered its way into the mainstream of IR
discipline. Bellin (2008) notes the recent interest of IR scholars in religious identities and
values marks an advance over the realist dominance in IR. While this advance holds the
promise of explaining many of the current political developments perplexing to scholars and
policymakers, most of the new studies fall short of undertaking a puzzle-driven research that
might shed light on questions of when and how religion matters in international affairs. This
does not mean that the new literature is not increasing the understanding of the interplay
between religion and politics but that these are areas that call further exploration. For
example, the notion of religion as a tool for leaders and elites is rarely investigated in
international relations theory. However, there is a body of theory that assess how elites can
use other dimensions of culture to advance political motives. This literature, called
instrumentalism, generally deals with ethnicity and nationalism. Instrumentalism posits that
the reason why factors like ethnicity and nationalism assume importance in international
relations is not because the actual goals of leaders are ethnic or national but because leaders
have other political and material goals to achieve, in the pursuit of which they manipulate
ethnic and national sentiments (Smith 1993, Moynihan 1993, Gurr 2000). One version of
instrumentalism found within ethnic conflict theory, constructivism, extends this argument
further. Constructivism posits that ethnicity and nationalism are not used but created to
pursue political and material goals. Thus, constructivists disregard where culture originates
from and how it impacts interests, and instead argue that ethnicity and nationalism are
founded on the utility of pursuing interests and power (Comaroff and Stern 1995: 5-7).

Hasenclever and Rittberger (2000) argue that instrumentalist and constructivist perspectives



can be applied to study the role of religion in politics. The instrumentalist view of religion
posits that elites use religion as a tool in seeking their own power and for mobilization
efforts. The constructivists’ view on religion is applicable to politics and religion when
leaders use new interpretations of their religions in order to justify their actions. Further,
Hasenclever and Rittberger (2003) hypothesize that although religious differences are hardly
ever a genuine source of political conflict; under certain conditions they shape conflict
behaviour decisively in the direction of either escalation or de-escalation. Acts of violence
require legitimation. Religion and religious leaders can provide such legitimation. But
religious leaders may also deny legitimation and in such cases violence may not occur even if
significant socioeconomic and political inequalities exist in societies. Primordialism, the
theory that challenges instrumentalist and constructivist view of ethnicity’s role in politics
also provides insight into the influence of religious legitimacy on international relations.
Primordialist theory posits that ethnicity and nationalism hold significance because they are
closely associated with identity. They represent kin-like relations between individuals and
this makes them politically relevant. This explanation for ethnicity and nationalism may be
extended to religion as well because most religions predate ethnic and national identity and
are often, but not necessarily, linked to ethnic and national identities (Kepel 1994). Petito and
Hatzopoulos (2003) observe that primordialists and instrumentalists view the role of religion
in world affairs from two theoretical standpoints: the politicization of religion as an
inescapable threat to security, and as an enabling or mobilizing factor of interstate or
intrastate warfare and as inimical to the resolution of conflict. Constructivists agree with
instrumentalists that elites play a crucial role in the outbreak of armed conflict. But while
instrumentalists suggest that ultimately determined leaders can manipulate religious traditions
at will and that the justification of violence is at best a rhetorical but not a substantial
problem, constructivists insist that religious traditions are inter-subjective structures that have
a life of their own. Fox and Sandler (1994: 53) argue that the primordialist view of religion’s
role in politics is not incompatible with the instrumentalist and constructivist views. The
instrumentalist argument that religion can be politically mobilized when politicians ‘play the
religion card’ to push their policies does not imply that religion cannot become politically
relevant through other means such as identity. Religion can contribute to identity that in turn

can contribute to conflict. Thus, it is not difficult to believe that religious identities, be they

10



primordial or constructed, have an influence on domestic and international politics both as a

primary motivating factor and as a tool for leaders and elites.

1.2. Huntington’s Clash of Civilisations Theory and its Critiques

Since the formulation of Huntington’s clash of civilisations thesis, there has been a vigorous
debate over the validity of his argument. Huntington (1993a, 1996a, 1996b) proposes that in
the post-Cold War era, conflicts will occur between the major world civilisations. The central
defining characteristic of his civilisations is religion, and the reference to wars along
civilisational fault lines is essentially conflicts between people of different religious
identities. Huntington’s concept of civilisation clearly overlaps with religion implying that
the clash of civilisations debate is actually over the role of religion in international affairs.
Huntington further argues that most violent confrontation is likely to occur between the
Western and the Islamic worlds. Many scholars have critiqued Huntington’s theory along
several different lines. The debate is presented here is in the form of type of arguments that
are posed in criticism of the theory. First, many scholars believe that the cause of conflicts in
the post-Cold War will continue to be the same as the factors that caused conflict in the Cold
War era (Ajami 1993, Gray 1998, Pfaff 1998). Similarly, others like Beedham (1999),
Kirkpatrick et al. (1993), Halliday (1997), and Rosecrance (1998) argue that future conflicts
will be based on the same national, historical and economic issues as conflicts in the past.
Consequently, conflict will most likely occur within civilisations rather than between them.
Second, many argue that far from clashing, the world is moving towards cooperation and
integration, and a general reduction in conflict. Anwar (1998) and Tipson (1997) believe that
factors like economic interdependence will facilitate world integration and lead world
civilisations to move beyond conflicts. Ikenberry (1997) believes that for states to rise above
conflicts, all that is needed is a commitment to democracy, free markets and the rule of law.
Also, Halliday (1997) observes that civilisations have been born out of a historical borrowing
and mixing of cultures so that is it not possible to identify distinct civilisational entities as
Huntington does. Third, many scholars argue that Huntington overemphasizes the importance
of civilisations thus undermining other factors that may foment or abate conflict. Ajami

(1993) for instance remarks that Huntington underestimates the influence of modernity and
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secularism and that economic prospect attracts people more than maintenance of traditions.
Other scholars point to the importance of factors such as information technology (Barber
1998), military prowess (Rosecrance 1998), protracted discrimination (Senghass 1998), and
economic power (Hunter 1998, Nussbaum 1997) as the defining feature of the post-Cold War
world order. Fourth, many of the quantitative studies reveal trends that negate Huntington’s
thesis. Some studies show that intra-civilisational clashes are far more likely than inter-
civilisational ones. In fact, inter-civilisational clashes have waned since the end of the Cold
War. Henderson’s (2002) study shows that economic growth, trade interdependence, relative
material capabilities, alliance membership, and territorial congruity provide stronger
explanations for international disputes than the notion of civilisational clash. Several studies
find political factors to be more salient than cultural ones in both international war
(Henderson and Tucker 2001) and civil war (Henderson and Singer 2000). Fifth, many
scholars disapprove of Huntington’s methodology: it is not clear what the world civilisations
entail and what not (Pfaff 1998, Beedham 1999), there is no systematic analysis of the
relation between civilisational controversies and political actions (Senghass 1998,
Rosecrance 1998), and the cultural factors that Huntington points out as being unique to the
West, are not cultural in nature nor are they unique to the West (Ikenberry 1997). Sixth, many
argue that because Huntington’s theory is popular among policy makers, it is a self-fulfilling
prophecy (Hassner 1997a, Pfaff 1998, Tipson 1997). Similarly, Anwar (1998) and Gungwu
(1997a) charge Huntington with instilling a fear of Islam in the West. If the Western policy
makers get convinced by his predictions, then conflicts between the West and Islam would
provoke more aggressive responses from the West, making conflict escalation more likely
and peaceful resolution less common than may otherwise have been possible. Despite these
criticisms, Huntington has his band of supporters. Marshall (1998) agrees with Huntington
that the majority of the conflicts worldwide are along religious fault lines. Some of
Huntington’s critiques argue that the predictions of clash between the West and Islam may be

true to some extent (Anwar 1998, Hassner 1997a).

In 1998, the United Nations adopted the resolution proposed by President Mohammed

Khatami of Iran, designating 2001 as the year of the ‘dialogue among civilisations.’

Khatami’s ‘Dialogue among Civilisations’ is considered a powerful rhetoric and antithesis of
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Huntington’s thesis. Examining Khatami’s idea, Petito (2004) explains that dialogue among
civilisations entails a rejection of power politics, a commitment to conducting international
relations with morality, and the consequential reestablishment of the dignity of the human
being. It also entails a belief that ideas and values, embedded in cultures and civilisations,
inform in a determinant way all political processes on a continuum that runs from the
individual to the state apparatus. Saunders (2001) finds the phrase ‘dialogue among
civilisations’ misleading because dialogue takes place not between civilisations but people.
Globalization has undermined the proposition that nation-states should be the primary actors
to initiate a dialogue among civilisations, and made it not only necessary but possible to
conduct dialogue at the inter-personal level. Moreover, dialogue does not imply a sporadic,
one time exchange, but rather a sustained dialogue that builds an increasing agenda, develops
a common body of knowledge, and inspires participants towards transforming relationships,
and it is only through a sustained dialogue that a clash of civilisations can be eventually

avoided.

1.3. Reconciliation in International Relations Theory

Many scholars from the subfield of conflict resolution believe that if dialogue can be a
process by which confrontation between people can be constrained then dialogue can also be
a process by which inter-personal and inter-group relations can be repaired in the aftermath of
confrontations. Gay (2011) for instance believes that dialogue is a powerful instrument for
reconciliation by way of determining how language crafts the memories of conflict. He says
that reconciliation is founded on collective remembrance and the primary medium for
expressing remembrance is language. To the extent that politics controls language, politics
also controls memory. For this reason, while language can be used to facilitate remembrance,
it can also be used to obscure memories. Similarly, while remembrance can be used to
acknowledge past violence and overcome the resulting pain and alienation, the politics of
language and remembrance can be used to shroud or even deny a genocide or atrocity.
Dembinska (2010) talks about two ways in which the common past can be managed in deeply
divided post-conflict societies for working towards reconciliation. On the one hand, all

conflicting memories should be ‘forgotten’ and new constructions should be put in place if
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enemies are to be reconciled (Devine-Wright 2003). On the other hand, the need for
preventing forgetfulness is quintessential to the process of reconciliation. However, an
intermediary way between the two views would be to appease conflicting memories through
processes that transform myths, and this is where dialogical encounters can be helpful by
providing antagonized parties with a platform for transforming myths. A similar trajectory for
reconciliation is shown by Schreiter (2008). He tells that aggrieved parties can be reconciled
by establishing a shared identity, where the search for a shared identity should incorporate
reconciliatory elements already present in the local culture and take into account the amount
of time that has passed since the end of conflict. The aim of dialogical encounters then would
be to arrive at a shared identity. Lederach (2001) recognizes the centrality of relationships in
reconciliation processes. He argues that if reconciliation is relationship-centric then the
defining quality of practice is the building of trust. According to Lederach’s view of
reconciliation, the aim of dialogue would be to restore relationships by entering the domain
of the internal world, the inner understandings, fears, hopes, perceptions and interpretations
of the relationship itself. Hicks (2001) adds that the task of reconstructing relationship
requires reconstructing identities or narratives because in identity conflicts, threats to identity
have been described as one of the explanations why conflicting parties seem unable to come
to a negotiated end to the conflict, even when there appears to be a way of accommodating
the interests of both the parties. Hicks suggest that parties must undertake the critical task of
self-examination after which only they should engage in dialogues to construct a mutually

tolerable interpretation of the past that would eventually bring about their reconciliation.

1.4. Conflict, Dialogue and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Nigeria

Mooren and Kleber (2001) assess the impact of the war in Bosnia in terms of individual well-
being and devastation of trust. They observe that the conflict has clearly impacted how
people assign meaning to life and their surroundings. Bosnians will be frequently engaged in
coping with stressful memories. Moreover, there is a relationship between the occurrence of
disturbing memories and avoidance strategies, on the one hand, and trust on the other.
According to Touquet and Vermeersch (2008) the discussions on state change in Bosnia

should move beyond focusing on state and institution-building efforts by domestic and
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international elites to investigating identity-forming process outside governmental politics
where local non state actors can mobilize people along non-ethnic lines. Vukomanovic and
Vucinic (2003) find that during the last fifty years, insufficient attention has been paid to
conducting dialogue between representatives of various religious communities in former
Yugoslavia. The gatherings of religious communities’ representatives that took place, both
before and after the conflict were more ‘cosmetic’ and politicized in the light of current
events. During the conflict, churches did not make enough efforts to prevent, or at least react
to the atrocities. Many scholars raise the question whether religious communities contributed
to the problem, or were at least part of it. Notwithstanding these debates, it was obvious that
religious communities can do more for healing the trauma of war. Goodwin (2006) points out
that most of the people of the religious communities express confidence in religion’s ability
to respond positively to issues such as forgiveness, restoration, and healing and to transfer
them to a larger context than personal religious faith. He therefore suggests that religion
should be incorporated into peacebuilding efforts but through a bottoms-up approach as
opposed to the top-down approach, which the international community is currently applying
in Bosnia. Merdjanova (2009) outlines the various achievements and challenges faced by
people and organizations that have been involved in interreligious dialogue in the Balkans.
Interreligious initiatives in the Balkans have rapidly expanded to include such activities as
official and informal meetings, issuing statements of shared commitments, research and
publishing on tolerance in interreligious relations, women’s initiatives, youth activities,
artistic endeavours. Sterchele (2007) finds that the difficulties linked to the practice of
interreligious dialogue are due to the lack of ritual forms, such as rules, ceremonial idioms,
liturgy, and repertoires of action that are capable of uniting and integrating the various
religious communities. He compares religious rituals with football rituals to show that neither

of the rituals can exclusively be a factor for dividing people or uniting them.

Omotoye (2012) outlines the current situation in Nigeria. He finds that one of the major
problems facing Nigeria in the last few decades is religious and ethnic violence. There is
insecurity especially in the Northern states of Nigeria leading to frequent killings in these
states and retaliation in the Southern states. The incidences of religious violence are

disrupting the peaceful co-existence of Muslims and Christians in the country. The latest
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threat to peace in Nigeria is the menace of Boko Haram, a radical Islamic sect responsible for
killing many innocent people. Based on these observations, Omotoye attempts to advance
reasons for the causes of and possible solutions to religious intolerance and violence in the
country. His findings show that there is an urgent need for education and religious dialogue,
so as to ensure peaceful co-existence in the country. Umaru (2013) argues that religion is a
powerful impulse in human existence and it plays a paradoxical role in society as it both
contributes significantly in shaping the spiritual, socio-political and economic lives of people
and also acts as a source of conflict. The experience of interreligious conflict in Northern
Nigeria challenges the claim of Islam and Christianity to be religions of peace. However,
understood as closely intertwined with culture and custom of a people, religion can be central
in the establishment of peace and conflict resolution within and between communities. Based
on this premise, Umaru explores and presents the socio-political and theological resources
available in Northern Nigeria for developing a consistent Muslim-Christian dialogue that can
contribute to the peace building process. Ezegbobelu (2009) studies the micro nation states in
Nigeria to show that the issues involved in interreligious dialogue cannot be analysed in
isolation from other various societal variables as some scholars have done in the past. He
demonstrates that religion and theological studies must be rooted in interdisciplinary
approach and must pay serious attention to the local context. These contexts — societal
variables including geo-historical, cultural, religious, local, national, artistic and global
factors — play an indispensable role and provide the background for understanding,
interpreting and evaluating human religious expressions. Wuye and Ashafa (1999) tell their
story of transformation from being former religious militant leaders before 1995 to becoming
activists for peace and reconciliation. Bitter enemies at first, they first met face to face in
1995 in an atmosphere of mistrust. But at the urging of a civil society leader, they agreed to
try to work out some sort of understanding which resulted into a dialogue that helped them to
overcome misconceptions and gain respect for each other. Apart from being co-authors in
publishing, they launched two projects: Muslims and Christians Dialogue Forum, and

Interfaith Mediation Centre.
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2. Aims of the Research

This study has a threefold purpose: first, it explores the ways in religion, identity and conflict
are related; second, it explains the main components involved in the process of reconciliation
in the aftermath of mass-scale violence; and third, it seeks to conceptualise interreligious
dialogue as an approach to reconciliation. Based on the theoretical framework thus
developed, the study explores the conflict and peacebuilding context in Bosnia and Nigeria,
and against that backdrop analyses the ways in which interreligious dialogue initiatives in

both countries have contributed to reconciliation.

Interreligious dialogue is a worldwide practice whose modern history dates back to the late
19th century. It is a process which brings people together for discussions in a free and secured
environment. In this way, it serves as a bridge between people to manage past memories
collectively and engender deeper understanding and appreciation for each other. By devoting
academic attention to exploring interreligious dialogue, this research aims to contribute to the
newly developing literature within IR that looks at religion as a creative force in building
peace as opposed to the conventional view of religion as a divisive element. While
acknowledging that religion is undoubtedly a motivation or mobilising factor in many
conflicts, the research explores religion’s capacity to ameliorate the very conflicts it has
helped in fomenting by being the basis for dialogue. Having said that, the research does not
turn a blind eye to the limitations of the interreligious approach. It points out the
shortcomings of interreligious dialogue and identifies the plethora of challenges faced in
transforming conflicting positions. By highlighting these pitfalls, the research aims to
demonstrate that interreligious dialogue is a difficult, often painful, endeavour that does not
guarantee success. But when attempted with careful preparation and a clearly defined
purpose, it can enhance mutual awareness, promote joint activities, and even transform
relationships between members of warring groups. Moreover, only when limitations and
challenges are adequately emphasised can the ground be laid for addressing them in future. In
effect, this is a study of what works — and does not — in the field of interreligious dialogue.
In the same spirit that scholars urge practitioners of this approach to not get carried away by

unrealistic expectations or be dismayed by unavoidable failures, this research also tries to
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stay focused on studying the developments and obstacles related to interreligious dialogue

without undermining its potential as a peacebuilding tool.
3. Hypothesis of the Research

1. Interreligious dialogue can be an important step in the process of reconciling relations

between hostile communities in deeply divided societies.

2. While interreligious dialogue has created awareness in Bosnia about the pragmatic
importance of interreligious interaction, in Nigeria, it has helped in moderating local

religious tensions.
4. Methodology of the Research

This research investigates the role of religion in conflict as well as peacebuilding. As a result,
some methodological preferences are implicit in the research design. The research makes use
of the constructivist and primordialist paradigms of international relations theory. The term
‘constructivism’ holds different meanings for different scholars. But there is a consensus that
constructivism focuses on ‘capturing processes of mutual constitution’ (Klotz and Lynch
2007). Therefore, it is a theory especially valuable for studying identity-related variables,
which are shaped by the social context (Sandal and James 2010: 5). However, presenting
constructivism as incompatible rather than complementary to other identity-related theories
would mean disregarding the explanatory power of those theories. Indeed, constructivism is
compatible with many theories, including primordialism (Barkin 2003: 338). Therefore, this
research adopts a framework that examines the role of religion alternatively from the
constructivist and primordialist perspectives depending upon which approach has greater

explanatory power for the cases under study.

