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1. INTRODUCTION

JACK SNYDER

Since September 11, 2001, religion has become a central topic in
discussions about international politics. Once Islamic terrorism put
religion in the international spotlight, this realm suddenly seemed to
teem with lively issues: the foreign policy predilections of the
Christian Right for Israel and Southern Sudan, the complications of
faith-based Western activism abroad, the Dalai Lama and Falun
Gong as potential destabilizers of officially atheist but increasingly
neo-Confucian Chin a, and the Myanmar military regime’s fear of a
potential alliance of Burmese monks and international refugee
organizations. Perhaps religious international politics had been there
all along, but it suddenly became harder to ignore.

And yet the main canonical works of international relations theory,
which continue to shape much empirical academic work, hardly
mention religion. A handful of new works, most of them by the
contributors to this volume, have begun to show how international
relations scholarship can be turned to face this new issue, but most
commentary about religion and international affairs remains in the
realm of current events talk, area studies, or comparative domestic
politics.!

One reason for this neglect is that mainstream international
relations scholars find it difficult to integrate religious subject matter
into their normal conceptual frameworks. The foundational
statements of the three leading paradigms—by Kenneth Waltz for
realism, Michael Doyle and Robert Keohane for liberalism, and
Alexander Wendt for constructivism—offer no explicit guidance on
how to do this, and in some cases imply that a role for religion may
not be allowable within the logics of their paradigms. Realists ask,
“How many divisions has the Pope?” Liberals tend to accept the



secular modernist presumption that religion is an atavism to be
superseded. Constructivism, with the central role it gives to identity,
norms, and culture, has provided more natural intellectual terrain on
which to integrate religion into international relations theory, and yet
the index of Wendt's field-defining book does not have a single entry
for religion.?

How then should international relations scholars conceptualize the
role of religion in their work? Four approaches merit particular
consideration. The first involves working within the traditional
paradigms, exploring the ways in which religion has sometimes
decisively shaped the states system, defined its constitutive units,
and animated their interests and outlooks. | elaborate on this
approach below.

A second approach, most nearly represented by Samuel
Huntington’s “clash of civilizations” thesis, holds that religion has
become so central that it should supplant existing paradigms and
become the main prism for thinking about international politics. None
of the contributors to this volume take this view.?

However, they do argue that the role of religion in international
politics has never been small and has been growing in recent
decades as a form of populist politics in the developing world
following the discrediting of secular political ideologies. Several
contributors, especially Elizabeth Hurd, also argue that secularism
can usefully be conceived not as the opposite of religion but as a
comparable type of worldview that draws on and competes with
religious views.* Seen in this light, the subject of religion is
sufficiently pervasive and distinctive that it requires adjusting our
basic conceptual lenses to view international relations more broadly,
while not abandoning insights from the traditional paradigms. An
example of this third approach is Daniel Nexon’s call for a “relational-
institutional” theory that draws on both realism and constructivism in
thinking about the competitive interplay of discursive frames and
transnational networks in an anarchical setting.®

Finally, a fourth approach sidesteps paradigmatic commitments to
look at more focused hypotheses in which religion is a causal
variable. For example, Monica Toft's chapter in this volume



examines how the characteristics of different religions affect the
likelihood of war.

Whichever of these approaches is adopted, international relations
specialists working on religion would do well to pay attention to the
potential contributions of scholarship on comparative political
development. Several of the contributors to this volume argue that
the prime cause of the global resurgence of religion in politics is the
rising demand for mass political participation. In the face of a
perceived failure of the secular state to address popular needs,
especially in the developing world, religion has become a banner for
movements demanding more responsive government, whose effects
have dramatically spilled over into international politics.

| will begin with a discussion of what is distinctive about religious
subject matter in international relations and its implications for the
kinds of theories and methods that are needed to study it. Then | will
discuss the role that the paradigms, both traditional and innovative,
might play in studying religion in international politics. Emily Bech
and | will revisit the theme of rising demand for mass political
participation in the concluding chapter.

RELIGION AND POLITICS: IMPLICATIONS FOR
CONCEPTS AND METHODS

Religion is one of the basic forces of the social universe, not just an
“‘omitted variable.” Religions have special potential for engendering
system-wide change because they transcend unit boundaries, have
implications for the full range of society’s institutions and ideas, and
compellingly motivate individuals who are in their thrall. It is not an
accident that the origin of the sovereign states system was catalyzed
by a religious upheaval, the Protestant Reformation. This raises the
possibility that comparable new upheavals could once again produce
far-reaching changes in the international system.®

Religion has distinctive features that fit uncomfortably within the
concepts that are conventionally deployed to study international
politics. Monica Toft's chapter usefully defines religion as a system of
practices and beliefs that includes most of the following elements:



belief in a supernatural being, prayers, transcendent realities such as
heaven or enlightenment, a distinction between the sacred and the
profane, a view of the world and humanity’s relation to it, a code of
conduct, and “a temporal community bound by its adherence to
these elements.”” Daniel Philpott and Timothy Shah point out that
religion is older than the state, and its aims encompass not just
politics but all of life. Religious actors in politics may support the
state, work for their own ends through the state, or radically
challenge states and the state system. Religion is often
transnational, they note, but its ambit is far broader than that of
single-issue transnational activist networks.® Like nationalism, Toft
says, religion is an imagined community that rationalizes self-
sacrifice across space and time, but unlike nationalism, religion
holds out the prospect of individual salvation and is less tied to
territory. Religious norms set standards of appropriate behavior, as
do norms that originate from non-religious sources, but as Toft's
chapter on war shows, norms with divine authority may produce
different kinds of commitment. For these reasons, a conventional
theoretical tool kit that is limited to the mundane politics of states and
nations may struggle to comprehend the role of religion in
international relations.

Though broader than politics, let alone international politics,
religion has implications for virtually every basic concept in those
fields. Religion may affect, for example, who the actors in world
politics are, what they want, what resources they bring to the tasks of
mobilizing support and making allies, and what rules they follow.
Religion may shore up the state-centered international order as it is
conventionally understood and help to explain it, but it may also work
at cross-purposes to that order. Religion helped to forge the system
of sovereign states, yet cuts across it. Religion can help to legitimate
state authority, yet may also undermine it. Religion may help to
delimit the territorial boundaries of a state, yet also creates loyalties
and networks that cross boundaries. Religion may reinforce
ethnonational identity, bridge the gap between national identities, or
divide a nation. Religion may facilitate otherwise improbable
coalitions or wreck otherwise obvious ones. Religion may affect



politics by shaping its organizational and network structures and by
affecting its values and motives.

Some of these diverse and pervasive effects of religion might be
grasped within conventional frameworks for studying international
politics, but the contributors to this volume warn that a too literal
application of routine methods can yield cartoonish, distorted
interpretations. Religion straddles our usual methodological divides.
It plays a role in constituting actors and systems of action, and it also
constrains or enables actors’ behavior. Religious actors can be
strategic and calculating, and at the same time influenced in politics
by their conception of the divine and the sacred. Conventional power
calculations and religious purpose may simultaneously play a role in
judgments about alliance and enmity.® Whichever approach a
scholar chooses to conceptualize religion’s place in international
politics, it needs to be fully sensitive to these distinctive
characteristics.

RELIGION AND PARADIGMS OF INTERNATIONAL
RELATIONS

Religion has unquestionably been among the most fundamental
phenomena structuring human relations throughout history, so it is
reasonable to ask whether religion itself might serve as a point of
departure for a new paradigm of international relations. The category
of religion, especially if it is defined to encompass the varieties of
secularism (as some authors do in this volume), is more broadly
applicable across time and space than liberalism. At the same time,
it has more empirical content than the primarily ontological category
of constructivism. Both points speak in favor of religion’s utility as a
substantively interesting, wide-angle prism for theorizing about
international relations. Despite this, religion per se cannot succeed
as the core of such a paradigm.

The attempt that comes closest to enthroning religion as the
central category for understanding international relations is Samuel
Huntington’s thesis of a clash of civilizations.!® Huntington defines
the fault lines of civilizations substantially in religious terms and



argues that these boundaries will mark the main lines of contention
in international relations in the coming era. Arguably, his views
constitute a paradigm, one that is no more time-bound than
liberalism.

The problem, though, is empirical. Huntington himself admits that
lines of conflict and cleavage are typically more intense between
political and cultural groups within civilizations (states and nations)
than they are between civilizations. States, which are organizations
that seek to monopolize violence and make public rules within a
specific territory, have for some centuries shown themselves to be
the indispensable units for organizing security and public
administration. Recently, scholars and public commentators have
debated whether globalization and other transnational processes,
including religious ones, are altering the dominant position of the
state in the international system. The predominant view in this
debate is that, while transnational actors and processes may now
loom larger in states’ calculations and in shaping the environment in
which states act, states continue to “set the basic rules and define
the environment within which transnationals must function,” as
Stephen Krasner has argued.!* Most of our contributors proceed
from this assumption.

Nations, whether based on ethnicity or on common historical and
institutional experiences, are the cultural units that link people to
states. Religions, in contrast, are cultural units that are typically
mismatched with states because they are usually nonterritorial, often
too large in scale, normally lacking congruity with the boundaries of a
state, and ideologically aimed at goals other than state sovereignty.
Religion may matter a great deal for some processes and outcomes
in world politics, but as long as nation-states are the main units of
territorial security and administration, religions will exert an effect on
world politics mainly through the preferences, power, perceptions,
and policies of states and state-seeking nations. Huntington’s clash
of civilizations thesis, like any paradigm of world politics that centers
on religion, is empirically unsatisfying for that reason.

A more productive approach would be to explore the ways in
which religion may constitute and influence the state in world politics.
Religion has shaped the formation of the state system, sometimes



informing the cultural self-conception that makes a nation distinctive,
influencing what nation-states want, and generating subnational and
transnational actors that occupy part of the landscape in which
states operate. In these ways, religion shapes processes that are
close to the core of existing international relations paradigms that
have the state as their basic unit.

Consequently, it will be worthwhile to consider how religion can be
integrated into these existing paradigms without violating their
essential assumptions. In developing scientific theories, there are
moments when an effective strategy requires keeping the core
assumptions of the theory few in number and homogeneous in kind
in order to focus on deducing general conjectures about a small
number of foundational questions. However, in applying the insights
of the theory to a diverse range of empirically specific circumstances,
it is necessary to relax this vigilance and introduce complementary
elements so long as they meet three basic standards of progressive
extension of a theoretical paradigm: namely, the added elements do
not contradict the core assumptions and logic of the theory; the
extensions are not loosely connected to the core but grow directly
out of core questions; and new conceptual elements explain many
new facts while adding only a little complexity to the theory. | want to
explore whether religion meets those criteria as a complementary
element in existing international relations paradigms.

It may seem a procrustean exercise to force religion to fit into
paradigms that have resolutely ignored or rejected a role for it. Upon
closer inspection, however, each of the three reigning paradigms
offers solid bedrock on which to build a framework for studying
religion and international relations. The best point of departure is in
accounts of the origins of the interstate system. The realist Stephen
Krasner writes, for example, about the aftermath of Europe’s wars of
religion and the emergence of rules of state sovereignty regarding
the regulation of religion. Constructivist John Gerard Ruggie writes
about the central role of the Catholic church and monasteries in the
“heteronymous” international system of the late Middle Ages, a
system that was in his view neither a monolithic hierarchy nor an
anarchy of disconnected territorial units. Constructivist Daniel
Philpott explains the role of the Protestant Reformation in the



transformation of that order into the Westphalian sovereignty system.
Even liberals could look to the Reformation period as a precursor to
the politics of popular accountability in government, given the rising
political role of literate urban middle classes,*? the “priesthood of all
believers” as a precursor to the Enlightenment and human rights
thinking,*® and the wars of religion as precursors to the formation of
national identites and the idea of popular national self-
determination.*4

As these examples show, adding religion to mainstream
international relations theory should be neither a matter of merely
adding an explanatory variable to the existing list nor of adding the
niche topic of transnational religion as an additional outcome to be
explained, but of asking how religion helps to constitute the core
assumptions in each of the major disciplinary paradigms. What is at
stake is nothing less than the way international relations scholars
conceptualize continuity and change in the international system. |
want to undertake this task here not because | think that international
relations theory must necessarily be contained within the three
conventional paradigms, or indeed any set paradigms. Instead, | do
this because many scholars gain inspiration from the paradigms and
use them to structure their research on issues large and small,
including war, peace, cooperation, economic integration and autarky,
alliances, and governance, that have been central to all the
paradigms. For those scholars, | want to explore how a more explicit
focus on religion can enrich their paradigmatic insights, starting with
the particularly hard case of realism.

RELIGION AND REALIST THEORY

Kenneth Waltz says that he leaves culture (and therefore religion)
out of his structural theory of international politics not because it is
substantively unimportant but because building a parsimonious
theory requires focusing only on core assumptions about the
relationship of “structure” to “process”.’®> However, even by this
stringent criterion, a case can be made that realists should pay
closer attention to religion’s role in constituting the international



system’s structure and shaping action within it. To show this, | will
begin with the checklist of central elements that Waltz says
structures politics in any international system.

| start here because the parsimonious hard core of structural
realism stands out most starkly in Waltz, whose writings therefore
constitute the most difficult test for the integration of religion into the
semi-core layer of realist theory directly adjacent to the hard core.
Although such moves have sometimes been criticized as
theoretically degenerative, they have been made by almost everyone
who has tried to adapt structural realism for use as a theory of
foreign policy in specific situations, including Robert Jervis (who
added offensive and defensive military technology to the concept of
the security dilemma in anarchy),'® Stephen Walt (who added
perception of threat to balance of power theory),*” Randall Schweller
(who allows for theoretically exogenous variations in state goals),'®
defensive realists (who bring in ideology and domestic politics to
explain anomalies that diverge from sound realist strategy),'® and
neoclassical realists (who show how domestic political and
ideological mobilization to face international challenges can divert
foreign policy from the expectations of more parsimonious realist
theory).?° These elaborations on core realist theory are theoretically
progressive insofar as they are parsimonious and shed light on
realism’s core causal mechanisms, such as the security dilemma in
anarchy and the balance of power. Some of them explain how the
anarchical system gets structured, whereas others explore the effect
of actors’ preferences and perceptions on their choice of strategies
under anarchy. By these standards, religion, too, can successfully
contribute to elaborating realism’s core insights.

Waltz defines a system’s structure in terms of the principle by
which its units are organized, their functional differentiation, and the
distribution of power across them. Religion matters for all three. For
good measure, | add a discussion of religion and “the national
interest,” a quintessential realist lodestar.

THE ORDERING PRINCIPLE OF THE INTERNATIONAL
SYSTEM



Waltz begins with the basic principle that orders the political system
—how the units are arranged relative to each other. He offers two
possibilities: hierarchy, a system of rule-governed authority relations
between units, and anarchy, a system in which units seeking to
survive lack any authority above them to set and enforce rules or
guarantee agreements between them. Empirically, he notes that
politics within states is normally hierarchical, whereas politics
between states is normally anarchical.

Realists typically hold that international politics has been
anarchical since time immemorial. All the basics are already in
Thucydides. Even in the Middle Ages, when lip service was paid to
the pope and wars were sometimes justified as crusades, realists
typically argue that all the key players in the international system—
whether principalities, city-states, knightly orders, or monasteries—
behaved like self-help units using force opportunistically to survive
and prosper in the absence of reliable rules enforced by a system-
level sovereign.?t While the size and internal organization of units
has varied over time, states, empires, castellated manors, fortified
abbeys, and ethnic groups in failed states all remain in the grip of the
basic ordering principle of international anarchy.?? In principle,
realists admit that anarchy could give way to hierarchy—for example,
if a single unit, such as the ancient state of Chin, should conquer the
rest of the relevant actors in an interacting systemz*—but they find
this empirically rare and logically unlikely because the basic ordering
principle of anarchy tends to be self-perpetuating through the
mechanism of unit self-help and the balance of power.

Realists tend to treat religions as hypocritical, marginal, or
irrelevant to politics insofar as units of all kinds, whether secular or
religious, must act the same way if they are to play an effective role
in international politics. Such a dismissive view is unwarranted.
Religion may play a decisive role in determining the ordering
principle of the system in the first place, as well as significantly
influencing the behavior of units in the system once it is constituted.

This should not be surprising for realists, given their emphasis on
the state as the central unit of international politics. From a Weberian
standpoint, states are organizations that monopolize legitimate
violence within a territory, and religion is often the trump card in



claims to social legitimacy. How those trumps are dealt out and
reshuffled can profoundly shape the nature of the international
system.

It is true that most of history has been ordered as anarchy, but not
all of it. Hierarchically structured empires like Rome and ancient
China have sometimes subordinated entire regions, interacting
strategically only with isolated, peripheral barbarians incapable of
coordinating a policy of balance of power.?* Macrohistorical
sociologists Michael Mann and Rodney Stark show how religions
facilitated the collective action and legitimacy that such civilization-
sized, multilinguistic empires needed to survive and prosper.?®> The
size and shape of the empire could depend heavily on which social
networks were amenable to penetration by the empire’s religious
ideology. The rise of a new religion, such as Islam, could directly
give rise to a new empire, and a schism within religion, such as the
Protestant Reformation, could break down imperial hierarchy and
return it to anarchy. Materialists may try to reduce these dynamics to
some underlying military or economic determinant, but it is not clear
that such historical reductionism is empirically convincing.26

Moreover, not all anarchies are systems of sovereign states. John
Gerard Ruggie identifies a distinct pattern of international order,
which he follows the historian Friedrich Meinecke in calling
heteronymy, a system of multiple relationships of normative
obligation that cut across territorial boundaries. In this system,
hierarchical ties of religious and feudal obligation to persons and
organizations coexist with simultaneous obligations to a territorial
authority in anarchy. Wars occur, and the goals of security and
domination motivate action, but who is on what side, and what they
are fighting for, cannot be fully understood without appreciating the
intricate web of religious and social obligations.

Religion helps to order the system. Moreover, change in religion
can disorder and reorder the international system. The Reformation
touched off civil wars within the Habsburg Empire and other territorial
jurisdictions, which spread through transnational networks linking
like-minded actors with common strategic concerns in different
territorial entities.?” Territorial leaders prospered when they could
harness popular religious enthusiasms to their purposes, and



conversely, religious groups survived only if they received backing
from a territorial unit. This dovetailing of strategic and religious logic,
combined with the military and ideological stalemate between
Catholicism and Protestantism, led to the Westphalian sovereignty
system. In this sense, the anarchical European states system
enshrined in realist balance of power theory was constituted in part
through the dynamic of religious schism.

Religion not only plays a central role in constituting the basic
ordering principle of the system, but it can also shape specific
behavioral choices and patterns within an ordered system. This is
most obvious in a system like Ruggie’s heteronymy, where lines of
transnational religious authority directly shape the allegiances and
goals of armed actors, but religion can also shape behavior in pure
anarchies. For example, offensive and defensive realists disagree at
the margins about the relative merits of more and less aggressive
tactics under strategic uncertainty. Consequently, it seems highly
possible—and completely compatible with realism—that different
religious cultures might develop different strategic cultures that
shape choices within this band of ambiguity. Indeed, Monica Toft
shows that Islamic strategic culture, when confronting contemporary
processes such as popular self-determination, is measurably more
bellicist than average.?®

On the other hand, religious affinity need not always trump realist
strategic calculation when they are in direct conflict. Shia militias
sometimes help each other against Sunnis and Americans, but
sometimes work with Sunnis or Americans against rival
cosectarians. Sometimes birds of a feather flock together, but when
cosectarians are the most urgent threat, the enemy of my enemy is
my friend, no matter what his religion. This realist dynamic should
not be confused, however, with the tendency for fraternal
competitors to “fly apart’” in ideological movements that can
inherently have only one authority, such as the Soviet Union and
China under Communism and the Syrian and Iragi Ba’ath
socialists.?® These communities of belief and legitimacy fight
because they share a common culture, not because culture is
hypocrisy.



DIFFERENTIATION OF UNITS

Waltz uses the concept of differentiation in a limited way, focusing
only on the question of whether the units in a system have
specialized functions. In hierarchies, the units do participate in a
functionally differentiated division of labor; in anarchies, they do not,
because a substantial degree of self-sufficiency in the territorial state
improves its chance of survival. Functional differentiation means
interdependence and therefore vulnerability, which states in anarchy
seek to minimize.

Ruggie’s critique of Waltz pushes toward a deeper conception of
differentiation, based on Emile Durkheim’'s distinction between
primitive, functionally identical units, differentiated only by territory,
and more advanced, functionally differentiated units participating in
an interdependent division of labor within a larger territory. This
echoes the distinction in modernization theory between
undifferentiated = Gemeinschaft (or traditional society) and
differentiated Gesellschaft (or modern market society). Following
Durkheim, Ruggie says that the increasing “dynamic density” of
growing population and economic activity in late medieval society
broke down political and economic barriers between small,
undifferentiated local units and led to the creation of modern states
with an interdependent division of labor on a larger territorial scale.*°

Before modernization, political authority was not as sharply
differentiated from religious authority. Kings ruled by divine right and
wielded religious authority over their subjects, and popes and abbots
had their own military “divisions.” After modernization, secular
political authority became more differentiated from religious authority
organizationally and conceptually. Legitimacy of rule emanated from
the self-determining people or nation, or at any rate from the claim to
rule on their behalf. The state often stripped religious organizations
of their temporal powers. In some countries such as France and
Turkey, differentiation took the form of laicism—opposition between
state and church. In others such as the United States, differentiation
took the form of the appropriation of a least-common-denominator
generic religiosity by the state and even-handed toleration of
religions, which were pushed into the private sphere.3!



This secular differentiation of politics from religion has had
profound consequences for international politics. As Anthony Marx
has argued, the wars of religion following the Protestant Reformation
were simply a transitional stage on the way to the wars of secular
nationalism that began with the French Revolution and continue
down to the present.®> Gellner remarks that for Durkheim, society
worshipped itself covertly through its religion, whereas under secular
nationalism society dropped all pretense of the sacred and began to
worship itself “brazenly and openly.”?® Most realists accept that
nationalism is a supercharger of international competition, though
they see it as heightened in states that occupy a particularly
vulnerable position in the international system.** The new
scholarship of secularism, including secular nationalism, emphasizes
that secularism is defined through its stance toward religion and is
best understood as a type of belief system that occupies the same
category as religion.3®

More specifically, secular nationalism is also important to
contemporary international politics because of the backlash against it
in many developing societies, including Islamic and Hindu ones,
which see secular nationalism as a European import that failed to
create a working state and instead brought a corrupt, alien form of
rule. In its place, religious nationalists, sometimes mislabeled
religious fundamentalists, are seeking to replace it with a more
authentic, more effective state-building ideology. This contributes to
the zeitgeist of a clash of civilizations that has so marked
international politics over the past decade or more.3¢

DISTRIBUTION OF POWER

Waltz's third defining element of an international system is the
distribution of power across its units, in particular the number of
great powers. Waltz's view of power tends to be quite materialist, but
there is no reason that it has to be. Any sociologically sophisticated
theory of social power has to recognize that power, including
material power, rests on some combination of coercion, legitimate
authority, persuasion, and mobilization of support. Religion might be



central to generating power by almost any of these means. Most
obviously, religious enthusiasm has been an effective motivator of
military rebellion in times and places as diverse as the phenomenally
deadly millenarian Christian Taiping Rebellion in nineteenth-century
China, Europe’s devastating wars of religion in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, as well as Islamic jihadi fighting today.

Religious actors might deploy their own distinctive instruments of
power to try to accomplish the same objectives that secular actors
seek through different means. Democratic regime change, for
example, has been a goal sought in different settings over the past
two decades by means of military intervention, economic sanctions,
secular persuasion, and liberation theology. According to Samuel
Huntington'’s list of causes of the “third wave” of democratization in
the 1980s, transnational religious trends, especially in the Catholic
Church, were among the most central and efficacious.®’

Religion may delimit the scope of an actor’s power or influence
which tools can be deployed in which social settings. NGO
campaigns against female genital cutting, for example, have found
that the same techniques that work in Christian communities get
nowhere in otherwise similar Muslim communities unless the local
imam agrees to tell his followers that cutting is not required by the
Koran. Likewise, military occupation may produce worse outcomes
in alien religious communities.® Furthermore, power may be used
less discriminately across religious lines. Suicide terrorists seem
more willing to use deadly force against civilian targets of a different
religion, for example, because they are more likely to see the victims
as less than fully human.®*® However, Alexander Downes’s study
concludes that targeting of civilians is not more likely across
civilizational divides, which he codes largely by religion.*°

INTERESTS

Unit interests are not explicitly listed as a system-defining element in
Waltz’'s theory, in part because the overriding interest in survival
through self-help is seen as a direct implication of anarchy as the
system’s ordering principle. However, Waltz acknowledges that



states can and do seek a range of goals from mere survival to
system-wide domination.

Waltz does not attempt to subsume variation in goals under his
structural theory, leaving open the possibility that interests might vary
with unit characteristics such as religion. However, variation in
interests is a more central problem for Waltz’s structural theory than
he admits. A state’s drive for hegemony is the mainspring that
animates the balance-of-power dynamic at the heart of Waltz's
theory, and religion could be one possible motivation for such
expansion. In this sense, religion could be one of the stimuli that set
his systemic processes in motion.

Other realists, most notably offensive realist John Mearsheimer,
try to explain this variation in goals based on the state’s position in
the international system. For example, does the state have a chance
to solve its security problems by becoming a regional hegemon? But
if regional homogeneity of religion affects the feasibility of achieving
such hegemony, because people may not balance as forcefully
against culturally similar conquerors whose rule they might be willing
to accept, then religion would be a strategically significant structural
property of the system.

Moreover, survival-seeking behavior in the international system
will depend on the actors’ theories of what it takes to survive.
Religion (or secularism) can affect this in diverse and significant
ways: which allies can be trusted; is international rivalry a
Manichaean identity struggle or a limited Lockean competition; what
kinds of actors should be acknowledged as having the standing to
participate in international relations? Waltz says that the population
of states adapts to the systemic requirements for survival through a
combination of natural selection and socialization to the system by
experiencing rewards and punishments for behavior. However, he
admits that selection is the less-common mechanism, since states
rarely die. Insofar as socialization is the more prevalent, though
more ambiguous, mechanism of adaptation, this leaves considerable
latitude for interpretation of rewards and punishments through the
prism of culture, including religion. Some of Toft's arguments about
the greater war-proneness of Islamic societies may operate through
this mechanism.



Finally, Waltz writes as if the national interest of a state in survival
in its existing form can be taken for granted. But empirically, we
know that the nation-state is not an unproblematic billiard ball. The
interest of the state as a territorial administrative unit is often in a
vexed relationship with the interest of the nation as a cultural
(sometimes religious-cultural) unit. When administrative boundaries
are mismatched with ethnic or religious boundaries that define
political identities, all hell breaks loose, as exemplified in the Thirty
Years’ War, pan-Arabism between 1947 and 1973, and political Islam
more recently.*

In sum, religion has played a central role in processes that lie at
the core of the realist conception of international politics: the ordering
of the system itself, the nature of its units, their power and interests,
and the strategies through which they seek to achieve those
interests.

RELIGION AND CONSTRUCTIVIST THEORY

Constructivist international relations theory would seem to provide
friendly terrain for the role of religion in international politics because
of its emphasis on ideas, norms, identity, and culture. Although no
single work captures constructivism’s full intellectual diversity,
Alexander Wendt's Social Theory of International Politics comes
closest to being its canonical text. Neither the term religion nor any
specific religions appear in the book’s index. This is not accidental.
While Wendt notes that the domestic-level cultures that units bring to
the international situation matter for the development of international-
level culture, his main interest lies in the way that units create
international-level “cultures of anarchy” through their interactions. His
prominent version of constructivist theory is therefore not the most
religion-friendly statement of this approach. Even so, his widely used
categories do seem to offer a role to religion in thinking about
international culture.