To explore whether interreligious dialogue can facilitate reconciliation between communities
after violent clashes, the research draws on deductive reasoning. Based on the premise that
interreligious dialogue generally leads to a more peaceful social environment because it
promotes an ethos of tolerance and trust, the research proposes that in societies that have
undergone communal violence, the practice of interreligious dialogue can foster

reconciliation between the hostile communities.
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The research undertakes the case study method to understand how interreligious dialogue has
taken place in some of the conflict-ridden and post-conflict societies. Attention would be paid
to understanding the salience of religious identity and religious legitimacy in the process, the

role of religious actors, and the nature of issues and activities undertaken.

The primary materials on which this study is extensively based were collected personally
through fieldwork in Bosnia-Herzegovina. During the course of the study (2012-2017), two
visits were made to the field — a month long visit in April 2015 followed by a three-month
visit in October-December 2017. The field trips covered the capital city of Bosnia, Sarajevo
and the smaller cities of Jajce, Travnik, Tuzla and Mostar in the Federation of Bosnia-
Herzegovina, and Zvornik and Srebrenica in Republika Srpska. The bulk of interviews were
conducted in Sarajevo. The interviewees ranged from Muslim and Christian clerics, civil
society workers, professional researchers to students and laypersons. Some of the notable
profiles of interviewees include: persons who lived in Sarajevo during the four-year long
(1992-1995) siege of the city; persons who lost family members in the war; persons who
participated in combatant during the war; persons who had to flee the country due to the war
and returned after several years of living abroad; persons who were raised by parents
traumatised by the war; foreigners living in Bosnia from before the outbreak of the war; and
fellow foreign researchers. Apart from interviews, visits were made to museums dedicated to
memories of the Bosnian war, assassination of Archduke Francis Ferdinand in Sarajevo, and
the socialist history of Bosnia. Two visits were made to the Mostar (divided between
Muslims and Catholic Croats) for taking photographs (included in the study) and visiting
museums dedicated to war remembrance. A day-long visit was made to Srebrenica to visit the
Potocari genocide memorial and take photographs (included in the study). Apart from these,
numerous walks through the streets of Sarajevo and conversations with strangers in cafes

helped in gathering a general picture of the impact of war on Bosnian society.

The case study of Nigeria is based on primary materials available online such as newspaper
articles, documentaries, short films, video interviews, transcripts of interviews taken by
journalists and researchers, reports produced by international organisations. Fieldwork in

Nigeria was not possible due to lack of funds and the prevailing atmosphere of insecurity for
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foreign nationals. However, the effort has been to compensate for the lack of fieldwork by

engaging deeply with the materials available online.
5. Structure of the Research

This study is divided into six chapters. Chapter 1 outlines the principal idea, aims,
methodology, structure and hypothesis of the study. Chapter 2 explores the reasons why
religion has remained peripheral to the study of IR. It examines the various ways in which
religion plays a role in international politics, particularly in conflict and reconciliation.
Chapter 3 deals with reconciliation and interreligious dialogue. It captures the situation of the
aftermath of collective violence: widespread trauma; concealment of violence; and denial of
violence. It explores at length the key components of reconciliation: truth-seeking through
criminal tribunals and truth commissions; justice-seeking through retributive and restorative
mechanisms; patterns of collective and individual remembrance; and ethics of forgiveness,
and relationship of forgiveness to truth and justice. Finally, the chapter deals with
interreligious dialogue approach to reconciliation by, first, discussing the traditional
normative theories of interreligious dialogue and their critique, and then introducing the
ethical approach to interreligious dialogue. Chapter 4 deals with the case study of Bosnia. It
overviews the causes of the Bosnian war with an emphasis on the role of religion. It studies
the socio-political backdrop in which reconciliation efforts have been taking place for the last
twenty years, namely institutionalisation of ethnicity, weakening of democratic values, and
waning of secularism from the public sphere. Further, the chapter studies two interreligious
dialogue initiatives in Bosnia — Interreligious Council in Bosnia-Herzegovina and
Pontanima Interreligious Choir — and examines the ways in which they have contributed to
reconciliation. Finally, the chapter explores the contemporary social and political challenges
obstructing the path of reconciliation. Chapter 5 deals with the case study of Nigeria. It
analyses the historical factors that gave rise to communal tensions in Nigeria, namely the
British policies of promoting North-South regionalism and Christian-Muslim rivalry. It then
analyses the contemporary causes of instability in Nigeria: Christian-Muslim strife; weak
federalism; implementation of Sharia in the northern states; and religious violence.
Thereafter, the chapter looks at one intereligious initiative in Nigeria — Interfaith Mediation

Centre — and explores how they have impacted local people’s perceptions. Finally, the
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chapter overviews the current security threats in Nigeria, namely the oil crisis in the Niger
Delta and religious violence by Boko Haram. Chapter 6 concludes the study by summarising
the previous chapters, and presenting the main findings of the study. The chapter makes a
case that devoting new scholarship to exploring the ways in which interreligious dialogue
promotes reconciliation can produce approaches and ideas that can actually be highly

germane to the construction of a culture of peace in societies emerging from violent pasts.
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CHAPTER 11
Debates on Secularisation and Religion in International Politics

There has always been a discomfort among scholars of International Relations on the
question of religion. Many associate religion primarily with fundamentalism and perceive
religious differences as dangerously violent. The academic mood reflects in practice as well.
Policy makers in many countries are panicked by the potential explosiveness of religious
ideologies, movements and institutions. Overall, the interference of religion in contemporary
politics, including domestic and international politics, is considered undesirable. Despite this,
scholars almost unanimously agree that religion has noticeably reappeared in the recent
decades at the individual, community, state and international levels. The so-called religious
resurgence has perplexed them precisely because they have not been able to explain it
through the traditional approaches in the field. However of late, a small but growing number
of scholars are re-examining International Relations in the hope of offering some insight into
the phenomenon of religion in politics. Their endeavours have not only brought religion out
of its confinement in the peripheries of International Relations but also thrown into question
one of the most celebrated achievements of modern politics, the Peace of Westphalia. This
chapter is geared towards partaking in the same effort: understanding the role of religion in
contemporary politics by revisiting some of the most influential strands of thought about

religion.

The conventional wisdom in International Relations is that religion was inseparable from
politics in Europe in the high middle ages. The importance of religion peaked especially
between 1517, the eve of the Protestant Reformation, and 1648, the signing of the Treaty of
Westphalia. The Westphalian settlement ended sectarian violence in Europe by exiling
religion to the private sphere and removing forever the hand of religion in politics. The public
sphere became autonomous or sovereign and secularism arose as the dominant discourse in
international politics. In this way, Westphalia marked the birth of the sovereign state system
as also the moment of secularisation of the international system. Westphalia created the
‘modern’ world order — one in which religion was privatised, political authority was

secularised and the separation of religion and politics was formal.
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Since modern international politics traces its origin to Westphalia, the separation of religion
and politics is considered the foundation of academic International Relations. Consequently,
the religious-secular bifurcation is taken as the natural starting point for social scientific
enquiry in the field. The mainstream International Relations theories presume that religion is
a private affair. Realism focuses on the quest for power and material capabilities among
states. The influence of religion on state behaviour is for the most part ignored. Neorealism
studies the role of international structure in determining state behaviour. Factors such as
power, technology and geography are considered to be the primary factors that constrain state
behaviour. Marxist traditions dismiss social norms and practices as unproductive. Religion is
treated at best as a consciousness that is removed from reality and extraneous to the process
of production. Liberalism recognises the importance of interests in international politics in
the form of laws, institutions, and regimes. But liberal theorists believe that religious ideas in
the public sphere tend towards violence. Constructivists study how international norms
influence state behaviour. However most of the social constructivists treat religion as private

by apriori assumption.

The failure of International Relations theory to understand the complex relationship between
religion and politics and to explain the recent resurgence of religion flows from a single
massive assumption: that Westphalia irrevocably privatised religion in the course of creating
the modern state, thus rendering politics secular. The realist, liberal and constructivist
traditions and their many variants are founded on the notion that since religion was divorced
from politics at Westphalia, the possibility of the presence of religion in modern politics is
ruled out at the very beginning. These traditions believe that modern international politics,
built on the Westphalian idea of autonomy of the public sphere, operates on a consensual

disaggregation of religion and politics.

The Westphalian assumption of a clear separation between religion and politics has for the
most part remained uncontested in International Relations theory, and this is why subjects
like religion that are considered antithetical to secularism remain beyond its grasp. Moreover,
the unchallenged political authority of secularism in the field has made the division between
religion and politics look permanent, even natural. Scholars study religion and politics as

well-defined categories that hardly undergo social and historical change. The private and the
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public are also seen as neat spaces that do not as such overlap. However, the two striking
trends in international politics mentioned at the outset — the propensity of religion to fuel
conflict and the noticeable resurfacing of all things religious — demand that the relationship
between religion and politics be re-examined and to that end, the Westphalia be called into
question first. This chapter primarily undertakes this task: it cross-examines the religious-
secular bifurcation in international politics by reassessing what was achieved, and lost, at

Westphalia.

This chapter addresses three questions: first, how did secularisation come to dominate
International Relations and what different traditions of secularism organise the norms of
international politics; second, why is the secular orientation of International Relations in
crisis, that is to say, why does the privatisation of religion and the clear separation of religion
and politics no longer hold; and third, if attempts are underway to displace the secularist
monopoly in International Relations, then which alternative perspective can explain how
processes, institutions and states come to be regarded as religious as opposed to secular, and
what are the implications of the religious-secular demarcation in politics. Through an
exploration of these questions, the chapter makes three arguments. First, Westphalia did not
drain politics of its religious content, even though it created a secularist discourse in politics
which held religion as a private affair. On the contrary, the principle of secularisation that
dictated the post-Westphalian international order was arguably founded upon religion, in
particular Western Christianity. Second, secularism helps to generate particular
conceptualisations of religion and politics and seeks to enforce the division between them.
Since secularism itself is politically conditioned, the boundaries it defines of the secular and
the religious are also political arrangements. Thus, secularism cannot be considered a stable
category, nor can religion a fixed identity and ideology. Both are sites of contestation and
continual change. Neither has a constant or clear-cut relationship to politics. Given the
variety of ways in which religion is making its way into politics, the secular-religious or the
public-private dichotomy is untenable in contemporary times. Third, International Relations
theory has a propensity to proclaim secularism as the proper organising principle of interstate
relations. There is a collective belief among state actors that rules, norms and practices

emanating from secularism are universally applicable and morally correct. In this way,

24



secularism represents a political culture; it also wields moral legitimacy through an informal
consensus. Any deviation, especially in the form of non-secular politics, is an unexplained
anomaly. Moreover, because of the Western Christian roots of secularism, International
Relations theory disregards non-Western and non-Christian perspectives on religion and
politics. Secularism’s exclusivity is the reason why manifestations of religious differences are
indiscriminately likened to conflict and increase in religious bearing on politics is seen as a
undesirable development. Although both attitudes are not wholly unfounded, they expose the
uncompromising tradition in International Relations of upholding the ‘dark alliance’ between
religion and war and not venturing beyond the politics and religion divide. In defiance of this,
many scholars within social sciences have tried to understand the dynamics between religion
and politics in alternative and useful ways. This research will try to import some of those

approaches to International Relations in the study of religion and peacebuilding.
1. The Secularisation Debate

Secularisation as a topic of theoretical analysis gained attention in the 19th and 20th
centuries. The debate was primarily over whether ‘secularisation,” a process entailing
increasing separation of religion from politics and public life, and relegation to the private
sphere, was indeed occurring in the modern world or was it merely a deception. Though more
than a century and a half old, the debate on secularisation has been kept alive by evidences of
major social and political changes in recent times. Some aspects of this debate pose
interesting, rather realistic, challenges that may lead to valuable insight into the changing
uses of religion in the early 21st century. Refreshing the classical debate on secularisation
may be a good starting point for studying religion in international politics. Among the
plethora of ideas that have influenced the notion of secularisation, four broad strands of social
thought that have been pivotal in forming the contemporary theoretical and analytical
category of secularisation. These include structural differentiation, empiricism and scientific

ideas, liberal thought, and Marxism.

The idea of structural differentiation posits that civilisations and cultures pass through
various stages in the process of evolution. Evolutionary change usually involves
transformation of functions and meanings from the simple to the complex. The consequence

of evolution for religion is that its regulatory role in the public sphere dies away, and instead
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it assumes a more limited function of legitimating the existing model of society. Thus, from
being at the centre of society and politics, religion increasingly becomes a separate institution

with a demarcated set of functions outlined by secular or non-religious authorities.

Empiricist and scientific ideas contain the force to lay bare the inconsistencies and
weaknesses of religion and to bring in its place new ways of thinking grounded in human
reason and experimented knowledge. In The Natural History of Religion, for example, David
Hume explained that people’s belief in the supernatural is an irrational stance — their refusal
to give up religious dogmas in the face of the vagaries of life. In his controversial work, On
the Origin of Species, Charles Darwin proposed that all creatures were created through the
process of evolution and natural selection, and humans had evolved from apes. These ideas
mounted a severe challenge on the theological beliefs that humans were created in the image

of God and therefore they were superior than all other creatures.

The works of liberal thinkers like John Locke and Stuart Mill echoed the importance of
autonomous political order and individual rights in society. Locke argued that both
individuals and society would stand to benefit if, what he regarded as the “natural right of
human beings,” was respected i.e. their freedom of choice in matters of the form of polity
they want to live in, the political leaders they want to be ruled by, the occupations they want
to engage in and the religion they want to follow is maintained. By the mid-19th century, Mill
argued that a liberal state was one which did not impose any particular form of religion on its

people and remained neutral towards all religions.

A combination of Hegelian idealism and Marxist materialism went a long way in smothering
religion in the public eye. A radical strand of Hegelianism argued that the rational side of
human nature was progressively realising itself through use of reason and the spirit of
Christianity. For making the rational being complete, it was necessary to do away with
obstacles that religion posed. An equally radical explanation of the influence of religion was
put forth by Marxists. They believed that religion was the instrument through which the
ruling classes of every social formation oppressed the working classes. The rulers or the
capitalists had corrupted and co-opted religion. The need for religious ideologies in a society
would be dispensed with, if class-based hierarchy and exploitation were destroyed. When

capitalism would be wiped out, religion would no longer enjoy the mysterious hold over
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people. This would be the socialist world, priding itself in self-critical socialist theory and
social practice because the liberal philosophical approach was clearly insufficient to address
the root cause of human misery — social class oppression. It was only when the Marxist-
inspired state socialism and communism was turned into a political movement that the power

of religion in the private and the public sphere was seriously damaged.

Freudian psychology believes that religion is a ‘neurotic by-product’ of the struggle between
the conscious and unconscious parts of the mind. Religion provides an insight into the
responses which psychological conflicts generate in people and into conditions in which
neurosis could either become intolerable or be overcome. Freud believed that individuals had
the capability of outgrowing and thereby overcoming their neurotic dependence on religion
by applying maturity and rationality. For an evolving society and culture, maturity and
rationality would mean that religion would be left only as a minor weakness of individual and
collective psychology. Freud believed that scientific ideas also produced anti-religious

sentiment in individuals and collectives (Hamilton 2001: 64-76).

The current debate on secularisation is primarily between two schools of thought. On one
hand is the idea that the contemporary world is characterised by secularisation, which entails
the progressive decline of influence of religion in the public sphere. On the other hand is the
idea that religion is not abdicating from the public sphere. Instead, its significance is

continuing or, in many cases, reviving.
1.1. Religion in Decline

The claim that religion is progressively declining from societal sphere has several finer
strands. Furseth and Repstad (2006) call them collectively as moderate theories of
secularisation, as opposed to extreme theories of secularisation. Extreme secularisation
theories came into circulation through the works of 19th century sociologists, like August
Comte (1798-1857) who believed that cultures and societies passed through distinct historical
stages during which they were constantly evolving. In the earliest stage, dominated by
theology, events were explained as the works of Gods. In the intermediate or the
metaphysical stage, theological explanations were replaced by philosophical ones. Finally, in

the modern stage, theological and philosophical explanations gave way to strictly scientific
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and empirical explanations. The modern epoch is characterised by the optimistic belief in
scientific progress. Such progress provides the basis for individual thought and would bring
about the gradual death of religion in industrialising societies. This hard form of
secularisation is no longer tenable in contemporary social sciences. Few scholars, if any,
envision a world without religion. Far more popular is the moderate position, which sees
importance of religion as gradually diminishing, as against altogether disappearing, due to the
progressive liberation of societal sectors from the clutches of religious institutions. In other
words, when various elements of society, one by one, free themselves from religion, hold of

religion over society cannot but decline (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 74).

Anthropologist Jack David Eller (2007: 252) explains that the catalyst for such religious
change is social diversity. During the transition from the medieval to the modern period,
social diversity had an important role to play in two ways. First, in the process of historical
evolution, as societies came to include different racial, ethnic, linguistic, and of course,
religious groups, no religion could play the role of uniting them into a single moral
community. The separation of the state and church in the 17th century was one of the
consequences of social diversity and plurality (Bruce 2002: 17). Thus, pluralism severely
threatened the monopoly of religion. Second, within religions itself, there came about
schisms resulting in fragmentation of religions into sects and denominations. In Western
Europe, the Catholic Church was uncontested throughout the ancient and medieval periods.
But with the coming of the Protestant Reformation its monopoly was shaken forever. The
triumph of Protestantism paved the way for the proliferation of alternative churches and
ushered an era of competition and fragmentation in the sphere of religion as each individual
was free to interpret religion now that the Catholic Church was no longer the sole arbiter
between God and man (Bruce 2002: 10). The tendency to splinter is not unique to medieval
Christianity, other traditional religions of the world faced the same and in no lesser intensity.
Since individuals were effectively free to choose from an assortment of ultimate meanings as
they deemed right, the attitude in society toward religion was one that has been called a
consumer approach: “if you build a church, people will come.” This also means religious
institutions and leaders had a strategic role to play in enlarging and consolidating their

congregations (Norris and Inglehart 2004: 7).
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Norris and Inglehart (2004) categorise various moderate theories of secularisation according
to economic theories of demand and supply. (1) Demand-side Theories: Demand-side
theories focus on the behaviour of masses. They explain how industrialisation and
modernisation have gradually eroded religious beliefs and practices despite the attempts of
religious leaders to spread and popularise religion. Demand-side theories are subdivided into
rationalisation and functional differentiation (functionalism). (i) Rationalisation theories
argue that the age of Enlightenment gave birth to the rational human who has discovered the
mysteries of nature through reason and science, thereby making religious teachings and
interpretations redundant. (ii) Functional differentiation theories argue that the expansion of
the welfare state in the mid-19th and early 20th centuries in Western Europe replaced the core
social responsibilities of religious institutions such as monasteries, parish churches and
priesthood with specialised non-religious organisations and individuals. Stripped of its social
significance in industrialised societies, religion will gradually wither away. (2) Supply-side
Theories: Supply-side theories focus on the behaviour of religious institutions. They discuss
how public demand for religion is more or less constant, therefore any variation in the
influence of religion across regions is due to the change in level of activism (evangelising and
proselytising) of religious institutions. Supply-side theories are subdivided into rational
choice theories and religious market approach. (ii) Rational choice theories argue that it is not
demand for religion by the public that determines the course of religious change but active
supply of religion by religious institutions. (iv) Religious market theories argue that there is a
strong competition between various religions and religious denominations to rally religious
consumers to them. This pluralistic competition leads to rivalry between religious institutions

preserving indirectly individual freedom of choice in religious matters.