Wendt distinguishes three cultures of anarchy: the Hobbesian war
of all against all; Lockean self-interested competition restrained by
the recognition of sovereign units’ right to exist; and Kantian



friendship expressed as the expectation of mutual non-violence. It is
easy to imagine how different expressions of religion could have an
elective affinity with these different cultures of anarchy (setting aside
the question of causal direction): Hobbesian enmity coinciding with
Manichaean religion; Lockean restrained competition coinciding with
religion-based rules of restraint in warfare; and Kantian friendship
based in religious (or secular) tenets of common identity or altruism.
This kind of hypothesis might not hold up under serious empirical
scrutiny, but at least superficially it seems loosely consistent with
Toft’'s findings about the Hobbesian war-proneness of transitional
Islamic societies, the historical link between the Catholic just war
tradition and the development of Lockean international laws of war,
and the role of religious dissenters in the development of Kantian
international ethics. Another hypothesis might be that Hobbesian
cultures of anarchy spread during the early mobilization phase of a
proselytizing religion (early Islam or the Protestant Reformation),
Lockean cultures emerge in the wake of their routinization, and
Kantian ones are associated with the differentiation of state power
and religious authority.

Within each of the three cultures, Wendt discusses three
successively deeper degrees of the internalization of culture based
in turn on force, price, and legitimacy. Each of these might have its
expression in terms of religion (again setting aside the question of
which is cause and which is effect). Thus, a shallow internalization of
a culture of anarchy based on the recognition of force would fit with
an Augustinian-style religious doctrine of the “two kingdoms” of the
sacred and the mundane. A somewhat more internalized culture of
anarchy based on the costs and benefits of self-restraint would fit
with the acceptance of rules based on religion (or on secular
philosophy) that regulate in-group/out-group comity, hospitality, and
conflict. Both Islam and secular international law have such rules. A
more deeply internalized culture of anarchy legitimated by the sacred
would fit with religions or secular philosophies that merge morality,
identity, and cosmology with war, peace, or global human rights.
Examples of the latter could include Hobbesian warrior cults or
Kantian Mennonite pacifist humanitarians.



Wendt's final theoretical move is to posit four “master variables”
that may change the culture of anarchy by undermining egoistic
identities and promoting collective ones: namely, interdependence,
common fate, homogeneity, and self-restraint. Religion might be
relevant to all four. Cultural interdependence might be enhanced by
networks of theological diffusion, persuasion, and emulation. An
example would be the role of networks of transnational diffusion in
creating Protestant collective identities that led to the Lockean
Westphalian culture of anarchy. A sense of common fate might arise
from being attacked by a powerful religion-based aggressor.
Homogeneity may be enhanced by the emergence of a common
religious identity. Finally, self-restraint could be enhanced by
religious rules of behavior toward in-group members or toward all
humans. In contrast, self-restraint might be lessened in periods of
mass religious mobilization, such as the Protestant Reformation or
the recent surge in political Islamism. These of course are all
empirical conjectures, which might be wrong. Buddhist philosophy
emphasizes generalized self-restraint, for example, but Theraveda
Buddhist—-dominated societies such as Sri Lanka and Thailand have
behaved coercively toward religious minorities.

In short, a prism that focuses on religion might add a great deal to
constructivist theorizing about international relations despite the
absence of an explicit discussion of anything religious in that
approach’s most prominent theoretical text. If Wendt's state-centric
approach has room for religion, other constructivist approaches that
focus on transnational processes or domestic sources of foreign
policy can accommodate religion even more easily by tracing the
impact of religious norms, identities, and principled networks.
Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink note the role of missionaries as
the “norms entrepreneurs” of the nineteenth century, for example, in
the anti—foot binding campaign in China.*> (In our own volume,
Michael Barnett examines the religious ideas that underpin
contemporary secular humanitarianism.) Martha Finnemore and
Gary Bass are debating the extent to which the impulse for
humanitarian intervention was limited to sympathy for co-religionists
in the nineteenth century, and consequently whether today’s more
universalistic humanitarian discourse constitutes a fundamental



change in norms.** Neta Crawford notes the role of religious
arguments in changing norms regarding colonialism and slavery.*
Alastair Johnston and David Kang note the role of Confucian ideas in
Chinese military strategy and in the exercise of regional Chinese
political hegemony.** Thus, a constructivist look at religion and
international relations encompasses not only those obviously norm-
infused issues such as human rights but also military relations
between the great powers.

Daniel Nexon’s chapter in this book, however, warns against a
simplistic treatment of religion as a pat identity furnished with
essentialized norms and values. Instead, he uses the example of the
politics of the Reformation to show how religion works as a complex
discursive field in which political claims play out in a process that
involves religious conviction and strategic calculation in a shifting
configuration of transnational alliances. His approach draws on
constructivism—indeed it would not be possible without the notion of
the social construction of political reality through discourse—but it
cannot be reduced to reified norms, identities, ideas, and symbols. In
a sense, Nexon is being truer to the original insights of
constructivism than are such reifiers when he points out that wine in
transubstantiation was not just a symbol of Christ's blood for the
religious state builders; their belief that it really was his blood
affected the political implications of the Reformation.

This raises important substantive questions for research on
religion and international politics. Does the divine character of norms
in religion-based transnational advocacy networks, for example,
make them work differently from superficially analogous secular
norms? How is social construction different when it ascends to the
plane of the sacred? All of the chapters in this book engage this
guestion.*¢

RELIGION AND LIBERALISM

Like Wendt's paradigmatic statement of constructivist international
relations theory, Michael Doyle’s foundational articles on democratic
peace and liberal international relations theory make no mention of



religion except for a throwaway remark about the elected “theocratic”
regime of the Boers.#” This might not surprise those who see
liberalism as a thoroughly secular ideology and thus antithetical to
religion. However, the equal and opposite cliché may be more
compelling: liberalism arose in the wake of the Protestant
Reformation and the Protestant ethic of the capitalist middle class.
As Hurd points out in this volume, much liberal Enlightenment
thought was grounded in a Christian form of secularism. In
international affairs, Protestant dissenters operating in the conducive
environment of Protestant-dominated liberal democratic hegemonic
states were in the vanguard of the peace and free trade movements
and the movement to suppress slavery.®® Hence, in this view: no
Reformation, no liberal peace. The liberalism of revolutionary France
iIs the exception that proves the rule: a Catholic society that
undergoes a laicist rejection of religion fails to institutionalize liberal
democracy, turns instead to populist nationalism, and tries to
conquer the world.

What are the implications for liberal international relations theory
of the view that liberal secularism has strong religious roots?
Liberalism’s trademark claim, that liberal democracies do not fight
wars against each other, has various explanations, most of them
traceable back to Kant. Democracies are prudent because the
average citizen who bears the cost of war constrains the
government. Democracies are free-trading, so have incentives not to
disrupt beneficial commerce. Democracies have an open
marketplace of ideas, so they make better-informed choices and are
easier for outsiders to understand and trust. Finally, democracies
share a common identity and sense of political legitimacy, so they do
not consider each other to be a threat. Insofar as we agree with Hurd
that Kant is a forerunner of what she calls “Judeo-Christian
secularism,” this might strengthen the genealogical claim that the
democratic peace should mainly be understood in terms of
liberalism’s normative roots in religion rather than in terms of
mechanical procedures of electoral accountability and checks and
balances. This in turn could have implications for efforts to promote
the spread of democracy and expectations about how likely it is the
democratic peace can be extended. Africanists, for example, are



debating whether simply holding elections in illiberal societies can
contribute to the development of democratic accountability and its
benefits for social peace, or whether the whole package of Kantian
preconditions, including deeply rooted normative change, is needed
for the democratic miracle to happen.*®

One reason that some liberal international relations scholars have
underestimated the role of religion is that they implicitly accept the
liberal modernization theory of political development—namely, that
historical modernization is a linear process in which liberal
formations such as capitalism, secularism, and democracy all
progress together.>° In this view, religion drops out of the equation as
societies become more modern and democratic. The current
resurgence of politicized religion shows, however, that political
development produces multiple modernities.>* In some of these
trajectories, frustration with unresponsive secular government
stimulates increasing pressure for mass political participation. When
the political consequences of mass movements of this kind spill
across international boundaries, this becomes a lively subject for
international relations theory. A properly broadened version of
liberalism, as the international paradigm that addresses political
development and the emergence of modern regime types, is highly
relevant to understanding these societal trends and their
consequences for global politics.

Not all scholars working within the liberal paradigm have left out
religion. Andrew Moravcsik, for example, includes religious identities
in his characterization of the liberal paradigm as a source of societal
groups’ preferences or interests.’? This straightforward approach
should work well for many purposes.

NEOLIBERAL INSTITUTIONALISM

Religion has a less obvious connection to the other branch of the
liberal paradigm of international relations, the neoliberal
institutionalism of Robert Keohane. His foundational After Hegemony
stresses the role of multilateral institutions in facilitating cooperation
among states by reducing information asymmetries, coordinating



bargains across issue areas, and magnifying the long-term
reputational consequences of short-term opportunism.>® This highly
rationalistic book makes no mention of religion.

And yet if we step far back and look from Max Weber’s vantage
point, religion constitutes one of humankind’'s earliest steps to
rationalize and institutionalize society. In place of the patent
irrationalism of shamanism and witchcraft, religion proposes an
intellectually coherent interpretation of natural, supernatural, and
social reality, and creates a specialized institution to carry out
religious ritual and to transmit and develop religious doctrine.
Religious organizations were thus forerunners of modern
bureaucratic secular organizations. They carried out political and
economic functions, and in some societies and issue domains, they
still do.

Neoliberal institutionalism is concerned with international
organizations, which are of course secular, notwithstanding the
religious roots or character of some quasi-official NGOs like the Red
Cross and Red Crescent. Even so, Michael Barnett and Martha
Finnemore describe the authority and power of international
organizations in terms that sound more characteristic of religious
organizations: delegated authority (viz., divine right), moral authority,
expert authority (viz. specialists in ritual and doctrine), the power to
classify the world, the power to fix meanings, and the diffusion of
norms.>* In areas such as human rights, international organizations
—for example, the International Criminal Court—compete directly
with religious organizations in attempts to classify behavior, affix
meaning to it, and promote norms. Michael Ignatieff contends that
human rights dogma is the new profession of faith of secular
humanism, and the institutions that are the keepers of this doctrine
are more concerned with affirmation of faith than in getting results.%®
In this sense, the claim that liberal secularisms occupy the same
terrain as religions applies not only to worldviews but also to some
international institutions.

In short, although the liberal international relations canon
downplays religion and tends to take its own secularism for granted,
religion may have played a formative role in liberal ideas, and



religion may share some of the functional characteristics of liberal,
secular, multilateral institutions.

Religion can be seen as integral to structures and processes at the
core of the main intellectual traditions and research programs in
international relations theory, though religion has rarely been the
subject of explicit attention in any of them. Terrorism justified in the
name of religion has brought this topic to the attention of the
community of scholars studying international politics. However, the
reason to think harder about the role religion should occupy in
international studies is not mainly to understand current problems
better, but to gain a deeper insight into the core concepts used to
study international issues of all types.

“Mainstreaming” religion in international relations theory does
entail risks, however, in both directions. One risk is that religious
matters can be flattened to a degree that robs them of their
distinctive character in an effort to plug them into inhospitable
theories. Sometimes scholars have done this quite consciously as an
explicit theoretical assumption—for example, Robert Pape’s
argument that religion matters for his strategic theory of terrorism
only in that suicide bombers find it easier to dehumanize targets of a
different religion. Although Toft in this volume treats religion as a
variable in her strategic theory of violence, she does not flatten it to
this degree, since she engages with the content of religious ideas
and organizational forms. At the other end of the spectrum, Nexon
does not flatten religion at all in addressing the concerns of
international relations theory. He treats religion as retaining its
sacred character even while showing that its discursive frame
encompasses strategic calculations. Different researchers will make
different choices regarding this issue as they try to mainstream
religion into general international relations theories.

The opposite risk is that healthy theories that have usefully
illuminated international processes without much reliance on religion
will be adulterated by bringing in religion in ways that contradict their
core assumptions. International relations theorists have long differed
in their tastes for parsimonious purity versus eclecticism. In bringing



religion into their work, they will have to make choices, which will be
fine as long as those choices are conscious ones whose costs are
explicitly considered. If it is true, as most of the contributors here
believe, that religion plays a significant and increasing role in
international politics, more scholars will want to find ways to integrate
it into their conceptual frameworks.

The chapters in this book embody a variety of choices on these
issues. All are written by scholars who have made recognized
contributions to international relations theory. These authors include
the leading lights among those who are integrating religion into the
academic field of international politics in a methodologically self-
aware way. Together, their work provides a rich menu of choices for
thoughtful readers to draw upon in designing their own approaches
to mainstreaming religion in international relations theory.
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2. THE FALL AND RISE OF RELIGION IN
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

History and Theory

TIMOTHY SAMUEL SHAH AND DANIEL PHILPOTT

Religion has returned to global politics with ferocity and international
relations theory has little to say about it. This is because the theory,
like the phenomenon of international relations itself, has been
secular from its very origins in the seventeenth century. This
secularism served perfectly well for the ensuing three centuries,
during which global politics itself became progressively more secular,
culminating in the late 1960s. In 1968, the great sociologist Peter
Berger spoke for intellectuals across the West when he told the New
York Times that “by the 21st century, religious believers are likely to
be found only in small sects, huddled together to resist a worldwide
secular culture.” But this will no longer do. Since that time, religion
has surged in its political influence in every region of the globe and
within  virtually every religious tradition, fueling democracy
movements, terrorism, peace agreements, civil war, reconciliation
initiatives, economic development programs, transformations of
domestic regimes, and laws that promote its cultural ends. In an act
of uncommon scholarly humility, Berger renounced his previous
stance in 1999, pronouncing the world to be as “furiously religious as
it ever was.” If international relations theory, or comparative politics
for that matter, is going to understand religion, it will have to discard
its erstwhile secularism and develop concepts that describe and
theorize religious actors and religious ends as precisely that:
religious.

This chapter develops these claims in four sections. The first
section explains how international relations took shape through a



secularizing set of historical events—the transition from medieval
Europe to the modern system of sovereign states that was
consolidated around the Peace of Westphalia in 1648—as well as
how the secular character of these events became ensconced in
traditions of international relations thought. Next, we argue that
secularization—not in the sense of a general decline in popular
religious belief, but rather in the sense of a decline in religion’s
influence on politics—deepened over the next three centuries, first in
Europe, then subsequently in politics around the globe. But then a
sharp reversal occurred, and over the past four decades, religion’s
influence on politics has grown, abruptly challenging the secular
character of both global politics and international relations theory.
The third section charts this reversal. We end with a fourth section
that explores how the assumptions of international relations theory
must be revised if it is to describe and explain a global political reality
in which religion is once again pervasive.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE SECULAR?

The secularism of international relations theory inhibits its ability to
understand the ongoing resurgence of religion in global politics. But
what exactly does it mean to be secular? No answer can be
straightforward. Over the centuries the term secular has garnered a
great variety of meanings, some denoting hostility toward religion,
others remaining descriptively neutral, others emanating from
religion itself. We propose that nine concepts of the secular help to
map its possible range of meanings and, in turn, to distinguish in
what sense international relations has been secular in practice and
in thought. The first four are positive or neutral towards religion; the
next five are negative.

The first and oldest concept of the secular dates back to medieval
Europe, where it pertained simply to affairs outside the realm of the
monastic. In a second sense, secular can refer to an idea or
expression formulated so as to make specific reference to religion.
The command “do not steal,” for instance, is expressed in secular



terms, but as one of the Ten Commandments, it is clearly not hostile
to religion.

A third sense of the secular, much more apropos to the argument
here, refers to the differentiation of religion from other spheres of
social life—politics, economics, culture—but in a manner that does
not necessarily spell the decline of the public influence of religion.
Religion-friendly differentiation, it might be called. In the realm of
politics, differentiation involves a mutual autonomy between religious
bodies and political institutions in their foundational, constitutional
authority.® In differentiated political orders, government respects
religious freedom and refrains from involving itself in religious affairs,
either favorably or unfavorably, while religious bodies eschew
standing prerogatives to hold public office or influence policy.
Differentiation corresponds to a low level of “government
involvement in religion,” the concept with which political scientist
Jonathan Fox categorizes relationships between religion and state
across the globe. The United States, Fox shows, manifests the
world’s highest degree of separation, its government interfering with
religion the least and acting so as to favor one religion over another
the least, as prescribed by the First Amendment of the U.S.
Constitution. Government involvement is generally lowest and
differentiation highest in liberal democracies, though these vary
considerably from state to state. Several liberal democracies either
establish a single religious body as official—Great Britain, Denmark,
Finland, Norway, Poland, and until recently Sweden—or lend strong
public support to one or more religious bodies, as do Germany and
Israel. But even these are highly differentiated in comparison to
nondemocracies. Differentiation can also be found in the Islamic
world, though far less commonly. Muslim-majority states Mali,
Senegal, and Indonesia are now categorized as “free” by Freedom
House, indicating a liberal democratic regime and a broad separation
of religion and state. Mali and Senegal in particular rate low on
measures of “government involvement in religion.” Over the past
decade, religious organizations in Turkey have enjoyed increasing
independence from state control, though this more differentiated
relationship still lies precariously under the Damocletian sword of the
Turkish military, which ever threatens to raze it. Islamic factions in



Egypt, Malaysia, Jordan, and elsewhere also advocate for
differentiated politics.

Opposite differentiation is what may be called integration—the
intertwining of religion and state. It may take a relatively consensual
form, where a state and a religious body support one another, as in
medieval Europe, colonial Latin America, or contemporary Saudi
Arabia and Iran. Or, it may take a hostile form, where a state seeks
to integrate a religious body into its own authority through
suppression, coercion, and often harsh persecution, as in
Communist Russia, Bulgaria, and Romania or in revolutionary
Mexico. In either case, religion enjoys little autonomy.®

Crucial for this third concept of the secular is that differentiation
need not entail the decline of religion’s political efficacy. Religion can
influence politics quite strongly even when it is not established,
legally favored, or otherwise constitutionally enshrined. The United
States is illustrative. From a position of constitutional separation,
religious bodies and interest groups have exerted strong public
influence on politics through persuasion, lobbying, and the building
of electoral coalitions. This possibility—that religion could remain
politically efficacious from a differentiated institutional standpoint—
has been proposed by a long line of philosophers of modernity,
including nineteenth century theorists of civil society like Tocqueville
and Hegel, the great scholar of religion Ernst Troeltsch in the early
twentieth century, and contemporary sociologists of religion. It is the
central insight of sociologist José Casanova’s Public Religion in the
Modern World, which argues that religion continues to play an
influential “public” role in modern western liberal democracies. It also
corresponds, at least generally, to what Elizabeth Shakman Hurd
calls “Judeo-Christian secularism.” Today, several Islamic theorists
also espouse a form of differentiation between mosque and state
that is friendly to Islam and its political influence.”

A fourth concept of the secular refers not to the decline of religion
but rather to a social context that is particular to the modern world—
namely, one in which faith is one of a wide array of socially available
options rather than an established, unquestioned pillar in the
architecture of the universe. Philosopher Charles Taylor has recently



revived this concept in his book A Secular Age, though it has
antecedents in the thought of sociologist Peter Berger and others.®

The subsequent five concepts of the secular in one way or another
suggest a negative outcome for religion. The first four of these
involve secularization, a process of religious decline. They represent
what is known as “secularization theory,” the claim that as the
juggernaut of modernity advances through science, economic
progress, free inquiry, technological progress, political liberalization,
democratization, and biblical criticism, religion will recede and
eventually disappear. Originating with Hobbes, Spinoza, Hume, and
other philosophers of the Enlightenment, the theory gained ground in
the nineteenth century in the thinking of Marx, Darwin, Nietzsche,
and Feuerbach, and in the twentieth century in the thought of
Durkheim, Weber, Dewey, Freud, and others, was widely held in the
social sciences, philosophy, and other humanities in the West in the
1950s and 1960s, and still enjoys strong support today. Sometimes
the thesis is sweeping: Religion, in all of its manifestations, is on the
way out. But it has also been advanced in more limited, precise
ways, corresponding to the following four concepts of the secular.

In the first of these concepts, and the fifth in our overall sequence,
secularization occurs when large numbers of individuals cease to
adhere to religious beliefs. The sixth sense of the secular is a decline
in religious practice and community, a decline that can take place
independently of a decline in belief, as asserted by sociologist Grace
Davie, who has described a European trend of “belief without
belonging.™

The seventh concept of the secular, also one of secularization, is
like concept 3 in that it both asserts differentiation and plays a crucial
role in the present argument. But here, differentiation is desuetude.
Religion is becoming differentiated from other social spheres, it
holds, though not in a way that reconfigures and preserves its
influence, but instead as part and parcel of its general decline.
Religion’s loss of constitutional prerogatives and governmental
support in the political sphere, then, is merely a way station to its
eventual extinction.

In the eighth concept of the secular, religion loses its political
influence due to the intentional efforts of regimes to suppress it



rather than spontaneous decline. Here, secularization occurs
through the onset of the hostile form of integrationism described
above. This type of secularization need not correspond to the decline
of religious belief or practice at all, but is the product of the
intentional efforts of regimes to marginalize it. It is found in most
Communist regimes, to be sure. A version also inheres in the French
Revolution and its liberal republican legacy in European politics,
emblematized in France’'s 1905 Law on the Separation of the
Churches and State, which seeks not to eradicate religion but to
subject it to sharp state controls. Such a secularism was then
transplanted onto Muslim soil in the Republic of Turkey, founded by
Kemal Ataturk in 1924, and replicated in Arab nationalist regimes
following World War I1.

Box 2.1 Concepts of the Secular
Positive or neutral

1. Secular means pertaining to the world outside the monastic
sphere.

2. Secular means a concept or use of language that makes no
specific reference to religion or revelation but is not
necessarily hostile.

3. Secular means some kind of differentiation or separation of
religion from other spheres of society (political, economic,
cultural, etc.) but not necessarily the decline of religion’s
influence.

4. Secular means a social context in which religious faith is one
of many options available for choice rather than an
unproblematic feature of the universe.

Negative

5. Secularization is a decline in the religious beliefs that
individuals hold.

6. Secularization is a decline in religious practice and
community.




7. Secularization is a differentiation of religion from other
spheres of society (political, economic, cultural, etc.) in a way
that entails, and is part and parcel of, a long-term decline in
the influence of religion.

8. Secularization involves a decline of religious influence on
politics, not due to a general long-term decline in religion, but
rather because of the intentional efforts of regimes to
suppress it. It does not necessarily involve a decline in
religious belief or practice.

9. Secularism is an ideology or set of beliefs that advocates for
the marginalization of religion from other spheres of life.

Finally, the ninth concept of the secular is different from all the
others insofar as it is not a description of a process or state of affairs
at all. It is rather secularism, an ideology or set of normative beliefs
that advocates the sequestration of religion from other spheres of
life. Secularism usually accepts the descriptive claim that religion is
declining, that differentiation is desuetude—but adds that it is a good
thing. It is the set of moral beliefs held by the regimes described by
concept 8. Secularism of this sort is what Hurd calls “laicism.”

Box 2.1 summarizes the nine concepts of the secular.

THE SECULARIZATION OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

International relations theory is secular in good part because it
reflects the profoundly secularizing historical transformation that
established modern international relations itself. It was not a
transformation that involved a popular decline in religious belief or
practice, the secularization encapsulated in concept 5. Rather, it
involved a change in the authority structure of European politics: a
trajectory entailing the secularization noted in concept 7—a
continent-wide differentiation of religious and political authority that
resulted in the decline of religious influence—and, within sovereign
states, secularization of the sort described by concept 8, a
subordination of religion to state authority.®



The events that established modern international relations in
Europe during the seventeenth century consolidated a centuries-long
metamorphosis away from an authority structure that was far less
differentiated: that of Europe during the High Middle Ages, roughly
from the eleventh to the thirteenth centuries. In this realm, up and
down the church’s hierarchy, ecclesiasts exercised prerogatives that
were, from a modern perspective, temporal. Bishops held vast tracts
of land, levied revenues, sometimes brandished the sword, helped to
elect the Holy Roman Emperor, and often served as regents,
chancellors, and advisers to kings, princes, dukes, and counts. The
pope, though primarily the spiritual leader of the Catholic Church,
also settled political disputes, sent large armies to fight crusades,
and governed the papal states in central Italy.

Meanwhile, the Holy Roman Emperor, kings, princes, and nobles
exercised notable authority over the affairs of the Church. Although
the balance of authority had shifted sharply in the pope’s favor in the
Investiture Controversy of the eleventh century, the emperor and
monarchs continued to exercise a hand in the appointment of
bishops, the central unit of authority in the church, and to wield the
sword to enforce religious orthodoxy.

Largely absent from this political patchwork was the attribute of
authority that would become foundational to the modern states
system: sovereignty, or supreme authority within a territory. The pope
and the emperor each checked one another’s prerogatives
sufficiently to prevent the other’s supremacy. In the Latin West,
spiritual and temporal authority were never fused into one person.
Reflecting the legacy of the fourth-century pope Gelasius’s doctrine
of the two swords and even more so Jesus’ own injunction to “render
to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’'s,” some
differentiation of powers persisted even in this most integrated of
times. Neither were most kings and princes sovereign. In their
territories resided vassals who often owed fealty as much to
authorities outside their superior’s territory as to their superior. In his
influential article on the formation of the sovereign state system,
international relations theorist John Gerard Ruggie called this
crisscrossing web of obligations “heteronomy,” to be distinguished



from the segmented authority of the modern sovereign state
system.!

Conversely, all of these obligations manifested yet another quality
that the modern state system later eroded: civilizational unity.
Though no one of them dominated the continent, authorities at all
levels in medieval Europe commonly viewed themselves as part of a
Respublica Christiana, a realm characterized by mutual moral ideals
and a common spiritual membership.

Over the next three and a half centuries, this combination of unity
in moral obligation and membership and fragmentation in authority
would gradually, piece by piece, be replaced by sovereign states and
their diametrically opposite combination of fragmentation in moral
obligation and membership combined with segmentation and internal
centralization in political authority. As early as the beginning of the
fourteenth century, monarchs took advantage of the fragmentation
between pope and emperor to assert their own authority. By the
early sixteenth century, England, France, Spain, and Sweden all
looked very much like sovereign states, while a small sovereign
states system had existed for over a century in Italy. But Europe was
still distant from a system of sovereign states. By 1519, Charles V
had become King of Spain and Holy Roman Emperor, giving him
authority over a united Spain, the Netherlands, and the central
European territories of the Holy Roman Empire, along with the
responsibility to enforce Catholic orthodoxy in all of these lands—a
responsibility that would soon become crucial. Yet his authority was
less than sovereign authority, at least within the empire, where it was
shared with other officials. Meanwhile, the Italian states system
imploded in 1527, swallowed up by other European powers.