No single theory has been able to dominate the discussion on secularisation. Scholars have
pointed out flaws in every one of them. Regardless of this, the conceptual maps offered by
these theories lead to four ideas that can help in understanding the influence of religion in the
public sphere, where public sphere includes politics, nation, state and civil society: (1)
rationalisation; (2) differentiation; (3) modernisation; and (4) pluralism. Much of the
academic debate on religious change in the public sphere takes place in either agreement or
disagreement with these ideas or developing alternative explanations to them. These ideas

form the background on which almost all theories of secularisation or religious change stand.
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Therefore, if one intends to build a case for the significance of religion in present times, one

cannot afford to ignore these debates.

1.1.1. Rationalisation: Loss of Faith

The process of rationalisation is defined as “the methodological pursuit of efficient relations
between means and ends. In some cases this may also mean the pursuit of efficiency as an
end in itself” (Beckford 2003: 47). In industrial and advanced industrial societies,
rationalisation includes several aspects. (i) It intellectually challenges the foundations of
divinely revealed knowledge such as the conceptions of heaven, hell and afterlife, and
questions the legitimacy of interpreters and guardians of sacred truth such as theologians and
religious heads. (ii) It re-examines the efficiency of institutions and organisations that are
widely established as sacred, such as churches, monastic orders and religious brotherhoods,
and raises doubt over the ability of religious agencies to compete with secular ones, for
example, religious schools versus non-religious schools or religious charity agencies versus
secular charity agencies. (iii) It projects religious ideas as ‘mystifications’ and ‘false
consciousness,” and strikes at the cultural roots of religious beliefs such as individual and
community rituals and ceremonies with religious symbolism. In all these ways,
rationalisation corrodes the religious beliefs and practices that are revered as values in
themselves or as ways of life justified by sacred tradition. Thus, rationalisation ultimately has

a secularising effect.

The principal statement on the secularising effect of rationalisation was put forth by Max
Weber. Weber claimed a straightforward relation between the decline of religion and the
general process of rationalisation in modern societies. He argued that the rise in capitalism
and industrialisation and the emergence of a bureaucracy based on reason and regulation had
led to a shift in social attitudes from one based on religious values to one informed by
rationality. Weber argued that the shift in attitudes was by and large an inescapable process.
Religion could exert influence occasionally — in times of instability — but there was no

scope for religion to play a central role in modern societies ever again (Ekstrand 2000).

The demand-side theories of secularisation based on the works of Weber and Durkheim have
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been thoroughly dissected by critics. Bruce (2002) summarises Weber’s rationality thesis of

secularisation:

Industrialisation brought with it a series of social changes — the fragmentation of the life-world, the
decline of community, the rise of bureaucracy, technological consciousness — that together made
religion less arresting and less plausible than it had been in pre-modern societies. That is the conclusion

of most social scientists, historians, and church leaders in the western world (Bruce 2002: 36).

Scholars who are sceptic of Weber’s thesis point out three problems. First, Weber’s thesis is
based on the assumption that rational thought and religious lifestyle are incompatible. As far
as theory is concerned, scholars say there is no necessary incompatibility between religion
and rationality. The pursuit of scientific knowledge and rational inquiry can well be
accommodated into a worldview founded on religious values. Interestingly, scientific outlook
can actually perform some of the same functions as religion, for example, strengthening faith
in the laws of nature and predicting the future through astrology and related sciences. One
even notices the rise of a generation of technology worshippers, a phenomenon termed as
‘cyber-religion’ (Brasher 2001, Dawson 1999). Moreover, except for the growth of
industrialisation and bureaucracy, Weber does not provide a systematic analysis as to why
religion does not have a central role in modern society and why reason and instrumentality
have become prevalent (Furseth and Repstad 2006: 85). Rationalisation may be prevalent in
the public sphere but individuals and communities can continue to embrace religious values
in their private or social lives and in the spaces in-between formal secular organisations. This
phenomenon is not so much an issue of resisting secularisation but rather co-existing with it

by maintaining religious hold in spaces where it may be effective or indeed, necessary.

Second, rationality — an efficient relation between means and ends — is a relative concept
and therefore cannot be suitable for all situations. Where rationality promotes dangerous or
destructive ends, it cannot be seen as a satisfactory basis for social and moral order. Zygmunt
Bumann (1989, 1991), one of the sharpest critics of modernity writes in the context of the
Jewish Holocaust by the Nazis that the systematic mass persecution of a particular ethnic
community requires a rationally thought out plan and rational means of executing it. The
modern state not only owns the means but its obsession to create a utopian social order,
prompts it to put these means to use uninhibitedly and indiscriminately. This has made the

modern state, the foundation of one of the worst evil of our era — genocide. In other words,
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in determining how ‘rational’ is rationality, one has to look at the ends towards which it is
directed. If the ends are de-humanising, there can be chances that the pursuit of rationality

can create conditions in which religious values can get reasserted.

Third, Weber’s core postulation concerned the growing role of Protestantism in the Western
world as a result of the arrival of the Industrial Revolution. Since these developments
occurred few centuries ago, empirically examining their contemporary validity is difficult
(Norris and Inglehart 2004: 8). The evidence of secularisation by rationalisation is supposed
to be found simply in the sustained claims about the replacement of religious thinking and
behaviour with rational and goal-oriented ideas and practices. For example, the wave of
scientific thinking that has swept through the fields of medicine, education, engineering,
astronomy and so on are seen as clear indications of the receding influence of religion
(Beckford 2003: 48). But if rational worldview creates disenchantment toward belief in the
divine, then in those societies that pursue science most intently, religious influence may be
expected to be the least. Evidence across the world suggests otherwise (Norris and Inglehart
2004: 9). Secularisation is “a taken-for-granted ideology rather than a systematic set of

interrelated propositions,” notes Hadden (1987: 588).

1.1.2. Differentiation: Loss of Function

Differentiation perspective envisions societies as functionally integrated systems of social
institutions and processes. When the systems face internal struggles or external pressures, the
processes of differentiation of the functions of the societal institutions and processes take
place. Differentiation theories inquire about the circumstance in which one or more
institutions determine the way the overall system evolves: how relations between different
institutions are regulated and how the system is kept intact in the course of interaction with
other systems. On the subject of religion and secularisation, questions of functional
differentiation have produced very interesting responses. Religion, in advanced industrial
societies, is considered to have lost its traditional role of sanctioning the ideal set of values
for social and personal conduct and legitimising the entire system. It is also less effective in

fostering communal identity and binding social institutions into a whole.
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The idea of the loss of purpose for religion as a consequence of functional differentiation
among institutions in the evolution of a society finds its origin in the works of Emile
Durkheim (1912). Durkheim believed that religion does not simply embody a set of beliefs,
but also comprises of a set of actions such as prayers, confessions, feasts, fasts, and
ceremonies associated with festivals, change of season, birth and death. These rituals and
ceremonies are integral to the society because they have the effect of maintaining social
cohesion and stability and are believed to benefit society as a whole. Durkheim argued that
industrialised societies have undergone the process of functional differentiation because of
which they have different professionalized institutions and persons for taking care of the
multiple needs of society. For example, the monopoly of the church as lawgiver and priests as
scholars and healers is replaced by the rule of government and courts and setting up of
universities and hospitals. Having lost several of its social functions, religion remains at best

a residue of spiritual and moral values.

Durkheim’s ideas were developed further by Thomas Luckman, Peter L. Berger, Bryan
Wilson, Peter Beyer, Steve Bruce and Karel Dobbeleare. Luckmann’s (1967) idea was that as
societies advance, various social sectors gradually extricate themselves from religious
control. Economics requires its own laws governed by rational calculations of gain and loss.
Sciences such as medicine and physics require methodological research and experimentation.
Politics requires strategic decision-making. In sum, all sectors run on their own logic — in
economics, money is to be earned, in science, truth is to be proved, and in politics, power is

to be pursued, leaving no room for the invisible or the divine hand to do its work.

Berger’s works are interesting because he changed his position on the debate in the later part
of his career. In his early works, he claimed that traditional religious institutions are declining
with the advancing of modernisation, and religion would soon become a strictly private affair.
The relationship between religion and politics, Berger (1967) explained, as a problem of
legitimation. Historically, religion has been the instrument for legitimation i.e. justifying the
social system in a way that institutional set-up is made meaningful and acceptable for the
individual. Globalisation de-instrumentalises religion so that in modern Western societies
religion no longer plays the role of legitimising the public sphere, but retreats to the private

realm. Berger saw this change as almost inevitable. In later works however, Berger retracted
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on this position and claimed that modernisation can also create condition in which religion
can resurge or counter secularisation. He argued that religion could be a force for social unity,
collective action and political mobilisation, even in modern societies (Berger 1967 as

explained in Repstad and Furseth 2006: 97).

In his early works, Wilson (1992) emphasised that secularisation is characterised by change
in the behaviour of the public sphere towards religion. If religion no longer legitimises
political power in the way it once did, plays a lesser role in cultural life, and is no longer used
to interpret natural and worldly events, then it is reasonable to speak of a pervasive mood of
secularisation. In short, secularisation means that religion has become less important for the
functioning of the public sphere. Religion becomes a private matter and any attempt by
individuals or social institutions to influence individual belief would be taken as an act of

interference into private matters.

In analysing globalisation, Beyer (1994) argued that religious movements have two probable
responses to globalisation depending upon the nature of the religion. Some sections of
traditional movements, such as Catholicism or Islam react against globalisation, resisting
global forces and trying to preserve old identities. Liberal theological movements such
religious environmentalism that attempt to espouse world culture celebrate globalisation and
diversity. In the context of globalisation, many religious traditions, both old and new ones,
can find a fertile ground for renewed influence in the public life (Beyer 1990). Bruce (1996)
makes a similar point by viewing globalisation as a dilemma for religious institutions in
modern liberal societies. They can adopt either a strict fundamentalism or a self-effacing

liberalism. Both options can or cannot work.

Dobbeleare (1981) made a creative attempt to synthesise the various demand-side theories of
secularisation initiated by the work of Weber and Durkheim. He suggested a model of
secularisation comprising of three analytically distinct but overlapping dimensions of the
phenomenon: laicisation, religious change, and religious involvement. Laicisation refers to
the declining importance of religion in society. Religious change involves alterations in
theology and orientation of religious institutions as well as beliefs of individuals. Religious
involvement refers to changes in the rapport between the individuals and religious

institutions. Dobbeleare regards laicisation as the most important aspect of secularisation but
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also points out that it is not a uni-dimensional or irreversible process (Dobbeleare as

explained in Beckford 2003).

The functionalist or the functional differentiation theory dominated the academic debate on
societal development in the 1950s and 1960s but went out of use gradually. Functionalists
assume that like religion, secularisation, is a complex but unitary phenomenon that simply
requires conceptual clarification or better specification of a measurable reality (Beckford
2002: 45). They argue that societies progress along a single path of socio-economic
development ending in the creation of modern secular democracies. Critics claim that
collectives such as communities, societies, nations and states do not travel along a single
historical path of progress, but experience multidimensional changes (Hagopian 2000). One
of the changes could be a loss of the social purpose of religious institutions due to functional
differentiation in society. However, this does not necessarily mean that the moral and spiritual
function of religion is also lost, it could in fact become more important. For example, the
ascendance of Islamic parties in Pakistan, the popularity of Evangelicalism in Latin America
or outbreak of ethno-religious violence in Nigeria, all point to an ascendance of religious
influence in society and politics. At the same time, there has also been a decline in public
support for religious institutions. Thus, rather than envisioning a steady and inevitable
erosion of the spiritual purpose of religion, critics argue in favour of a more complex
historical pattern characterised by a range of factors such as charisma of spiritual leaders,
political mobilisation of religious movements and impact of historical events that produce

varied pattern of changes in modernising societies.

A similar argument is put forth by Chaves (1991) that secularisation is not necessarily the
outcome of functional differentiation in society because either the claims about the
integrative role of religion in the past have been exaggerated or religion continues to perform
functions at other levels of the society. This means instead of integrating the society into a
religious community, religion can play the role of providing moral guidance, spiritual
meaning and identity to individuals and collectivities. The same position was held by Mol
(1967), who argued that functional differentiation does not warrant secularisation because
when religious organisations give up their political and social functions in the process of

evolution, they still are free to harness their spiritual power.
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In line with the critics of rationalisation theory of secularisation, critics of functionalism
argue that if functional differentiation is indeed an indication of the decline of religion, one
could expect the affluent European countries to be least religious. However, that diverse
patterns of religiosity exist in these countries suggests otherwise (Tschannen 1991, Greeley
2003). Reviewing the patterns of church-goers in Europe, Stark (1999) writes, “The evidence
is clear that claims about a major decline in religious participation [in Europe] are based in
part on very exaggerated perceptions of past religiousness. Participation may be very low
today in many nations, but not because of modernisation; therefore the secularisation thesis is
irrelevant” (Stark 1999: 260). Hadden (1987) adds that secularisation thesis came into vogue
because of the social and cultural milieu of the times, the 1950s and 1960s — it fit the
evolutionary functional model of modernisation. Claims of secularisation kept circulating not
on the basis of empirical evidence but neglect of contradictory evidence. Those who claim
the occurrence of secularisation exaggerate the level of religious practices in Europe’s past as
well as underestimate the power and popularity of religious movements in the present era.
Hadden believes that the way religion remains part of politics is one of the many evidences

that secularisation has not unfolded as predicted.

1.1.3. Modernisation: Loss of Tradition

Beckford (2003) defines modernisation as “a complex configuration of social, legal,
economic, political and cultural processes of change that favour (a) the strengthening of
states within an increasingly co-ordinated system of international states; (b) the systematic
pursuit of economic productivity and power at national and international levels; (c) the
application of theoretical knowledge and practical skills to the enhancement of productivity;
(d) the establishment of democratic forms of politics and government; (e) the valorisation of
education and freedom of thought and expression; (f) the dominance of urban centres of
residence and work, and; (g) the cultivation of notions of individual subjectivity, dignity and
rights” Beckford (2003: 49). According to Beckford’s definition, modernisation entails a
critique of traditional bases of authority, belief in reason, desire for freedom and a dynamism
in many areas of life. Given the equation between religion authority and political authority in
ancient and medieval times, he argues that modernisation has led to the destabilisation of

religious authority in favour of political authority. In other words, modernisation has induced
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secularisation. Wilson (1985) and Wallis and Bruce (1992) also propose a strong causal link
between modernisation and religious decline. They claim that religion has lost its power to
legitimise the political, social and moral order after the coming of modernisation.
Modernisation has also led to the privatisation of religion. In short, irrespective of levels of
individual religiosity and attempts to mobilise religious sentiments in politics, society and
economy, the overall presence and influence of religion is on the decline. They proceed to
argue that unless someday religion visibly regains control over some of the major social
institutions, the ongoing drive toward secularisation as a result of modernisation cannot be
halted. They clarify however that decline of religion is not universally true nor is it inevitable:
decline of religion can be reversed where religion is an important marker of collective

identity such as in communities fighting for their physical or socio-cultural survival.

1.1.4. Pluralism: Loss of Monopoly

“Pluralism 1s a situation in which there is competition in the institutional ordering of
comprehensive meanings for everyday life. Historically, such competition generally succeeds
a situation in which it was more or less absent. That is, pluralism is a consequence of the
historical process of de-monopolisation” (Berger and Luckmann 1966). The original view on
the relation between religious pluralism and secularisation was that pluralism fosters
competition which erodes religious faith and thereby generally leads to secularisation. The
phenomenon of religious pluralism in the West was thought to have been initiated in the 16th
century when Western Christendom fragmented as a result of the Protestant Reformation, and
diverse sects and denominations were born that emphasised alternative beliefs and doctrines.
This event ended the monopolistic hold of a single church, sowing the seeds of doubt and

mistrust (Berger 1967).

Drawing on the supply-side theories of economic market, which explain the competition
between firms as a struggle for attracting consumers, religious market theorists of
secularisation argue that because of the presence of more churches, sects and denominations,
religious organisations and leaders have to expend increasing amount of time, energy and
resources on attracting individuals and communities toward their congregation. The result is a
religious marketplace characterised by open competition. When there are several absolute

truths completing for adherents, people start exploring and comparing, and are less willing to
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give up whole-heartedly to any one religious view. Diversity and competition lead to self-
criticism, doubt over the truthfulness of religious traditions and a growing interest in
interpretation and theory of knowledge (Manheim 1936 as explained in Berger 1967). Since
the religious market offers several alternative spiritual paths, a discomforting fact emerges
that people chose their God rather than God choosing them. In this way, pluralism has a

secularising effect in and of itself (Berger 1967).

The concept of pluralism originated in the United States, where religious de-monopolisation
was brought about by a series of historical events that forced several religious congregations
to find ways of co-existing with each other in a social system that none of them could
dominate. When there are several congregations vying for religious consumers and none of
them can monopolise the religious market, a common strategy that develops among them is
to ensure that the competition is at least free. This is usually achieved by weakening the
political support for congregations. As politics is kept separate from religion, in time religion
becomes privatised and religious freedom and tolerance are de facto established. In
circumstances where religious tolerance is legally imposed, religious expression of
individuals and groups is constrained by law, also amounting to the privatisation of religion.
Under both circumstances, the scope of propagandising religion, especially through
proselytising is minimised and religious involvement in the public sphere is drastically cut

down.