What then accelerated Europe’s historical momentum towards
sovereign statehood was the Protestant Reformation, which began in
1517. Its political theology—i.e., the doctrines through which basic
theological claims are translated into political ends—prescribed the
seizure of the church’s remaining temporal powers and the end of
the emperor’s right to enforce the church’s spiritual powers. All of
these powers would be taken up by the prince, making him
effectively sovereign. Predictably, this attack on the very authority
and legitimacy of the church and the empire would result in a



counterattack by the emperor, giving Protestant churches all the
more incentive to place their authority in the hands of the prince.
Wars along confessional lines ensued and were settled initially in
the Peace of Augsburg in 1555. Based on the principle cuius regio,
euis religio, the settlement allowed Catholic and Protestant princes
each to enforce their own orthodoxy throughout their entire territory,
effectively consolidating their sovereignty. But Augsburg proved
unstable and contested, leaving behind claims and counterclaims
that eventually exploded into the Thirty Years’ War of 1618 to 1648.
A small literature now exists debating whether the Peace of
Westphalia, the settlement that ended the Thirty Years’ War,
deserves to be regarded as the origin of modern international
relations.*? Our own view is that whatever precise historical realities
changed through and after the settlement, Westphalia symbolized
the consolidation of the long historical transformation from the
authority structure of medieval Europe to that of the modern states
system in the middle of the seventeenth century. The Westphalian
synthesis, as this new authority structure can be called, consists of
five strands, each of which describes a different aspect of political
authority—and, we contend, a different dimension of secularization.
The first strand was the victory of the sovereign state and the
corresponding curtailment of the transnational authority of the Holy
Roman Empire and, by extension, the pope. Though the treaties that
make up the Peace of Westphalia nowhere pronounce a sovereign
states system, and while the Holy Roman Empire continued to exist
until 1806, state sovereignty triumphed in 1648 in several respects.
Again, several European states had already looked sovereign for a
century or more. But in 1648, the Swiss Confederation and the
United Provinces achieved official independence, the latter from
Spain. And against the empire, German states recovered what they
claimed were their “ancient rights” and acquired the right to form
external alliances. In the diplomatic traffic of the time one hears
frequent mention of state autonomy, the equality of states, an
equilibrium of states, and even a concept of collective security—all
intelligible only in the context of a nascent sovereign states system.?!3
True, princes in the empire did not receive complete authority to
enforce their faith in their territories as they had won at Augsburg but



rather agreed to tolerate specified proportions of Catholics,
Lutherans, and Calvinists in particular regions and to refrain from
seeking to convert other princes’ subjects. But this was little different
from an international agreement among sovereigns, much in the way
that states today agree to regulate pollution or commerce within their
borders. Though the institutions of the empire sometimes fostered
cooperation between German states, with small exceptions these
institutions interfered little with the substantive supreme authority of
princes. Most of all, the empire would exercise no authority over
states’ governance of religion, the key area in which it sought to
curtail sovereign powers prior to the peace.

On a continental scale, the sovereign state’s victory and the
empire’s defeat advanced secularization in the sense of concept 7, a
differentiation of religious and political authority that involved the
decline of religion’s political influence. In the Holy Roman Emperor
and his allies, transnational Catholicism had found not only an
advocate, but one who was willing to go to war to preserve its
spiritual and ecclesial unity. As late as 1629, the Holy Roman
Emperor Ferdinand Il had issued an Edict of Restitution that rolled
back the Protestant Reformation to its borders established in 1555 at
the Peace of Augsburg, a date since which the Reformation had
made substantial gains. Since the enforcement of religious
orthodoxy by a temporal authority is a strong expression of
integrationism, the defeat of the empire at Westphalia was a great
stride toward secularization as differentiation. It was just for this
reason that Pope Innocent X condemned the treaties as “null, void,
invalid, iniquitous, unjust, damnable, reprobate, inane, empty of
meaning and effect for all time.”4

Effecting a continent-wide differentiation was also the second
strand of the Westphalian synthesis, a vast diminuendo in
interventions to alter the governance of religion within the territory of
States. It was not a total silencing. The Netherlands’ invasion of
England in 1688, for instance, was in part motivated by religion. But
such episodes were whimpers compared to the deafening roar of
transnational religious wars between 1517 and 1648, culminating in
the Thirty Years’ War of 1618 to 1648, which killed one third to one
guarter of the population of Germany, a scale of slaughter not to be



seen again in this region until the twentieth century. In his major
study of the history of war, political scientist Kalevi J. Holsti argues
that religion caused only three wars between 1648 and 1713, all of
these between Europeans and Muslims who were outside the
sovereign states system.’® By the eighteenth century,
nonintervention had become a widely accepted norm in the
international system, extolled by philosophers like Emeric de Vattel.
Since the enforcement of religion across borders—and efforts to
protect the practice of religion—had been such a central part of
European politics for so long, the abatement of these efforts was a
large stride towards secularization, understood as differentiation.

The third strand of the Westphalian synthesis involved
secularization within states rather than transnationally, and a
somewhat different kind of secularization, that of concept 8, involving
the subordination of the church to the state. What obtained was not
the far stronger political subordination of religion characteristic of the
French Revolution and nineteenth century republicanism, or the
even harsher repression characteristic of twentieth century
dictatorships, but rather what came to be known as Erastianism, the
strong governance of church affairs by the state, a stronger
governance than had been seen in Europe since before the High
Middle Ages.*¢ Although each country had its own story of flux and
contestation and its own unique arrangements, Erastianism was the
general pattern. The major reform movements—German
Lutheranism, Swedish Lutheranism, Scottish Presbyterianism, the
Anglican Church, John Calvin’'s Geneva, and at times Dutch
Calvinism—became national churches, crucial dimensions of whose
authority, including their selection of top leaders, came under the
control of the state. Writes Reformation historian Euan Cameron,
“[U]itimately, the Lutheran churches became very largely
departments of state in their respective territories.”*” The French
Catholic Church, too, was increasingly subject to the power of the
king, a trend that Alexis de Tocqueville would later come to rue in his
Old Regime and the French Revolution.** Almost nowhere in the
continent did there exist a principled—as opposed to pragmatic—
practice of religious freedom for individuals. Indeed the First
Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, guaranteeing the free exercise



of religion and proscribing a nationally established religion, stands as
a sharp exception to the Erastian trend of the sixteenth through
eighteenth centuries. Over the ensuing three and a half centuries a
wide variety of religion-state relationships would arise under the
carapace of the sovereign states: differentiated and integrationist,
consensual and conflictual, taking the form of liberal democracy,
theocracy, Arab nationalist regimes that sharply controlled religion,
and dictatorships, both Communist and fascist, that sought to
eliminate religion altogether.

The fourth strand complements the third, and involves the sharply
reduced temporal powers of religious authorities, especially Catholic
bishops. Though the Papal States and the temporal privileges of
ecclesiasts persisted elsewhere, the practices of holding office,
raising revenues, and ruling large tracts of land among bishops had
diminished sharply since the onset of the Reformation in 1517. Thus,
differentiation of authority on the continent was reinforced.

Finally, the rise of nationalism as a locus of popular identity and
loyalty amounts to a fifth strand of the Westphalian synthesis.
Recent scholarship places the origins of nationalism in Britain,
France, Spain, Germany, Sweden, and elsewhere in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries or even earlier, and makes the case for
the central role of religion in shaping these origins, thus replacing an
earlier wave of scholarship that argued for the origins of nationalism
In nineteenth century industrialization.'® Early modern religion, then,
served to direct people to place “faith in nation,” to borrow the title of
Anthony Marx’s book on the subject. Since nations seek self-
government, often through an independent state, such faith also
directed loyalties away from the transnational authority of the
Catholic Church and thus reinforced differentiation.

Hurd has argued that secularism is “one of the most important
organizing principles of modern politics.”?® We concur and argue that
the formation of the modern sovereign states system was a
secularizing set of events. We have told the story of this formation as
one driven in good part by the ideas of the Protestant Reformation
and the conflict that they sparked. This is not to ignore the strong
impetus of changes in economics, technology, and the balance of
power, all of which also favored the sovereign state over



transnational authority structures, as a wide body of scholarship has
claimed.?* Material trends reinforced the secular after Westphalia,
too. The rise of a commercial republic in the Netherlands, for
instance, increased the social and political influence of wealthy and
religiously liberal Dutch merchants in cities such as Amsterdam. In
his recent study of the origins of religious liberty, political scientist
Anthony Gill shows that the concern of the American colonies for
creating a common market was one of the chief factors that led them
to look past the demands of Puritans and Anglicans for the
suppression of religious dissent and eventually to incorporate
nonestablishment and religious liberty—i.e., differentiation—into the
First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution.?? Material factors and
ideas conspired, then, to bring about a secularized state system.

SECULARISM AT THE ORIGINS OF MODERN
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS THEORY

Between the late fifteenth and late eighteenth centuries, as the
sovereign states system evolved into being and began to function,
philosophers sought to describe it, explain it, and prescribe norms of
conduct for it, and in so doing wrote the classic works and set forth
the foundational commitments of realism and liberalism, the two
great enduring traditions of international thought. What contemporary
international relations theorists have vastly underappreciated about
these traditions and their origins is their secular character.

What does it mean for international relations thought to be
secular? Two things. First, it means that its articulators describe the
world along the lines of concept 7 of the secular, namely, as if the
differentiation and decline of religion’'s political influence have
occurred. They write as if states, and indeed any other actors on the
stage of international politics, pursue ends such as power, security,
wealth, conquest, wars of defense, the protection of human rights,
and the like, but do not pursue specifically religious ends and are not
influenced by religious actors. Second, there is a normative
dimension to their secularism, as in concept 9. By and large, the
original modern philosophers of realism and liberalism did not just



describe the secular character of international politics; they
celebrated it. They advocated the Erastian subordination of religion
to the state (concept 8), and some of them even hoped for the
general decline of religious belief and practice (concepts 5 and 6), at
least in its traditional forms. Both of these senses of the secular can
be seen in the affirmation of the state, the description of states’
actions and pursuits, as well as the normative views put forth by the
founding fathers of realism and liberalism.

At the core of realism, from Machiavelli to Mearsheimer, is the
notion of the state as a distinct political body with a distinct end, or
“raison d’état,” as Cardinal Richelieu famously put it. Machiavelli
described the city states of Renaissance Italy as effectively
sovereign and their politics as effectively free from ecclesiastical
control. Even the Papal States engaged in war and diplomacy just
like everyone else. Hobbes envisioned a sovereign Leviathan
interacting with other sovereign states with no common superior.

Realists have also been unified by their conception of what the
end of states is—namely, security, which can only be achieved
through relative power, namely, military power, which includes armed
forces as well as the population, wealth, technology, natural
resources, and structures for taxation and recruitment needed to
sustain them. For some realists, like Hobbes, it is the anarchical
character of the international system—a condition of “self-help,” as
Kenneth Waltz would later describe it—that necessitates the drive for
security and power. Machiavell—and later, Hans Morgenthau—by
contrast, are what Michael Doyle calls “fundamentalists,” viewing the
will to power as stemming from human nature and pervading politics
at all levels.?® Reasoning from either view or a combination of both,
realists have always viewed the competition for relative power as
ubiquitous and ends defined by religion or other ideals as either
pursued insincerely or destined to fail when pursued sincerely.

For realists as for so many others, description closely corresponds
with prescription. Machiavelli regarded both the church and Christian
morality as effeminate and enfeebling of a prosperous, powerful, and
well-ordered republic. Though his writings do not contain direct
philosophical or theological arguments against Christian theology or
natural law, he was, as philosopher Jacques Maritain argued in a



1942 essay, the first philosopher in the Western tradition to counsel
princes “not to be good” if circumstances required it.>* Writing during
a time of religious war, Hobbes prescribed that the state take an
overriding interest in stability and security and that the church be
kept out of politics altogether. Even churchman Richelieu counseled
French kings to follow the secularized morality of raison d’état and to
act in a way that mostly eschewed the wishes of the Catholic
Church.

In the writings of John Locke, Adam Smith, Immanuel Kant, and
other contemporaries of the Enlightenment can be found the
foundational ideas of what would prove the chief enduring competitor
to realism in international relations thought, the liberal tradition.
Uniting liberals is the rational confidence in the possibility that states
can transcend their endless competition for power and cooperate in
the pursuit of security, peace, and prosperity, at least under certain
conditions: liberal republican (and later, democratic) regimes, free
trade, and the presence of international law and institutions.

But the early liberals incorporated the early realists’ fundamental
secularism. They, too, saw states as the primary actors and religious
actors as all but impotent in international politics. Though they
thought that states could pursue their ends cooperatively, they
conceived those ends as little other than peace, security, and
prosperity, and not, say, altering the religion of their neighboring
state. Thinkers like Adam Smith, writing at a time when Britain was
growing aggressively as a commercial republic, placed particular
stress on the pursuit of economic openness and the conditions for
growing wealth.2

Normatively, liberals advanced secularization, too. A leitmotif in
Enlightenment thought is the reconceptualization of Christianity and
Judaism as deistic systems of rational ethics, stripped of
supernatural revelation and miracles. Emblematic was Thomas
Jefferson’s bible, in which he redacted the New Testament so as to
retain ethical teachings about reciprocal love and the like, but
deleted all references to healings, resurrection, or anything
miraculous. Enlightenment thinkers had little patience for religious
institutions or hierarchies, either. Thinkers such as Grotius and
Locke did not want to destroy Christianity, but they did seek to



empower governments and citizens to keep the power of Christian
churches and ministers in check. As with realists like Hobbes, a
primary motivation behind liberals’ Erastianism was a concern for
stability. The previous century’s religious wars, they thought, had
taught that unleashed religious enthusiasm could only undermine
order and liberty.

The secularism of early modern international relations theory was
not total. Philosophers like the sixteenth-century Spanish Scholastics
Francisco de Vitoria and Francisco Suarez, sixteenth-century Italian
Protestant Alberico Gentili, and seventeenth-century Dutch
philosopher Hugo Grotius reasoned about international relations
consciously and explicitly from theological foundations. Among their
common arguments was that states could wunder some
circumstances intervene in other states to counteract the cruelty of a
prince or some other egregious injustice—an early version of
humanitarian intervention. Though Grotius was famous for arguing
that the common laws of nature grounding international law would
have some validity “even if there is no God or if He has no concern
for the affairs of men,” he fell far short of being a full-blown
secularist. He believed that Christian statesmen should aspire to
frame their policies in accordance with the laws of the Gospel and
considered it a terrible scandal that they so conspicuously failed to
do so. And he believed that some shared notion of divinity was an
essential bedrock of society, including international society. However,
he espoused a wide and tolerant notion of Christianity that was
incompatible with all forms of interconfessional warfare and
persecution.?s

THE DEEPENING OF SECULARIZATION IN THE WEST,
1789-1917

From the late eighteenth century to the late twentieth century,
political secularism continued its dramatic global expansion—both
intellectually and politically, in theory and in practice. Here, we mean
primarily concept 8, the subordination of religion to the state. The
continental differentiation of religion and state consolidated at



Westphalia, of course, was not to be reversed. Within international
relations theory during this period, the most important long-term
trends were the booming growth of liberalism in the Anglo-American
context, through the ideas of thinkers like Jeremy Bentham, John
Stuart Mill, and Woodrow Wilson, and the revival of realism during
the 1930s and even more so in post—-World War Il America.?” But
neither of these trends revised the basic assumptions laid out by the
early modern founders of these traditions, especially with respect to
religion. Rather, the form of secularization that continued to build
with great momentum during this period was the doctrine, reflected
in thought and practice, that the state should actively subordinate
religious authority to political authority, religious institutions to
political institutions, and religious claims to political claims, all in the
interest of promoting the well-being of society as a whole. Though
much of this secularization occurred within states, perhaps making it
seem like the subject of comparative politics or “political
development,” it was very much a transnational phenomenon,
propelled by the diffusion of ideas and international networks.

As radically as the early modern political secularism of Grotius,
Bodin, Hobbes, and Locke broke from medieval integrationism, and
as much as it sought to reduce the influence of churches as political
players, it seldom mounted a direct or open assault on religion per
se and, indeed, almost always expressed itself in prima facie biblical
and orthodox terms. The decisive break with this pattern came
intellectually with Rousseau’s Social Contract in 1762 and politically
with the French Revolution, launched in 1789.

For the first time, Rousseau and his Jacobin acolytes openly
identified the church and Christianity as implacably hostile to any
free and flourishing republic.?® Where a strong and flourishing
republic required a Spartan-style love of country above all things, the
church taught that heaven was the Christian’s best and truest
country. Where a unified republic required a love and devotion for all
of one’s fellow citizens, the church taught extra ecclesia nulla salus
(“outside the church there is no salvation”) and thus created a
spiritual and social chasm between Christian citizens and non-
Christian citizens. Where a free republic elevated liberty of mind and
spirit as the highest principle, the church elevated submission and



humble obedience to God and his servants as the foundations of the
Christian life. A church that remained beyond the control of the
republican state and free to propagate its teachings without
hindrance was therefore not merely a latent source of political
instability but an active opponent of its core principles and
purposes.?®

The sense of a Manichaean conflict between church and republic
meant that a policy of church-state separation was not sufficient.
Instead, the republican state had to adopt nothing less than a policy
of radical subordination and indeed transformation vis-a-vis the
church. This campaign of Déchristianisation consisted in a whole
range of exotic innovations, including a new calendar based on the
cycles of nature rather than the cycles of Christian salvation history
as well as a new set of religious rituals revolving around a Cult of the
Supreme Being.*° But the policy also eliminated the church’s right to
perform marriages, its control over education, and its ownership of
vast hectares of property. Even more seriously, the new regime
brought the church much more strongly under its supervisory control.
While even under the old regime the Gallican understanding
between crown and pope involved a strong state role in the
appointment of bishops and priests, the new regime took this further
by requiring oaths of loyalty to the revolutionary republic and, in
effect, ideological reeducation. Church personnel as well as ordinary
Catholics who resisted these measures were subjected to violence
on a massive scale, most notoriously in the Vendée.®! It is therefore
hardly inappropriate to see the Revolution as providing the template
for subsequent and often violent programs of radical political
secularism, including those carried out by revolutionaries in
twentieth-century Russia, Mexico, Spain, Italy, Cambodia, Tunisia,
and China.

Of course, the clock turned back on some of these measures as
the forces of reaction strove mightily to kill the revolutionary “baby in
the cradle,” which they succeeded in doing with the advent of
Napoleon and the eventual restoration of the monarchy. But the
revolutionary flag was raised high enough and long enough that
radicals throughout Europe and its settler societies in the Americas
rallied around it. And the radical-secularist template of the French



Revolution inspired them to mobilize politically against the church as
their enemy number one. Catholic countries throughout Europe and
the Americas, thereafter, saw the rise of wave after wave of
anticlerical movements and parties in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.

The Revolution bequeathed a loose though real transnational
family of republican and anticlerical movements. Sometimes these
movements emerged with the help of French bayonets; in other
cases they were spawned by the sheer demonstration effect of the
French Revolution’s success in overthrowing the ancien régime, as
well as by the dissemination of its leading ideas. The writings of
Thomas Paine, who lived in France in the early months of the
Revolution (1789-90), had this kind of impact in the English-
speaking world. The United Irish Movement and its violent 1798
insurrection, for example, were directly inspired by the French
revolutionary example and ideas.*> This diffusion and its
consequences were by no means limited to Catholic countries. For
the revolutionary Dutch Patriots, who were in exile in France in 1789,
“the outbreak of the French Revolution, and universal ideology to
which it gave rise, was an inspiring development.” In the case of
the Netherlands, French bayonets and the contagious ideological
fervor that infected the Patriots combined to bring much of the
program of the French Revolution—including its radical secularism—
to the Low Countries in the form of the Batavian Republic in 1795. A
major priority of the Batavian Revolution, in fact, was to abolish the
Dutch Reformed Church’s special political ties and privileges.3

One revolutionary development in church-state relations that
proved both especially portable and especially explosive was in
education. In fits and starts and despite massive resistance, French
republicans and liberals repeatedly pushed for a compulsory, state-
supervised educational system designed to mold French youth into
republican citoyens. During the Third Republic, its main features—
lay-controlled teacher training in every department; universal and
obligatory schooling; and state inspection of all schools, including
church schools—were implemented as a top priority of the radical
wing of the republican majority.*®> If the Catholic Church wished to
continue to organize its own system of schools, it would have to do



so at its own expense and in the face of ongoing criticism and
suspicion on the part of republicans such as Jules Ferry, minister of
public instruction during the early years of the Third Republic, who
condemned them as “schools of counterrevolution, where one learns
to detest and curse all of the ideas which are the honor and the
purpose of modern France.”® It is not for nothing that historian
Theodore Zeldin observed that in France “the major [political] battle
of the [nineteenth] century was between the priest and the
schoolmaster.”™’” Similar battles, in which churches strongly resisted
state-directed “common school” programs, were fought throughout
the nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries in the Netherlands,
Belgium, the United States, Germany, and other countries.=®

The sense of a widespread and intractable transnational conflict
between the partisans of the church (especially but not only the
Catholic Church) and the partisans of liberal political progress
deepened considerably in the second half of the nineteenth century.
A key turning point was 1864. What had sometimes been an
inchoate anticlerical attitude or tendency crystallized into a coherent
political program in numerous countries after the publication that
year of Pope Pius IX’s “Syllabus of Errors.” The Syllabus condemned
the doctrine that the pope “can and ought to reconcile himself with
progress, with liberalism, and with modern civilization.”® Pius IX
didn’t define his terms very clearly, and much of his animus against
“modern civilization” no doubt sprang from the fact that a modern
state—lItaly—was in the process of stripping him of lands the papacy
had controlled for a thousand years. Still, the widespread perception
iIs what mattered for politics: “Europe saw the Pope condemn
liberalism—whatever that was, the Pope condemned it.”

This pervasive perception almost immediately precipitated a host
of organized political campaigns designed to subject the church to
even greater state control and regulation. In Germany, Bismarck
directed the Parliament to limit the power of the Catholic Church in
the Kulturkampf of the 1870s. In Belgium, the Liberal Party in the late
1870s implemented a program to greatly restrict the Catholic
Church’s role in education. The 1871 Paris Commune included the
desecration of churches. In 1870s America, the Blaine Amendments,
designed to prevent states from financially aiding “sectarian” (i.e.,



Catholic) schools, won legislative approval in dozens of states and
only narrowly failed to pass the U.S. Congress.** Later, in France,
Combes, Briand, and other radical republicans pushed through the
1905 Law on the Separation of the Churches and State. While the
law was less sweeping in its consequences than its framers
intended, it nonetheless made a subordinationist political secularism
(concept 8) an official, enduring, and nonnegotiable feature of
France’s political system and political culture—one that remains
essentially intact to this day.?

1864 was significant for another reason: it was the year of the first
meeting of the Communist International. And there is little doubt that
“Marxism was the most powerful philosophy of secularization in the
nineteenth century.”® In its beginnings, Communism was not an
atheist philosophy: in the 1840s, Friedrich Engels, much to his
puzzlement and frustration, met Christian Communists everywhere
he went—in Germany, France, and England. Saint-Simon had
advocated a kind of Christian socialism, and Ferdinand Lassalle,
who was a more influential Communist theoretician than Marx until
about 1870, expressly combined Christianity and Communism. But
after Lassalle’s death in 1864 and the publication of Das Kapital in
1867, Communism as a philosophy and as a transnational political
movement increasingly incorporated a radical form of political
secularism. At best, “religion is a man’s private concern,” as the
1875 Gotha Program put it; at worst, it was incompatible with a
unified working-class movement. Either way, religion as an institution
and an allegiance had to be systematically subordinated to political
movements that sought the liberation of the proletariat from capitalist
oppression. Particularly at a moment when the pope seemed to be
losing his transnational moral authority by declaring war on
“progress,” Communism spoke with a growing transnational moral
authority—one which increasingly operated as an adversary rather
than an ally of religion.

A host of other intellectual and political movements of the late
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that were otherwise mutually
contradictory—Hegelian historicism, Bismarckian realism, Comtean
positivism, Millian liberalism, American federalism, Benthamite
utilitarianism, Spencerian progressivism, and Kantian rationalism—



mostly agreed with Communists and radical republicans on a set of
propositions that taken together yielded powerful ideological support
for a program of political secularism: that a great new age of reason,
freedom, and progress was arriving, or would soon arrive; that this
new age would be the final (and almost always the third and last in
these conceptions) and culminating era of human history, a kind of
secular eschaton or millenium#4; that God, or providence, or some
divine or quasi-divine superintending force, almost always
understood in ways markedly different from orthodox Christian
conceptions of God, was orchestrating world history in some
essentially irresistible fashion so as to usher in this new and final
age; and that an essential if not primary agent in the realization of
this new age was the modern state. Perhaps the most elegant
expression of this view is embedded in the Great Seal of the United
States: Annuit coeptis, novus ordo seclorum (“He [God] approves
these beginnings, a new order of the ages”). A close second is
Hegel's remark: “The state is the march of God in history.”

This whole package of ideas justifies a view of the state that is in
one sense not necessarily secular, because it puts the state in the
service of a world-historical mission imposed on it by a higher and
often religious agency. But in another sense it is radically secular (in
the sense of concept 8), because it grants the state a supreme and
overriding authority over sacred institutions and authorities that in the
past may have enjoyed comparable or even supreme powers and
privileges. In other words, churches and other specifically religious,
confessional, and “sectarian” institutions were under a kind of
religious obligation to accept a subordinate role vis-a-vis the state so
that history could reach its intended destination.

These ideas about historical progress and the secular state also
helped to generate robust concepts of nationalism and
internationalism, which, in turn, further contributed to the advance of
political secularism in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Arguably the greatest and most influential nationalist of the
nineteenth century was Giuseppe Mazzini. Leader of the Young Italy
movement and briefly dictator of the Roman Republic in 1849,
Mazzini repudiated traditional Catholicism in favor of a religion of
“universal humanity.” He rejected the Fall and original sin, but



believed that God was leading mankind ineluctably toward the
“angelification” of the individual and the establishment of God's
kingdom on earth. But God’'s kingdom, he believed, would and
should consist in the destruction of the papacy and its replacement
by a secular council of the nations, headquartered in Rome. This
council would represent the authentic nations of the world—that is,
those that possessed the irrefutable marks of nationality, including
natural frontiers, distinct languages, and distinct cultures.*¢ Similar,
guasi-religious elevations of the nation and nationalism achieved
currency in France in the nineteenth century thanks to Jules Michelet
and Ernest Renan.*’

Echoing to some extent earlier thinkers like Giambattista Vico and
Johann Gottfried Herder, Mazzini also believed that every nation had
a distinct vocation or mission, and that the ultimate purpose of
nations is to serve humanity and the international order as a whole.
“For us the starting-point is Country; the object or aim is Collective
Humanity.”® Mazzini's views thus recalled the republican
internationalism of Kant and anticipated the liberal internationalism of
Wilson. Both of these latter views, like Mazzini’'s, held that the
progress of international politics towards greater peace was in some
mysterious respect the will of providence. However, both Kant and
Wilson were also like Mazzini in holding that the essential
mechanism whereby a just and peaceful international society would
be established had nothing to do with religious exhortations to peace
based on the Gospels—the sort that were common in the writings of
Erasmus, Grotius, and writers on just war theory throughout the
eighteenth century. Nor did it have anything to do with restoring the
authority of the papacy or establishing a universal Christian council
or creating some other religious agency to adjudicate conflicts
between Christian peoples—such as Grotius, among others,
dreamed of. Rather, the key to bringing about a just and peaceful
international society lay almost exclusively in an entirely secular
political mechanism—namely, the global spread of republican
government along with its corollary, national self-determination. And
this process was occurring inexorably—as Kant, for one, seemed to
take pleasure in pointing out—not because politicians and peoples
were scrupulously conforming their behavior to the rigors of the



Christian religion but entirely because “nature guarantees perpetual
peace by the actual mechanism of human inclinations.”® Secular
international goals were being achieved by secular means.