Berger and Luckmann (1966) believe that a religious market orientation, whether historically
propelled or legally imposed, is not the only condition under which pluralism emerges, nor is
it the most important in contemporary society. The global historical force giving rise to
pluralism is rather secularisation — the progressive liberation of societal sectors from the
dominance of religious meanings and institutions. Secularisation has its origin in ‘a peculiar
Western development of religious ideation, that attained maturity with the development of
modern industrial society and continues to be diffused today as the latter becomes a
worldwide phenomenon. Secularisation entails pluralism ab initio, even if there is as yet no
plurality of institutionally organised meaning systems, insofar as there appears a minimal
choice between saying yes or no to the previously dominant religious tradition. Bruce (2002)

adds that religious diversity has a secularising effect when society is liberal and egalitarian,
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because in a democratic and equality-oriented society, religion cannot be imposed but must
be chosen by individuals, and often it is not chosen at all. Thus, pluralism exists today not
only in the United States, where there is a system of co-existence among religious
denomination, or countries of Western Europe, where a previously dominant church is in
competition with alternative religious strands and secular movements, but also in so-called
developing countries with an increasing number of people liberating themselves from

traditional religiosity (Berger and Luckmann 1966).

The religious market approach of the supply-side school has been debated for several decades
now. While the earlier view of market approach was that secularism entailed religious
pluralism, the later views by contrast argued that pluralism and competition between creeds
does not have secularising effects, but instead lead to vitalisation of religion and greater
religious mobilisation. In sum, organised religion thrives most in an open-market system
characterised by diversity and competition, and the greater the pluralism, the more the

involvement of religion in the public sphere.

The most ardent advocates of the causal relation between pluralism, competition, and
religious growth are Finke and Stark (1988). The link they propose though is not a
straightforward one. They explain by drawing an analogy with the liberal market orientation
in which tough competition raises the amount of resources and energy spent by rival
industries, while monopoly tends to stifle the growth of the very industry that enjoy the
monopolistic status. To illustrate the point, they study the continuing vitality of religion in the
American public sphere against the stagnant state of religion in Northern Europe, particularly
the Scandinavian countries (Finke and Stark 1992). In the United States, the constitutional
separation of church, freedom of religion and the sheer diversity of religious congregations
has caused religion to remain significant regardless of fluctuations in religious beliefs and
practices of individuals and groups. The older congregations such as the Catholic, Lutheran
and Episcopalian churches have been challenged by new Evangelical churches that demand
more time and energy from the followers but also give a more engaged religious experience.
By contrast, in the Scandinavian countries, the national or established churches are patronised
by the state through monetary concessions and regulations on rival churches. As happens

with state-owned industries or monopolistic corporate houses in the economic market — their
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growth gets stifled by rigid bureaucracies, lack of innovation, and technical inefficiencies —
in the same way, societies where a single congregation dominates through government
support, the appeal of the congregation diminishes among the public because the clergy bank
upon state privileges and do not invest fresh resources in continuously reviving the faith of
the followers. The growth of the congregation stagnates and the participation of the public
also becomes half-hearted (Finke and Stark 2000).

Other theorists who associate pluralism with religious growth put forth different
explanations. One line of argument is that because the nature of demand among religious
consumers is varied, having a variety of faiths on offer will lead to an increase in the gross
consumption. Diversity and competition lead to specialisation of the market in such a way
that there is something for everybody, so in totality more consumption of religion takes place
(Furseth and Repstad 2006: 91). Another line of argument inspired from social conflict theory
is that in a pluralistic environment, religious creeds become conflictual in the sense that they
orient themselves in opposition to the others. This leads to increase in religious involvement

because opponents struggle for their cause (Finke and Stark 1988).

Even after debating the later position on pluralism for over two decades, critics claim that
some of the empirical findings are inconsistent with the supply-side hypothesis that pluralism
fosters religious participation. For example, in Southern Europe, despite the monopolistic
hold of the Catholic Church, many other congregations continue to be strong (Verweij 1997).
Some seek to rescue the supply-side thesis by arguing that the monopolistic position of the
Catholic Church in Italy is prevented by internal competition (Diotallevi 2002). However, the
weight of evidence suggests that a positive relationship between pluralism and religious
participation is found only in very limited cases and even then mostly in modern contexts

(Chaves and Gorski 2001).

Various theories of secularisation, in sum, envisage a steady shift from religious era in public
affairs to a secular era (Martin 1965). While all of these theories compete for credibility, it is
hardly academic to subscribe to any one of them. However, it may be pointed out, as a way of
harmonising the discussion, that by stressing different characteristic features of the process of

historical development, all theories depict various aspects of reality.
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1.2. Religion in Transformation

Another version of the secularisation thesis holds that evidence for declining participation in
conventional forms of religious organisations, beliefs and practices does not necessarily
indicate secularisation. Instead, the decline is indicative that religion is undergoing
transformation in that it is acquiring new and different forms at various social levels
(Beckford 2003: 52). The idea that all forms of faith, spirituality and belief are abdicating
from modern society is unfounded, what is really happening is that religion is
metamorphosing and thereby exerting influence in the public life in unexpected ways that
bear little resemblance to the traditional forms and roles of religion (Lyon 2000: x). In other
words, secularisation involves the decline of traditional religious beliefs and the displacement
of the authoritarian power of religion. But religion as the kingpin of people’s being — their
source of understanding about life, death and afterlife — cannot decline unless these
fundamental questions itself stop puzzling humans (Bellah 1970: 227). Religion is changing,
but there is also a very consistent part of religion that provides a broad context of stability
within which the change is taking place. Thus, the ‘metamorphosis of religion’ is a more
accurate description of the religious change taking place since the middle of the 20th century.
All the evidence advanced in favour of the decline of religion amount only to show that
religion is dynamic; they do not show a conclusive shift in society either toward or away

from religion (Hadden 1987: 603).

There are three major strands of argument that attempt to explain the phenomenon of change
in the shape and character of religion. One of the popular ones is Davie’s (1990) thesis called
‘believing without belonging.’ It argues that the rates of people’s participation in religious
congregations, especially in Western Europe have gone down. This, however, does not show
that people have given up their faith but that there is less church attendance and less
involvement in the activities of religious communities as compared to earlier. Gill (1993,
1999) reasons that unless people’s religious views are continuously conditioned by collective
worship and participation in religious congregations, they are likely to be unorthodox and
individualistic. In this argument, Gill echoes the spirit of early and mid-20th century
theorising about the shift from particularistic to universalist values and from collectivism to

individualism. Davie (2001b, 2001c) observes that at a time when non-religious voluntary
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organisations are finding it difficult to perpetuate their membership, religious organisations
easily continue to gather followers and play a significant role in the public sphere. Thus,
when religion is concerned ‘believing’ and ‘belonging’ need not go hand in hand, and
therefore where religion is said to be declining, it is not so much actually disappearing as

being ‘redirected’ (Davie 1990: 462).

Davie’s attempt to challenge classical secularisation theories in the name of ‘believing
without belonging’ is not without criticism. As Davie contends that statistics in support of
decline of religion cannot actually be taken as evidence of religious change in favour of
secularisation, in the same way, other scholars, in their turn, point out that the evidence
suggested by Davie in support of the metamorphosis of religion are not conclusive indicators
of a changing balance between believing and belonging. For example, it is not clear how
Davie’s claim that levels of subscribers to central doctrines of Christianity are decreasing and
subscribers to un-canonical religious views are increasing is related to increasing rates of
those who believe without belonging. Further, scholars find the comparison between religious
institutions and non-religious voluntary organisations asymmetric because in many of the
countries of Western Europe, the churches enjoy state patronage and constitutional privileges.
Finally, there are religious congregations in Western Europe where both believing and
belonging are strictly demanded. For example, the conservative evangelical and pentecostal
churches insist on integration of belief and practice as well as, if necessary, take disciplinary

measure to control deviant or dissident behaviour (Beckford 2003: 55).

The second major strand of argument in the transformation of religion school is Hervieu-
Leger’s (1986, 1993, 1999) thesis that the dismantling of the Roman Catholic Church’s
organisational structures, mainly the religious orders and the priesthood mark a restructuring
of religion, though not necessarily a shift toward secularism. The reasoning behind this
argument is that the declining authority of religious institutions, in the context of modernity,
created circumstances under which, people were impelled to construct their meanings of life
individually and freely. In other words, the enfeeblement of collective morality imparted “a

colossal measure of freedom” to individuals. However, choices of people do not mark a

drastic break from the past. Instead, it is informed by collective memory — the wealth of
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religious and cultural memories bequeathed across generations. Thus, individual faith today

though freely arrived at, bears the characteristics of older religiosity.

The third important strand of argument that rejects the classical secularisation thesis is the
claim that even if formal religious organisations have retreated from the public sphere,
unofficial forms of religion continue to play an important role thus showing that religion has
not declined but restructured itself according to the changing needs of the modern society.
Historically, the distinction between official and unofficial forms of religion has not been
fixed — its location has been dependent on the struggle between religious leaders, secular
authorities, and public interest. In modern society, unofficial religion refers to expressions of
religion alongside formal religion or overlapping with it. Unofficial religion is not necessarily
a secondary form of religion, rather it is a worldview in its own right, the influence of which
may appear to increase as rates of participation in official religion declines. The phenomenon
of unofficial being resilient and continuously evolving in the rapidly changing socio-political
conditions of the 21st century is taken by some theorists as evidence that metamorphosis of
religion is a more appropriate description of the contemporary religious change that is

secularisation (Hornsby-Smith ez al. 1985, Bailry 1997, Cipriani 1989).
1.3. Limitations of Secularisation

There are two threads that run common in most theories of secularisation. First, the trajectory
of social change they assume for post-Enlightenment Western Europe is a unilateral one. This
means all advanced and functionally differentiated modern societies move on a single path
that brings about the progressive marginalisation of religion. Certain special conditions may
slow down the rate of marginalisation, but cannot check the eventual death of religion. All
modern societies will, therefore, ultimately become institutionally irreligious. Second, the
focus of their study has been exclusively on Western Europe — some narrow it down further
to North Western Europe — giving the understanding that post-Enlightenment Europe
contains the ‘lead societies,” and all other societies are on the path of approximating the

condition of Western Europe (Martin 1991).

The outcome of the first assumption is that the historical complexity surrounding the process

of societal development is treated with relative insignificance. Oftentimes, manifestations of
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religion are regarded as epiphenomenal i.e. something else in reality. By ignoring historical
conditionality of social change and selectively eliminating religion as epiphenomenal,
secularisation theories obliterate important facts that may give valuable insight into the
discussion on secularism. For example, the movements that have taken place over the last two
decade in the Baltic and South Caucasus, namely Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova,
Ukraine, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan, aim to invigorate national identity by revitalising
elements of local tradition such as language. At the same time, these movements aim to
salvage religious traditions lost under communist rule. Thus, these enterprises combine
nationalist and religious goals. When viewed from the perspective of social movements,
however, they may seem as primarily nationalistic projects with religion as only an aspect of

nationalism (Martin 1991).

The focus on Western Europe leads to, on one hand, a negligence of the processes of
modernisation in non-Western societies, and on the other hand, a tendency to regard Western
Europe as the epitome of modernity. Naturally, other cultural areas, especially those with
religious presence, are seen as being caught in time and left behind in the race for
modernisation. The regions of the Middle East and North Africa, for instance, oscillate
between secular tendencies reflecting European influence and religious voices demanding for
Islam to pervade all walks of life. In countries like Turkey, Egypt and Tunisia, there is a
perpetual tussle between those who want secular values in governance, law, education etc.
and those who want Islamic morality to dictate policies of public institutions. In Sudan, the
tussle exists between those who want Islam with a minimum pluralistic outlook and those
who want an uncompromising Islamic orientation of state and society. In many Islamic
countries of the world today, post-Enlightenment secularism is as much of an alien ideology
as representative of European colonial domination. Islam, on the other hand, is native and an
integral part and long-time associate of the history of the land. Therefore, in the era of
modernisation, when no one can afford to be left behind, these countries may be seen as
desirous of modernising in their own way: through incorporation of a triumphant religion,

rather than submitting to foreign control by importing another’s ideas (Martin 1991).

The study of the effects of religious nationalism in modern secular states, therefore, points to

the need to disaggregate secularism and examine its diverse historical trajectories and
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complex relation to religion in different historical and political circumstances. Taking his cue
for continuing the inquiry into religion and secularism, the following two sub-sections are
devoted to identifying some of the broad processes that affect religious change in modern
societies and see how these processes might be mutated, abated or intensified by specific
historical conditions of different cultural areas, and examining the trends of religious change
in non-Western societies and see how far they have replicated the European secular model

and to what extent they have taken their own paths (Martin 1978, 1991).
2. Debating Religion and Secularism in Western Society

In his academically acclaimed exposition on ‘cultural violence,” Galtung (1996) expresses the
idea that in social sciences, many a times, the obvious phenomenon escapes notice because
the phenomenon permeates our lives, we are too used to it and scare consider it a subject
worthy of fresh attention. He illustrates the idea through a study of the forms of violence
present in our society. One form of violence, named direct violence, is that committed by
identifiable individual or collective actors. Direct violence can be made out easily because it
consists of discrete events. Another form of violence, termed structural violence, is that
taking place everyday in the form of institutionalised policies and practices of the social
system. Structural violence does not get noticed easily because it consists of situations rather
than events. For example, policies of the government that are advantageous to one group and
disadvantageous to another comprise a situation of structural violence, yet this situation is so
interwoven with practices of the government that they do not appear as violence at all. When
structural violence is legitimised through ideologies or belief systems, such that direct and
structural violence seem justified in the light of ongoing developments, the situation is one of
cultural violence. Religious belief systems have the potential to impact all three forms of

violence.

Galtung believes that patterns of contemporary political behaviour may be traced back to
ideas and value systems rooted in the past of a civilisation. But because these ideas are
rooted in the past, their influence is precluded from the development of modern ideas.

However, such a past, which he calls ‘deep culture,” remains alive in the ‘collective
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subconscious,” and it is here one must resound to discover the continuity of ideas in

civilisations. The same thought is echoed by Osiander (2000):

A civilisation exists only historically, that is in time as well as in space, because it has a collective
memory specific to it. If we accept that social systems are collective mental constructs, then a given
civilisation cannot escape from, but will always be conditioned by, the historical experience stored in its
collective memory. The premise that the collective memory of the civilisation continues to condition it is
of course especially plausible in the field of belief system (Osiander 2000: 761).

It is in this light that the search for the origins of modern secular ideas must begin in the
study of beliefs systems present in the ancient Western world because it were these values
that conditioned subsequent historical developments in the West. The two major systems of
religious belief that most dramatically influenced Western civilisation are the Graeco-Roman

religion and Christianity.
2.1. The Classical Period: The Religious and the Political in Western Antiquity

Thoughts moulded in the ancient Graeco-Roman world between the period of 10th century
BCE and 5th century CE influenced Western sociological and political thought far more
prominently than is commonly acknowledged. One of the ideas exhibiting Graeco-Roman
influence is secularisation. Graeco-Roman religion contained several libertarian values that
are today considered the embodiment of secularism. Graeco-Roman religion was also highly
distinct from its successor religion, Christianity, in terms of beliefs, and, more importantly, in
its orientation towards the state and the state’s attitude toward it. But since secularisation is
premised on the Enlightenment spirit of a clash between the Catholic church and the state,
pre-Christian religions are by instinct treated as yet more orthodox than Christianity and,

therefore, irrelevant to the study of secularism.

Borrowing from various definitions of religion, the role of religion in a society may be
summarised as two-fold: to be a psychological trove for responding to people’s spiritual
questions and needs; and to be an instrument for cementing the social order and give certain
people control over the system. One of the unique aspects about Graeco-Roman religion is
that it lacked the function of social and political control. The Greek Gods had an unflattering
character — they were powerful and eternal, but they also committed mistakes and indulged
in excesses. Thus, they possessed an uncanny resemblance to humans, the reason for which

has never been adequately explained. With this type of religion, there was no concept of a
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divinely inspired code of behaviour, as was handed down to Moses on Mount Sinai. People
were to respect gods, but not necessarily imitate them because they exhibited the same flaws
as humans. Worship consisted only of public rituals such as elaborate prayer ceremonies,
processions and sacrifices. There was no concept of rewards and punishments equivalent to
the Christian notion of heaven and hell where men and women were destined to go based on
divine judgement of their deeds. There was also no divine intervention in the creation and
maintenance of the social order; focus was squarely on humans themselves. Unlike
Christianity, where god was said to have created man in his own image, in Graeco-Roman
tradition, it was openly acknowledged that myths about gods were the creation of poets. All

this does not, however, imply that people were free to do as they pleased — in fact there was
a fair amount of mutual superintendence and social disciplining — but religious restrictions

did not prevent dissident behaviour because there was no religious imposition on personal

morality (Osiander 2000).

A second unique aspect of Graeco-Roman society is that religion did not play the role of
cementing the social order. Unlike some of its contemporary major civilisations around the
world, namely the Egyptian, Babylonian, Chinese and Indus Valley civilisation, Greek and
Roman civilisations were not founded on the banks of great rivers. Their agriculture was not
dependent on complex irrigation systems, the establishment of which required coercive rule.
As a result, their social and political orientation was one that precluded coercive rule.
Thucydides writes in the History of the Peloponnesian War that city-dwellers owned farms in
the country-side and remained self-sufficient for the most part. Society was dominated by
independent farmers who did their own fighting as well as catered to their religious needs,
without letting either sector be taken over by a specialised group. Later, mercenary soldiers
happened to do most of the fighting, both in the Hellenistic and the Roman empires, but their
social status remained conspicuously low. Priests though never formed a separate class in
society, unlike the Christian clergymen. Representation in political decision-making bodies
was far from equal, and structural violence existed in the form of slavery, but the citizens, the
so-called free men, were precisely that — free, not subjects. Further, the Greek and the
Roman empires enjoyed high degree of internal order, so that there were no police forces.

Armies, including the standing armies, were usually stationed on the frontiers. Thus, in the
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ancient Graeco-Roman world, though political order was based on oppression of the majority
by a handful of privileged elites, there was no acceptance of coercion and the attempts that
were made to rule by use of force were short-lived. Therefore, religion was never a tool for
coercing the public into abiding to the social and political order. Graeco-Roman elites did not

use religion for wielding political power or claiming social status (Osiander 2000).

A third aspect that distinguishes Graeco-Roman religion from it successor religions is the
severely limited role of priesthood. The political elites of the Greek and Roman empires had a
significant contribution in this. They not only did not harness religion to defend their status,
they actively tried to curtail the power of the priesthood. Priests enjoyed some measure of
political influence as they could express their approval or disapproval of proposed measures,
but overall, the priesthood was kept under strict control of the secular authority. Between the
2nd and 1st century BCE, the more the Roman society became refined, mainly through Greek

influence, the more its priesthood declined.

Another reason why the priesthood was prevented from wielding power is because Graeco-
Roman religion did not have any holy scriptures whose interpretation could be monopolised
by the priesthood. In ancient Hindu society, the class of Brahmans commanded extraordinary
social status precisely because they held the key to all theological knowledge and were
supposed to be the only path through which common man, including even the king, could
liaise with god. The notion of the afterlife was also such in Graeco-Roman religion that
priests could not threaten the commoners with eternal damnation on account of not
performing religious obligations. It was believed that with death, the soul would invariably
descend to the underworld. It was therefore not important how life was led because the
destiny after death was already ascertained. The notion of redemption also did not exist in the

religion (Osiander 2000).

Another interesting aspect about priesthood in both Greek and Roman worlds is that women
held religious offices and became priestesses of certain deities. Among the prominent female
priesthoods were the Athena Polias at Athens, Demeter and Kore at Eleusis, Hera at Argos,
and Apollo at Delphi. In her notable work, Portrait of a Priestess, Connelly (2007) describes
a women’s path through priesthood: “covering the preparation for the office, its requirements,

and the manner of its acquisition; the performance of priestly duties, including costuming, the
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use of ritual implements, and the execution of ritual; the exercise of priestly privilege and
authority; and the commemoration of priestesses after death” (as quoted in Spaeth 2008).
Connelly’s study reveals that religious office was one arena in ancient Greece where women
enjoyed privileges and power comparable to that of men. Female priestesses did not lead
secluded or marginalised lives, as was previously thought — they performed rituals, wielded
political power, received patronage and compensation, and were bestowed with honours,
including in death. For a predominantly masculinist society, all this may be added to show a
fairly liberal outlook towards religion. Also, the fact that women were barred from holding
political offices, but could hold religious offices indicates that religion was subordinate to
politics in the public sphere. The complexity of the priestesses’ lives in antiquity threatens the
simple lines drawn today between public and private, sacred and secular. It also bares the
stark contrast of ancient religion with early Christianity, where women were largely excluded

from priesthood (Osiander 2000).

A fourth trait of Graeco-Roman religion that pronounces its secular character is the ready
acceptance of philosophers. Graeco-Roman social order was not based on religion and,
therefore, not threatened by deviant thinking. In fact, religion was consciously kept weak
because of which philosophers played an incomparably greater role in society than priests
and theologians. The public was free to solicit the knowledge and advice of philosophers, a
trend that was decisive in shaping Western civilisation. Philosophers were not compulsively
atheists or irreligious, nonetheless, philosophical knowledge was generally secular and
libertarian. Philosophers were divided into schools, which competed with each other in a
peaceful, plural and purely academic fashion. Philosophy, like religion, was also never
instrumentalised for the purpose of social control and remained only a popular provider of

ethical and spiritual guidance (Osiander 2000).

The Hellenistic period, from the time of Alexander to the rise of Rome (323 BCE - 31 BCE),
was also a time a drastic political and social change. The old system of polis (city-states) was
giving way to the cosmopolis (world society) as Greek civilisation came into contact with
new and far away empires in Persia and India. With the crumbling of the traditional closed
community of city-states, individuals were impelled to create new thought processes to

explain their experiences and address existentialist questions. To respond to this difficult
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situation, some took refuge in founding or adopting new multicultural movements and
potentially universalist cults, while others took the recourse of nonreligious or secular
philosophic schools, which avowed to freedom from suffering, anxiety and fear or pain and
death. “The philosophic schools appealed to thinking individuals who were not satisfied by

the shortcuts that myths and magic had to offer” (Otey 1997: 16-17).

Four philosophic schools or secularist theories namely, cynicism, stoicism, epicureanism, and
skepticism, became pre-eminent. All of them were dedicated to the quest for understanding
the individual’s relationship to the universe. They represented “a clear-eyed resignation to
chaos and uncertainty, and a conviction that reality, even painful reality, is preferable to living
under false ideas,” including religious ones (Hecht 2003: 27). (1) Cynics, under the influence
of Diogenes, believed that the conventional social order based on the polis had failed, and the
only way left for humans to attain happiness was to pursue complete individual freedom by
adopting a natural way of life, same as animals. This involved not owning property, living in
the open, moving around naked and so on. This way of life was of course asocial and
scandalous, yet it was natural and free. Religious beliefs, as part of the conventional social
order, were also rejected (Otey 1997). (2) Stoicism drew its inspiration from Socrates and
cynicism. It professed strict rationality and realism in the sense that individuals were to be
concerned only with that which was in their control. Individual happiness was deemed
irrelevant, perhaps even unattainable. Emotions were imprecation of rational self-control. In
the words of Bertrand Russell (1945: 269), the stoic’s worldview was: “We cannot be happy,
but we can be good; let us therefore pretend that, so long as we are good, it doesn’t matter
being unhappy. This doctrine is heroic, and, in a bad world, useful”. (3) Epicureanism unlike
stoicism held that in a cosmopolitan world, humans could not only be good but also happy.
The main hindrance for attainment of happiness was fear: fear of pain and death, and fear of
the gods. Since death was an inevitable end of sensations for all mortals, including the
sensation of fear, there was nothing to be afraid of in death. And religion only enhanced the
fear of death. As to the Gods, it was not certain whether they existed, and even if they did,
they were least concerned with humans so that it was unwise to put faith in them and await
their mercy. Epicurus is famous for his analysis of the two irreconcilable aspects of the gods,

goodness and power:
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God either wishes to take away evil, and is unable, or He is able, and unwilling; or He is neither willing
nor able, or He is both willing and able. If He is willing and is unable, He is feeble, which is not in
accordance with the character of God; if He is able and unwilling, He is envious, which is equally at
variance with God; if He is neither willing nor able, He is both envious and feeble, and therefore not
God; if He is both willing and able, which alone is suitable to God, from what source then are evils?

(4) Skepticism, founded by Pyrhho and Carneades, claimed that certainty was impossible to
attain — really nothing could be known. But since uncertainty was always possible,
individuals should give up the quest for true knowledge. It was possible for individuals to
live in this condition — by avoiding firm beliefs and final judgements. In fact, individuals
ought to live with uncertainty to attain happiness and peace of mind. Carneades went on to

challenge all established notions of human experience and classical traditions relating to the

Gods (Eller 2007: 258).

By contrast, Christianity rose with the support of the state. Constantine I (ruled 306 - 37
century CE) wanted to end internal dissent in the Roman world and become sole emperor of
it. He embraced Christianity as the belief system that would unite western and eastern
provinces of the Roman empire. At the time, Christianity was a three century old religion,
popular among the plebeians and fighting tooth and nail with Judaism and Roman paganism.
Constantine legislated Christianity as the state religion and endowed the church with
extensive grants and privileges. The church became rich as well as came to enjoy the
protection of the imperial court. In return, the church stood at the emperor’s service —
wielding the threat of eternal damnation, the church exercised a monstrous measure of
control at the grassroots and state level. The church and state thrived on mutual reinforcement
of policies, which often produced similar political behaviour in them. This amorous alliance

of the church and the state continued till the medieval times.

A final point of distinction between religion in the ancient Mediterranean world and the
Semitic faiths that followed it is that the former was non-missionising while the latter heavily
relied on proselytism for their preservation and growth. In Roman society, Greek Gods were
progressively incorporated and no effort was made to retain a distinctive Roman religion. The
family of Gods was expanded with alacrity, and the Greek example was regarded as the
natural authority. Foreign Gods were mostly co-opted. Lest some god might have escaped
their notice, in the 1st century CE, Athens even had an altar dedicated “to the unknown

god” (Osiander 2000, Price 1999).
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Christianity, on the other hand, evolved from the start in competition with existing religions.
Aggressive proselytisation was therefore endemic to it. The state was instrumental in
instituting Christianity as the official religion of the Roman empire, but mob violence played
a no lesser part in bringing about the triumph of Christianity over rival religions. The

historical picture of the early days of Christianity is very often misleading.

We imagine the early church as peaceful and long-suffering. But this is to some extent a propaganda
image created by writers affiliated with the church. In fact, christians tended to cause civic unrest
wherever they appeared. From a very early point, their record in this respect is startling and unrivalled by
any other sect or movement (Osiander 2000: 775).

After Christianity won the favour of the Roman imperial court in the 3rd century CE, the
church resorted to draconian measures to eliminate non-Christian cults and unleashed
ecclesiastical militants to coerce non-Christian populations to adhere to Christianity. The first
to fall prey to this was paganism. In “a wave of terrorism” (Brown 1971: 104), Christian
militias systematically destroyed the symbols, sanctuaries, temples and holy sites of
traditional Graeco-Roman religion. But the traditional culture did not die as quietly as many
historians would make believe; there was enormous friction between the new Christians and
the old worlders. A chilling story is of the famous 3rd century mathematician and
philosopher, Hypatia of Alexandria. A prominent scholar and teacher of her times, an ascetic
who maintained distance from the church, and a commanding figure, who roamed the highest
circles of society, she inspired awe and respect among men in a society that was overtly
masculist. Owing to her position and reluctance to embrace Christian faith, a Christian
paramilitary called the parabalanai brutalised and murdered her in full-public view. The
death of Hypatia marked the end of the tradition of respect for philosophical knowledge.
Remarkably, it also marked the end of Alexandria as a classic Roman metropolis and seat of
cosmopolitan culture and learning in the ancient Mediterranean (Dzielska 1995). Another
striking example is the destruction of Serapis at Alexandria (391 or 392 CE), a great shrine
counted among the most magnificent structures of the ancient world. Militant missionising in
the early Christian era did not spare the Jews either. Every one of Jewish place of worship
was demolished. Jewish settlements were sacked and the foulest outrages were committed.
There are multiple archaic sources that describe these scenes and confirm the extreme Jewish
hatred among early Christians. Yet, the violence directed outwards was less than what went

on within. The Christians had an impulse to see each other as heretics to be weeded out. “Any
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attempt to draw a scale of religious violence in this period [337-425] must place the violence

of Christians towards each other at the top,” writes Brown (1998: 647).

From the sociological and political perspective, an important point emerging from this
discussion is that Graeco-Roman society exhibited secularism not simply because social
order was immune to religious domination or philosophical spirituality rivalled religious
morality, but because religion and politics or religion and philosophy had their own spaces in
the public sphere. Not the place occupied by religion per se, but the space left unoccupied by
it is what lent a secular essence to ancient Greek and Roman societies. Also emerging from
the discussion is that the dominant libertarian, so-called Western, values of today such as
individualism, pluralism and freedom of choice are not legacies solely of the post-
Enlightenment era; their origin is far more old and complex. If it may be recalled that post-
Enlightenment Europe was still predominantly Christian then it is not far-fetched to reason
that pluralism and secularism could not be the outgrowth of that period because throughout
the medieval and pre-modern era Christianity was not only antithetical to libertarian values
but also fiercely active in impairing their growth. A final noteworthy point is that Graeco-
Roman society went through massive surgeries in becoming Christian, the least of which was
brutal uprooting of traditional thinkers from both religious and philosophical branches and
merciless desecration of historic idols, temples and sanctuaries. These torrential changes
came about in ideology, culture and forms of political behaviour, including forms of violence.
Some of these changes lived on in the subsequent social orders of Western Europe. What this
hints at is that Christianity’s ‘monotheistic exclusivism,” absolute rejection of everything pre-
Christian and anything non-Christian, heavily influenced the later European social orders and

development of Western political ideas (King 1999: 37).
2.2. The Late Middle Ages: Protestant Political Theology and Sovereignty

The second important era that has decisively moulded modern Western political ideas is the
period between 1517, the beginning of the Protestant Reformation, and 1648, the creation of
Westphalia. On the eve of the Protestant Reformation, Europe was dominated by the Holy
Roman Empire professing Catholicism. Its emperor exercised substantive powers over other
European kingdoms. The Catholic Church held formidable powers and ensured the greatest

possible religious uniformity in Western Europe. This situation amounted to a crisis for the
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secular rulers of Western Europe as their sovereign powers was severely truncated. Protestant
ideas shook away the medieval shackles of Europe by challenging all temporal powers of the

church and the Holy Roman empire.

2.2.1. European Politics between Reformation and Westphalia

In the high Middle Ages, between the 11th and the 13th centuries, there was no territorial
entity in Europe where the monarch enjoyed absolute powers. Over the next three and a half
centuries, however, this scene changed substantially. Several monarchs, including those in
Britain, France and Sweden managed to establish supremacy over the church. In Italy, a small
group of sovereign states had survived for a century. Charles V conquered Italy in 1519,
becoming the emperor of both Spain and the Holy Roman Empire. He had substantive
powers over the vast realm from Netherlands to Austria. However, he did not rule as the
sovereign within his territory as the church still held formidable powers. The church owned
one-third of the entire land of the empire and one-fourth of the property of cities, from which
it raised vast revenues. The archbishops and bishops held political offices. The church
partially controlled education, meddled in public affairs, and monitored the religious
behaviour of the state subjects. Charles V, having pledged allegiance to the pope, served to
uphold the faith by discharging the dictates of the church (Kann 1974). After 1555, German
princes enforced their faith within their own territories according to the principle of cuius
regio, egis religion (whose the region, his the faith) stipulated in the Peace of Augsburg
(Holborn 1959: 243-246). The treaty ended shortly afterwards owing to mutual
dissatisfaction over the terms of the agreement. This engulfed Europe in war once again,
expanding into the historic Thirty Years” War (1618 - 1648). The Thirty Years’ War ended
with the signing of the Miinster and Osnabriick treaties, which together constituted the Peace

of Westphalia.

The Westphalia served as the legal instrument for limiting the powers of the church and the
Holy Roman Empire. In effect it bequeathed to rulers absolute powers within their territory.
Following Westphalia, sovereignty became the norm in Western Europe and sovereign states
emerged as the chief form of polity. States exercised monopoly over legislative, executive
and judicial powers within their territory. Some scholars like Philpott (2000: 213) argue that

Westphalia was revolutionary because it domesticated religion in European politics —
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religion used to be the primary source of conflict in European politics prior to Westphalia,
while after Westphalia, it ceased to play this central role. Post-Westphalian wars were fought
for independence and break-up of medieval empires into nation-states. States also came to
develop a standard of statehood by which only those polities that exhibited certain attributes
such as a legislative (assembly, congress, senate, house, chamber, council, cabinet and so on)
and were accepted as a part of the system of states. States opened diplomatic offices and
developed practices appropriate to a system of states. At the heart of international diplomacy,
lay the principle of non-intervention. Officially, the Westphalia peace lasted till 1806 — the

year when the Habsburg Empire which encompassed the Holy Roman Empire was dissolved

— but its normative stipulations endured and became solidified with the passage of time.

2.2.2. The Social Power of Protestant Political Theology

Between 1517 and 1545, European society experienced a deep-seated crisis in the form of
religious tensions between advocates of a Protestant political order and advocates of a
Catholic political order within a polity. Tensions often flared up into widespread violence.
Historians have pointed out several social precipitants of this crisis, the most glaring of which
was the corruption of the medieval church. Church’s authority was strongest in Germany,
which is also where the Reformation eventually broke out. Intellectual, and theological
movements also influenced the Reformation. Christian humanism and nominalism, which
were precursors to Reformation, were highly popular in Germany, Switzerland and the Low
Countries of Belgium, Netherlands and Luxembourg, where the Reformation came the
earliest and most intensely (McGrath 1987). Some of the urban factors emphasised by
Reformation scholars include economic interests of the rising bourgeoisie, increase in
literacy, widespread use of printing press, and growing intensity of papal and imperial control

(Wuthnow 1989).

The most decisive and immediate precipitant of the Reformation crisis was Martin Luther’s
political theology. Luther asserted that the Christian church was not a unified institution
under the authority of a single person, the pope in Vatican — it was an aggregate of various
doctrinally reliable local churches. Luther believed that God had made two separate realms

for the people, one where the spiritual would dominate and another where the temporal. The
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spiritual world was the site of meeting between Christ and the believer, while the temporal
world was the place for political and social affairs. This was called the ‘Doctrine of the Two
Kingdoms and the Two Governments.” Luther’s cohorts demanded that the two realms be
clearly separated such that religious elites would not be able to undertake political duties nor
political elites be able to carry out ecclesiastical duties. In his political theology, Luther was
influenced by late medieval theology, especially nominalism. He underwent a personal

spiritual crisis, which also influenced his ideas.

Luther’s ideas circulated first through monasteries, then through clergy and missionaries, and
then to congregations. Ideas got disseminated surprisingly fast because of the use of two
fairly news modes of mass communication — the sermon and the pamphlet. Sermonising
acquired a new significance between 1517 and 1520 as pastors preached Protestant theology
in churches, which came to be heard by people of all classes. At the same time, print media
came into vogue as a tool of social movement. Over 300,000 copies of Luther’s writing were
printed on pamphlets and distributed in universities and by clerics, who then passed on the
ideas by word of mouth. Both sermon and pamphlet became hugely popular among
disobeying quarters of the society, including merchants, artisans, peasants, labourers, and
nobles. But amongst merchant and artisan, who comprised the larger part of Protestants, they

were most enthusiastically received.

The new converts attended churches where Protestant theology was preached. They
conducted mass, confession and other sacraments according to the new theology, and ignored
the commands and excommunications of the Roman Catholic Church. The more rebellious
among them smashed idols, staged protests and rioted against the clergy. Through these
defiant practices, they expressed their opposition to the central Catholic Church in Rome.
Since the church’s authority rested directly on the obedience of believers, the authority taken
by surprise when believers turned defiant. Thus, defiant practice was a direct form of social
power which the Protestants wielded (Philtpott 2000). The political translation of Luther’s
theological ideas also spelt dire consequences for the church — its excessive estates were to
be confiscated, the archbishops and bishops had to relinquish their political offices, the
emperor had to give up the authority to enforce religious uniformity within the polity, and

ecclesiastical powers of the church and the emperor were ended. As the church was stripped
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of its powers, secular authorities rushed to assume them. These prepositions implied that
powers were to be divided between the secular and religious authorities. This was essentially
leading to sovereignty (Cameron 1991). The church condemned Luther at the Diet of Worms
in 1521. In 1543, Charles V moved his army down the Rhine and began making plans for a

holy war against the heretics and restore papal domination (Skinner 1978: 189).

2.2.3. Protestantism and the Birth of Sovereignty

Once the imperial army stepped in to defend the hierarchy of the Roman Catholic church,
Protestants had to necessarily take up arms against Charles V on behalf of the princes who
allied with them, while rebelling against the princes who resisted. Reformers from all
sections of the society offered their military services. Yet, this was not enough to fight the
persecution of the church as well as the emperor. As a result, reformers turned to political
elites like kings, princes, nobles, knights or magistrates to join hands with them to seize lands
and wrest temporal powers from the church, and perhaps also fight the emperor. But the
princes needed the means for doing so, and more importantly, a motive. The bargain which
the reformers had to offer the princes was that if they converted, they could use the social
power of Protestant ideas to appropriate church property, break up Catholic congregations
and monasteries, repudiate Rome’s doctrinal authority, appoint new church leaders and raise
armies to fight the emperor. If they did not convert, they might still support the Reformation
out of fear of an all-out rebellion by reformers, or because they saw a scope for gaining land

and power by aligning with the reformers.