THE DIFFUSION OF POLITICAL SECULARISM BEYOND
THE WEST, 1917-1967

The political secularism that was radicalized and diffused throughout
much of the West in the century after the French Revolution of 1789
was in many ways further radicalized and even more widely diffused
in the half century after the Russian Revolution of 1917.5° States
bent on containing the social and political influence of
institutionalized religion in many instances adopted a yet more
militant program—that of eliminating the social and political influence
of religion altogether, in some cases by destroying, subjugating, or
eviscerating religious institutions and centers of religious authority.
Meanwhile, states outside the West that had not yet been exposed
to secularism in theory or practice became experiments in radical
political secularization. In this period, again, secularism diffused
through transnational networks.

Nineteen seventeen can be taken as the rough beginning of this
era of ultra-radical political secularism. “Nineteen hundred and
seventeen was a busy year for governments turning their faces from
God,” writes political scientist Anthony Gill. “Not only did the
constitutional council in Mexico effectively outlaw the Roman
Catholic Church and other religious denominations but also a group
of even more radical state builders [i.e., the Bolsheviks] seized
power in a country halfway around the world.”* Combined with the
already firmly established radicalism of French laicism and the
subsequent radicalism of the Kemalist Revolution of the early 1920s,
these revolutions succeeded in planting radical secularist
experiments in the heart of the Catholic, Orthodox, and Muslim
worlds within the first three decades of the twentieth century.

Revolutionary political activism of the Left and the Right was
indeed the most consequential force for radical political
secularization in the twentieth century. Often inspired by the French



Revolution, leftist revolutions like those in China and Cuba and
nationalist revolutions like those in Turkey and Egypt created
systems that, at least for a time, greatly increased the power of
governments around the world to regulate, contain, and suppress
religious organizations. Nazi totalitarianism, spread by military
occupation to some twenty countries, coercively deprived religious
bodies of their independence and social influence and, of course,
sought to entirely eradicate one religion in particular.

Thanks to such revolutionary and totalitarian movements, that part
of the Russian Orthodox Church that was not wiped out became an
organ of the Soviet state; the Catholic Church in Mexico was
criminalized and deprived of its property and its right to engage in
political activity; the Ottoman Caliphate and sharia law were
abolished in Turkey, much to the outrage of Muslims around the
world, particularly in British India; the Lamaist theocracy in Tibet was
systematically destroyed and the Dalai Lama ultimately forced into
exile by Chinese Communists between 1957 and 1959;% perhaps
the largest grassroots religious organization in the Muslim world, the
Muslim Brotherhood, was decimated and driven underground by
Egyptian authorities in the 1950s and 1960s; and the Nazis refused
to permit the independence of religious bodies in preaching,
education, and publication in Nazi-controlled countries, arresting or
murdering thousands of religious leaders who resisted the National
Socialist policy of subordinating religious institutions to the state.

These revolutionary forms of political secularism and their
aggressive assaults on religion might seem like outliers. However, at
the approximate midpoint in the twentieth century, in 1945, M. Searle
Bates found in his exhaustive analysis of religion-state relations
worldwide that “recent intensifications of nationalism have fused with
the increasing power and functions of the State to imperil and even
to crush, in some lands, a liberty of religion formerly achieved.” The
result, he found, was that “[r]eligious liberty is today denied,
deformed, or restricted for all or for part of the people in most of the
countries of the world.”® In fact, by our rough calculation, at least 50
percent of the world’s population lived under secularist political
regimes—understood as regimes that systematically restricted the
right and capacity of religious organizations to influence society and



politics, in the sense of concepts 8 and 9—at some point between
1917 and 1967.

As Bates notes, the surging nationalism associated with
decolonization was a major force for secularism. The nationalisms of
Atatlrk in Turkey, Senanayake in Sri Lanka, Nehru in India, Nasser
in Egypt, Nkrumah in Ghana, Sukarno in Indonesia, and Kenyatta in
Kenya all generally appealed to notions of national or civilizational
greatness in which religion was but one subordinate element. Often,
their concepts of national identity deliberately bracketed or
subordinated substantive religious contributions in the hope of
unifying diverse ethnic and religious groups in the context of
anticolonial struggles and postcolonial nation building.>* Sometimes,
nationalists in this period used religious appeals precisely to
marginalize the social or political influence of traditional religion, as
when Bourguiba of Tunisia, after publicly raising a glass of lemonade
to his lips during Ramadan, proclaimed, “You ‘are permitted’ to drink
during Ramadan, for the‘holy war,’ that is, the effort to unite Islam, is
first and foremost the battle of production. Conserve your strength so
that you may work hard.”® Because these leaders had slain all
manner of colonial dragons and in some cases a domestic dragon or
two, they enjoyed a charismatic authority that enabled them to
secure a modicum of legitimacy—for a time, anyway—for their
sometimes audacious experiments in secular nationalism. Of course,
to speak of these leaders as a group is not to imply that the
secularist political agendas of, say, Nehru and Atattirk, or Bourguiba
and Sukarno, were identical in all respects. Though Nehru, for
example, secured a temporary ban against the Hindu nationalist
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) in the exceptional
circumstances following Mahatma Gandhi's assassination in 1948,
and though he personally bemoaned the influence of religion on
Indian society,*® he never undertook a wholesale Kemalist-style effort
to drive organized religion out of Indian public life. At the same time,
though their tone and tactics differed, virtually every member of the
first generation of postcolonial leaders articulated the hope that
religious leaders and organizations would assume a smaller political
role and exercise less political influence in their societies. They acted



on this hope in different ways and with varying degrees of
aggression, but it was a hope they all shared nonetheless.

This remarkable group of secular nationalists in fact constituted a
powerful transnational network. Among its members, there was
profound mutual ideological borrowing and influence as well as
tangible mutual support and coordination. In his youth, Nasser read
Nkrumah and Gandhi; Nehru backed Nasser in the Suez Crisis and
Nkrumah in his bid to make the Gold Coast independent; they all
learned socialism from Marx and state-centered industrialization and
economic planning from the Soviets, as well as from each other; they
drew inspiration from Mazzini; and they stunned the world when they
gathered dozens of world leaders to form (what seemed at the time)
a united front at Bandung.

These trends towards political secularism were closely related to
the dominant dynamics of international politics. The calamity of
World War | served to discredit throne-and-altar alliances between
religion (especially Christianity, but also Islam in the Ottoman
Empire) and the nation-state. The postmillenialist religious
utopianism that helped to fuel liberal internationalism collapsed in the
face of the failure of the League of Nations and the rise of violent
totalitarianisms in the 1920s and 1930s, causing even religious
thinkers to repudiate faith-based, idealistic or moralistic approaches
to international politics in favor of essentially secular doctrines like
realism. Even the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr—whom Martin Wight
aptly termed a “Christian Machiavellian"—articulated skepticism that
the deeds and policies of states could be understood as religiously
motivated. In a world suffused with power, any pursuit of a religious
or otherwise transcendent ideal would come to ironic ruin.*’
Normatively, he counseled statespersons to choose the lesser of two
evils.

Furthermore, dominant global conflicts in this period tended to
organize international politics into rival blocs defined in essentially
secular terms: Republicans versus Nationalists in the Spanish Civil
War; the Allies versus the Axis in World War II; the United States and
the Western bloc versus the Soviet Union and the Eastern bloc in the
Cold War; European colonial powers versus anticolonial movements
such as the Indian National Congress and the Egyptian Free



Officers, as well as anticolonial ideologies such as pan-Arabism or
pan-Africanism. Even those who tried to remain aloof from these
conflicts often did so in the name of an alternative form of secular
transnationalism, such as the Non-Aligned Movement launched by
Nehru, Nasser, Nkrumah, Sukarno, and Tito at the Bandung
Conference in 1955.

The “Bandung Generation” of Third-World statesmen was hardly
alone, however, in thinking that an essential ingredient of modern
progress was the secularization of politics. Sometimes called the
rationalization of authority, sometimes characterized as the absence
of “praetorianism,”™® the capacity of states to build up their own
sources of authority and resist undue influence by religious and other
actors was considered a hallmark of modern political development
by an entire generation of postwar American social scientists and
public intellectuals, including Gabriel Almond, Sidney Verba, Walt
Whitman Rostow, David Apter, Daniel Lerner, Samuel Huntington,
Arthur Schlesinger Jr., Rupert Emerson, and Walter Lippmann.®
Influenced by such ideas, American policymakers placed their bets
on aggressively modernizing and secularizing leaders like the Shah
of Iran and Ngo Din Diem of Vietnam.®® Circa 1960, perhaps the only
thing the U.S. State Department, the faculty of the Harvard
Government Department, the Communist International, and the
leaders of the Bandung Conference agreed on is that a society can
be successful only insofar as its government and its citizenry keep
religion from exercising a substantive influence on its politics. No
secularity, no modernity.

THE REVERSAL OF POLITICAL SECULARISM
THROUGHOUT THE WORLD, 1967 TO THE PRESENT

By the late 1960s, everyone (a term we don’t use lightly) believed
that the widespread aspiration for political secularism—for a politics
and public life free of substantive religious influences—was rapidly
becoming reality in virtually all parts of the world.®* Writing about
politics in Nasser’'s Egypt, Nkrumah’'s Ghana, Bourguiba’s Tunisia,
and Sihanouk’s Cambodia, Jean Lacouture observed in 1970 that



“religion is doing such a good job of strengthening political authority .
. . that it is paving the way for its own deterioration.”®? Richard
Mitchell, a sensitive analyst of religious politics in the Middle East,
predicted in 1968 that “the essentially secular reform nationalism
now in vogue in the Arab world will continue to operate to end the
earlier appeal of [the Muslim Brotherhood].”®* Most sweepingly, it
was in this same year that Peter Berger made his strong forecast
about the fizzling out of religion. Secularization, it seemed, was not
SO much a speculative academic theory as an imminent global
reality.

Despite political secularism’s apparently unstoppable advances in
the course of the twentieth century, it began to experience serious
setbacks in the 1960s. These setbacks rapidly multiplied after 1967.

First, many of the most important agents of political secularism
declined or disappeared. Nehru died in 1964, opening up space in
the world’s largest democracy for a more religious politics®*; a series
of coups thrust Sukarno from power in 1965, culminating in the
liquidation of Indonesia’s Communist Party (PKI) and the gradual
rise of a more religion-based politics; Nkrumah was overthrown in a
coup in 1966, thus ending the ideological hegemony of
“Nkrumahism” and paving the way for Ghana’s churches to assert a
more independent political influence®; and Nasser’'s armies were
crushed by Israel in 1967, marking the beginning of the end of
secular pan-Arabism, and clearing the way for Nasser’s rival, King
Faisal of Saudi Arabia, to create a new transnational movement
defined by religion, the Organization of the Islamic Conference
(OIC), which met for the first time in 1969.5 At least as importantly,
Nasser’s defeat in 1967 and death in 1970 cleared the way for a
variety of actors to forge—with growing success over time—a
transnational, pan-Islamic consciousness. At the same time,
Communism, which had been a preeminent agent of global political
secularization for a hundred years, was increasingly on the moral
and strategic defensive thanks to the Sino-Soviet split, the Soviet
invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, the publication of Solzhenitsyn’s
Gulag Archipelago in 1973, and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in
1979. A movement that seemed to be in the vanguard of modern



progress in the 1870s looked more like a declining and ideologically
exhausted empire in the 1970s.

Second, many religious movements formerly sidelined or
discredited by the global rise of political secularism began making a
comeback in the 1960s and 1970s. The Roman Catholic Church
received a fresh burst of social and political self-confidence through
the Second Vatican Council (1962-65), and then through the
dynamic papacy of John Paul Il (1978-2005), which led the Church
to affirm democracy and religious freedom and operate as an
autonomous actor in civil society. Gone were the days of defensive
concordats with individual governments or close alliances with
fascist regimes like those of Franco in Spain or Salazar in Portugal.®’
Hindu nationalism, the object of systematic attack and
marginalization by the secular Congress Party (it was forbidden to be
simultaneously a Congress member and a member of “communal’
groups like the RSS), played an increasingly assertive and influential
role in politics, with its political wing, the Bharatiya Jana Sangh,
winning 10 percent of the national vote in the 1967 general elections
and helping to form the Janata coalition that resoundingly defeated
Indira Gandhi's Congress in 1977.%¢ The formation of an Islamic
Republic in Iran in 1979 inspired Muslim movements around the
world, Sunni and Shia alike, to believe that it was possible to
Islamize politics and society.5°

In general, one can discern a powerful qualitative shift in the
orientation of religious organizations around the world in the second
half of the twentieth century: in every major religious tradition,
leaders and key movements abandoned an exclusive focus on
spiritual or cultural activity, and took up political activity as an integral
component of their religious mission. The Muslim Brotherhood
dropped the apoliticism of its founder, Hasan al-Banna, in favor of
direct political engagement; RSS members in India began organizing
political parties and other politically active organizations; the Catholic
Church promoted far more robust clerical and lay activism in defense
of human rights; conservative Protestants in the United States
abandoned their long fundamentalist self-isolation and distaste for
politics, lasting from the 1925 Scopes trial to the late 1940s, in favor
of organized and sustained social and political activism through such



bodies as the National Association of Evangelicals and World
Vision;”® and influential Buddhist leaders such as Walpola Rahula in
Ceylon called for an end to quiescence on the part of monks and lay
Buddhists and instead for a robust engagement with politics.”

But why did religious organizations demonstrate a growing desire
and power to shape international politics after the late 1960s?
Certainly, “retail” explanations—the death or overthrow of
charismatic secular leaders, the declining legitimacy of Communism,
the failure of secular states and ideologies to deliver rapid
development—are part of the story. However, broader “wholesale”
explanations are required to clarify why religious actors made a
political comeback across the international system, in such a wide
variety of regions and religious traditions, and among both
developed and developing countries.

The first such explanation is that some of the dominant political
and social trends of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were not
nearly as formidable in their opposition to religion as analysts
anticipated. Modernization was expected to weaken the hold of
religion on society as people became more free, rational, and
cosmopolitan. Programs of political secularization were intended to
cut religion off from financial and symbolic support it received from
the state, whereupon the social power of religious institutions, it was
assumed, would weaken or collapse. However, such programs of
institutional separation or differentiation between state and religion,
though often imposed on religion by aggressive secularists, did not
necessarily end up weakening religion. Religious actors may have
enjoyed fewer privileges, but they soon realized they had more
freedom to maneuver.’? And the urbanization, economic
development, and growth of literacy brought about by modernization
often created a petite bourgeoisie with the inclination and resources
to give religious actors support and loyalty the state had ceased to
provide. In other words, modernization and secularization (in the
sense of concept 3, institutional differentiation) often combined to
increase the autonomy and capacity of religious organizations to
formulate their own political agendas and mobilize their own
resources and followers.”



The second “wholesale” explanation is that global democratization
greatly increased the opportunity of religious actors to compete
freely for political influence. At least some charismatic Third-World
leaders, such as Nasser, Bourguiba, Nkrumah, and Atatlrk, were
effective secularizers because they were latter-day Rousseauian
lawgivers: they sat at the apex of authoritarian or only partially
democratic systems, and they could impose their secularist decrees
in the name of the “general will” without having to secure any
genuine mandate from the people in competitive elections. With the
number of “free” and “partly free” countries jumping from 93 in 1975
to 147 in 2005, religious groups and organizations around the world
have enjoyed a greater opportunity to influence the political process
by forming lobbies, fielding candidates, organizing political parties,
and inviting politicians of all kinds to try to win their support. In
countries that combine some modernization with little or no
democratization, religious and other organizations experience
dissonant dynamics. They may enjoy an increased capacity to
formulate their own agenda and mobilize resources, but have little or
Nno opportunity to promote that agenda in the formal political process,
a mixture of conditions that is likely to generate violent militancy
when combined with an integralist political theology. It is therefore
not surprising that regions of the world that have experienced some
modernization, little democratization, and the widespread diffusion of
militant political theologies—the Arab Middle East and North Africa,
above all—have produced radical religious movements such as Al
Qaeda and Hizballah.”™

A third explanation is that globalization increased the capacity of
religious actors to project influence, mobilize resources, and attract
followers across national boundaries, greatly enhancing their overall
political position vis-a-vis nation-states. It was widely assumed that
globalization would create a single global village, wiping away or at
least blurring differences of religion, culture, and ethnicity.”® But
however much globalization has caused people to appreciate their
common humanity, it has also caused some people to appreciate
their religious particularity—how different their religion is from the
religion (or lack of religion) espoused by the people they see on TV
or the Internet. Moreover, the closing of otherwise vast distances of



space and time has enabled particular groups of co-religionists not
only to feel like spiritual brothers and sisters even across national
boundaries but to act, react, and organize as coherent political
agents.

Millions of Christians around the world, for example, circulate
bulletins via email and the Internet detailing how their fellow
believers are persecuted in far-flung, obscure locales like Orissa in
eastern India, Kaduna in Nigeria, and Sulawesi in Indonesia. And
they act in remarkably coordinated fashion, forming transnational
advocacy networks and coalitions that pressure governments and
international organizations to stop the assaults on their faith.”” In
2005 Muslims around the world rapidly learned, via cable television
and the Internet, how Muhammad had been depicted and
dishonored in cartoons published in Denmark, and soon Muslim
governments, the OIC, and tens of thousands of ordinary Muslims
were lodging vehement protests as well as organizing efforts in
international bodies to proscribe religious “defamation.””® The
expansion and intensification of global immigration, communication,
and transportation has made it possible for more and more religious
communities to establish effective transnational networks and
organizations. In short, not only do religious actors think globally,
they also act globally. And thanks to the accelerating processes of
globalization, they can increasingly muster resources, mobilize
constituencies, and apply pressure on governments and international
organizations in ways that other non-state actors—and even some
states—can only dream of.

The foregoing broad-brush portrait of the rise and decline of
political secularism inevitably omits and distorts important events
and trends. The period we describe as one long and dramatic ascent
for political secularism, 1789 to 1967, also saw the rise of some
politically important religious movements, such as Christian
Democracy in Western Europe and the Civil Rights movement in the
United States, which succeeded at least to some extent in resisting
the general trend. Likewise, the period we describe as the reversal of
political secularism, 1967 to the present, has seen some forms of
political secularism remain fairly resilient, such as French laicism or
the Chinese government’s powerful combination of Communism,



capitalism, and Han nationalism. And our entire narrative would have
to be crafted differently for the United States, which has remained
persistently religious, though even here a sweeping “secular
revolution” occurred in elite culture and politics in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.” Overall, we are confident that a basic
gualitative shift in international politics has occurred: during most of
the period between 1789 and 1967, political secularism put religious
actors and ideologies on the defensive in much of the world; during
most of the period between 1967 and the present, the situation has
been reversed, with politically engaged religious actors of all kinds,
in every part of the world, putting secular regimes and ideologies on
the defensive, no doubt most spectacularly on September 11, 2001.

INCORPORATING RELIGION INTO INTERNATIONAL
RELATIONS THEORY

Given the previous state of secularization, the resurgence of religion
in global politics amounts to an accumulation of anomalies that now
calls for a Kuhnian paradigm shift in international relations theory.
Indeed, if international relations theory is to take into account
religion’s distinctive political role—and thus understand global
politics better—it must undertake a revision more radical than merely
incorporating religion into its existing assumptions. The central focus
of classical and neorealism on the state and its ends of power and
security leave little room for religion.®® The same goes for
neoliberalism, the rationalist strand of the liberal tradition, which
posits the state as a unitary actor, though it also stresses the efficacy
of international institutions, and usually posits the ends of states as
power, security, or wealth-maximization.®? Classical liberalism
acknowledges the influence of a variety of state ends and domestic
actors as well as international institutions, perhaps allowing religion
to function as one of the domestic actors that shapes states’ policies.
But religion’s scope and influence is far broader than this theoretical
space will allow. The centrality of secularism in liberal thought also
hinders a robust incorporation of religion. International relations
scholars have often posited Marxism (or socialism) as a third



competitor, though far less so after 1989.82 But because of its
axiomatic treatment of religion as an “opiate” of the masses and as
an impotent strand of the bourgeois superstructure, this tradition will
prove of little help. More welcome to religion ought to be a theory
that has overtaken Marxism as a third force in recent years and that
centrally stresses identity: constructivism. As Jack Snyder points out
in his introduction to this volume, however, religion has not played a
strong role in this tradition as of yet. One inhibiting factor may be the
theoretical commitment of constructivism’s founding father, political
scientist Alexander Wendt, to viewing the state as a unitary actor
and the primary actor in international politics.®® It is possible, of
course, that a state might adopt religious ends as its own; some
states do. But, as we are about to argue, recognizing religion as an
actor that is not easily subsumed into the state is one of two major
revisions that international relations theory ought to undertake. The
other is a recognition of the distinctive ends and worldviews that
religious actors hold.

In both their demography and their claims to legitimacy, religious
communities spill over the boundaries of states. Most closely
adhering to state boundaries are Hinduism and Judaism, though
even they have large diasporas. Christianity and Islam, the world’s
largest religions, claim 2.1 and 1.5 billion people, respectively. Every
major world religion is far older than the modern state and is based
on a legitimacy claim far more encompassing than the state. Not just
their populations but also their authority structures straddle states.
This is perhaps most true for the Catholic Church, the most
centralized of the major religions, but also holds for the Muslim
Brotherhood, the World Council of Churches, the network of
Orthodox Churches, the World Hindu Council (VHP), and many
others. World Vision, an evangelical relief and development agency,
operates in some one hundred countries and sports a budget of $1
billion, larger than the GNP of forty-nine countries. Even when
religious actors influence primarily the politics of a single state, they
are often supported by co-religionists from the outside. Consider “the
Catholic Wave,” the disproportionately strong role of the Catholic
Church and of majority Catholic countries in the “third wave of
democracy.”® Crucial to the oppositional stances of national



churches in Brazil, Chile, Malawi, Spain, Poland, the Philippines, and
elsewhere was the Second Vatican Council. In cases like Poland,
Rome assisted a national church quite directly—i.e., through Pope
John Paul II. Al Qaeda, itself a non-state actor, purports to act on
behalf of the entire umma, or body of Muslims, seeks to establish the
rule of a transnational caliph, not a state, and claims to assist
particular aggrieved Muslims within states across the world. Behind
the passage of the International Religious Freedom Act by the U.S.
Congress in 1998 was the crucial role of evangelicals acting on
behalf of fellow evangelicals across the globe. Just as religious
actors do not easily fit into the boundaries of states, neither do they
fit easily into the boundaries of ‘“international relations” or
“comparative politics,” the disciplinary subfields that Westphalia
created. Far better at capturing their nature is what political scientist
Susanne Rudolph called “transnational civil society.”®

If religious organizations do not fit easily into existing international
relations theories, neither do their ends. Unlike states, international
organizations, the European Union, NGOs with political purposes, or
any of the domestic actors that are organized to influence politics—
parties, labor unions, lobbies, legislatures, courts, and the like—
religious communities are not rooted fundamentally in political ends
but rather in beliefs and practices oriented around claims about the
ultimate ground of existence. How they orient themselves toward
politics depends in part upon how they then translate these basic
claims into doctrines of the political order—what we have called
political theology. These doctrines will be consistent with the
organization of the states system and the ends of states to greater
and lesser degrees, depending on how this translation takes place.
Sometimes a religious actor’s political theology will challenge the
international system radically: witness Al Qaeda. In other cases,
probably the vast majority, a political theology will “work within the
system” insofar as it accepts the basic parameters of the state and
the states system but advocates particular kinds of policies or regime
structures that may or may not coincide with the status quo. The
U.S. Catholic bishops condemn the Irag War as unjust; the BJP in
India pushes for a stronger public recognition of a Hindu homeland;
the Russian Orthodox Church urges Russia to clamp down on



foreign Protestant missionaries; more sweepingly, the Justice and
Development Party in Turkey challenges the secular character of
Turkey’s constitution; the Islamic government of Sudan declares a
harsh form of sharia as the law of the land; and the Tamil Tigers fight
for a Sri Lanka in which they are not discriminated against by a
Buddhist government. Flanking this middle ground at the other end
of the spectrum are religious actors whose ends are
indistinguishable from secular ones. German liberal Protestant
theologian Adolph Harnack, fully co-opted by Prussian nationalism,
wrote speeches for Kaiser Wilhem Il justifying Germany’s attack on
Belgium in 1914. But even when religious ends work within or wholly
converge with those of the state, this is only true because of how
they have been derived from claims about matters that are far more
ultimate than the state or the states system.

As these examples show, political theology leads religious actors
to an enormous variety of political ends, including support for
democratization, terrorism, civil war, peace agreements, political
reconciliation, economic development, religious freedom, theocracy,
the persecution of minorities, human rights, environmental justice,
and many others. It is not our claim that ideas alone are what drive
the politics of religions. Their differentiation from the state, their size,
their internal organization, the intensity of their adherents’ beliefs,
their demographic and economic characteristics, their historical
relationship to the state and temporal authorities, and many other
factors will make a difference. Our plea, rather, is that international
relations theory ought to recognize far more than its current
traditions do the distinct character of religious ends and how they
translate into politics, as well as the distinct character of religious
actors.

Neither of these pleas amounts to a research program. But they
do challenge the assumptions of the most influential traditions in
international relations thought and call for new premises on which
research on religion’s influence in global politics might be based.
New assumptions are needed because the most enduring traditions
have been highly secularized from their inception and because the
resurgence of religion in global politics makes this secularism no
longer viable.
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The fruits of this collaboration appear in Monica Duffy Toft, Daniel
Philpott, and Timothy Samuel Shah, God’s Century: Resurgent
Religion in Global Politics (New York: Norton, 2011). The authors
also thank Peter Berger and Peter Katzenstein for their helpful
comments.

1. Peter L. Berger, “A Bleak Outlook is Seen for Religion,” New York Times, February 25,
1968, 3.

2. Peter L. Berger, “The Desecularization of the World: An Overview,” in The
Desecularization of the World: Resurgent Religion and World Politics, ed. Peter L. Berger
(Washington, D.C.: Eerdmans/Ethics and Public Policy Center, 1999), 2.

3. For an articulation and elaboration of this definition, see Daniel Philpott, “Explaining the
Political Ambivalence of Religion,” American Political Science Review 103, no. 3 (2007):
506-07.

4. Jonathan Fox, A World Survey of Religion and the State (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2007).

5. Jonathan Fox, A World Survey of Religion and the State (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2007), 250-251.

6. Philpott, “Ambivalence of Religion,” 506—-07.

7. Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na’'im, Islam and the Secular State: Negotiation the Future of
Shari'a (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008), Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na’im,
Toward an Islamic Reformation: Civil Liberties, Human Rights, and International Law
(Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1990), Abdulaziz Abdulhussein Sachedina, The
Islamic Roots of Democratic Pluralism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001),
Abdolkarim Soroush, Reason, Freedom, and Democracy in Islam: Essential Writings of
Abdolkarim Soroush (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002).

8. See, for instance, Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological
Theory of Religion (New York: Random House, 1967).

9. Grace Davie, “Believing without Belonging: Is This the Future of Religion in Britain?”
Social Compass 37 (1990).

10. Much of the following account of the transition from medieval Europe to the modern
system of sovereign states and the role of religion in this transition is adapted from Daniel
Philpott, Revolutions in Sovereignty: How Ideas Shaped Modern International Relations
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 75-149.

11. John Gerard Ruggie, “Continuity and Transformation in the World Polity: Toward a
Neorealist Synthesis,” in Neorealism and Its Critics, ed. Robert O. Keohane (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1986).

12. Stephen D. Krasner, “Westphalia and All That,” in Ideas and Foreign Policy: Beliefs,
Institutions, and Political Change, ed. Judith Goldstein and Robert O. Keohane (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1993); Daniel Nexon, The Struggle for Power in Early Modern
Europe: Religious Conflict, Dynastic Empires, and International Change (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2009); Andreas Osiander, “Sovereignty, International Relations,



and the Westphalian Myth,” International Organization 55, no. 2 (2001); Philpott,
Revolutions in Sovereignty; Benjamin Straumann, “The Peace of Westphalia (1648) as a
Secular Constitution,” Constellations 15, no. 2 (June 2008); Benno Teschke, The Myth of
1648: Class, Geopolitics, and the Making of Modern International Relations (London: Verso,
2003).