The princes effectively did not have much choice. Since the widespread conversion to
Protestantism had turned the Reformation into a popular and intense movement, they could
either join forces with the Protestants and benefit from it, or remain unsupportive and pay for
it. Amidst the large-scale conversion to Protestantism, therefore, princes came to have an
interest in sovereign statehood (Holborn 1959). From the perspective of the reformers, there
was every reason to give full sovereignty to the princes because in them they could seek
protection from the church as well as the emperor. Owing to prospect of the mutual gain,
within a decade of the start of Protestantism, many princes began demanding freedom of
action within their polities, enforcing doctrinal uniformity, improving the conduct of clergy,

and monitoring the religious affairs of the public (Todd 1971).
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2.2.4. Religion in European Politics after Westphalia

The 1648 Peace of Westphalia is marked as the turning point of the history of Western
European politics because it is regarded as the year when religion was privatised as a
response to sectarian violence in Europe. Rabb (1975: 81) describes this tradition with the
comment that after 1650 “one’s church was to all intents and purposes irrelevant to one’s
foreign policy.” Many International Relations theorists and political scientists, especially of
the realist and liberal schools, close off inquiry into the role of religion in domestic politics
and foreign policy at this point, assuming it to be the beginning of the inevitable process of
secularisation (Luard 1992: 7). To believe that religion never again played a role in
international relations the way it did prior to the Reformation is, however, a myopic view of

historical events.

In War and Religion after Westphalia, Onnekink (2009) claims that even as the polities
imbibed the normative principles of Westphalia, wars driven by religious considerations were
endemic in Western Europe. Some conflicts were peripheral but had to the propensity to
intensify into large-scale wars, such as the Russian-Orthodox Khmelnytsky Uprising in
Poland-Lithuania (1648-1654), the religious violence during the Villmergen wars in
Switzerland, and the widespread Protestant riots in Cévennes, south-central France
(1702-1710) and Hungary (1703-1711). These conflicts acquire significance when considered
against the backdrop of domestic religious unrest. In France, the Edict of Nantes (1598),
which had granted substantive powers granted to the Calvinist Protestants (Huguenots) was
revoked in 1685. By 1713, the Protestant church of France was all but destroyed. In Italy, the
Protestant of Savoy (Waldensians) came under persecution from the 1690s onwards. In
Poland-Lithuania, the Calvinist Protestant church had been flourishing until 1715, after
which, with the formation of the Tarnogrod Confederation, its influence was substantially
reduced. In England, the Glorious Revolution (1688 - 1689) ended absolutist monarchy of the
Catholic Tudors and replaced it with the constitutional monarchy of Protestant emperors and
the rule of the parliament. Seeing the growing persecution of Protestants in central and
eastern Europe, English Protestants also created the Society for the Promotion of Christian

Knowledge (1698), an international organisations for supporting co-religionists (Nishikawa
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2005). In Ireland, Catholic chieftains attempted to resist Protestant English rule by fighting
the Nine Years War (1688 - 1697) during the Elizabethan period.

Onnekink (2009) argues that though these wars did not enlarge into international religious
wars, they still suggest that the Westphalian states system was not entirely secularised as has

been supposed in International Relations. Thomson (2009) comments:

It is crucial to differentiate between a notion of ‘wars of religion’ and a more broadly conceived religious
foreign policy. The ways in which religious language and ideas shaped political thinking were
undoubtedly altered and transformed in the second half of the seventeenth century. Yet this was not a
straight transformation from a religious pre-modernity to a secular modernity with 1648 marking the
point of transition. Instead, the process was subtler. Protestants could easily convince themselves that
they had adopted new ways of thinking about religious conflict but they were less sure that their Catholic
opponents had abandoned confessional zeal. Thus, the process of change exhibited asymmetry with one
side moving despite, or perhaps because of, the intransigence of the other. Indeed, the continued
emphasis on Catholic zealotry was to become an important component of Protestant self-understanding.
Consideration of Protestant identity, in turn, suggests ways in which current understandings of the nature
of the Enlightenment need to be modified. Enlightened Protestant thinkers made arguments about the
need for the state to stand above the church not from a position of strength but rather as an aspiration
because they feared that in much of Catholic Europe the precise opposite was true (Thomson 2009:
47-48).
This exposition outlines five significant points. First, by demanding the abrogation of the
church’s temporal powers and bestowing of these powers to political elites within a polity,
Protestant political theology encapsulated the concept of sovereignty because this clearly
meant a separation of powers between the church and the state (Gedicks 1991). Second, the
Protestant-Catholic struggle led to the growth of Western European polities on the lines of
sovereignty. To respond to the Reformation crisis, polities embraced a non-religious state
structure, expanded and took command of their militaries, developed state institutions to raise
money, and invested in technological advancements. In this way, it was a religious war
between different denominations of Christianity that promoted states to undertake measures
of internal reform that indirectly portended to sovereignty. Third, Protestantism was preceded
by other heretical social movement of the late Middle Ages such as the Lollard movement in
England, the Waldenses in southern Europe and the Hussites in Bohemia, yet it was distinct
from them because the earlier movements challenged the Catholic domination of Christian
doctrines but did not provide an alternative proposition that would undercut the church’s
institutional powers. Protestantism, however, advanced the political idea of seizing power and
wealth to weaken its religious domination and entrust them to temporal powers so that they
would counterbalance the church. Fourth, Westphalia’s ideational elements — end of the

Holy Roman Empire’s monopoly, creation of sovereign statehood, birth of Enlightenment,

59



and separation of church and state — had been gaining momentum for three centuries prior to
1648. Westphalia has an established historical continuity from the late Middle Ages through
the Protestant Reformation to the Thirty Years’ War. Thus, Westphalia was no exception to
the rule of historical continuity, though it definitely marked a culmination of Protestant ideas.
Fifth, the history of European politics after Westphalia shows that sectarian violence
continued to characterise Europe even after 1648. Immediately after 1648, there are pause in
sectarian violence for the next few decades, but religious consideration in foreign policy once
again became pre-eminent from the 16th to the 19th centuries as demonstrated by the
European campaigns of exploration, conquest, colonisation, and conversion in the Americas,
Africa, and Asia. In the case of Spanish conquest of Americas, for instance, although the clear
purpose was to find and acquire gold and silver, conversion of the indigenous population to
Christianity was not incidental to the goal. But modern historical writing on these wars and
their interpretation by International Relations scholars have drained out the religious content
of these wars. Shakman Hurd (2008) argues that attempts to privatise religion in international
relations were itself part of a process of philosophical and political manoeuvrings of the

Enlightenment to manage religious wars in European politics.
2.3. The Enlightenment Era: A Scientific Mentality and Christian Ethics

The third era that shaped the Western world decisively was the period roughly from the mid-
late 17th century up to the second half of the 20th century known as the Enlightenment. As
mentioned earlier, there is no consensus among scholars about the precise time period of the
Enlightenment. Gay (1966, 1969) suggests the years of the Glorious Revolution in England
(1688) and the French Revolution (1789) as the beginning and end dates of the
Enlightenment. He clarifies however that Enlightenment ideas did not originate only after
1688, they were circulating much before that. But they gained momentum after 1688 and
their influence peaked during the 18th century. After 1789, Enlightenment ideas still
prevailed their revolutionary force diminished owing to a change in the intellectual and

cultural climate, which had originally given birth to these ideas.

Enlightenment impacted all aspects of human endeavour and brought far-reaching changes.
Two of the developments resulting from the Enlightenment had an especially important role

in the formation of Western cultural and political identity. The first is the development of a
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scientific mentality, which several scholars cite as the progress in human thought that led to
secularisation. The second is the emergence of Western liberal ethics infused with Christian
theology, which some scholars believe as having created a set of principles and practices
common to and on going in contemporary Western secular societies and having their roots in
Enlightenment’s version of Christianity. The simultaneous development of a non-religious
scientific temper and a Christian liberalism point to a complex relationship between

Enlightenment and Christianity. An ‘anti-Christian sentiment’  (Smith 2008: 136) — a
critique of religion, marked by ‘attempts to force religion out of politics’ (Hurd 2008: 24) —

coexisted with a Christian ethics upheld by a resilient popular faith.

2.3.1. The Age of Enlightenment

In an essay titled What is Enlightenment? Immanuel Kant (1784) wrote:

Enlightenment is man’s release from his self-incurred tutelage. Tutelage is man’s inability to make use of
his understanding without direction from another. Self-incurred is this tutelage when its cause lies not in
lack of reason but in lack of resolution and courage to use it without direction from another. Sapere aude!
[Dare to know!] ‘Have courage to use your own reason!’ — that is the motto of enlightenment (quoted in
Hyland et al. 2003: 54).

Kant’s words clearly tell what the Enlightenment was. It was, first of all, a new age, marked
by a liberation from traditional ways of thought and action and ushering in a never seen
before standard in human sophistication. Often called the ‘Age of Reason,” Enlightenment
was the time people began to inquire and criticise the established ideas of humanities and
sciences. This critical spirit and the freedom to question made people feel empowered. They
could rely on their reason and the resources at their disposal to investigate their surrounding.
They could judge for themselves and not have to rely on institutionally handed-down

knowledge. This was revolutionary in every sense.

Gay (1966, 1969) writes that reason and criticism, both served as tools of Enlightenment.
Reason did not necessarily lead to action but criticism did. Criticism required a sense of
freedom to be able to criticise and objects to criticise such as people or institutions including
the church and the papacy. The 18th century offered both: people were relatively free from
the domination of institutions and ideas because of which they could dare to criticise, and

there was the practices of the church and the policies of political establishments to criticise.
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In fact, what characterised the Enlightenment, as opposed to the Reformation, was the
eagerness to criticise both religion and politics. People felt they did not need the doctrines of
the church to explain the meaning of life nor did they need the stewardship of autocratic
political regimes. Science would lead the way for people to progress. Apart from science,
classical Greek and Roman learning also became a source of inspiration for criticising the
myths and superstitions of Christianity. Thus, science, impiety, and classicism, all combined
to contribute to the worldview which the Enlightenment critics set out to construct.
Enlightenment critics faced their share of hardships. They were persecuted by the church and/
or the state. Sometimes they sought refuge by fleeing to more liberal countries. But in most

cases they renewed their efforts often with greater vigour.

The age of Enlightenment did not come about uniformly in Western Europe. There were
variations across countries. In France, criticism against both the church and the state was
severe, so much so that it ultimately brought the French Revolution. In Germany, politics was
still considered unimportant. In England, people were fairly satisfied with functioning of the
church and the state. In Italy, efforts were underway to bring about a change in the state
apparatus. Yet, overall the mood that was reflected was common. As Kant said, “not everyone
was enlightened, but it was the Age of Enlightenment” (Kant as quoted in Gay 1966, 1969).

Not everyone, however, agrees on the shared spirit of the age.

Some scholars point out that the contributions of the women, of the poor and the
downtrodden, and of non-Westerners have been left out in the Enlightenment narrative. This
allegation cannot be denied. The history of Enlightenment does not document what went on
with people outside of the European intellectual circle, especially considering that some of
the achievements of the Enlightenment were to the detriment of the other groups in European
societies and societies in Western colonies. One example of this is that when the church was
facing criticism at home and religious influence was severely questioned at every step,
Christian missionaries went far and wide into Asia and Africa to spread the word of God. It
may be interesting to note that Christian indoctrination came to non-Western societies at a
time when in Western Europe attempts were underway to break away from the dogmatism of

Christianity.
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2.3.2. A Scientific Mentality

One of the defining features of Enlightenment was the drive to escape from old superstitions,
myths and religious dogmatism through the employment of observation, empirical
investigation and critical analysis. This attitude, of consciously hailing science as the key to
knowledge, made the 18th century a time of unsurpassed innovation and advancement. The
area which saw the most revolutionary changes was medicine. Medicine was dispensing with
the old cures of saints, alchemy and astrology and establishing itself as an independent
science. The improvements in medicine also benefitted people the most. Yet, such was the

pervasiveness of the Enlightenment mood of empirical study that no quarter of human life —

arts, philosophy, politics, theology, language, or science — could remain untouched by it. As

Gay (1969) describes:

The age of Enlightenment was an age of academies — academies of medicine, of agriculture, of
literature, each with its prizes, its journals, and its well-attended meetings. In the academies and outside
them, in factories and workshops and coffeehouses, intelligence, liberated from the bonds of traditions,
often heedless of atheistic scruples or religious restraints, devoted itself to practical results; it kept in
touch with the scientific and contributed to technological refinements (Gay 1969: 9-10).

While notables appeared in every field of study, one person’s contribution towered over all
others in laying the foundations of modern science. This was Isaac Newton. Newton used
mathematics, observation and experiment as his scientific methodology. After his discovery
of the law of gravitation and achievements in physics and astronomy, philosophers in all the
developing fields of sciences, including social and medical sciences came to be influenced by
the Newtonian way. Regardless of the actual significance of his work, Newton’s influence
universal because he embodied “the essence of the intellectual revolution that occurred at the

Enlightenment” and that made his. Smith (2008: 146) sums up Netwon’s importance to the

Enlightenment:

This is the triumph of the scientific mentality. It is not the unquestioning adoption of Newtonian physics
in all its details; even Newton has not fully stood the test of time. But it is the triumph at a popular level
of empiricism over metaphysics. The public sphere requires facts and explanations which depend on
observation and inductive reasoning. This is true in the social sciences as much as the natural sciences. It
is the mentality which dominates secular Western society and with which religion has struggled to
coexist.

It is interesting to know that in spite of his scientific discoveries, Newton never undermined
the Christian faith. He was himself a dedicated theologian, and believed that the laws of

nature themselves were the creation of God. His followers saw this argument as reason to
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believe in God’s rational design of nature. Newton exemplified the combination of a
scientific outlook and a resilient faith in God. But even with his regard for his Christian faith,
Newton was essentially a modern individual — someone who had given up deductive

reasoning in favour of inductive reasoning, validated through observation and experiment

(Smith 2008).

2.3.3.  Anti-clerical Sentiment

As the new scientific mentality triumphed, the Enlightenment also became a time when
Christianity and the church came under virulent attack. Philosophers condemned the church
for its dogmatism and irrationality. In France, Spain and Italy, this meant the Roman Catholic
church. In England, Netherlands and Germany, the situation was complicated because of the
presence of both Catholic and Protestant churches. Philosophers were against the church
primarily because the church was against them. The church was accused of deliberately
attempting to thwart the Enlightenment by preaching about miracles and tormenting people
with notions of hell and purgatory. Since the church controlled many schools, it had access to
children, most of whom were gullible enough to believe the church. Many young men and
women were initiated into monasteries and convents to swell the ranks of the church
congregations. All who disagreed with its teachings were declared heretical and pagan.
Galileo’s persecution is one the most shocking illustrations of the extent to which the church

was determined to curb freedom of thought and expression.

What is interesting is that despite the anger of the philosophers against the church and the
church’s systematic efforts to reinforce its power, the Enlightenment was not a period
characterised by atheism and irreligion. There were individual examples of atheism, but as a
whole the philosophers were never principally opposed to religion. They envisioned for
Christianity the role of a civil religion, albeit in the context of a free and pluralist society. Yet,
by all measures, the scientific mentality outdid Christian theology as the ‘functional

technology’ of the modernising West (Smith 2008).

2.3.4. Christian Liberal Ethics

Alongside the development of a scientific mentality, the other major intellectual and cultural

event that occurred at the Enlightenment was a shift in the position of religion. The shift
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however was not in the direction of atheism or irreligion, as may have been expected, but
instead within Christianity itself. The Enlightenment initiated a process of change whereby
Christian ideas were separated from their theological origins to the point that they no longer
remained recognisably Christian. In other words, Christendom was separated into liberal
ethics and doctrines: doctrines were removed from the public sphere, while liberal ethics
came to dominate the major public debates. For instance, the Christian premise of equality of
souls in the eyes of God translated into the liberal assumption that society consists of
individuals, each with his or her own ontological ground. This means, in Siedentop’s (2000:
210) words, that ‘Christian ontology provided the foundation for what are usually described
as liberal values in the West.” Arguing the other way round, Juergensmeyer says that ‘the
particular form of secular society that has evolved in the modern West is a direct extension of
its past, including its religious past, and is not some supra cultural entity that came into being
only after a radical juncture in history.” This means, in Smith’s (2008: 158) words that ‘a
society which emerges out of a Christian past should be expected to display signs of that past
in its ongoing life.” Since liberalism has emerged from post-Enlightenment ethics, which
themselves were derived by dislodging doctrines from Christianity, it is logical to associate
contemporary liberal ethics of the West with Christian theology. If proven, this association
would become highly important because liberalism is the defining trait of politics in Western
societies. And if liberalism is indeed associated with Christian ethics, it would mean the

West’s secular identity, is all but founded on Christianity.

The claim that Western liberal ethics is rooted in Christian theology may sound odd because
it is widely supposed that Enlightenment was characterised by anti-Church sentiment.
Moreover, Western society itself insists that it rejected Christianity ever since Enlightenment
and the advent of secularism, especially in its liberal form, is its proof. However, there are
scholars who maintain that the “Enlightenment removed Christian doctrine from public
discourses, but not from an identifiable Christian ethics”; contemporary liberal ideas are an
expression of Christianity (Smith 2008: 17). By investigating the relationship between
particular liberal ideas and Christianity, these scholars have found that post-Enlightenment

the ideas of philosophers like Hobbes, Hume, Locke, John Stuart Mill or Kant were
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undoubtedly anti-clerical and anti-religious, but the philosophical framework within which

they thought was still Christian.

Siedentop (2000), for example, explores the notion of the individual, which is at the heart of
the moral identity of contemporary Western societies. The idea stems from the belief that the
individual has a status which means he or she can exercise an independent moral will.
Siedentop finds that the existence of the individual moral will is a notion derived from
Hellenistic concern with universals, Jewish priority of conforming to God’s will and
Christian notion of equality of the children of God. In classical society, the relationship
between mankind and God was at the communal level. With the amalgamation of Hellenistic,
Judaic and Christian ideas, this was transformed into a personal relationship with God.
Siedentop writes that “the Christian conception of God provided the foundation for what
became an unprecedented type of human society” — democracy (as quoted in Smith 2008:
154). This democracy was different from the type of social order that existed in classical and
medieval ages because this was underpinned by the ideology of equality of all humans. In the

words of Smith (2008):

Western individualism is at the very least ‘residual Christianity’. It may be more than this because it may
be reformed Christianity. The Christian God survives in the assumption that we can function as
individuals. That is, we assume that humans have, as a right, the capacity to access the truth. We can
understand and investigate the nature of reality as individuals, not as a tribe or society. Our conscience
and our personal judgments have a status because of our individualism. We have equal liberty and equal
rights because we have individual and universal moral status. These individual rights make it possible for
society to function as a democracy. And in the West, the ethical status of democracy is unchallenged,
whatever the failings and imperfections of its practice (Smith (2008: 154).