13. Andreas Osiander, The States System of Europe, 1640-1990 (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1994), 27, 41, 77-89.

14. Quoted in David Maland, Europe in the Seventeenth Century (London: Macmillan,
1966), 16.

15. Kalevi Holsti, Peace and War: Armed Conflicts and International Order, 1648—1989
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 46-59.

16. Erastianism is named for Thomas Erastus, a Swiss doctor and theologian in the
school of reformer Ulrich Zwingli. He held that the state possessed a right and a duty to
carry out punishments for ecclesiastical offenses, as well as, of course, for civil ones.
Erastianism became known as a wider doctrine of the supremacy of the secular state
through the writings of Richard Hooker in the seventeenth century, particularly his Of the
lawes of ecclesiasticall politie (1593—-1662) and his speeches in the Westminster Assembly
of 1643.

17. Euan Cameron, The European Reformation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991),
153.

18. Alexis de Tocqueville, The Old Regime and the French Revolution (Garden City, N.Y.:
Doubleday, 1955).

19. For the most recent scholarship, see Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992); Adrian Hastings, The Construction of Nationhood:
Ethnicity, Religion, and Nationalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997);
Anthony W. Marx, Faith in Nation: Exclusionary Origins of Nationalism (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2003); Anthony D. Smith, Chosen Peoples : Sacred Sources of National
Identity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). Representing the previous wave are
Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London: Verso, 1983); Ernest Gellner, Nations
and Nationalism (lthaca: Cornell University Press, 1983); E. J. Hobsbawm, Nations and
Nationalism Since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1992).

20. Elizabeth Shakman Hurd, The Politics of Secularism in International Relations
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), 23.

21. Philpott, Revolutions in Sovereignty, 137-47.

22. Anthony Gill, The Political Origins of Religious Liberty (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2008), 60-113. Gill's work is an important, rigorous one in the growing
body of scholarship in political science and religion. Our own view of the origins of religious
liberty, though, stresses the causal role of ideas more strongly. See Timothy Samuel Shah,
“The Accumulation of Many Laws,” review of The Political Origins of Religious Liberty, by
Anthony Gill, Review of Politics 71, no. 2 (Spring 2009): 327.

23. | have benefitted greatly from Michael Doyle’s taxonomy of realists in Ways of War
and Peace (New York: Norton, 1997). He categorizes Hobbes and Waltz as “structural”
realists and Machiavelli and Morgenthau as “fundamentalists.” On Hobbes, see also a
section of an essay by Stanley Hoffmann, “Rousseau on War and Peace,” in Janus and
Minerva: Essays in the Theory and Practice of International Politics (Boulder, CO: Westview
Press, 1987), 25-36.

24. Jacques Maritain, “The End of Machiavellianism,” in The Crisis of Modern Times.
Perspectives from the Review of Politics, 1939-1962, ed. A. James McAdams (Notre
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007).



25. Doyle, Ways of War and Peace, 230-50.

26. For the role of theology in Grotius’s conception of international law, see Hugo Grotius,
De Jure Belli ac Pacis Libri Tres (On the Law of War and Peace, Three Books), trans.
Francis W. Kelsey, vol. 2, The Classics of International Law, ed. James Brown Scott
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1925), especially the Prolegomena and Book 2, chapter 20; for
his Erastian views and broad Christian theology, see Hugo Grotius, Ordinum Hollandiae Ac
Westfrisiae Pietas, ed. and trans. Edwin Rabbie, Studies in the History of Christian Thought,
ed. Heiko Oberman (Leiden: Brill, 1995).

27. On liberalism in international relations theory, see Doyle, Ways of War and Peace;
Andrew Moravcsik, “Taking Preferences Seriously: A Liberal Theory of International
Politics,” International Organization 51, no. 4 (1997); Michael Joseph Smith, Liberalism and
International Reform (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); Arnold Wolfers and
Laurence Martin, The Anglo-American Tradition: Readings from Thomas More to Woodrow
Wilson (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1956).

28. Lynn Avery Hunt, Politics, Culture, and Class in the French Revolution, Studies on the
History of Society and Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984).

29. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, On the Social Contract: With Geneva Manuscript and
Political Economy (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1978).

30. Hunt, Politics, Culture, and Class; Simon Schama, Citizens: A Chronicle of the French
Revolution (New York: Knopf, 1989).

31. Michael Burleigh, Earthly Powers: The Clash of Religion and Politics in Europe, from
the French Revolution to the Great War (New York: HarperCollins, 2005).

32. Conor Cruise O'Brien, Ancestral Voices: Religion and Nationalism in Ireland (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1995), 14ff.

33. Jonathan Israel, The Dutch Republic: Its Rise, Greatness, and Fall, 1477-1806, in
Oxford History of Early Modern Europe, ed. R. J. W. Evans (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1995), 1115.

34. Israel, The Dutch Republic, 1125.

35. Charles Leslie Glenn Jr., The Myth of the Common School (Amherst, MA: The
University of Massachusetts Press, 1987), 240.

36. Quoted in Glenn, Myth of the Common School, 241.

37. Theodore Zeldin, France, 1848-1945, vol 2, Politics and Anger, Oxford History of
Modern Europe (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), xiii.

38. Glenn, The Myth of the Common School; Stathis N. Kalyvas, The Rise of Christian
Democracy in Europe, The Wilder House Series in Politics, History, and Culture (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1996); Christian Smith, ed., The Secular Revolution: Power,
Interests, and Conflict in the Secularization of American Public Life (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2003).

39. Owen Chadwick, The Secularization of the European Mind in the Nineteenth Century
. The Gifford Lectures in the University of Edinburgh for 1973-1974, Gifford Lectures
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 111.

40. Chadwick, The Secularization of the European Mind, 111-112.

41. Philip Hamburger, Separation of Church and State (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2002); John T. McGreevy, Catholicism and American Freedom: A History,
1st ed. (New York: Norton, 2003).

42. Zeldin, France, 1848-1945.

43. Chadwick, The Secularization of the European Mind, 66.

44. O’Brien, Ancestral Voices, 16.

45. G. W. F. Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1991).



46. Martin Wight, Four Seminal Thinkers in International Theory: Machiavelli, Grotius,
Kant, and Mazzini (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 89-115.

47. Hans Kohn, Prophets and Peoples: Studies in Nineteenth Century Nationalism (New
York: Collier, 1961), 46—75.

48. Quoted in Martin Wight, Four Seminal Thinkers, 101.

49. Immanuel Kant, “Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Sketch,” in Kant's Political
Writings, ed. Hans Reiss (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), 114.

50. The material in the next two sections relies on Timothy Samuel Shah’s forthcoming,
Secularism Is Dead: The Global Rise and Fall of Godless Government (Stanford, CA:
Hoover Institution Press).

51. Anthony Gill, The Political Origins of Religious Liberty, Cambridge Studies in Social
Theory, Religion, and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 168.

52. Donald Eugene Smith, Religion and Political Development, an Analytic Study, The
Little, Brown Series in Comparative Politics (Boston: Little, Brown, 1970), 122-123.

53. M. Searle Bates, Religious Liberty: An Inquiry (New York: Harper, 1945), 1.

54. See, for example, Jawaharlal Nehru, The Discovery of India (Calcutta: Signet Press,
1946).

55. Jean Lacouture, The Demigods: Charismatic Leadership in the Third World, 1st ed.
(New York: Knopf, 1970), 179.

56. On Nehru's antipathy to religion, see, for example, Shashi Tharoor, Nehru: The
Invention of India (New York: Arcade Publishing, 2003).

57. Reinhold Niebuhr, Christian Realism and Political Problems (New York: Scribner,
1953), and The Irony of American History (New York: Scribner, 1952).

58. Samuel P. Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1968).

59. See, for example, Daniel Lerner, The Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the
Middle East (Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1958); and Gabriel Abraham Almond and Sidney
Verba, The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in Five Nations (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1963).

60. Michael E. Latham, Modernization as Ideology: American Social Science and “Nation
Building” in the Kennedy Era (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2000).

61. Many of the arguments in this section were developed in collaboration with Monica
Duffy Toft and originally appeared in Timothy Samuel Shah and Monica Duffy Toft, “Why
God Is Winning,” Foreign Policy, July/August 2006, 38 and in more extended form in
Timothy Samuel Shah and Monica Duffy Toft, “God is Winning: Religion in Global Politics,”
in Blind Spot. When Journalists Don’t Get Religion, ed. Paul Marshall, Lela Gilbert, and
Roberta Green (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 11-30.

62. Jean Lacouture, The Demigods, 40.

63. Richard P. Mitchell, The Society of the Muslim Brothers (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1993), xxiii—Xxiv.

64. Thomas Blom Hansen, The Saffron Wave: Democracy and Hindu Nationalism in
Modern India (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999); Christophe Jaffrelot, The Hindu
Nationalist Movement in India (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996).

65. Kwesi A. Dickson, “The Church and the Quest for Democracy in Ghana,” in The
Christian Churches and the Democratisation of Africa, ed. Paul Gifford (Leiden: Brill, 1995),
261-275.

66. Noor Ahmad Baba, Organisation of Islamic Conference: Theory and Practice of Pan-
Islamic Cooperation (Dhaka, Bangladesh: University Press Limited, 1994), 52—70.

67. Daniel Philpott,"The Catholic Wave,” Journal of Democracy 15, no. 2 (2004): 32—46.
On the importance of the pope’s leadership during the last phase of the Cold War, see John



Lewis Gaddis, The Cold War: A New History (New York: Penguin Press, 2005).

68. Bruce Desmond Graham, Hindu Nationalism and Indian Politics: The Origins and
Development of the Bharatiya Jana Sangh, Cambridge South Asian Studies 47 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1990).

69. Mark Juergensmeyer, The New Cold War? Religious Nationalism Confronts the
Secular State (Berkley: University of California Press, 1993).

70. Joel A. Carpenter, Revive Us Again: The Reawakening of American Fundamentalism
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1997).

71. Walpola Rahula, The Heritage of the Bhikkhu: A Short History of the Bhikkhu in
Educational, Cultural, Social, and Political Life (New York: Grove Press, 1974).

72. Ivan Vallier, “The Roman Catholic Church: A Transnational Actor,” International
Organization 25, no. 3 (1971): 479-502.

73. Rodney Stark and Roger Finke, Acts of Faith: Explaining the Human Side of Religion
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000); Christian Smith and Michael Emerson,
American Evangelicalism: Embattled and Thriving (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1998).

74. Aili Piano, Arch Puddington, and Mark Y. Rosenberg, Freedom in the World 2006:
The Annual Survey of Political Rights & Civil Liberties (New York: Freedom House, 2006).

75. This is roughly the argument of Mohammed M. Hafez, Why Muslims Rebel:
Repression and Resistance in the Islamic World (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 2003).

76. Peter Singer, One World: The Ethics of Globalization (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 2002). The strengths and limits of this view are explored in Benjamin R. Barber,
Jihad vs. McWorld (New York: Ballantine Books, 1996).

77. Allen D. Hertzke, Freeing God’s Children: The Unlikely Alliance for Global Human
Rights (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2004).

78. Hassan M. Fattah, “At Mecca Meeting, Cartoon Outrage Crystallized,” New York
Times, February 9, 2006.

79. Christian Smith, ed., The Secular Revolution: Power, Interests, and Conflict in the
Secularization of American Public Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003).

80. Robert O. Keohane, “Realism, Neorealism, and the Study of World Politics,” in
Neorealism and Its Critics (see note 11).

81. See David Baldwin, “Neoliberalism, Neorealism, and World Politics,” in Neorealism
and Neoliberalism: The Contemporary Debate, ed. David Baldwin (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1993); and Robert O. Keohane, After Hegemony: Cooperation and
Discord in the World Political Economy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984).

82. See, for instance, the excellent analysis of Doyle in Ways of War and Peace.

83. Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999). See also the essays in a seminal constructivist volume, Peter J.
Katzenstein, ed., The Culture of National Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), none of which deals with religion. Katzenstein
himself, though, has since become one of the field’s leading advocates of the study of
religion. He, along with political scientist Timothy A. Byrnes, later edited an important
volume on religion’s role in European politics, Timothy A. Byrnes and Peter J. Katzenstein,
eds., Religion in an Expanding Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).
Constructivism’s quality of being theoretically open to religion but containing only a nascent
track record of scholarship on religion might also be attributed to the English School. For a
effort to bring religion in, see Scott Thomas, The Global Resurgence of Religion and the
Transformation of International Relations: The Struggle for the Soul of the Twenty-First
Century (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004).



84. Samuel P. Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth
Century (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991).

85. Susanne Hoeber Rudolph, “Introduction: Religion, States, and Transnational Civil
Society,” in Transnational Religion and Fading States, ed. Susanne Hoeber Rudolph and
James Piscatori (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1997).



3. SECULARISM AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS
THEORY

ELIZABETH SHAKMAN HURD

Contemporary international relations theory takes the Euro-American
definition of religion and its separation from politics as the starting
point for social scientific inquiry. | adopt a different starting point.
Secularism refers to a series of political settlements that define,
regulate, and manage religion in modern politics, including
international politics. This chapter draws attention to the politics
surrounding these settlements. It examines two trajectories of
secularism, understood as sets of practices that embody what it
means to be “secular” in particular times and places. The first is
laicism, in which religion is portrayed as an impediment to
modernization and development. The second is Christian or Judeo-
Christian secularism, in which religion is portrayed as a source of
unity and identity within cultures and civilizations, and conflict
between them. In examining the history and politics of these forms of
secularism, | develop four take-away points for scholars of
international relations (IR):

* International relations theorists need to pay closer attention to how
foundational cultural and normative categories such as the secular
and the religious operate politically in international affairs. Varieties
of secularism are not reducible to material power or resources but
play a constitutive role in creating agents and in contributing to the
international normative structures in which these agents interact.

» Varieties of secularism developed at the domestic and regional
levels are influential at the global level. These secularisms reflect
shared interests, identities, and understandings about religion and
politics, and constitute part of the social and cultural foundation of



international relations. They contribute to the construction of
national and supranational interests and identities, serve as
strategies for the management of religious diversity and religious
pluralism, contribute to the creation of inclusionary and
exclusionary group identities, and influence international conflict
and cooperation.

« The social, historical, and philosophical particularities and
contingencies of various forms of secularism suggest that realist,
liberal, and constructivist theories of international relations,
international law, and international order that consider religion to a
private sphere need to be reevaluated.

* Until recently, a consensus has separated a Judeo-Christian-
derived notion of the “sacred” from an allegedly universal “secular”
reason. This consensus has defined the terms through which
religion and politics are conceptualized in the field of international
relations. Yet as other formulations of the sacred and secular
make themselves heard, this consensus is showing signs of strain.
How these strains are addressed is critical to world politics. Claims
to universality grounded either in the claim to have overcome
religio-cultural particularities altogether, as in laicism, or to have
located the key to democratic moral and political order in a
particular religio-cultural heritage, as in Judeo-Christian
secularism, are problematic.

To develop these points | draw on the rich conceptual vocabularies
of Charles Taylor, Jose Casanova, William Connolly, and Talal Asad,
bringing their arguments to bear upon international politics. Taylor
offered the original impetus for my approach to multiple secularisms
in “Modes of Secularism,” which describes an “independent political
ethic” variety of secularism and a “common ground” strategy of
secularism that turn out to be “ancestral to rather different
understandings of secularism today.”r Casanova also laid the
groundwork for the multiple secularisms argument in referencing two
paths for managing the public/private distinction: liberal and
civic/republican. Like Taylor and myself, he is cautiously critical of
both of these traditions, “the liberal perspective because it insists on
the need to confine religion to a private sphere, fearing that public



religions must necessarily threaten individual freedoms and secular
differentiated structures; the civic-republican perspective because . .
. like the liberal perspective it also conceives of public or civil
religions in pre-modern terms as coextensive with the political or
societal community.” From an international relations standpoint,
Casanova’'s emphasis on three ethnocentric prejudices in Euro-
American theories of secularization is particularly important. He cites
a bias for Protestant subjective forms of religion, a bias for “liberal”
conceptions of politics and the public sphere, and a bias for the
sovereign nation-state as the systemic unit of analysis. Connolly also
draws attention to the cultural particularities of modern varieties of
secularism, observing that the secularism of Rawls and Habermas
draws cultural sustenance from the “private faiths” of those who
embody the European traditions from which Christian secularism
emerged.® Asad explores the construction of modern categories of
the secular and the religious, unpacking the assumptions that govern
Western forms of secularism including the specific concepts of
religion, ethics, and politics that they presuppose.*

This chapter builds on these contributions to examine the history
and politics of two secularist traditions that have been influential in
international politics. Laicism is a discursive formation that attempts
to distill a particular understanding of religion and ban it from politics.
The secular spheres are emancipated and expanded, as Casanova
argues, “at the expense of a much-diminished and confined religious
sphere.” Judeo-Christian secularism is a matrix of discourse and
practice that claims the secular as a unique Western achievement.
These varieties of secularism are neither mutually exclusive, nor are
they the only forms of secularism in existence. There is no strong or
necessary dividing line between them; an individual or institution
may draw on resources from both simultaneously. They are not free-
floating discourses but are disciplined into individuals and
collectivities. As a result, the study of secularism, like the study of
nationalism, requires an examination of particular historical contexts
and particular social and political practices. It is the study of how
these discourses are deployed and with what effects.

These varieties of secularism are influential within and between
countries that inherited, borrowed, had imposed upon them, or



somehow ended up living with (or in tension with) the secular and
religious traditions of historical Latin Christendom, including Europe
and its settler colonies, Turkey, Iran, and India. Practitioners,
theorists, and ordinary people inculturated into these forms of
secularism rely upon, reproduce, and contest these organizing
frames to make sense of events involving religion and politics,
including international politics. Secularisms pre-structure discourse
involving politics and religion, in the sense described by Hayden
White.® In the language of international relations theory, they are
productive forms of power that work “through diffuse constitutive
relations” to contribute to the “situated social capacities of actors.”
They are vehicles through which shared interests and identities
involving religion and politics that developed at the domestic,
regional, and transnational levels become influential globally.

The argument carries a number of implications for international
relations theory. First it marks a significant departure from the
cognitivist “trap” criticized by Krasner and other critics of
constructivism. As Krasner argues, “Norms, though not irrelevant, do
not have the weight that constructivism has attributed to them.” |
agree. Norms alone do not carry the weight often ascribed to them in
constructivist analyses.® Norms cannot be analyzed outside of the
structures of power and embodied social practices in which they take
shape and are expressed. This is the case not only for traditions of
secularism but also for formations of nationalism, varieties of
capitalism, and other powerful organizing principles and practices of
modern collective life. My approach accommodates the
“weightiness” of secular authority, expressed not only through beliefs
but also habits of speech, sensibilities, practices, and ways of being
in the world. Though perhaps a different way of dealing with the
“inevitable lightness of norms” than Krasner envisioned, this
approach opens possibilities for constructivist theorizing that
accounts for the influence of norms without reducing them to
individual thoughts and beliefs.

Second, charting the influence of different forms of secularism and
their complex and co-constitutive relation with the category of
religion poses a fundamental challenge to the clash of civilizations
narrative in which religion is portrayed as a fixed source of



communal identity that generates conflict in world politics. Tracing
the history and politics of the categories of the secular and religious
shows that to identify something as religion and assign to it a
permanent and fixed role in politics is itself a political move. In my
understanding of the social construction of secularism,® elements of
religion escape attempts to define and confine it to particular roles,
spaces, or moments in politics. It is not possible to stabilize the
category of religion and lock in its relationship to politics.

Third, most international relations scholarship operates on the
assumption that secular nationalism and national identity have
transcended religion and religious identity. My argument provides
evidence to the contrary. Secularist traditions and the religious
commitments that are refracted and rephrased through them are
implicated in and even partially constitutive of national identity.
Religion has contributed to the creation of what Peter van der Veer
describes as “public spheres of political interaction central to the
formation of national identities.”'* Secularisms play a significant role
in creating and contributing to inclusionary and exclusionary group
identities, whereby certain religious actors are brought in as fit for
political participation in politics while others are excluded. As such,
secularisms may be observed to be cultural-national projects of
normalizing various religions and particular religious actors as either
fit or unfit to participate in politics.

Finally, a more nuanced account of the interplay between religion
and politics presents an alternative to realist, liberal, and
constructivist theories in which religion is simply considered a private
affair. According to conventional accounts, religion was “privatized”
in 1648 at the Peace of Westphalia as a solution to sectarian
violence in Europe. Yet this claim to delimit the terms and boundaries
of modern politics by defining religion as its private counterpart is a
politicized move that must be historically contextualized. Secularism
iIs a form of authorized knowledge that creates and perpetuates
particular claims about the limits of modern politics; claims which
have become established settlements operating below the threshold
of public international discourse. These settlements lie at the core of
modern assumptions about and practices of state sovereignty.



The next section takes a brief look at the ancestral historical and
philosophical context from which these forms of secularism
emerged, as reflected in the writings of Immanuel Kant. This
excursion, charting the debts owed by modern forms of secularism to
Kantian philosophy and ultimately to Christian tradition, lays the
groundwork for the subsequent discussion of Euro-American
varieties of secularism and international politics.

KANT AS A FORERUNNER OF SECULARISM

Though well known in the field of international relations for his
contributions to theories of cosmopolitanism and the democratic
peace, Kant was also an important forerunner of modern forms of
secularism.'? In fact, the legacy of Kant's rational religion may
someday be judged to outweigh his other contributions. Kantian
universal moral philosophy sought to address the adversarial effects
of religious sectarianism in Europe. To do so, it laid a template for a
generic form of Protestant Christianity that was intended to
supersede sectarian faith. This template served as an important
precursor of and resource for later articulations of secularism. To
understand it is to catch a glimpse of the philosophical and religious
context out of which modern European and American secularisms
emerged. It is also to gain a sense of how historical, religious, and
philosophical legacies continue to resonate in the modern politics of
secularism.

To overcome sectarianism Kant proposed elevating universal
philosophy, or rational religion, to the position previously reserved for
Christian theology.** Rational religion was a generic form of
Christianity that would replace and render publicly inert sectarian
faith. The key to Kantian rational religion is that it is anchored in a
metaphysic of the supersensible that is presupposed by any agent of
morality.** As Connolly argues, “Kant anchors rational religion in the
law of morality rather than anchoring morality in ecclesiastical
faith.”*> This allows Kant to retain the command model of morality
from Augustinian Christianity while shifting the proximate point of
command from the Christian God to the individual moral subject.®



By shifting the point of command to the individual moral subject,
however, Kant also ensures that “authoritative moral philosophy and
rational religion are now only as secure as the source of morality
upon which they draw’—individual apodictic recognition.’” In this
way, Kant’s rational religion, although it seeks to displace Christian
ecclesiastical theology, actually retains at least four traces of it:

First, it places singular conceptions of reason and command morality above question.
Second, it sets up (Kantian) philosophy as the highest potential authority in adjudicating
questions in these two domains and in guiding the people toward eventual
enlightenment. Third, it defines the greatest danger to public morality as sectarianism
within Christianity. Fourth, in the process of defrocking ecclesiastical theology and
crowning philosophy as judge in the last instance, it also delegitimates a place for

several non-Kantian, nontheistic perspectives in public life.8

Kant was a forerunner of secularism rather than a secularist
himself.*® Yet the forms of secularism that evolved out of the Kantian
settlement consisted of “a series of attempts to secure these four
effects without open recourse to the Kantian metaphysic of the
supersensible. Secularism, in its dominant Western forms, is this
Kantian fourfold without [a] metaphysical portfolio.”2°

This Kantian influence is discernible in both forms of secularism
discussed in this chapter. Laicism represents itself as an
authoritative public morality based on a singular conception of
reason. It rejects theology in public life as dangerous sectarianism
and harbors an antipathy toward nontheistic and non-Kantian
philosophies, as well as philosophies of public order derived from
Islamic tradition. Laicism attempts to contain ecclesiastical intrusions
into public life.?t Its overarching objective is to provide “an
authoritative and self-sufficient public space equipped to regulate
and limit ‘religious disputes in public life.”?> To achieve this “Kantian
effect,” it constantly reinscribes the boundary between public and
private, secular and religious, mundane and metaphysical,
boundaries that are often legitimated through reference to the
dictates of logic, science, reason, or nature.?®> Connolly has
described this as “the secular variant of Christianity.”?*

In this secularized Christian moral order, which arguably has
powerfully influenced certain dimensions of the modern international
order, the spheres of social control are divided between the realm of



the Judeo-Christian sacred, on the one hand, and the realm of
secular morality, international law, and international order on the
other. A consensus separating the Judeo-Christian sacred from
universal secular and scientific reason defines the terms through
which the sacred and the secular are conceptualized in international
relations. The idea that a single logical, natural universal moral order
is slowly replacing religion has been influential in Kantian-inspired
theories of international relations; the work of David Held, Martha
Nussbaum, and Francis Fukuyama all reflect this assumption.?®

Like laicism, Judeo-Christian secularism also aspires to serve as
an authoritative public morality based on a singular conception of
reason. It marginalizes nontheistic and non-Kantian philosophies,
including Islamic ones, and seeks to regulate particular kinds of
religious intrusions in public discourse. The difference is that
whereas laicism claims to have superseded religion and religious
origins, Judeo-Christian secularism elevates and expands upon a
different aspect of Kant's moral philosophy: his insistence that
among all the available ecclesiastical creeds, Protestant Christianity
comes closest to “universal rational religion.”?® Judeo-Christian
secularism positions itself more warmly toward the metaphysical
portfolio rejected by laicism, drawing upon different elements of
Kantian philosophy to sustain a distinctive narrative of modern
secularism, in which Christianity, and later Judeo-Christianity (with all
of the tensions inherent in that hyphen), is depicted as the moral
foundation of modern Euro-American secular democracy. The
Judeo-Christian origins of modern secularism are held up and valued
in this story; claims to secular order are emboldened and not scuttled
through reference to them. Unlike laicism, which considers
secularism universal, or at least universalizable, Euro-American
secularism is portrayed here as culturally embedded, fixed, and
largely unproblematic.

One of the arguments this chapter makes is that both of these
narratives pose distinct problems from the perspective of the
pluralization of world politics. Claims to universality grounded either
in the laicist claim to have overcome religio-cultural particularity
altogether, or in the Judeo-Christian secularist claim to have located
the key to secular, scientific, and/or moral order in a single religio-



cultural heritage are both problematic because they privilege and
normalize a particular European experience of religion and politics at
the expense of other histories and traditions of negotiating relations
between political and religious authority.

References to Christian secularism call attention to the complex
relations between Christianity (and beginning in the mid-twentieth
century, the moral tradition referred to as Judeo-Christianity) and
secularism, a subject of heated debate among philosophers,
theologians and historians.?” Theologian John Milbank argues that
“all the most important governing assumptions of [secular social]
theory are bound up with the modification or the rejection of orthodox
Christian positions. These fundamental intellectual shifts are . . . no
more rationally ‘justifiable’ than the Christian positions themselves.”?®
Milbank concludes that only Christian theology offers a viable
alternative to both secular reason and “nihilism.” Christian theologian
Arend Theodor van Leeuwen, according to Mark Juergensmeyer,
argued that “the idea of a secular basis for politics is not only
culturally European but specifically Christian.”?® For van Leeuwen,
“secular culture was . . . Christianity’s gift to the world.”*® While
Juergensmeyer argues that van Leeuwen’s thesis about the
Christian origins of modern secularism “is increasingly regarded as
true, especially in Third World countries,” he criticizes it for implying
that secularism was uniquely Christian, and argues that other
civilizations do have distinctions between priestly and secular
authority.®' Juergensmeyer does not suggest, as does van Leeuwen,
that Christianity is the unique foundation of secular democracy.
Instead, he is sympathetic toward the argument that particular forms
of secularism are historically specific formations. Juergensmeyer
therefore supports van Leeuwen’s argument, as do [, 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 supracultural entity that came into being only after a
radical juncture in history.”s?