Gray (2002) explores the ideology of humanism by positing it against Darwinism. Gray
argues that the humanist idea of progress — humanity can advance in scientific knowledge
and thereby increase its control over nature — is inspired from the Christianity belief that
humans are different from animals and they have a special status in the world. But in the
post-Enlightenment era, Darwin’s thesis of evolutionary origin of species was accepted in
science as credible account for tracing the origin of humans to establish that human race had
evolved from animals, and all had in turn evolved from a single source of life. This made
mankind no different from animal kingdom. Human progress was an illusion because science

had shown that humans survived through mechanically evolving, rather than progressing
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(Gray 2002: 4, 31, 109). Therefore, the post-Enlightenment humanist belief in progress was

an antiquated Christian doctrine.

Similarly, modern humanism’s belief that knowledge will set humanity free is, according to
Gray, a myth. He argues that modern faith in truth, including scientific truth, is a tradition
originating in classical works of Socrates, passed on to Plato, from Plato to Christianity, and
from Christianity to humanists. Gray states that if Darwin’s theory of natural selection is
credible, it means humans have been made to transmit genes and keep their species alive, not
explore the truth. This would render meaningless the paradigm that humans are agents in
search of truth. In fact, to certain extent evolution even necessitates self-deception. Gray
concludes that humanism is flawed because its essential belief in human exceptionalism is
mistaken, and in this it follows Christianity. Christianity believes that God made humans in
his own image, and therefore, they are unique and privileged. Humanists believe that they are
special because they are self-determining and can exercise free will. Further, humanism
believes that morality as a way of life is superior to immorality or evil that comes from
Christianity. But in the Darwinian worldview, species must contest with each other to
survive. This makes conflict and evil endemic to the process of evolution. And human beings
are also not spared from this. They kill to survive. They are not the cruellest in the animal
kingdom, but they are killers. Therefore, what may be a good life in the animal world may be

held as immoral by Christians and humanists.

The purpose of these examples is to make a case that when the secular West seeks to be
ethical or secular, it still turns to Christianity as an anchor. This has led to a pervasive
presence of Christian identity in the liberal ethics of secular Western society. Moreover,
liberal ethics has a Christian identity because of their emphasis on individualism. If the
Western societies desire to disentangle liberal ethics from Christianity, they have to first
forego the concept of the individual. What is interesting is that most people would find such
an effort futile because they are habituated or happy thinking within the bounds of liberal
ethics that is steeped in Christianity. They persist in doing so because they believe that the
contemporary form of liberal ethics in the West has no possible alternative. In the words of

Smith, the moral dominance of Christian liberal ethics in so powerful in the Western society,
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“as though the absence of Christian liberal ethics is actually the absence of ethics in its

entirety” (Smith 2008: 158).

3. Debating Religion and Secularism in the Islamic World

Here, it is important to understand two strands within secularisation that dominate the
Westphalian political and moral order and have a powerful influence on the way in which the
West perceives the Islamic world. These are laicité, in which religion is seen as an
impediment to politics, and secularism, in which religion is seen as a source of identity that

generates conflict in global politics
3.1. Laicité: Political Separation of Religion and Politics

The term laicité was coined in France at the end of the 19th century to denote the removal of
ecclesiastical tutelage from elementary schooling. The principle of laicité originated during
the French Revolution in association with the conflict for power between the church and the
state. Laicité was specific to France and the Catholic nations. In its most extreme phases,
laicite took the form of radical anti-clericalism or laicism. In the early 20th century, it came
to denote the separation between institutions of the church and state, formalised by law in
France in 1905. Today, laicité is primarily used to mean the expulsion of religion from the
spheres of power and politics in modern societies, the privatisation of religion, and a decline
or potential disappearance of individual religiosity. Secularism, on the other hand, arose in
Protestant countries as a by-product of the Treaty of Westphalia (1648-1649), where the
conflict between the church and state was settled by nationalising Christianity to delegitimise
the dominance of the Roman Catholic Church. In Protestant countries, religion was reduced
to the status of a ministry of the state and it was believed that modernity had induced such a
process, which would lead to a progressive secularisation, although not bringing about a
sharp discord between growth of society and reduction in the role of religion in the social and
political areas. Today, secularisation is used to indicate a de-sacralisation of the world, but

never a total separation of the government and religious institutions in society (De Poli 2010).

Laicité is a political choice that defines the place of religion using authoritarian and legal

means. Laicité is decreed by the state, which then organises the public space in a manner that
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keeps the visibility of religion to a minimum. Chatterjee defines laicité as “a coercive process
in which the legal powers of the state, the disciplinary powers of family and school, and the
persuasive powers of government and media have been used to produce the secular citizen
who agrees to keep religion in the private domain” (Chatterjee 2006: 60). Asad states that
laicité is meant to restrict religious traditions “to a space where they cannot threaten political
stability or the liberties of ‘free-thinking’ citizens” (Asad 2003: 191). In International
Relations, laicité produces two consequences. First, laicit¢ seeks to arbitrate the terms
through which the political and the religious are defined and attempts to exclude religion
from politics. In so doing, laicité designs the political domain in a way that it comes to be
associated with public authority, public interest, tolerance and justice. It also becomes the
point of reference for constructing the religious domain. Laicité therefore works to produce
the very domains it also presupposes. The power to arbitrate categories makes laicité a
powerful notion in International Relations, especially when the process of arbitration remains
unnoticed or invisible. Because laicité¢ attempts to legislate the terms through which the
religious and the political spheres are produced, it can successfully emerge as public and
value-neutral, while project religion as its private and value-laden counterpart and guard the
political sphere from whatever it calls as religion. Cavanaugh (1995: 409) and Appleby
(2000: 5) claim that laicité is a part of the “conventional wisdom” of realist and liberal
traditions of International Relations theory because they assume that religion was privatised
in the course of creating the modern state. As a result, International Relations regards
religious presence in politics or unrestrained religious commitment as unnatural and

undemocratic and even having the potential for violence.

Second, by prescribing the spaces for the secular and the sacred, laicité rules out all
alternatives models that challenge the customary secular order, concept and practices of
international politics. “Modern scholarship sees zealotry as a retrogression into primitivism
and as a pathology of traditions. At closer sight it proves to be a by-product and pathology of
modernity,” states Nandy (1998: 335). Hurd (2008: 35) observes that non-secular forms of
politics are stigmatised in International Relations as irrational, undemocratic and violent.
Laicit¢ works to force these forms out of the political domain, which not infrequently

produces strong counter reactions in politics. The agents whom laicité disqualifies, as they
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come to sense that politics is apparently constructed by laicité, may resort to unconventional
and extreme political moves to express themselves, not least of which is religious
fundamentalism. Hurd believes that by not tolerating nonconformists, laicité displays the

same theocratic tendency which it seeks to oppose. In this way, laicité “is not the opposite of
theological discourse,” instead it is “a particular kind of theological discourse in its own

right.”

3.2. Secularism: Decline of Religious Beliefs and Practices in Society

Secularism is a social process through which religion progressively loses its significance in
people’s lives. People no longer construct the meanings of their life and everyday experiences
under the aegis of religious beliefs even though people may continue to be believers. In very
advanced stages of secularisation, religious beliefs may altogether disappear from society.
However, secularism is not anti-religious or anti-clerical (Roy 2007: 8). Hurd (2008) calls
this form of secularism as Judeo-Christian secularism, owing its origins in Western,
Christian, and later Judeo-Christian identity, values, religious beliefs, historical traditions and
political practices. Judeo-Christian secularism is founded on the notion that the Protestant
Reformation and the Enlightenment did not permanently sever the relationship between
Western politics and Christianity. Rather, Christianity remains the defining element of
Western civilisation (Neuhaus 1984) and provides the moral identity for political life by
forming the basis of an ethical consensus without which popular government cannot operate

(Jelen 2000).

Hurd (2008) claims that the Judeo-Christian version of secularism originated, more
specifically, in early America where the religious beliefs of the Protestant majority formed
the basis of a particular understanding of modern democratic politics. Gedicks (1991: 120)
observes that in 19th century America, there was no ethic that explicitly required the division
of society into religious and secular spheres, “rather religion and government emerged as
competing centres of institutional authority, each of which tacitly recognised the pre-
eminence of the other in certain matters.” Government policies articulated in religious terms
were acceptable both legally and socially. Following the wave of immigrations in the late

19th and early 20th centuries, however, it became common for the government to sell public
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policies in a secular cask in order to perform better at the polls. Protestant discourse gave way
to a more civic form of religion, but Protestantism continued to serve as the inspiration for
policymakers.“Protestantism still affected public business, but implicitly, more as the source
and background of political movements than as the movements themselves,” notes Gedicks
(1991: 122). Van der Veer (1999: 28) notes that England had a similar political orientation
around this time. Despite their religious differences, evangelicals and utilitarians in Britain
believed that, “civil society and the forms of knowledge on which it was based were
ultimately part and parcel of Christian civilisation.” Hurd (2008) finds that, therefore, it was
through the 19th and 20th century Euro-American politics that Protestantism was established
as the common ground for the Western civilisation. With time, as the American population
diversified, this common ground came to include Catholic and, after the World War II, Jewish
influences. By the end of the 20th century, Judeo-Christian secularism emerged as the source
and background of domestic and international politics. Liberal stalwarts such as John Stuart
Mill relied on Judeo-Christian secularism to seek a unified cultural and political identity of
the Western civilisation (Connolly 1999: 78). Taylor (2007) names this settlement as
“common ground” secularism, where the objective was to dissociate politics from religion,
but prevent the state from privileging one sect over another by summoning that which was
common to all sects. This even-handedness in dealing with different religious sects of
Christianity was the original American conception of separation of the church and state. This
meant that the political community maintained a uniform identity derived from doctrines
common to all Christian sects. In this way, though the political order was ministered by an
ethic of peaceful coexistence, it also indirectly designated who did and who did not belong to

the polity (Pizzorno 1987: 39).

Secularism differs from laicité in that it does not aspire to expel religion from discourses on
power and authority in politics in the name of distilling an independent ethic. Instead, it
attempts to accommodate religion, Judeo-Christian traditions in particular, as it holds that
“religion is ultimately good for democratic politics, because a shared adherence to a common
religious tradition provides a set of publicly accessible assumptions within which democratic
politics can be conducted” (Jelen 2000: 90). While laicité assumes that the separation of the

church and the state led to the privatisation of religion, secularism assumes that the separation
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of church and state was a unique achievement of the Western civilisation that has given rise
to liberal ethics and democratic politics (Huntington 2001: 60). These descriptions of
secularism suggest that there is a civilisational solidarity among those located in the

geographic West, which also lends a partisan attitude to the West against the non-West.

Having looked at the presence of religion (Christianity in the West) it is equally imp to look
at the idea of secular in the Islamic world. This is because, in both the cases of this study,
Islam is the other important mediating factor, apart from Christianity. Of late, there has been
much academic discussion in International Relations about the limitations of the conventional
secularisation thesis and consequently, a lot has been written about the resurgence of religious
identity in politics and the revival of religious beliefs and practices. However, it cannot be
refuted that in studying the relationship between religion and politics, International Relations
continues to uphold the idea that secularisation is uniquely Western and Christian, and the
secular West is the standard-bearer of the proper relationship between religion and politics.
The discipline also continues to assume that secularisation has emerged as the dominant
paradigm in political discourse owing to the globalisation of the Westphalian state system in

which religion was privatised.

These ways of thinking lead to the marginalisation and delegitimisation of non-Western and
non-Christian perspectives on religion and politics because it implies that when non-Western
societies want to democratise they must adopt Western forms of secularism. Shakman Hurd
(2008: 49) claims that “more than any other single religious or political tradition, Islam has
come to represent the ‘non-secular’ in European and American political thought and
practice.” Islam is represented as anti-modern, anti-Christian, and theocratic, and these
representations are not in the least coincidental. The main point is to determine whether it is
Islam in particular or religion in general that is a problem for Western secularism. That
Western secularism has strong Christian roots is by now obvious, what remains to be
investigated in whether Islam is intrinsically resistant to secularism or have the Islamic
polities followed paths of development that have allowed alternative arrangements between

Islamic institutions and state politics.
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3.3. Islam and Secularisation: Is Islam Inimical to Secularisation?

In his study titled, Public Religions in the Modern World, Casanova (1994) argues that the
relocation of religion from the political domain to the civil society through the processes of
political secularisation does not necessarily mean religion is privatised. On the contrary, this
relocation constitutes the very condition for the formation of modern “public religions,” such
as contemporary Christianity and Islam. Based on theories of undifferentiated public sphere
of civil society, Casanova claims that when public religion enters the public sphere of civil
society to shape political practices and world views and to raise normative issues, then
religion can no longer be held at privatised. What we are witnessing today in the West, in the
Islamic world and elsewhere is the “deprivatisation” of religion. Hurd (2008: 117) claims that
because the distinction between public and private, religious and political, and secular and
sacred are defined in International Relations through the Western secularist lenses, the
politicisation of Islam — according to Casanova, the emergence of Islam as a public religion
or the deprivatisation of Islam — and religious resurgence in general are apprehended in two
ways: laicité or political secularisation seeks to engage and transform political Islamists both
politically and economically; and secularism or social secularisation seeks to eliminate actors

and movements, who draw on Islamic referents, through diplomatic and economic isolation.

In their detailed work on religion and politics in the Islamic world, Lane and Redissi (2009)
argue that religion and politics have not been separated thus far in the entire Muslim world,
except for Turkey, because of three structural factors. First, Islam does not recognise the
formal separation of religion and politics that is typical of Christianity. This is because
traditionally, both political power and religious authority reside in one person, the caliph. But
the caliph is not a priest or lay man. More precisely, he is one who upholds the religious code
of conduct and governs his subjects who are equals in terms of religion. It is from the caliph
that all other kinds of power in the state are derived, including judicial power, but with the
exception of Sharia. The relationship between the Caliphate and Sharia is twofold. On the one
hand, the Caliph rules his subjects through the laws of Allah, codified in the Sharia and the
subjects are obliged to obey the Caliph. On the other hand, the Sharia stands above the
Caliph, who may be dethroned if he personally fails to follow the five basic commands of

Islam (faith, prayer, charity, fasting, pilgrimage to Mecca). This duality has given rise to the
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dominant western view that Islam is essentially both religion and politics, sacred and secular.
Second, the Islamic civilisation did not undergo the gradual process of secularisation that
Europe did. European countries adopted one of the two paths to secularisation: the Protestant
evolutionary path (Judeo-Christian secularism or social secularisation), as seen in England
and Germany, and the Catholic revolutionary path of radical anti-clericalism (laicité), as
found in France. Whereas both these processes had to be achieved through enormous
coercion and resistance, once they were instated in Europe, they drastically altered the
political orientation and catapulted it into the age of modernity. The Islamic world remained
crouched in its “oriental despotism.” Third, Islam has traditionally exhibited “caesaro-
papism,” which means the relationship between the political and religious powers in the
Islamic world was one of compromise, not contestation, as was the case in the Occident.
Caesaro-papism in Islam is a chief cause of making the religion hostile towards secularisation
(Gellner 1983: 81, 1989: 218). Caesaro-papism is the opposite of theocracy. In theocracy, the
religious institution such as the church is in control of the state leading to a combining of the
powers of the secular government with religious powers of the church. In a purely theocratic
state, the head of the state, the Emperor, is also the highest authority of the church. In
caesaro-papism, religious power is subordinate to political power and the religious hierarchy
is subordinated to the secular sovereignty. The sovereign by right exercises supreme power in
the religious domain and regulates religious matters as another administrative task. The
caesaro-papist model of state was best exemplified in the Byzantine empire. From the 6th to
the 10th century, the Byzantine Emperor managed the Eastern Christian church by presiding
over councils, appointing patriarchs and delineating territorial boundaries for their
jurisdiction. Byzantine’s caesaro-papism was so strong that the emperor was called ‘pontifex
maximus', meaning chief priest, and the Patriarch of Constantinople could hold office only if
he had the emperor’s favour. Turkish and Mongol sultanates also adhered to the caesaro-

papist model.

Lane and Redissi (2009) make an additional point that defends the opposite of their previous
idea that Islamic states cannot be secular due to the inherent ambivalence of Islam on the
proper place of religion and politics and lack of historical processes of social change. Lane
and Redissi (2009: 150) argue that in spite of the three above-mentioned factors, Islamic

polities cannot be branded as religious because Islam does not determine the form of the
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state. Even though Islam is the state religion and Sharia is the basic source of legislation, ‘the
state reserves to itself the right to legislate norms, which are not in conformity with Sharia.’
There are several secular manifestations in politics such as in the constitution, composition of
political parties, functioning of tribunals, and formal procedures in law and administration.
The economy is guided by rational and utilitarian principles. The art forms such as movies,
music, novels and paintings also exhibit secular aesthetics. Land and Redissi argue that since
Islam does not prescribe the form of the state, there is nothing that prevents Islamic polities
from separating religion and politics, except religious conservatism, misinterpretation of holy
scriptures or the secularism is an import from abroad, the acceptance of which implies
embracing modernity for Islamic societies. ‘Thus, there is an intellectual movement within

contemporary Islam that is favourable towards a lay society’ (Lane and Redissi 2009: 148).

3.4. Alternative Approaches to Understanding Islam and Politics

Despite the movement towards withdrawing religion from state and society and
simultaneously depoliticising religion, it is undeniable that religion and politics do not
fashion separately in the Islamic societies. Even in those multicultural societies of Western
Europe, where Muslim communities form a significant component, these communities
demand the ‘politics of mutual respect’, which means states must be more than mere neutral.
In the words of Kerrou (1998: 100), ‘the political religion and the religious politics present
themselves as pluralism, constituting multiple layers of interaction and complex strategies.’
Some scholars have put forth approaches for understanding the complex interaction between
religion and politics in modern Islamic societies or multicultural societies containing strong
Muslim presence, while circumventing the secular-sacred dichotomy of laicité or the Chistian
liberal worldview of secularism. One approach is especially useful with a view to exploring
the dynamic co-existence of religion and politics is Casanova’s (2001) theoretical framework
of the de-privatisation of modern religions. It is useful for understanding the forms of
religious interference in the public sphere that have emerged in Muslim-majority as well as
Muslim-minority countries. Casanova argues that the de-privatisation meaning the presence
of religion in the public sphere of civil society may assume three forms. (1) The religious
mobilisation to protect traditional values and practices against the onslaught of the modern

state and market: The de-privatisation of religion plays an important role even in cases where
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the religious mobilisation can be explained as a traditionalist response to modernity, which is
promoted and protected by the state through juridical interventions or which disrupts
established social orientations, such as patriarchal family, or racial and gender discrimination.
By entering the public sphere and raising public debates on certain issues, they force modern
societies to reconsider publicly and collectively on their normative structures. Casanova
warns of underestimating the dangers that a traditionalist revivalism or restoration project can
pose to the modern normative structures. But in the process of entering the public sphere,
religions are also forced to confront and even reach a compromise with modern normative
structures. Turkey lifting the nearly nine decades old ban on wearing headscarves is an

example of how potent this form of religious de-privatisation can be.