In reaching these conclusions, however, Juergensmeyer wrestles
with and ultimately leaves unresolved a tension in the study of
secularism that motivates my own work. On the one hand, he
acknowledges the complex yet much-interrupted relation between



Christian history and doctrine and modern Christian, Judeo-
Christian, and post-Christian secularisms. On the other hand, unlike
van Leeuwen, he wants to leave open the possibility that alternative
forms of secularism can and have emerged in non-Christian settings.
Yet in the same moment that Juergensmeyer gestures toward the
need to disaggregate secularism and examine its historical
trajectories and variable relations to religion, he describes religion
and secular nationalism as opposing “ideologies of order” and
concludes that, “there can ultimately be no convergence between
religious and secular political ideologies.”? | disagree. Rather than
closing down inquiry by positing the religious and the secular as
mutually exclusive ideologies of order, we need to take a closer look
at how particular trajectories of secularism have been constructed in
relation to religion and what this has meant for international politics.

THE INTERNATIONAL POLITICS OF LAICISM

In The Secular City, Harvey Cox writes that “it will do no good to
cling to our religions and metaphysical versions of Christianity in the
hope that one day religion or metaphysics will once again be back.
They are disappearing forever and that means we can now let go
and immerse ourselves in the new world of the secular city.”** Hardt
and Negri's Empire describes the evanescent quality of religion,
suggesting that “every metaphysical tradition is now completely worn
out.”® This view is also influential in the academy, where, as
Esposito observes, “religious faith was at best supposed to be a
private matter. The degree of one’s intellectual sophistication and
objectivity in academia was often equated with a secular liberalism
and relativism that seemed antithetical to religion. . . . Neither
development theory nor international relations considered religion a
significant variable for political analysis.”® In this view, “the mixing of
religion and politics is regarded as necessarily abnormal (departing
from the norm), irrational, dangerous and extremist.”*’

Laicism is a powerful tradition of the secular city, world “empire,”
and Western academy that presumes that metaphysical traditions
have been exhausted and transcended. It is one of the founding



principles of modern political thought and one of the pillars of the
modern separation of church and state. There are many
manifestations of laicism, including the exclusion of religion from the
spheres of power and authority in modern societies (structural
differentiation), the privatization of religion, and decline in church
membership and individual religious belief. Laicism is a powerful
organizing principle of state politics influential in France, the former
Soviet Union, Turkey, and China. Derived from the Jacobin tradition
of laicisme, it is described by Partha Chatterjee 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.”*® Laicism,
like other forms of secularism, is a form of discipline.

Others have described this tradition. Casanova suggests that the
privatization of religion is “mandated ideologically by liberal
categories of thought which permeate not only political ideologies
and constitutional theories but the entire structure of modern
Western thought.”® According to Taylor, the overarching objective of
the “independent political ethic” mode of secularism, similar to
laicism and pursued by Grotius and others, is to identify features of
the human condition that allow the deduction of exceptionless norms
about peace and political obedience, making religion irrelevant to
politics.*® As Grotius famously argued, “etsi Deus non daretur . . .
even if God didn’t exist, these norms would be binding on us.” The
result is that “the state upholds no religion, pursues no religious
goals, and religiously defined goods have no place in the catalogue
of ends it promotes.”? Van der Veer and Lehmann observe that “it is
a fundamental assumption of the discourse of modernity that religion
in modern societies loses its social creativity and is forced to choose
between a sterile conservation of its premodern characteristics and a
self-effacing assimilation to the secularized world.”** Richard King
describes laicism as the attempt to define and then exclude
(whatever laicists identify as) religion:

The Enlightenment preoccupation with defining the “essence” of phenomena such as
“religion” or “mysticism” serves precisely to exclude such phenomena from the realms of
politics, law and science, etc.—that is, from the spheres of power and authority in



modern Western societies. Privatized religion becomes both clearly defined and
securely contained by excluding it from the public realm of politics.**

International relations theory operates on the assumption that
religion was excluded from spheres of power and authority in
modern societies in the course of creating the modern state. Realist
and liberal approaches reflect the assumption that religion has been
confined to the private sphere or has diminished altogether.*> As
Katzenstein observes, “Because they are expressions of rationalist
thought deeply antithetical to religion, the silence of realist and liberal
theories of international relations on the role of religion in European
and world politics is thus not surprising.”® Thomas refers to the
assumption that religion has been privatized as “the Westphalian
presumption.”’ It is now increasingly clear that a more complicated
story is waiting to be told.

Most of the literature on religion, the Protestant Reformation, and
the Westphalian settlement (which ended the Thirty Years’ War of
1618 to 1648) describes the decline of religion in European public
life. Skinner observes that after Luther, “the idea of the Pope and
Emperor as parallel and universal powers disappears, and the
independent jurisdictions of the sacerdotium are handed over to the
secular authorities.”® Pizzorno refers to this transition as the
“Gregorian moment,” describing it as the most emblematic episode
of what he calls “absolute politics” in Western history, which “lies at
the root of the transfer, as it were, of the collective responsibility for
ultimate ends from a collectivity having the boundaries of
Christianity, and including all believers tied by this particular bond of
faith, to separate collectivities defined by the territorial boundaries of
one state and including all the individuals identified by their living
within those boundaries.”® Philpott emphasizes in this volume the
significance of the Protestant Reformation and processes of
secularization that emerged from it to challenge the temporal powers
and decrease the public role of the church, while contributing to the
emergence of a proto-sovereign states system.*® Krasner has
suggested that “the idea of sovereignty was used to legitimate the
right of the sovereign to collect taxes, and thereby strengthen the
position of the state, and to deny such right to the church, and
thereby weaken the position of the papacy.”* He concludes that



Westphalia “delegitimized the already waning transnational role of
the Catholic Church and validated the idea that international
relations should be driven by balance-of-power considerations rather
than the ideals of Christendom.”? Finally, Cavanaugh argues that
the conflicts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries inverted the
dominance of ecclesiastical over civil authorities through the creation
of the modern state, preparing the way for the eventual elimination of
the church from the public sphere.®?

Westphalian republicanism was organized around a modern
conception of social and political order in which individual subjects
assemble a society under a single sovereign authority. By
challenging the arbitrary rights of kings in the name of the common
good,>* the new republicanism did delegitimize and transform
preexisting hierarchic forms of order, as most conventional accounts
have it. Yet the new republicanism also reinforced a particular kind of
distinction between natural and supernatural order that came out of,
and remained indebted to, a broader Christian framework.>> Early
republican order was characterized by a strong idea of providence
and a pervasive sense that men were enacting a master plan that
was providentially preordained. Taylor has suggested that the idea of
moral order underlying this arrangement would in fact be
unrecognizable to non-Westerners due to its emphasis on a
providential plan to be realized by humans.® That early
republicanism was situated within this broader Christian context fits
with Krasner’'s observation, also noted by Shah and Philpott in
chapter 2 of this book, that in the Treaty of Osnabriick (one of two
treaties that made up the Peace of Westphalia along with the Treaty
of Munster), religious toleration was limited to Lutherans, Calvinists,
and Catholics.5” Westphalia, as Nexon concludes, contributed to a
“territorialization of religion” leading toward the “formation of polities
in which territory, state, and confession were closely linked.”s®

The set of strategies and practices for managing religion and
politics that | am referring to as “laicism” emerged gradually and
fitfully, and not without rivals, out of this Christian-influenced
Westphalian moral and political order. Although laicism presents
itself as a universalizable discourse that emerged from the
Westphalian settlement as a solution to the wars of religion,



Connolly’s description of it as “a specific fashioning of spiritual life . .
. carved out of Christendom” comes much closer to the mark.%°
Joshua Mitchell takes this argument a step further, observing that
even “the idea of the sovereign self, the autonomous consenting self,
emerged out of Christianity . . . [and] paying attention to the religious
roots of consent in the West alert[s] us to the fact, that it is in fact a
provincial development, not necessarily universalizable.”®® From the
perspective of international relations, it is clear that the influence of
Christianity upon the original Westphalian “secular” settlement
makes it difficult to subsume modern international order into realist
and liberal frameworks that operate on the assumption that religion
has been privatized. The traditions of secularism that form the
subject of this chapter contribute to the constitution of particular
forms of state sovereignty that purport to be universal in part by
defining the limits of state-centered politics with “religion” on the
outside.

Modernization theory, the policy expression of the commitment to
build a modern Westphalian state, exemplifies the power of these
laicist commitments. It is characterized by the assumption that
“managing the public realm is a science which is essentially
universal and that religion, to the extent it is opposed to the
Baconian world-image of science, is an open or potential threat to
any polity.”* As Falk argues, the exclusion of religion from the
spheres of power and authority “was intended to facilitate
governmental efficiency as well as to provide the basis for a unified
politics of the state in the face of religious pluralism, and a
background of devastating sectarian warfare. Ostensibly, in the
modern world religious identity was declared irrelevant to the rational
enterprise of administering the political life of society.”s? In viewing
religion as an impediment to the scientific management of the
domestic and international public realms, modernization theory
reflects laicist assumptions. Modern state builders were to confine
religion to the private realm to ensure the proper demarcation of
public and private, religious and secular. This paradigm was
considered to be universal, or at least universalizable. As T. N.
Madan wrote in one of the earliest and most influential articles on the
subject, “The idea of secularism, a gift of Christianity, has been built



into Western social theories’ paradigms of modernization, and since
these paradigms are believed to have universal applicability, the
elements, which converged historically—that is in a unique manner
—to constitute modern life in Europe in the sixteenth and the
following three centuries, have come to be presented as the
requirements of modernization elsewhere.”s3

Laicist assumptions sit quietly beneath the surface of structuralist
and materialist approaches to international relations that approach
religion as epiphenomenal to more fundamental material interests.
Neorealism assumes that states have fixed and innate interests and
that state behavior is constrained by international structure defined
by factors such as the distribution of power, technology, and
geography. Historical materialism, following Marx, dismisses religion
as “a mode of consciousness which is other than consciousness of
reality, external to the relations of production, producing no
knowledge, but expressing at once the anguish of the oppressed and
a spurious consolation.”® These materialist approaches to state
interests neglect the constitutive and productive role of social norms
and embodied practices. Secularism cannot be reduced to material
power or resources, but plays a constitutive role in creating agents
and contributing to the normative structures in which they interact.
Even constructivists have paid little attention to the politics of
secularism. Focusing on the interaction of preexisting state units to
explain how international norms influence state interests, identity,
and behavior,® the literature on the social construction of the state
system has ignored the secular and religious, or treated religion as
private by prior assumption.®¢

The most significant implication for international relations of these
differing attempts to expel religion from politics or treat it as
privatized is that they demand “not only the sharing of the
(independent political) ethic but also of its foundation—in this case,
one supposedly independent of religion.”” Laicism defines religion
by designating that which is not religious, or the secular.?® In doing
so, it demarcates the legitimate limits of politics. Laicist settlements
are a form of politics that, as Pizzorno argues with reference to
absolute politics, “set[s] the boundaries between itself and other
activities. To define what is within or without the scope of politics,



one needs laws, or abolition of laws, hence political decisions,
political activities, and discourse.”®® My point is that setting the terms
for what constitutes legitimate politics and legitimate religion is a
culturally and historically variable determination. As David Scott
argues, “part of the problem to be sketched and investigated
therefore has precisely to do with the instability of what gets
identified and counted by authorized knowledges as ‘religion’: how,
by whom, and under what conditions of power. In other words, the
determining conditions and effects of what gets categorized as
‘religion’ are historically and culturally variable.”"°

European and American secularisms are forms of discipline that
emerged out of Latin Christendom. They rely upon and reproduce
particular definitions and assumptions about the secular and the
religious. These traditions are not universal and they are constantly
shifting. Consider, as an illustration of the fluidity of these categories,
the derivation of the English term “religion” from the Latin religio.”™ In
the pre-Christian era Cicero provided an etymology of the term
linking it to the Latin verb relegere: to “retrace” or “reread.”’? In pre-
Christian times religio referred to retracing the ritual of one’s
ancestors. As King observes, “This understanding of the term seems
to have gained provenance in the ‘pagan’ Roman empire and made
religio virtually synonymous with traditio.” The Roman idea of religio
tolerated a variety of different traditions, since the exclusion of one
tradition in order for another to be practiced was not required.” Early
Christians were referred to as atheists because they did not belong
to a recognizable traditio and did not acknowledge the gods of
others.”* Yet as Christians increased their power among the
Romans, they transformed the meaning of religio by severing its
association with ancestral traditions:

It became increasingly important within early Christian discourses to drive a wedge
between the traditional association of religio with traditio. This occurred through a
transformation of the notion of religio. Thus in the third century CE we find the Christian
writer Lactantius explicitly rejecting Cicero’s etymology, arguing instead that religio

derives from re-ligare, meaning to bind together or link.”®

So as Christianity became more powerful, religio came to be
associated with “a worship of the true and a superstition of the
false.”’® For Christians, and many Westerners in general, religion



came to denote a bond of piety between one true God and man.
Cavanaugh dates this modern concept of religion to the late fifteenth
century and the writings of Marsilio Ficino, whose 1474 De
Christiana Religione represents religion as a universal human
impulse. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, “religion moves
from a virtue to a set of propositions . . . at the same time [as] the
plural ‘religions’ arises, an impossibility under the medieval usage.”””

The reformulation of religio by European theorists offers a set of
clues to understanding religion and contemporary international
politics because it established “the monotheistic exclusivism of
Christianity as the normative paradigm for understanding what a
religion is.””® The reification of the category of religion by European
political theorists as only referring to (Christian) belief or a set of
propositions influenced European social order, European colonial
projects, and relations with other civilizations, as well as, later,
European forms of secularism. In the 1790s Kant, for example, could
not fathom the idea of more than one valid religion:

Differences in religion: an odd expression! Just as if one spoke of different moralities. No
doubt there can be different kinds of historical faiths, though these do not pertain to
religion, but only to the history of the means used to promote it, and these are the
province of learned investigation; the same holds of different religious books (Zendavest,
the Vedas, Koran, and so on). But there is only a single religion, valid for all men in all
times. Those [faiths and books] can thus be nothing more than the accidental vehicles of

religion and can only thereby be different in different times and places.”®

Writing in the same decade, Joseph Endelin de Joinville, the
surveyor general in the administration of Frederic North, first
governor of British possessions in Ceylon, affirmed that “religion”
could refer only to a Christian belief system:

An uncreated world, and mortal souls, are ideas to be held only in an infant state of
society, and as society advances such ideas must vanish. A fortiori, they cannot be
established in opposition to a religion already prevailing in a country, the fundamental
articles of which are the creation of the world, and the immortality of the soul. Ideas in
opposition to all religion cannot gain ground, at least cannot make head, when there is

already an established faith.8°

Crucially, and for reasons having to do with the problems associated
with the management of religious pluralism within Europe, European
political theorists emphasized the idea of religion as a set of beliefs
rather than the more embodied Ciceronian understanding of religio



and traditio.®* As King concludes, “Modern discussions of the
meaning and denotation of the term religio tend to follow Lactantius’s
etymology, thereby constructing a Christianized model of religion that
strongly emphasized theistic belief (whether mono-, poly-, heno-, or
pantheistic in nature), exclusivity, and a fundamental dualism
between the human world and the transcendent world of the divine
to which one ‘binds’ (religare) oneself.”®?

The forms of secularism discussed here inherited a definition of
religion that is indebted in specific ways to the European experience
of managing religious diversity in a Christian-majority Europe. In
modern, religiously diverse societies, attempts to manage the terms
through which this received understanding of religion is defined (and
then confined) lead to conflict between laicists, policing the boundary
of what they define as the public sphere, and their rivals, who view
this policing as an extension of religion in the name of an alternative
(laicist) set of metaphysical assumptions.g As Taylor explains:

What to one side is a more strict and consistent application of the principles of neutrality
is seen by the other side as partisanship. What this other side sees as legitimate public
expressions of religious belonging will often be castigated by the first as the exaltation of
some peoples’ beliefs over others. This problem is compounded when society diversifies
to contain substantial numbers of non-Judaeo-Christian religions. If even some
Christians find the “post-Christian” independent ethic partisan, how much harder will

Muslims find it to swallow it.84

In holding fast to a particular definition of religion and then excluding
it from politics, laicism defines both politics and religion in a particular
fashion. Laicism marks out the domain of the secular and associates
it with public authority, common sense, rational argument, justice,
tolerance, and the public interest.® It identifies the religious as that
which it is not, and associates religion with a personal God and
beliefs about that God.t¢ Laicism, then, is not simply the absence of
religious or theological discourse. It is more complex than a clean
laicism-religion oppositional binary would suggest, enacting a
particular kind of theological discourse in its own right. It
“theologizes” the religions that it oversees, by which | mean it
discourses and reasons theologically, or speculates in theology.®’
Connolly writes that for many secularists, religion is “treated as a
universal term, as if ‘it' could always be distilled from a variety of



cultures in a variety of times rather than representing a specific
fashioning of spiritual life engendered by the secular public space
carved out of Christendom.”® Milbank, arguing from within a
Christian ontology, refers to the “critical non-avoidability of the
theological and metaphysical,” and observes that differing
approximations of this appear in the work of Alasdair Macintyre,
Gillian Rose, Rene Girard, Guy Lardreau, and Christian Jambet.®
Stephen White argues from his weak ontological position that “the
supposedly neutral, ‘freestanding’ nonontological standpoint is, in
fact, a perspective constitutively infused with an ontological desire to
hold an authoritative center in the flux of political life . . . the desire
for a definitive center is what needs to be diffused.”® From different
positions, these thinkers concur that although laicism purports to
stand outside and above the contested territory of religion and
politics, it does not. It is located on a spectrum of theological politics.

In its strongest formulations, laicism leads to the normalization of
various religions and religious actors as either fit or unfit for
participation in democratic politics. As Taylor observes with regard to
global politics, “Defined and pursued out of the context of Western
unbelief, [laicism] understandably comes across as the imposition of
one metaphysical view over others, and an alien one at that.”! In
legislating the terms through which the secular and the religious are
defined and experienced, laicism rules out particular kinds of
linkages between religion (as laicism defines it) and spheres of
power and authority such as law, science, and politics within states.
In defining the limits of state-centered politics with religion on the
outside, it serves as a template for the management of religious
pluralism within states and the conduct of state sovereignty between
them.

In defining the starting point in relation to which the religious is
constructed, laicism contributes to the production of the categories
that it presupposes. It is most powerful when this process remains
invisible or unseen, representing itself as the natural order that
emerges when there is no ideology present.®? Laicism presents itself
as public, neutral, and value-free, while religion, religious actors, and
religious institutions are posited as private, affective, and value-
laden. Religion is denominated as the domain of the violent, the



irrational, and the undemocratic. Thus Cavanaugh argues that,
“liberal theorists . . . assume that public faith has a dangerous
tendency to violence,”® and Appleby refers to the “conventional
wisdom that religious fervor—unrestrained religious commitment—
inevitably expresses itself in violence and intolerance.”* Laicism is
the “conventional wisdom” adopted by Cavanaugh'’s liberal theorists.
The secular public sphere is construed as the domain of reason,
objectivity, deliberation, and justice, and the religious private sphere
the domain of subjectivity, transcendence, effeminacy, and affect.
Laicism guards against (what it defines as) religion in the public
sphere; religious presence is seen as unnatural, infectious,
undemocratic, and theocratic.> To adapt Bonnie Honig’s insight
about virtue theorists, laicists “distance themselves from the
remainders of their politics and that distance enables them to adopt
a not terribly democratic intolerance and derision for the other to
whom their democratic institutions are supposed to be (indeed claim
to be) reaching out.”® These religious subjects, as Roxanne Euben
has shown, become repositories for laicist anxieties about relations
between politics, religion, and violence.®’

THE INTERNATIONAL POLITICS OF JUDEO-CHRISTIAN
SECULARISM

Judeo-Christian secularism developed in the mid-twentieth century,
primarily though not exclusively in the United States, and is
distinguished by the partial displacement of the dominant narrative of
Protestant hegemony and the representation of certain moral and
political values as held in common by Christianity and Judaism and
connected to particular Western traditions of law and governance.
While laicism seeks to confine religion to the private sphere, this
second invented secularist tradition connects contemporary Euro-
American secular formations to an historical legacy of Western
Christian and (beginning in the mid-twentieth century and then only
selectively) Judeo-Christian values, cultural and religious beliefs,
historical practices, legal traditions, governing institutions, and forms
of identification. The common claim of Judeo-Christian secularism of



all varieties, and the key to understanding it as a form of authority, is
that Western political order is grounded in a set of core values
originating in Judeo-Christian traditions that cannot (or should not)
be diluted or denied.

Let me be clear. In referring to Judeo-Christian tradition, | do not
mean to suggest that there is agreement between or within Jewish or
Christian traditions about what this term means, or even whether it
should be used at all. There isn’t. Rather, of interest to me is that the
term has become a signifier of a particular and extraordinarily
powerful argument: that there is such a thing as a “Judeo-Christian”
religious and moral tradition, and that it serves as the fount and
foundation of modern political values such as liberty, equality, and
secularism. Many individuals are socialized or disciplined into this
worldview and rely upon it implicitly to organize the world through the
lens provided by its assumptions. The narrative of Judeo-Christian
secularism, which tells a story that connects a broad and diverse set
of religious traditions to Western models of secular governance, has
been particularly influential in the American political imagination. In
attempting to come to terms with the -cultural and political
significance of this variety of secularism, | am not suggesting that
Judeo-Christian values actually form the basis of Western institutions
or styles of governance such as secular democracy, but rather that
the conviction among adherents to this narrative that these moral
values ground Western practices of secular democracy is in itself
powerful enough to warrant critical scrutiny. | am not suggesting that
the concept of a Judeo-Christian tradition is or is not a valid one; this
Is not for me to decide.®® | am suggesting that a specific kind of civic
republican tradition emphasizing the connections between moral
values allegedly held in common by Judaism and Christianity (the
Old Testament, the Ten Commandments, etc.) and particular styles
and traditions of governance including but not limited to liberty,
equality, and the separation of church and state has become quite
powerful and therefore merits scholarly attention. This tradition is
real because it is imagined; | am not asserting that it is imagined
because it is real. To make the latter kind of claim, as President
Obama once remarked in reference to the question of when life
begins, would be above my pay grade.



An example of this narrative is the religious populism of Richard
John Neuhaus.®® He argues that universally valid traditional Catholic
moral arguments should replace secular public godlessness as the
basis of American identity, community, and foreign policy. Americans
in his view are a Christian people, and Catholic natural law should
serve as a universal moral-religious foundation for American public
life.% Drawing on the arguments of John Courtney Murray, Neuhaus
argues that Catholicism is not the enemy of liberalism but “its true
source and indispensable foundation.”'°* For Neuhaus and others
who represent different variations of this tradition, religion
(understood as Catholicism, Christianity, and/or Judeo-Christianity,
depending upon whom you ask) is the elemental defining feature
and moral basis of Western civilization. Ted Jelen has described this
position with reference to Peter Berger’'s concept of a sacred
canopy: “In the United States, a ‘Judeo-Christian’ tradition is thought
to provide a moral basis for political life—what some analysts have
described as a ‘sacred canopy’ beneath which political affairs can be
conducted. Religion is thought to perform a ‘priestly’ function of
legitimating political authority.”12 Christian and/or Judeo-Christian-
derived forms of secular order, in this view, are among the core
values of Western civilization and help constitute the common
ground upon which Western democracy rests. Religion plays an
important constitutive role not outside but within secular politics,
serving what Jelen describes as “the basis of an ethical consensus
without which popular government could not operate.” This
narrative draws on what Casanova describes as a “celebratory
Protestant reading of modernity, going from Hegel's Early
Theological Writings through the Weber-Troeltsch axis to Talcott
Parson’s interpretation of modern societies as the institutionalization
of Christian principles.”0

In the laicist narrative, the Christian identity of the West has been
superseded, radically transformed, and for all practical purposes
rendered irrelevant. A modern, rational West was reinvented and
rejuvenated by democratic tendencies inherited from its Greek and
Roman predecessors. The Judeo-Christian secularist story does not
share the assumption that after the Protestant Reformation and the
Enlightenment, linkages between Western politics and public forms



of Christianity were definitively severed. It works out of a different set
of assumptions about the relationship between Christianity and
modern political identities and institutions. Rather than eschewing
religion, it draws upon and rephrases earlier European arrangements
in which church and state each represented a different aspect of the
same divine authority, as Gedicks describes:

Prior to the Reformation . . . the concepts “religious” and “secular” did not exist as
descriptions of fundamentally different aspects of society. Although there clearly was
tension and conflict in the relation between church and state during this time, the state
was not considered to be nonreligious. Both church and state were part of the Christian

foundation upon which medieval society was built.1%°

The Reformation led to the distillation of two separate spheres of
influence: the spiritual, led by the church, and the temporal,
overseen by the state. Luther and Calvin revived and strengthened
Augustine’s concepts of the “city of God” and the “city of men,” which
described two aspects of the sovereign authority of God as
embodied in the church and the state. However, they also made this
split more fundamental by claiming that “God had instituted two
kingdoms on earth, one spiritual to be ruled by the church, and the
other temporal to be ruled by a civil sovereign.”10¢

In the United States, the sense of a larger Christian context within
which both church and state were embedded set the terms of public
discourse until quite recently, and at certain times and places it still
does.*” Following the influx of immigrants to the United States in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, however, it became
politically expedient to couch political programs in increasingly
nonsectarian terms to ensure success at the polls.’®® While
Protestant discourse took a back seat to a more generic civic
religion, a de facto Protestant establishment continued to set the
ground rules: “Protestantism still affected public business, but
implicitly, more as the source and background of political movements
than as the movements themselves."

The civic republican imagination of the Protestant majority in early
America formed the basis of a particular understanding and practice
of religion and democratic politics. The Protestant influence in early
America was evident in Legislative prayer, state acknowledgment of
Easter, Christmas, Thanksgiving, and the Christian Sabbath, and the



outlawing of blasphemy and punishment of atheism.'° Protestants
“opposed a particular Protestant denomination to Protestantism in
general, which later they did not equate with an establishment. The
notion of prayer and worship based on the Bible accepted by all
Protestants did not amount to a general establishment, but
constituted an essential foundation of civilization.”**! To be secular, in
this line of reasoning, meant not to privilege one Protestant
denomination over another. The “common ground” of Protestant
civilization was taken for granted, with dissenting Christians and
others excluded from it. It is worth noting that a similar situation
prevailed contemporaneously in England. In his analysis of
nineteenth-century debates between British evangelicals and their
utilitarian rivals, Van der Veer finds that, despite their differences,
both sides agreed that “civil society and the forms of knowledge on
which it was based were ultimately part and parcel of Christian
civilization.”12

This Protestant claim to a common ground, though slowly eroded
by the increasing religious diversification of the American population
and eventually modified to incorporate both Catholic and, after World
War Il, Jewish influences, has retained a cultural foothold in the
modern imaginary. It is out of a celebratory reading and cautious
amendment of this cultural inheritance that the Judeo-Christian
secularist narrative emerged and continues to shape modern
dispositions toward the secular and the place of religion within it. The
tradition of Judeo-Christian secularism is the cultural heir of a de
facto Protestant establishment. A narrative of Protestant hegemony
has been transformed in the American imaginary into a slightly more
liberalized pluralism, still drawing sustenance from a tradition in
which particular religions (first Protestant Christianity, then
Christianity more broadly, then Judaism) are linked to the possibility
of civilization and cited as the source of first principles for governing
institutions. Tocqueville described this famously in reference to the
United States:

In the United States it is not only mores that are controlled by religion, but its sway
extends over reason. . . . So Christianity reigns without obstacles by universal consent. .
. . Thus while the law allows the American people to do everything; there are things
which religion prevents them from imagining and forbids them to become. . . . Religion,



which never intervenes directly in the government of American society should therefore
be considered as the first of their political institutions.**2

Following in  Tocqueville’s footsteps, Bellah, Connolly,
Juergensmeyer, Taylor, Van der Veer, Morone, and Pizzorno have
chronicled the ways in which religious tradition resonates in and is
rephrased through modern varieties of liberalism and secularism.4
Morone paints a lively portrait of American history in which the nation
develops “not from religious to secular but from revival to revival."'!®
Connolly points to a tendency in canonical liberal thinkers, such as J.
S. Mill, to extol Judeo-Christian tradition as the moral basis of
civilizational unity and identity. For Mill, Connolly suggests, it is
“through Jewish and Christian culture above all that a territorial
people acquires the civilizational conditions of possibility for
representative government.”'** Van der Veer identifies a long
tradition of combining liberalism and evangelical moralism in Anglo-
American political thought, describing British Liberal leader William
Gladstone’s (1809-98) writings as invoking a “liberal view of
progress . . . but added to this is the notion that progress is the
Christian improvement of society and that in such progress we see
the hand of God.”'” Charles Taylor describes a “common ground”
mode of secularism, in which members of a political community
agree upon an ethic of peaceful coexistence and political order
based on doctrines common to all Christian sects, or even to all
theists.’®® He suggests that this represented a successful
compromise in Europe for warring sects because “political
injunctions that flowed from this common core trumped the demands
of a particular confessional allegiance.”*'® The objective was not to
expel religion from politics in the name of an independent ethic, as in
laicism, but to prevent the state from backing one (Christian)
confession over another by appealing to that which all held in
common. This even-handedness between religious traditions was,
according to Taylor, the basis of the original American separation of
church and state,*?° indicating the role that varieties of secularism
have played as strategies for the management of religious diversity
and religious pluralism.

Judeo-Christian secularism differs from laicism in that it does not
aspire or claim to exclude religion (understood as Christianity or



Judaism or values they hold in common) from modern spheres of
power and authority. It diverges from laicism with regard to the role
of religious tradition in the establishment and maintenance of the
secularist “separation” of church and state. While laicism works on
the assumption that religion has receded out of modern spheres of
authority and into the private realm or disappeared altogether,
Judeo-Christian secularism is a variant of what Jelen calls religious
“accommodationism,” maintaining that “religion (singular) 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.”?!
The separation of church and state is envisioned and experienced as
a unique Western achievement that emerged out of a shared
adherence to a common set of European religious and political
traditions. Christianity, as van Leeuwan argued, led to modern
secularism.

In international relations, these assumptions are palpable in
arguments portraying various religious traditions as sources of
particular styles and institutions of governance, forms of civilizational
identity, and clashes between so-called civilizations. Christianity, in
some versions, Judeo-Christianity in others, has culminated in the
unique Western achievement of the separation of church and state
and the development of liberal democracy.*?? As Samuel Huntington
argued, “Western Christianity, first Catholicism and then
Protestantism, is historically the single most important characteristic
of Western civilization.”*?® This prevailing dualism between “God and
Caesar, church and state, spiritual and temporal authority . . .
contributed immeasurably to the development of freedom in the
West” and shaped a number of “the factors which enabled the West
to take the lead in modernizing itself and the world.”*?* Religion is the
bedrock of this cultural inheritance, differentiating between
civilizations and between individuals: “In the modern world, religion is
a central, perhaps the central, force that motivates and mobilizes
people.”t?

Huntington’s framework divides the world into those who share the
Judeo-Christian common ground and those who do not. It is
strikingly similar to the divisions proposed in the fourteenth century



by an Italian jurist, Bartolus de Sassoferato, who divided the world
into five classes: the “populus Romanus,” or “almost all those who
obey the Holy Mother Church,” and four classes of “populus
extranei”: the Turks, the Jews, the Greeks, and the Saracens.'?¢
Bartolus’s scheme parallels Huntington’s seven or eight major
civilizations: Western, Confucian, Japanese, Islamic, Hindu, Slavic-
Orthodox, Latin American, and “possibly African.” Anthony Pagden
describes its effects:

The effect of Bartolus’s ethnic division is once again to limit “the world” to a distinct
cultural, political, and in this case religious, community. And again it places boundaries
between what may be counted as the domain of the fully human world, and those others
—which because of their rejection of the hegemony of the Western Church now also
included the Greeks—who have no place within the civitas, and so no certain claim upon

the moral considerations of those who do.12’

The assumption that a Judeo-Christian secular common ground
ends abruptly at the edge of Western civilization leads to the defense
of this ground against both internal and external enemies, resulting
in what Connolly has called “civilizational wars of aggressive defense
of Western unigueness.”*?® These can become aggressive as the
common ground is challenged both internally and externally in a
world made up not only of Christians and Jews but also Muslims,
Hindus, Buddhists, atheists, agnostics, and Deleuzeans, among
others. As Taylor observes, “With the widening band of religious and
metaphysical commitments in society, the ground originally defined
as common becomes that of one party among others.”?° At this
juncture, either this (mythical) common ground is renegotiated or an
aggressive defense of it is set in motion. Neuhaus opts for the latter,
arguing that the godless are incapable of a “morally convincing
account” of the nation, and concluding that “those who believe in the
God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Jesus turn out to be the best
citizens.”*0

This religio-secular triumphalism finds expression in international
relations in the idea that Western powers have a monopoly over the
proper relationship between religion and politics. As Keane argues:

The principle of secularism, which “represents a realisation of crucial motifs of
Christianity itself” (Bonhoffer), is arguably founded upon a sublimated version of the
Christian belief that Christianity is “the religion of religions” (Schleiermacher), and that



Christianity is entitled to decided for non-Christian others what they can think or say—or
even whether they are capable of thinking and saying anything at all.*3!

This position normalizes particular religions and religious actors and
marginalizes most non-Western and  non-Judeo-Christian
negotiations of religion and politics. If the dualism between spiritual
and temporary authority is accepted as uniquely Western and Judeo-
Christian, then non-Westerners who want to democratize have no
alternative but to adopt Western forms of secularism. As Bernard
Lewis puts it:

Separation of church and state was derided in the past by Muslims when they said this
is a Christian remedy for a Christian disease. It doesn’t apply to us or to our world.
Lately, | think some of them are beginning to reconsider that, and to concede that
perhaps they may have caught a Christian disease and would therefore be well advised

to try a Christian remedy.*3?

In this scenario non-Westerners who do not advocate for Western
(Christian) forms of secularism are portrayed as children who refuse
to acknowledge that they are sick and need to stay in. On the other
hand, those who do advocate for separationism are subject to the
charge that they are advancing pale imitations of a robust Western
secular ideal, thereby departing from (and potentially betraying)
indigenous tradition. This binary delegitimizes indigenous trajectories
of secularization because they are associated with selling out to
Western power and betraying local tradition rather than being seen
as legitimate alternatives. The oppositional relationship between
Euro-American secular politics and forms of political Islam, such that
the latter is categorically assumed to be a threat to the former, is a
direct consequence of this worldview.33

Honig describes two conflicting political impulses: the desire to
decide undecidabilities, and the will to contest established
institutions and identities.*** She criticizes political theorists who limit
their definition of politics to the “juridical, administrative or regulative
tasks of stabilizing moral and political subjects, building consensus,
maintaining agreements, or consolidating communities and
identities.”'*®> Rather than theorizing politics, she argues, they
displace it.'3¢



Like their counterparts in political theory, scholars of international
relations yearn for closure and consensus, at least regarding religion
and politics. As Michael Barnett points out, “Actors struggle over the
power and the right to impose a legitimate vision of the world
because doing so helps to construct social reality as much as it
expresses it.”'¥” For most political scientists this is a secular vision of
the world and a secular social reality. Most of us, perhaps
unconsciously, perhaps less so, think, work, struggle against, and
live within variations of the two traditions of secularism described in
this essay. These secular laws, institutions, and sensibilities do not
merely reflect social reality; they construct it, providing “a set of
parameters, focal points, or even points of contention around which
political discourse revolves.”3® They are forms of discipline that
facilitate closure and agreement around received cultural, political,
and legal settlements of the relation between religion and politics.
Secularism, it turns out, is a powerful “pattern of political rule.”=°

The politics of secularism falls just beyond the peripheral vision of
the empiricist and rational-choice methods that have dominated
mainstream American political science, and consequently, it has only
recently been subject to sustained analysis in this discipline.
Secularist settlements are sustained by a variety of assumptions:
secularization as the most recent step in the worldly realization of
Judeo-Christian morality, secularization as the natural evolution
toward a universal morality that has transcended the need for
metaphysical moorings, secularization as a commendable side-effect
of democratization and economic and political modernization, and
secularization as the triumphant globalization of a modern state
system in which religion has been privatized once and for all, among
others. Though often jostling with each other for supremacy, and
sometimes colliding head-on, these powerful narratives and projects
serve, for better or for worse, to manage religious diversity, imbue
state interest and identity with meaning, secure an image of
contemporary international order as modern, secular, and
democratic, and normalize particular religions and religious actors as
fit or unfit for participation in politics both within and above the level
of the state.



The entanglements between these secularist formations and
various religious traditions, real or imagined, and real because they
are imagined, confirm Barnett's observation in this volume that
secular and religious elements in international order are not as
cleanly segregated as many international relations theorists may
have assumed. As Bruno Latour concludes, “What sort of world is it
that obliges us to take into account, at the same time and in the
same breath, the nature of things, technologies, sciences, fictional
beings, religions large and small, politics, jurisdictions, economies
and unconsciousnesses? Our own, of course.”4°
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4. ANOTHER GREAT AWAKENING?

International Relations Theory and Religion

MICHAEL BARNETT

Are international relations theorists about to awake from their long,
secular slumber and discover that the world has had, continues to
have, and always will have a religious dimension? There is clearly a
growing interest in religion, much of it driven by its presumed
association with various forms of collective violence. Yet so far
international relations theorists have spent little time wondering how
religion in global life might implicate their existing theories of
international relations or how existing theories of international
relations might help us better understand the shape, forms, and
consequences of religion in world affairs.® Should international
relations theorists atone for their sins of omission and engage the
religious world? | confess that | was among the guilty—and | write as
someone whose “first career” was the international relations of the
Middle East. If the Middle East did not convince me to take religion
seriously, then what did? An encounter with Alice’s Cheshire cat
during my recent research on the evolution of the international
humanitarian order.

The international humanitarian order is generally understood to
include the network of international and nongovernmental
organizations and the constellation of rules, norms, and principles
that are intended to reduce the suffering of distant strangers.? Most
contemporary writing on the subject presumes it is secular and
humanistic because it cites principles of humanity and not religion,
refers to an international and not a religious community, and adheres
to the principles of impartiality and not difference based on religious
identity. Yet as | began excavating the origins of this order, | began



digging through layers of religious sedimentation. Religious agencies
dominated the relief sector until after World War Il. Missionaries and
the religiously inclined helped to protect indigenous populations and,
in doing so, articulated basic human rights. The International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) was established by a gentile
Genevan society that firmly believed that the Christian moral order
was under assault by modernizing forces and that voluntary medical
societies comprised of (Christian) citizens would strengthen Christian
society. And, at bedrock, | encountered the abolitionists, who were
not only religious but represented a new brand of evangelicalism. |
then played history’s tape forward, tracing the evolution of these
religiously inspired institutions, and discovered, to my great surprise,
that the religious appeared to melt into a secular sky—rather like the
Cheshire cat, leaving behind only a winsome smile. Ever since, |
have traveled backward and forward, and then forward and
backward, mesmerized by the shifting boundaries of the religious
and the secular.

How are we to make sense of this relationship between religion
and humanitarianism? One possibility is that this is some kind of
confidence trick. Has religion, namely Christianity, discovered a
stealth method for converting the world? Have religious
organizations discovered that they can use humanitarian institutions
to launder religious values? Is this why so many narratives of
humanitarianism are sprinkled with Christian symbolism, with
references to sacrifice, redemption, offering, atonement, and
salvation? If we want to defend this possibility, then we must be
prepared to imagine that all those non-Christian countries that
helped to negotiate many of the founding conventions were not
aware of how manipulated they were by their Christian interlocutors,
and that those thousands of aid workers who work for secular
agencies do not realize how they are part of God's plan. Another
possibility is that values once associated with Christianity, including,
charity, love, and compassion, are not specific to Christianity but are
truly cross cultural. There is evidence that the international human
rights conventions emerged from a relatively impressive dialogue,
but the ICRC crafted its Code of Conduct in relative isolation, though
it is now exploring whether other religions have comparable



traditions.® A third possibility is that humanitarianism is another
instance of secularization. The world has undergone secularization,
and humanitarianism is not apart from but rather part of that world.
Yet before we get carried away with this possibility, we must
recognize that sociologists of religion no longer subscribe to the
strong versions of this thesis.*

Humanitarianism’s androgynous quality—its ability to defy the
standard binary of religious and secular—challenges our
understanding of the international order and how international
relations theorists should study it. This chapter proceeds in two
sections. The first considers the religious dimension of international
order. International relations theorists resemble liberal political
theorists to the extent that their categories of analysis separate the
political from the religious.® Yet such categorizations are more
deceptive than informative because the distinction rests on ever-
shifting sands. This becomes particularly evident in the
Europeanization of the world during the nineteenth century and the
rise of international rules, laws, and rights designed to protect the
vulnerable. Yet, following on my earlier observations regarding
religion’s game of peek-a-boo, there are reasons to question the
purported demise of religion and rise of secularism in the twentieth
century. | tease out some alterative possibilities, including how the
discourse of secularism makes possible a sphere of religion and how
the liberal international order, which seemingly rests on nonsectarian
grounds, might nevertheless represent its own kind of religion. The
second section explores the implications of these observations for
how international relations scholars should study religion in world
affairs. Specifically, | argue that while constructivism is not the
answer, it does offer several important commandments (not quite
ten, but enough to get us started). | conclude by offering that while
there are good reasons to take religion seriously, it is not the only
kind of faith that exists in world affairs.

RELIGION AND MODERN WORLD ORDER



Do we live in a religious world? Most international relations theorists
would probably answer yes. Does the modern international order
have a religious foundation? Most would probably say no. The
resistance to acknowledging the international order’s religious
foundations comes from two, somewhat contradictory, directions.
The first is fear. Modern international relations history tends to treat
religion as a principal source of conflict, violence, and war, and
secularism as the great antidote. The discipline’s founding historical
moment occurred when the wars of religion in Europe were pacified
by the presumed separation of church and state and the creation of
a secularized sovereignty and the principle of noninterference,
targeted specifically at those actors, religious and otherwise, that
used religion to justify their interventions in the affairs of another
state. Today the mere mention of religion summons images of
religious fanatics constructing communities isolated from the modern
world and producing suicide bombers. It is now almost conventional
wisdom that the Arab-Israeli conflict is potentially resolvable if it
remains a “nationalist” conflict but potentially intractable if it becomes
a religious war. There are times when religion affects the state’s
foreign policy, but, following the general view that religion is part of
the irrational, it almost always causes the state to act in ways that
are counter to its national interests. For instance, according to some
realists religious communities can form interest groups to shape the
state’s foreign policy, but doing so invariably harms the state
“objective national interest.”® Although religious forces and figures
have spawned many of the norms, legal principles, and ethics that
are normatively valued, international relations theorists have placed
religion on the international community’s “most wanted” list.”

The second reason international relations theorists resist
acknowledging the international order’s religious basis is that
although they treat religion as a source of mayhem, they somewhat
paradoxically act as if it has little causal significance and thus can be
safely ignored. Materialist theories such as hard-core realism and
Marxism have little patience for religious claims on the grounds that
they are epiphenomenal or superstructural; the international
distribution of power and states, and the economic structure and
classes, are all we need to know. Labeling a state Islamic or



Christian does not do any meaningful explanatory work; a state is a
state is a state. Marxists have argued that economic forces explain
the rise and success of the antislavery movement.2 Some observers
claim that Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad is motivated by
an eschatological branch of Islam; therefore, this “irrational” actor
cannot be deterred through standard threats and punishments.®
Realists counter that he is a “rational” actor using Islam to legitimate
a foreign policy made dangerously reckless by a surfeit of oil money
and America’s misadventures abroad, and that ultimately he will be
constrained by external reality.

Surprisingly, religion gets little respect from those theories of
international relations that explicitly theorize the ideational elements
of global affairs. Consider the English school. Its theorization of the
multilayered ontology of international order and its historical
scholarship on the European origins of international society should
encourage attention to religion. However, discussions of the origins
of modern international society conform to the “religion is the root of
all evil” thesis, to the extent that the Peace of Westphalia and other
treaties and conventions that put religion in its place are viewed as
the great stabilizers.’® English school scholars do consider how
Christianity became fused with civilizing processes during the
nineteenth century. However, religion seems to have disappeared
with the London Missionary Society and been overtaken by other
(secular) institutions of modern international society.'! Religion also
vanishes from their analytical frameworks. Moving from a Hobbesian
to a Lockean to a Kantian world order does not require any
consideration of religion. In fact, their theorization of a Kantian world
order insinuates that peoples are unified by basic Enlightenment
principles and forms of solidarity that have a rationalized basis. In
short, even when English school scholars speculate about the
possibility of forms of cosmopolitanism, it is always in a secular
register.

There is potentially an interesting tale to tell regarding this
omission.*> The founding fathers of the English school, including
Martin Wight and Hedley Bull, were quite cognizant of the power of
religion in world affairs throughout international history. They were
also quite aware of the secularizing trends in global society,



particularly evident after World War | and apparently accelerating
after World War Il. They considered this historical evolution a
positive development because it stabilized international order around
rationalized principles that had a universal appeal.** Famously, the
English school has difficulty separating normative from positive
theory, and what they did next conformed to this predilection: they
decided to omit religion from their discussions regarding the
principles of modern international order, in part because they
assumed that religion was inherently destabilizing, and in part
because they allowed their normative conclusions to influence their
theoretical framework. Since the pioneers of the English school
decided to omit religion, its followers may have reflexively continued
this tradition without fully recognizing the built-in bias.

Constructivism might be the best hope for integrating religion into
international relations research—after all, it forcefully argues that
ideas, norms, identity, and culture have a causal significance in
world affairs. However, it too disappoints. It is not that religion does
not get mentioned, per se. Rather, it is that religion becomes
subsumed under concepts such as identity, norms, and values,
which in turn are nearly always treated as secular phenomena.
Religion becomes a modifier, describing the source of the identity,
the norms, and the values. But it rarely gets center stage.* Religious
activists are often feted for their strategic acumen in forging the
international human rights regime, but the rights regime is almost
always treated as a secular development—not religious. Individuals
credited with founding some of the most important modern
institutions of care are acknowledged to have been motivated by
Christian principles, but these institutions are defined as secular,
universal, and humanistic. In short, constructivist theory, particularly
when examining the evolution of international norms, contains an
implicit secularization thesis. Among the possibilities for this move,
two are particularly important. One is that its framework, and the very
language of identity and values, cannot accommodate religious
experience.’®> The other is that the theory does not have religious
blinders on but rather is implicitly suggesting how international norms
and rules that once had a decidedly Christian flavor have become
truly intercultural. In either case, constructivists seem to have felt



little pressure to consider the religious in global affairs. To what
extent does religion help explain how the “world hangs together”?'6

Should international relations scholars make amends and find
religion? The answer is hardly obvious and partly depends on what
theorists are hoping to gain. One possibility is that they might gain a
theistic theory of international relations. Such theories are present in
fundamentalist, eschatological, and millenarian  doctrines.
Presumably, our theories of international relations are secular
because they are premised on social science methods and not a
divine plan that cannot be immediately known to us but instead
depends on revelation or scripture. | say presumably because
vestiges of the religious might be unknowingly part of our theories.
The revival of classical realism has included a reexamination of the
importance and influence of Reinhold Niebuhr, whose religious
beliefs shaped his theory of world politics.!” Rear Admiral Arthur
Thayer Mahan'’s writings on American expansion and the importance
of sea power in geopolitics were motivated by a belief that the United
States had a divine mission and central role to play in the global
expansion of Christianity.*® Neoliberal institutionalism is built on a
religious foundation: it sits atop welfare economics, and welfare
economics in turn rests on evangelical social and economic
thought.*®

As Jack Snyder notes in the introduction to this volume, it will be
much easier to persuade international relations theorists of the
necessity of incorporating religion if its causal significance can be
convincingly hypothesized or demonstrated. Following in this spirit
and in the context of my earlier comments regarding how different
international relations theories have tended to exclude religion from
their calculations regarding the foundations of international order,
this chapter selectively samples the history of humanitarianism to
suggest some of the consequences of neglect. Specifically, my
discussion of humanitarianism highlights two themes: the first
concerns the unstable, fluid, and negotiated relationship between the
religious and the secular in the global order; the second concerns
how the religious operates at various moments in the causal chain,
including as discourse that is productive of ways of knowing and
making the world intelligible, as beliefs that are the source material



for identity and interests, as ideology that can help justify material
interests, and as constraints upon the profane.

A signature conclusion of much of the literature on European
expansion is that a religiously defined humanitarianism helped to
motivate and justify the conquest and colonization of the world.
Certainly, European countries were motivated by power and profit,
but there was also a strong element of purpose—religious purpose.
This religious dimension was most closely connected to a civilizing
mission as defined by Christian discourse.

Missionary activity was the central embodiment of the cultural and
religious expansion of Europe.?® Although missionary movements
accompanied the spread of the West and were increasingly visible in
outposts in the New World, missionary activity entered a new,
vigorous, and more sustained chapter in the early nineteenth
century. Evangelicalism was a major reason for this new energy.
Now that it was possible for individuals to elect to escape eternal
damnation, evangelicals believed that they had a mission to spread
the gospel and give all nonbelievers the choice.?® Adopting
militaristic language like a “crusade against idolatry” and “war for
salvation,” missionaries spread out across the world, hoping to give
individuals the opportunity to restore their right relationship with
God.?? Toward that end, missionaries preached and proselytized,
and attempted to express their religious commitments through
activities that were designed to instill moral sobriety, and to create a
civilized society through religious institutions and the introduction of
modern schools as well as advances in health, science, and
technology.??

It is important to get beyond the standard view that missionaries
and colonialism had a hand-in-glove relationship, but it must be
acknowledged that their relationship was in some ways mutually
beneficial. For many, the West and Christianity were synonymous.
Colonialism gave missionaries a sense of confidence and the ability
to move into once inhospitable lands. In fact, the failure to respond to
these new opportunities could trigger in them feelings of guilt and
remorse.?* In particular, Britain’s fortunes were treated as a sign of
God’'s grace, giving the country and its evangelicals special
responsibilities for helping the backward races.?> Commerce and



Christianity also developed a close association. For many
evangelicals and missionaries, commerce was not an end in itself
but rather a means to an end. For some it would help eliminate the
slave trade, which many considered evil; for others it would allow
individuals to pursue their own ambitions beyond the reach of cruel
political forces; and for still others, drawing on the moral economics
of Adam Smith and other theorists, commerce and morality were
compatible.?® Missionaries, foreign capitalists, and colonial
administrators could share the urge to civilize the colonial peoples, to
transform them and their societies so that they resembled European
states. While the missionaries might not have had the explicit goal of
helping further the interests of the administrators and foreign
capitalists, many of their activities had the effect of helping to make
the local population more susceptible to outside control.?” In general,
for many missionaries the debate was not about whether there
should and could be a positive relationship between missionary work
and colonialism, but rather whether there was a causal relationship
between the two.?®

Yet missionaries often collided with colonial administrators and
foreign capitalists who pursued power and profits and not God.?°
Humanitarians and missionaries wanted to convert and civilize, and
while colonial authorities were not necessarily opposed to such
missions, they often privileged security and commercial interests.
For instance, the British population’s desire to stamp out the slave
trade led to the ill-fated British expedition to the Sudan in 1882,
opposed on strategic grounds by Prime Minister Gladstone.*
Colonial administrators frequently had little interest in civilizing the
population, especially if it might complicate colonial rule or cause
political rebellion, and engaged in all kinds of exploitation that
missionaries found gravely irreligious.

Missionaries and foreign capitalists also clashed at various
moments. Missionaries looked suspiciously on foreign capitalists
who seemed willing to do anything to make a profit, who hardly
comported themselves along Christian principles, and who desired to
transform individuals into consumers, promoting not righteousness
but rather hedonism.*! Missionaries frequently saw their job as not
only converting the local population but also reminding their



compatriots about the temptations of sin and what happens when
individuals find salvation in material goods and not in the gospel.*
Foreign capitalists, in turn, often viewed missionaries as
meddlesome busybodies, ready to incite unrest among the
population, an accusation previously leveled by slave owners.* For
instance, during the nineteenth century British missionaries
advocated the abolition of the Indian practice of suttee, or the self-
immolation of widows. The East India Company’s initial position was
one of indifference to all dimensions of Indian society, an indifference
that translated into a 1772 company policy of noninterference
concerning religion and local institutions. Utilitarian rather than
principled factors drove this policy: it held that any move that might
be interpreted by the local population as proselytization could trigger
a rebellion, hardly good for business. Before the governor-general
would consider suspending this policy, then, he had to calculate that
it would not gravely damage the company’s financial and political
health. Ultimately, he decided to take the risk because of a desire to
convey to the British public the image of an enlightened rule, to show
by example good governance and progress—and the superiority of
Western civilization.3*

Although humanitarianism was closely associated with world order
as defined by the European powers, many missionaries and liberal
humanitarians developed a multicultural sensibility resembling that of
many human rights activists today. Although missionaries had a well-
earned reputation for viewing derisively the habits and customs of
the local populations and treating them as less than fully human, at
times their encounters forced them to reevaluate their own identities,
values, and understanding of self in relationship to the colonial
“other.”?> An interesting development of the nineteenth century was
the subtle but significant shift from the project of destroying other
cultures and religions to trying to create the social conditions that
would improve their well-being.*® This development had various
related sources, including growing critical self-reflection in response
to the accusation that missionaries were paternalistic and
imperialistic, and the growing influence of new interpretations of
social gospel that highlighted equality, justice, and solidarity.®” By the
end of the nineteenth century, many American missionaries were



treating charitable institutions such as clinics, orphanages, and
schools less as magnets for possible converts and more as vehicles
for saving societies.

The World Missionary Conference (WMC) held in Edinburgh,
Scotland, in 1910, a highly self-conscious and scientific effort to
consider how best to Christianize the world, reflects many of these
world order issues.3® In preparation for the meeting, the conference
planners created several committees to place the missionary project
on a more scientific and systematic footing. It is difficult to
exaggerate their ambitions and accomplishments. The organizing
committee wanted their discussions to be informed by empirical
analysis and not guesswork; this “scientific’ turn was a natural
outgrowth of the development of the professional field of missiology
—the application of scientific methods to assess missionary
practices, a movement led by the American evangelist A. T.
Pierson.®®* Accordingly, the committee surveyed hundreds of
missionaries, who, in many respects, were the anthropologists of
their day, having lived for years among the “natives” and observed
their cultural and religious practices. The vast majority of the
missionaries responded, and many with lengthy, detailed, and
handwritten reports. The committee then summarized the findings in
a set of reports that were designed to consider how to advance the
missionary project.*°

Many western political, economic, and religious elites did not see
missionary activity as a separate and distinct feature of Western
expansion, but rather as a critical element of it. Consequently, in
attendance were some of the most important religious, political, and
economic figures of the period. The presiding officer was Lord
Balfour, who opened the conference with a warm statement from the
King of England. The American delegation included Rear Admiral
Alfred Thayer Mahan; William Jennings Bryan; John Mott, a winner
of the Nobel Peace Prize and one of the best-known evangelical
ministers of the period; and Seth Low, the former mayor of New York
City and President of Columbia University. Theodore Roosevelt
could not attend, but sent a very warm letter of congratulations and
reflected on the conference’s importance to the Western
international order.