(2) When religion enters the public sphere of modern societies to question and contest the
claims and functions of the two most powerful institutions of the societal systems, state and
market: Religion questions the intrinsic norms on which the state and the market operate
because these norms disregard the extrinsic traditional moral norms. For instance, by
questioning the absolutist policies of states, the rationale of national security doctrines, and
the premises of nuclear doctrines, religion serves to remind both individuals and states of the
need to subordinate the goals of state formation to the ‘common good’. Similarly, by
questioning the inhuman modes of production of the capitalist market, religion reminds
individuals and societies of the need to regulate market practices to ensure they become
conscious and accountable of the ecological, social and human damage they do and show
greater understanding and sensitivity to human needs. World religions such as Christianity
and Islam are in a particularly advantageous position to remind all individuals and all
societies that in a globalising world, the ‘common good’ is increasingly defined in
transnational terms, and that therefore, the public sphere of modern civil societies cannot

sustain national or state boundaries.

(3) The relentless efforts of religion to maintain ‘common good’ against the individualist
modern liberalism that would reduce the common good to the aggregated sum of individual
rational choices. By recalling into the public sphere issues which liberalism has side lined as
private affairs, religion reminds individuals and modern societies that individual choices can

acquire a moral grounding only when they are informed by interpersonal and inter-subjective
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norms. In other words, by bringing issues of private morality to the public sphere and
bringing into public eye the private moral sphere, religion compels modern societies to
reconstruct their moral foundations. This helps in practically unfolding the process of

rationalisation of the traditional world and the norms and traditions of religion.

Casanova argues that by acknowledging the de-privatisation of religion, scholars would
broaden their understanding of modernity because of the possibility of bringing into
perspective multiple modernities as against the conventional way of thinking about a single
Western secular modernity. Casanova says that since International Relations at least
distinguishes a Catholic model of modernity from a Protestant one, it must recognise other
distinct paths of modernity. Islamic tradition, with its unique practices and public discourse,
influences and even determines the type of civil society and institutions that emerge in
Muslim countries. This has led to multiple modernities within the Muslim world. These
projects of Muslims modernity and their contexts are radically different from Western
modernities, they are nevertheless experiments in striving towards political reform, stronger

civil society, democratisation and liberalisation.

When the West is described as secular, it usually means one of the two things: that
institutional Christianity has declined, an exposition more popularly known as secularisation
thesis, or that religion is missing from the public forum such as politics, media, education,
workplace and even home, which means secularism has won the battle of ideas. Both
perspectives arise from the dominant literature in social sciences on religious decline. That
this theme has dominated academics is in itself an evidence that designating the West as
secular is a shared belief that has risen to the status of a fundamental assumption in
academics. The disciple of International Relations has also not escaped the powerful
influence of this assumption because of which it has been restrained from getting a deeper
and clearer understanding of the religious and secular identities that shape global political

relations.

The West’s unquestioned association with secularism is, however, only one side of the
problem. The other side is secularism’s exclusive association with the West. The standard
historical narrative of religious decline in Western Europe from the classical through the

medieval to the modern period serves as a story of Europe’s religious exceptionalism. The
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separation of the church and the state is thought of as a uniquely Western achievement that
grew out of adherence to a common set of European religious and political traditions. It is a
common perception among Western political scientists that Islamic societies are attempting to
replicate the Western secular model in their institutions of governance, though with limited

SucCcCess.

The purpose of this chapter has been to re-evaluate both these time-honoured understandings
in International Relations: the image of the West as a secular society, and the image of the
Islamic world as a religious society. To this end, the first part of the chapter critically
analysed the sociological theories of secularism, most of which argue that conditions of
modernity, for example, rationalisation, social fragmentation and religious pluralism brought
the decline of religion in Western society in varying degrees and in context-specific ways.
The second part of the chapter undertook a survey of certain eras in Western history, namely
the classical Graeco-Roman period, the late Middle Ages and the Enlightenment era, to
develop an alternative historical narrative of the West which recognises the interrelated
trajectories of secular ideology and Christian theology in the emergence of the contemporary
moral identity of the secular West. The last section of the chapter explored some of the
Islamic perspectives — non-Western and non-Christian — on religion and politics because
they have been conspicuously sidelined due to the secularist monopoly of the West in

International Relations.

According to standard historical accounts on which the theories of secularisation are based,
the classical period was characterised by religious paganism amidst which existed few,
exceptional figures who had a secular disposition. Other than that, Graeco-Roman era is
thought to be far too pagan and remote in history to have any legacies of relevance in modern
times. The late Middle Ages was the time when religious activism was at its historical peak,
and all people were believers and practitioners of the Christian faith. The only alternative to
religious activism was heresy — punishable by the church through excommunication, social
and political exclusion, or worse. The Reformation crisis and the subsequent Peace of
Westphalia marked the end of the influence of religion in public sphere through the
institutionalised separation of the church and the state — a development coming since the

time of the Reformation. At the dawn of the Enlightenment era, the social atmosphere of
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Western society became charged with an intellectual and scientific spirit leading to a shift
from theological dominance to rule of rationality. Religion declined as people gave up their
faith in the supernatural. Religious leaders also no longer enjoy the same social and political

position as in the medieval times.

The problem with this conventional understanding of the origin of secularism is that the
wave-like trajectory of religious change it suggests from the classical through the medieval to
the modern era is not supported by empirical data from sociological studies or current
developments in global politics. The alternative narrative that has been developed here is that
Enlightenment marked a shift in social ideas from the theological to the scientific, but the
historical interaction between religious and secular ideas that preceded the Enlightenment as
well as took place during that era were far more complex than what could yield a linear

trajectory of progressive secularisation.

Secularisation theories perceive a decline in religion because they mistakenly believe that the
medieval period was a time of exceptionally high religious fervour, while remarkably
declined in the decades of the Enlightenment due to advancements in science and technology.
By revising the secularisation debate, a question that emerges is that whether decline is an
accurate variable for assessing contemporary religious behaviour and accounting for
historical developments (Smith 2008: 13). For one, decline is a relative term, and notions of
decline are premised on the belief that previous centuries had more religious activism than
the present one. The narrative developed would seem to challenge this belief. Something
consequential did happen in Western Europe which continues to shape the secular West. But
it did not happen at Westphalia, as is widely supposed. Nor did it happen at Enlightenment,
which is when the West supposes to have rejected the Christian faith in favour of secularism.
Instead, it happened over the post-Enlightenment decades, when doctrinal Christianity was
replaced in the public eye with an ethical version that professed ideas such as liberalism,
individualism, humanism, progress and tolerance. These ideas were born in the minds of so-
called secular philosophers but they contained Christian genes. Over time these ideas
travelled so far that they are no longer identifiably Christian. Today, these ideas form the
backbone of Western secular identity and morality and are unchallenged in the West but are

increasingly challenged by the non-west.
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The next chapter focuses on the main themes of this research — reconciliation and
interreligious dialogue. The first part of the chapter describes the chief characteristics of the
aftermath of collective violence, namely trauma, concealment and denial of violence. The
second part explains four pillars reconciliation: search for truth through criminal trials and
truth commissions; establishment of justice through retributive and restorative mechanisms;
patterns of collective and individual memorialisation; and ethics of forgiveness, and the
relationship between forgiveness, truth, and justice. The third part deals with the
interreligious dialogue approach to reconciliation. This entails a discussion on the traditional
normative theories of interreligious dialogue and their critiques, and developing a framework

for an ethical approach to interreligious dialogue.
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CHAPTER III

Reconciliation and the Interreligious Dialogue Approach

The theory and practice of reconciliation in deeply divided societies is a field of
peacebuilding that has received serious attention from scholars and practitioners alike in
recent decades because of the worldwide increase in the number of post-conflict settings
where violence or antagonism continues to fester (Skaar 2013). The term ‘reconciliation’
causes vagueness in people’s mind about what it might entail and how it might be pursued.
Many are not particularly comfortable, some even reluctant, to use the term to describe their
daily work, preferring to it, broader terms like peace building, community relations, so on.
Some consider reconciliation to be a part, exclusively, of Catholic and Protestant traditions
(Hamber and Kelly 2005). Others, especially politicians, dismiss reconciliation as irrelevant
to peacebuilding or see it as a dubious process laden with theological meanings. Still others
see reconciliation as an “extra-curricular” activity in the otherwise harsh reality of domestic
and international peace building (Omer 2012: 13). In many post-conflict and conflict-ridden
societies, local communities are not ready to engage in reconciliation. In some other cases,
communities feel threatened at the mention of reconciliation because they believe, it involves
becoming friends with former enemies in some process of social and political transformation
(Hamber and Kelly 2005). There is an eminent lack of understanding about reconciliation
among those pursuing it, academically or in the field, and those participating in it, directly or

indirectly. Both as an enterprise and an idea, reconciliation therefore remains elusive.

The conceptualisation of reconciliation ranges from stringent political and legal definitions to
flexible or vague moral and theological notions. Many have tried to come up with working
definitions of reconciliation. Others think that definitions of reconciliation are not workable
because reconciliation discourse and practices must be contextually developed by studying
profiles of individual conflicts and needs of each of the affected communities. Some believe
that as long as activities done under the banner of reconciliation have peace-promoting
outcomes, developing definitions of reconciliation is not important. In terms of
operationalisation, reconciliation happens at multiple levels. The goals, activities, actors and
outcomes at each level are debatable. At the state level, reconciliation is primarily a political

process entailing measures which have a strong legalistic component, such as setting up
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criminal tribunals, as in former Yugoslavia and Rwanda, or truth commissions, as in South
Africa. State-level (or civil society) reconciliation depends on national and international
policymakers and leaders. At the societal level, reconciliation is a community-based activity
which deals with past violence. Social reconciliation is about changing hostile attitudes or
behaviours of communities and repairing fractured relations between communities.
Uncovering the truth about the past, even discussing the past publicly, is a difficult and
painful procedure in societies emerging from mass violence; therefore, social reconciliation is
considered to be a long-drawn process requiring sustained efforts. The work of social
reconciliation is undertaken by mostly local people, who may be part of civil society
organisations or simply motivated individuals from different walks of life. At the individual
level, reconciliation is understood as spiritual transformation through which sufferer comes to
terms with his or her grief, finds strength to resume life and alter the hostile relation with
those who perpetrated crimes against them and their community. Individual reconciliation
involves expressions of forgiveness, guilt, repentance, truth and justice, all of which have

theological overtones.

Reconciliation was originally a part of the transitional justice (dealing with the past) debate:
scholars attempted to explain why and how formally addressing past human rights violations,
through mechanisms such as criminal tribunals, truth commissions, amnesty and local justice
initiatives, create a better environment for reconciliation in societies emerging of mass
violence. Transitional justice, as the term suggests, seeks to deal with the challenges that
confront societies attempting to make the transition from a violent past to a non-violent
future. The societies emerging from violent conflicts mostly also make a transition from
dictatorial regimes to democracies; therefore, transitional justice is meant to be the driver of
political transition in these societies rather than merely a form of intervention that follows a
conflict. Following the Second World War until the start of the Cold War, the system of
delivering justice in the aftermath of mass scale violence was through international criminal

tribunals like the Nuremberg and Tokyo trials for punishing individual war crimes.! By the

1 Nuremberg trials (1945-1946) were held after WW 1I to prosecute the prominent members of Nazi Germany
who participated in the Holocaust and the other war crimes. Tokyo trails (1946-1948) also known as
International Military Tribunal for the Far East (IMTFE) were held to prosecute the leaders of the Japanese
Empire for three categories of crimes: waging of war; committing war crimes; and committing crimes against
humanity.
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last decades of the 20th century, however, it was increasingly felt that criminal prosecution
alone was not sufficient in bringing about a sense of justice in conflict-ridden societies (Skaar
2013). Especially where mass exterminations had taken place, there were simply too many
perpetrators and too many crimes to hold accountable. Moreover, punishing criminals
through courtroom trials was lengthy and expensive, and since in post-conflict societies legal
institutions were mostly in disarray, justice was left to the vagaries of the international
community’s conscience. Focusing justice exclusively on nailing down criminals was also
resulting in neglect of the emotional needs of victims. With retributive justice?, the potential
of local actors and grassroots peace builders in contributing to justice was left under-utilised.
Thus developed the idea of transitional justice which went beyond criminal justice to have a
more holistic sense justice. Along with prosecution of perpetrators, it addressed the needs of
victims and engaged with the deeper forces of violence (Boraine 2004). “[T]ransitional
justice must be associated with the restoration of the dignity of the victims. And that should
by no means be confused with patronising them,” notes Goldstone (2004: vi). The goal of
transitional justice is to address the causes of conflict more permanently so that the likelihood
of outbreak of violence would be lessened and a more just society could be built. Transitional
justice is intended to bring about the transition of a society emerging from violence, that is to
say, merge former enemy groups into a new civil society by uncovering the past. Knowing
the truth about the past is more important than punishing those responsible for the past

(Shriver 2001).

In the last few decades, the academic debate on transitional justice has shifted from an
exclusive focus on the rule of law to discussions on restorative justice* and reconciliation.

Currently, reconciliation is a theme within the subfield of religious peacebuilding. Religious

2 The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy explains the concept of retributive justice as that form of justice
committed to the following three principles: (1) that those who commit certain kinds of wrongful acts,
paradigmatically serious crimes, morally deserve to suffer a proportionate punishment; (2) that it is intrinsically
morally good—good without reference to any other goods that might arise—if some legitimate punisher gives
them the punishment they deserve; and (3) that it is morally impermissible intentionally to punish the innocent
or to inflict disproportionately large punishments on wrongdoers. The idea of retributive justice has played a
dominant role in theorising about punishment over the past few decades, but many features of it—especially the
notions of desert and proportionality, the normative status of suffering, and the ultimate justification for
retribution—remain contested and problematic (Alec 2016).

3 The SAGE Dictionary of Criminology defines restorative justice as a process whereby parties with a stake in a
specific offence collectively resolve how to deal with the aftermath of the offence and its implication for the
future (McLaughlin and Munice 2013: 384).
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peacebuilding is a part of the conflict transformation approach, which explores the relevance
of religion and culture to see how ideas and practices pertaining to the religion and culture of
those directly and indirectly involved in a conflict can contribute to managing conflict
constructively. Religious peacebuilding includes the study of interreligious dialogue, the
peace-promoting elements within the resources of individual religious traditions, the role of
religious institutions and groups in the dynamics of conflict and peacebuilding, and the role
of faith-based (track II) diplomacy in international politics. Discussions within religious
peacebuilding on how to make the political process of reconciliation more meaningful to
individuals and more lasting for society have led to the development of an ethical or moral
discourse based on religious traditions that pertain to reconciliation, such as forgiveness,
acceptance of wrongdoing, repentance and retribution. Scholars believe that morally good
religious concepts can enrich societal and individual level reconciliation. Since the coming of
the ethical conceptualisation of reconciliation, scholars from different fields have actively

engaged with it, turning reconciliation into a highly debated theme.

The thrust of the debate has consistently been a humanitarian one: in situations where
widespread violence has been committed, it is necessary to heal the pain of those who have
suffered and restore their relationship with those who have inflicted the suffering, so that both
parties are able to resume their lives in society, not as victims and perpetrators, but as
neighbours. The need of finding ways which would enable people divided by war, structural
and cultural injustice, physical violence, and/or psychological and emotional trauma, to come
together in acknowledgement of their common humanity is the beginning of what is called
reconciliation. Reconciliation, therefore, is the process of restoring trust in a relationship
where trust has been broken, sometimes repeatedly, through the occurrence of violence

(Worthington and Drinkard 2000).

[R]econciliation can be seen as dealing with three specific paradoxes. First, in an overall sense,
reconciliation promotes an encounter between the open expression of the painful past, on the one hand,
and the search for the articulation of a long-term, interdependent future, on the other hand. Second,
reconciliation provides a place for truth and mercy to meet, where concerns for exposing what has
happened and for letting go in favour of renewed relationship are validated and embraced. Third,
reconciliation recognises the need to give time and place to both justice and peace, where redressing the
wrong is held together with the envisioning of a common, connected future (Lederach 1997: 20).

Reconciliation requires the following six elements: victims’ willingness to let go off the

losses of the past and forbear from seeking vengeance; truth about the past and present
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violence; shared acknowledgement of injuries suffered and losses experienced; some measure
of justice, criminal or punitive or both; willingness and commitment of the adversaries to
repair and re-establish their relationship; and members of the communities should explicitly

establish the terms of a new and common future (Chapman 2001).

Most scholars, whether of a theological or non-theological turn, consider reconciliation as
being founded on renouncing victimhood through forgiving the perpetrator; recovering the
truth about past violence and injustices and coming to terms with the truth; and a certain
degree of justice that would restore the imbalance in society caused by the acts of violence.
Scholars disagree widely over the order of significance of these elements: which promotes
what in the process of reconciliation. Some believe that reconciliation begins with
forgiveness: when victims forgive perpetrators, perpetrators are motivated to speak the truth
about their crimes, and once the truth is known, measures can be undertaken to bring some
sort of justice to the victims. Others believe that knowing what happened is the only way to
elicit forgiveness from victims. Without correct knowledge about the circumstances under
which crimes were committed and the nature and extensiveness of the crimes, victims can
never feel inclined to forgive perpetrators. Still others believe that justice should precede or
go hand-in-hand with forgiveness and recovery of truth. Retributive justice helps in affirming
that gross violations of human rights are not tolerated; this helps victims in reclaiming their
sense of dignity and motivates them to reconcile with their loss and forgive perpetrators.
Restorative justice measures help perpetrators to return to the society and participate in
repairing the physical and psychological damage caused by their violence. Reintegration of
perpetrators in the society is in the interest of victims because it helps to heal the fractured
relationship between victim and perpetrator and offers the chance to return to normal

community life and even go back to the situation prior to the outbreak of violence.

This chapter concerns itself with the ethical conceptualisation of reconciliation but instead of
parsing out the ethics into discrete categories of forgiveness, truth, memory and justice, as is
conventionally done, the chapter seeks to analyse them in an interrelated way so as to arrive
at a deeper, more contextualised understanding of how individuals and communities
emerging from massive violence grapple with polit