The conference members’ concern with how to most effectively
and efficiently promote the missionary movement led them to try and
understand the conditions under which a society would be receptive
to the message of the gospel. Toward that end, and following the
fashion of the times, they created a hierarchy of societies, ranking
them in terms of where they fell on a civilizational scale. Being closer
to civilization was no guarantee that a society would be more
receptive to the gospel; by their accounts, Japan was nearly civilized
but missionaries could hardly penetrate Japanese society, and Korea
was farther down the ladder but convertible. Strikingly, the
conference spent a considerable amount of time worrying about
“Mohammedism.” Many missionaries reported considerable difficulty
penetrating Islamic societies and that Christianity was losing ground
to Islam for the souls of nonmonotheistic peoples in places like sub-
Saharan Africa. Sounding alarmed and anxious, the conference
highlighted the urgency of the task of confronting Islam, limiting its
gains, and, if at all possible, sending it back to Arabia.

The WMC also dwelled on the complicated relationship between
missionaries and political power. The heated consensus among the
conference participants was that colonialism by the Christian powers
provided an unprecedented opportunity for spreading the word, and
they were brimming with the confidence of the period (little did they
know, though, that this meeting was occurring at the twilight of the
imperial era). National governments were not simply pursuing a
secularized “national interest”; instead, they were helping to make
possible a Christian world order. Consequently, while those in
attendance may have been chauvinists and nationalists, they
believed that the power of the state could and should be used to
spread Christian civilization. The duty of governments, as they put it,
Is “to restrain evil and promote good,” and “both missions and
governments are interested in the welfare of nations.”

However much affection the missionaries felt for the colonial
powers, there were limits. Following the maxim, “Render unto
Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and unto God the things that
are God’s,” they attempted to maintain a line between themselves
and politics. Matters of governance were the domain of the state and
matters of religion were the domain of the church, and both the



government and the church needed to recognize each other’s
sphere of authority. Critically, missionaries were not to engage in
“political agitation” and instead had a duty to teach and practice
obedience to “settled government.” Reflecting their desire to respect
a neutral zone, the participants identified a set of rules that resemble
modern humanitarian principles. They expressed a principle of
humanity, that all individuals had the right to hear the gospel and
have the opportunity to convert, and they expressed a principle of
neutrality, discouraging missionaries from confronting colonial
governments, because doing so might jeopardize access to
populations “in need.”

Yet missionaries were not always pleased with the behavior of the
colonialists and the capitalists and frequently intervened to stop the
sinning in their midst. Specifically, they had a duty to “exercise their
influence for the removal of gross oppression and injustice,
particularly where the government is in the hands of men of their
own race ... provided that in so doing they keep clear of association
with any political movement.” Much like many relief organizations of
today, missionaries were “rights-based” movements that wanted to
protect certain fundamental rights of the population in ways that were
apolitical, which they defined in ways that resemble our term
nonpartisan. The conference singled out three activities for
opprobrium: opium, liquor traffic, and enforced labor. Opiates and
alcohol were particularly pernicious because they numbed the
masses and were conduits of evil. Ever since the early nineteenth
century and beginning with the abolitionist movement, missionaries
had viewed slavery as a major evil. Importantly, colonial
governments and foreign capitalists also had to be confronted
because, in many cases, they had introduced and profited from
these evils. A Christian, European international order, alongside its
civilizing impulses, included principles of rights, justice, and
compassion.

Although missionaries are perhaps the most vivid example of the
relationship between the secular and the religious in the creation of
the modern world order, religiously motivated action also was
instrumental in creating the very international institutions, laws, and
ethics that are frequently treated, at least today by those in the West,



as quintessentially secular.** Consider the ICRC. The founders of the
ICRC initially saw themselves as part of a civilizing mission—but one
that worked within the existing boundaries of civilized society, that is,
Christian Europe. Reflecting “the religious and moral assumptions of
the nineteenth century European bourgeoisie ... they had naturally
assumed that mercy and compassion were uniquely Christian
values. The first task for the Red Cross, they believed, was to
propagate these virtues more widely within Christendom itself,
especially among the common people whose weak moral sense
seemed to them to need careful nurture.”#? The issue was not simply
a matter of getting their priorities right—it also concerned whether
and how these values might apply to those outside of Europe.
Consistent with the notion, prevalent at that time, of a variegated
humanity, the ICRC believed that while European Christians could
comprehend and honor the Red Cross principles, those outside
these boundaries probably could not. ICRC was surprised, therefore,
when in 1865 the sultan of the Ottoman Empire communicated his
willingness to accept the Geneva conventions; it could not believe
that the Ottoman Empire, a Muslim state, understood or was
prepared to honor these conventions. The controversy continued
when the Ottoman Empire notified Geneva that it would not adopt
the symbol of the cross. While the delegates to the Congress
probably selected the cross because of its association with Christian
charity and aspirations for a universal, enlightened humanitarianism
(and not as a tribute to Switzerland), they nevertheless treated the
symbol as nonsectarian and could not imagine how it gave offense.*
After considerable discussion, though, ICRC authorized the Ottoman
Empire to use the Islamic-based crescent.

This episode caused the ICRC to rethink its purpose and entertain
the possibility of a civilizing mission beyond its borders. One founder
stated in a newsletter in 1873 in the context of ICRC’s discussions
with Japan that, while it would be “puerile” to expect “the savages
and barbarians, who are still singularly numerous on the face of the
globe, to follow [Japan’s] example, there is the possibility that there
are races which possess a civilization, albeit one different from ours,
that desire closer relations with Europe and might be brought into
civilized society through the red cross societies.”* Red Cross



societies began to expand across the globe. For a dedicated
colonialist like the ICRC’s Gustave Moynier, the ICRC could help
perform a civilizing mission that would “humanize” the “savage
peoples” by rescuing them from their “brute instincts.” As the ICRC
considered the speed with which it did so, it imagined not only the
universalization of the laws of war but also the expansion of
Christian notions of charity.

A similar story can be told regarding the creation and evolution of
many of the original human rights documents. Missionaries,
especially those who were outraged by slavery and the genocidal
rule of King Leopold in the Congo, were at the forefront of defining
and defending “native rights.” At the turn of the century they were
joined by activists motivated less by religion and more by a
secularized humanity, and after World War | the latter became more
prominent. Indicative is the story of Save the Children and the
creation of the first convention on the rights of African children.*
Although Save largely convened the preparatory meeting, around
the table were missionaries from all over the continent, who could
speak with considerable authority given their “field expertise.”
Although fully aware of Save’s quasi-secular orientation, they
nevertheless viewed the process as a vehicle for institutionalizing a
set of rights that were founded on Christian principles but potentially
had a greater chance of becoming institutionalized because they
were now associated with a secular and universal agenda.

These sketches of the international humanitarian order suggest
three ways of thinking about the changing relationship between
religion, secularism, and world order. One, following the lead of
sociologists of religion, is to consider the causes and consequences,
and the varieties and vagaries, of the secularization of the world.
However, if international relations theorists do this they will be
adopting a position that was long ago found wanting by many of its
founding advocates. Specifically, one of the important revisions of
the secularization thesis is the assumption that the religious and the
secular can be understood as binaries, and that the ascendance of
one comes at the immediate expense of the other. Treating these
spheres as distinct, indeed as rivals for supremacy, risks neglecting
how the two can be co-constitutive and discursively related, how the



secular might create the religious, and how the religious might
underpin the secular.

A second way of thinking about this relationship might be to treat
the secular as a “strategy” for managing the role of religion in world
affairs. This possibility is offered by Elizabeth Shakman Hurd, who in
this volume provocatively and persuasively argues that the modern
secular order itself rests on a religious foundation. She argues that
there are “two trajectories of secularism, or two strategies for
managing the relationship between religion and politics.” The first is
laicism, “a separatist narrative in which religion is expelled from
politics.” The second is Judeo-Christian secularism, which is an
accommodationist narrative to the extent that the Judeo-Christian
tradition does not attempt to expel religion but rather sees it as very
much a part of cultural life and, in fact, as helping to constitute
modern secular life. Citing Samuel Huntington, Hurd argues that this
narrative shows religion to be the common ground for Western
democracy. Secularism, therefore, is a core value of a Judeo-
Christian order, and basic liberal institutions are themselves shaped
by, if not made possible by, Christian-Judeo values.*¢ In this view,
then, religion becomes either an element of Western secularism or
makes Western secularism possible; in either case, the religious is
part of the secular. As Hurd argues, such strategies for the domestic
also appear in the international, in some ways consistent with the
early findings of the English school regarding the importance of
sovereignty and other international mechanisms that were designed
to safeguard the state and codify a warmed-over realpolitik. But it
would be critical to avoid seeing realpolitik as statecraft to the
exclusion of “religiocraft.”

A third possibility is that the religious helps to constitute the
contemporary international order. For many scholars this requires
upsetting some conventional wisdoms. International relations
theorists are generally comfortable referring to a liberal world order,
but because they generally equate liberal with secular, a liberal world
order cannot also have a religious content. Does this mean that
liberalism and other kinds of modernist projects might also have a
religious dimension? Perhaps. This possibility is offered by many
scholars of religion, including, most recently, Charles Taylor in his



magisterial A Secular Age. Following on a centuries-long tradition,
Taylor distinguishes between the immanent and the transcendental:

The great invention of the West was that of an immanent order in Nature, whose working
could be systematically understood and explained on its own terms, leaving open the
question whether this whole order had a deeper significance, and whether, if it did, we
should infer a transcendent Creator beyond it. This notion of the “immanent” involved
denying—or at least isolating or perhaps problematizing—any form of interpenetration
between the things of Nature, on the one hand, and the “supernatural” on the other, be
this understood in terms of the one transcendent God or of Gods or spirits, or magic

forces or whatever.*’

But the immanent can never quite purge all vestiges of the
transcendental, in large part because humans have a constant need
to relate to something bigger than themselves. It is not simply the
search for meaning, but rather a particular kind of meaning that
allows them to imagine themselves as connected to a universe in
existence and in emergence. Consequently, Taylor finds evidence of
the transcendental in the immanent in various areas of life. For
instance, British and American forms of patriotism have always
projected a sense of the divine, or at least operated under the belief
that each country was helping to further a civilizing process that was
part of God’s plan:

The sense of superiority, originally religious in essence, can and does undergo a
‘secularization’, as the sense of civilizational superiority becomes detached from
Providence, and attributed to race, or Enlightenment, or even some combination of the
two. But the point of identifying here this sense of order is that it provides another niche,
as it were, in which God can be present in our lives, or in our social imaginary; not just
as the author of the Design which defines our political identity, but also of the Design

which defines civilizational order.*®

He similarly suggests that the the liberal order of equality, rights, and
democracy might be sustained by more than a Rawlsian
“overlapping consensus” based on Kantian utilitarian grounds and
theological grounds. Secularization did not kill religion. Instead,
projects that are viewed by many as quintessentially secular are
sustained and given meaning by religious beliefs.

Although Taylor largely limits the transcendental to the religious,
Craig Calhoun and others argue that the transcendental need not
pivot on God, but can exist wherever there are collective beliefs that
refer to the divine and that conceive of practical action as designed



to transform oneself and the environment in order to bring about a
greater good.*® Consider human rights. Arguments about natural
rights and human dignity are defended not only in terms of their
instrumental value for other kinds of positive outcomes (including
peace and prosperity) but also in terms of basic notions of justice
and humanity that are part of the “divine.” Humanitarian action is
defended not only in terms of its contribution to international peace
and security but also because it signifies the kind of world order that
many would like to bring into existence. Many of the attributes of a
liberal international order (and international ethics more broadly) are
embedded in a cosmopolitanism and transcendentalism that is
concerned not only with human flourishing but also the possibility of
transforming oneself in relation to others and a broader moral
universe. In short, modern day liberalism, this secularized liberalism,
has a religious content because of its relationship to the
transcendental.’® If so, the modern liberal international order is not
evidence of the triumph of secularism, as most international relations
theorists assert, but rather the ascendance of a particular brand of
secularism that itself has a strong religious content and is tied to the
transcendental.

| must emphasize that the transcendental is not the universal—the
transcendental is always historically and culturally situated.
International ethics can have elements of the religious to the extent
that those elements are constituted by the transcendental, but this is
a transcendental born of a particular time and place, even if it is
defined by its advocates as timeless. Consider, once again,
humanitarianism. The idea of humanitarianism—the attempt to
ameliorate the suffering of distant strangers—might appear to have
an unambiguously universal character. Both Christian and Islamic
aid agencies are inspired by religious commitments to help the poor
and the suffering. Yet these different faith traditions also understand
the purpose and principles of humanitarianism in fundamentally
different ways, and tie them to very different understandings of a
transcendental world order. For many Christian aid agencies it has
been practically impossible to spread Christianity without also
directly or indirectly transforming various aspects of social
relationships and creating new kinds of transnational relations. The



same is true for many Islamic aid agencies. In other words, the
desire to relieve suffering, presumably a universal good and the
purest expression of a transcendental ethic, is itself reflective of a
particular understanding of order.

In sum, our contemporary world order might have a religious
dimension in visible and veiled ways. International relations theorists
have long been concerned with the production of order. A century
ago that imagined order was assumed to have a Christian character,
or at least most theorists believed that it should. The steady
secularization of the world and the academic community that studies
it has transformed the conceptualization of order as a result of
rationality and the collective pursuit of interdependent interests.
Indeed, not only did international order have little to do with religion,
but increasingly religion was viewed as a destabilizing force.
International relations theorists have become increasingly attentive
to how order is accomplished not only by instrumental action but also
by normative structures; as they have done so they have tacitly
presumed that this order has a secular character. Yet the secular
and religious elements of international order might not be as cleanly
segregated as international relations theorists presume. Religious
values might be part of our international ethics and international
order, having become institutionalized in the world’s governing
institutions, and our liberal international order might itself have a
religious dimension. If so, international relations theorists have much
to learn about the world—and themselves.

DON'T LOOK TO “SCIENCE” TO FIND RELIGION

Recent scholarship on religion and international relations has been
as methodologically and epistemologically diverse as the field of
international relations. This secularist attitude toward the study of
religion must continue. There is no single path to salvation and there
IS no single epistemological path to enlightenment. Yet the recent
history of constructivism provides several cautionary lessons about
the dangers of attempting to study the social dimension of world
affairs. Three stand out as particularly important.



DON’T ESSENTIALIZE

Social kinds do not have an essence. Instead they are social
constructs whose meaning is historically and culturally situated in
relationship to other discursive kinds. There is no essence to gender
or religion. Critics might try and identify an essence, as will
fundamentalists. But social scientists should know better. Islam does
not have an essence and those that try to find it, whether they are
critics wondering whether the world would be better without Islam or
fundamentalists who believe that Islam has an eternal meaning, are
practicing their own forms of orientalism.5! Religious discourse, like
all cultures, is fractured; consequently, scholars need to trace these
ever-shifting and never-stable cultural and religious fault lines. If a
religious discourse appears to have an essence or fixed meaning,
then this is a result of politics, and the job of the scholar is to
understand how this appearance was achieved. For instance, Hurd
expertly examines how social actors attempt to establish the
meaning of the secular in relation to the religious, and do so for
various politically motivated reasons.5?

BEWARE OF BINARIES

In order for constructivists to make headway in the study of the
social character of international politics, they had to overcome
several hegemonic  social theoretic binaries, including
interests/norms, rationality/irrationality, and power/ethics. These
binaries were an artifact of the dominant position of realism (or at
least the Waltzian version) and individualism, and made it difficult for
scholars to recognize that international relations, like all social
relations, have a social character. In response, constructivists
argued that interests are socially constructed and are constituted by
norms, that there is an important distinction between instrumental
and subjective rationality, that too many scholars influenced by
rational choice fail to recognize how rationality makes no claim
regarding the preferences of actors, and that power is not limited to
its material forms but instead some of the most enduring forms of



power are found in discourse, ideas, and other ordering elements
that direct action and shape self-understanding.®®

International relations scholars should fight against binaries such
as interests/religious values, rational/religious, and power/values
because they undervalue the significance, both causal and
phenomenological, of religion. Instead of asking how religion
influences interests, we will assume that interests are material and
that those who act in ways that seemingly go against their material
interests will be viewed as irrational (or acting under forms of false
consciousness). Fundamentalist Christians in Kansas and Wahabis
in Saudi Arabia have much in common because they are willing to
sacrifice their material interests for religion and fail to understand
their true preferences.>* The nation becomes part of the “national
interest” that exiles the religious, while religious motivations become
part of some ill-defined and amorphous community; patriots
rationally sacrifice for the nation but suicide bombers are irrationally
driven by visions of virgins. Such binaries can lead to ontological
dead ends and alleviate analysts from the demand of having to
understand actors in terms of their own interpretations of their
actions and their constructed world.>

AVOID VARIABLE CENTRISM

The very desire to demonstrate that religion “matters” can encourage
international relations scholars to transform religion into a variable.
We cannot and should not avoid thinking in terms of variables. Yet a
variable-centered world can omit four important features of many
good explanations. First, it can lead scholars to fail to consider how
actors make their actions and the world around them meaningful.
Good explanations not only refer to interests but also to reasons,
and the reasons that actors give for their actions provide important
insights into how they make their world meaningful. Following Max
Weber’s insight that “we are cultural beings with the capacity and the
will to take a deliberate attitude toward the world and to lend it
significance,” constructivists and others following an interpretive
tradition attempt to recover the meanings that actors give to their
practices and the objects that they construct. The meanings that



actors lend to their activities derive not from private beliefs but rather
from society or culture. In the United States a religious haze helped
to define the meaning and significance of the terrorist attacks on
September 11. Some religious figures posited that the attacks were
divine retribution or a wake-up call to a dangerously irreligious
country. The framing of the attacks and the post-September 11
climate as “good versus evil” drew from Christian discourse. Many
other orienting concepts, which give meaning to events and inspire
responses, also have religious foundations. Sin. Redemption.
Sacrifice. Atonement. Forgiveness. These concepts are loaded with
Christian meaning and can help legitimate foreign policy or even
motivate it. In general, if international relations scholars look they are
likely to find religion.

Second, a variable-centered approach to religion also neglects
social constitution. Constitution is not mere description but is
explanatory theory, of a particular sort. There are “why” and “how”
guestions.’® Standard causal analysis asks “why” questions as it
treats independent and dependent variables as unrelated entities.
Constitutive theories instead ask “how” questions. They explore how
structures constitute social kinds and make possible certain
tendencies. Sovereignty does not cause states to act in certain
ways; it helps to constitute them and endow them with certain
capacities that make possible certain kinds of action. Being a
sovereign state, after all, means having certain rights and privileges
that other actors in world politics do not have. To what extent
were/are Western states Christian states and how does this identity
make possible certain kinds of action? What does it mean to be an
Islamic state? What kinds of historically situated social capacities
does an Islamic state possess?

Third, variable-oriented analysis neglects discursive formations.
We must be attentive to how historically and contingently produced
discourses shape the subjectivity of actors, and how systems of
knowledge and discourse shape categories of meaning and
significance. Although some variable-oriented scholars turn gender
into a variable that is reducible to biological categories—Ileading to
guestions like whether the world would be peaceful if women were in
charge—scholars who understand that gender is socially constructed



and a discourse are attentive to its historically situated meaning.*” In
a similar vein, a variable-centered scholar might be tempted to ask if
the world would be more peaceful if Islam no longer existed, or more
violent if Reverend Pat Robertson had his finger on the nuclear
“button.” The modern category of the religious is defined historically
and in relation to the category of the secular; in some respects the
secular is an invented term to help construct, codify, grasp, and
experience a realm or reality differentiated from the religious.
Consequently, we can speak not of secularism but rather of
secularisms.>8

Fourth, and following on the aforementioned points, the divisions
between rationalism and constructivism are several and significant,
but at times can be overhyped, to the detriment of creating
sophisticated explanations of action and outcomes.> Constructivists
made considerable headway in the discipline by demonstrating how
thin understandings of action and stripped-down versions of
methodological individualism omitted the various ways in which
normative structures shape global life, including how actors make
sense of the world and give it significance, the origins of beliefs,
identities, and interests, and what counts as legitimate action. Yet as
they have plowed ahead they have incorporated various enduring
insights from rational choice, including that actors are goal oriented,
self-reflective, strategic, and capable of using cultural resources for
ulterior purposes. An approach that limits the place of the religious
and the secular to discourse and normative structure leads to an
impoverished account of human action, but an approach that fails to
recognize how actors are able to instrumentalize religious beliefs
and adopt interpretations of religious norms that are consistent with
existing interests also yields an impoverished understanding of
action.

It has been said often enough that scholars of international relations
should be more attentive to the role of religion in world affairs, but it
is not at all clear how we should do this. | am unconvinced that
religion requires any special epistemology or ontology. Existing
theoretical approaches provide a useful starting point. And while |
suspect there will not be much enthusiasm for trying to develop a



theistic theory of global affairs, there is considerable evidence that
only by incorporating religion will we have a better understanding of
how the world is constantly made and remade. As eloquently argued
by Hurd in this volume and elsewhere, though, international relations
theorists should not and cannot study the varieties of religion without
also studying the varieties of secularism.

The religious and the secular have evolved in relation to one
another and stand in a relationship of opposition and differentiation,
as well as co-constitution. World leaders have used secularism as a
strategy to try and define the political and the religious in ways that
are hypothesized to be consistent with the requirements of
international order. However, many “secular” global institutions have
religious origins and continue to retain religious significance for many
different groups. Many national and transnational projects have a
high degree of support in part because of their relationship to
religious discourses. And, lastly, there is the possibility that “we” will
define order not only in terms of stability but also in terms of an
ongoing search for enchantment, progress, and heaven on earth.

Yet as international relations scholars turn to the study of religion
they also should bear in mind that religious faith is not the only kind
of faith that exists in world affairs. The earlier discussion of the
distinction between the transcendental and the immanent suggested
that the transcendental can be either religious or nonreligious. There
is of course no single, accepted definition of religion. Instead of
trying to settle what will always be unsettled, scholars have favored
formulations that identify “family resemblances,” allowing them to
identify a set of beliefs, commitments, and institutionalized practices
that combine to produce an entity that can be defined as more or
less religious.’® So, for instance, religions have various
characteristics—including an appeal to supernatural entities,
conversion experiences, doctrines, rituals, understandings of the
meaning of suffering, distinctions between the sacred and profane,
and so on—but not all of these characteristics need be present in
order to constitute a religion. Faith, on the other hand, can be
generically understood as belief in the divine that does not depend
on the existence of a God.®* Liberal cosmopolitanism, particularly
those versions that have shades of transcendentalism, can also be



understood as part of a faith tradition. Nearly every aid worker | have
ever met, from those who work for the evangelical World Vision
International to the irreligious Doctors without Borders, expresses
one kind of faith or another. While the humanitarian sector operates
with a distinction between faith- and non-faith-based action, it is
probably more accurate to acknowledge that its workers are inspired
by different kinds of faith traditions. If so, then different kinds of faith
—and not merely different religious denominations—exist in global
politics.
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S. RELIGION, RATIONALITY, AND VIOLENCE

MONICA DUFFY TOFT

Although there has been a great deal written on religion, there has
been relatively little written on the relationship between organized
religion and international politics.! Perhaps more glaringly, there
have been only a few systematic analyses of the relationship
between religion and war.? Most students of both international
politics and war appear to take for granted the fact that when religion
is involved in a conflict, it generally acts as a catalyst: religion makes
deterrence more difficult, escalation to violence more likely, and wars
more intense and more difficult to halt once under way.?

This chapter explores the connections between religion and war.
As defined here, religion can be usefully seen as a system of
practices and beliefs sharing most of the following elements: (1) a
belief in a supernatural being or beings; (2) prayers or
communication with those beings; (3) transcendent realities,
including “heaven,” “paradise,” or “enlightenment”; (4) a distinction
between the sacred and the profane and between ritual acts and
sacred objects; (5) a view that explains both the world as a whole
and humanity’s proper relation to it; (6) a code of conduct in line with
that worldview; and (7) a temporal community bound by its
adherence to these elements.* Like nationalism, religion importantly
shares the quality of imagined community and of a community that
not only exists across space but also time.> As such, religion can aid
in the rationalization of self-sacrifice in support of a larger community
and its ends.

Unlike nationalism, in which self-sacrifice can be rationalized in
terms of a community only, religious practice holds out the additional
possibility of individual salvation; and also unlike nationalism, religion
tends to be less attached to specific territory. A final and crucial



difference between nationalism and religion is that nationalists do not
proselytize: one is unlikely to encounter a Serb, for example, trying
to convince a Frenchman to become a Serb. One either is a member
of a nation or one is not (and in some instances cannot become
one). By contrast, most religions hold out the prospect of conversion
to nonmembers, and some even demand that their members convert
others as part of their conception of right practice in faith.

My focus is on the impact of religion on violence, and as such |
restrict myself to two core questions. First, are religious adherents,
or states whose governments identify closely with a religious
tradition, rational actors? Although we can all recognize many
differences between established religions, as social scientists we
build general theories by abstracting from the details of our chosen
unit of analysis. The process of abstraction invariably results in lost
information, but if undertaken carefully, the rewards can be great,
allowing us to see connections that cannot be appreciated without
some distance from the particulars of each individual subject of
analysis.

Second, assuming religious actors are rational, how might religion
intersect with rationalist explanations for war such as issue
indivisibility, commitment problems, private information, and
asymmetric time horizons? If religious adherents are rational actors,
why shouldn’t war be as inefficient in affirming coveted values as it is
for nonreligious actors? | argue that finding answers to both
guestions will go a long way toward allowing the useful incorporation
of religious belief and practice into theories of political interaction,
intelligent theory building, and, by extension, into policy making
where religion is a central issue.

WHY RELIGION, WHY NOW?

The global resurgence of religious faith is an empirical trend with
important political implications.” This resurgence can be seen in a
number of ways. First, by nearly any measure, the distribution of
people who identify as “more religious” or as “born again” into a new
religion has risen steadily in the past three decades, and shows no



sign of slackening.? Muslims and evangelical Christians appear to
make up the lion’s share of the phenomenon, with strains of
Christianity making headway in formerly Catholic and mainline
Protestant areas of the globe (e.g., Latin America and Africa) and
Muslims attracting more followers to the faith and having more
children on average than their non-Muslim counterparts. Given
conversion and population trends, it is not surprising that some
predict that the religious shall inherit the earth.

The increase in religious adherents has been accompanied by
another trend: democratization. Throughout the globe the pressure
for political systems to become more transparent and accountable to
their populations has meant that different sectors of society have
been able to advance their agendas in the political sphere. What this
means in practice is that as religious populations have grown, so too
have their influence in politics. A simple metric captures this opening
up of politics globally. In just one decade, from 1990 to 2000, the
average polity score of states jumped more than two points: whereas
the average was .76 in 1990, by 2000 it was 2.83. Admittedly, most
states remain on the autocratic side of the spectrum (a score of 6 is
typically when scholars code countries as democratic). Nevertheless,
increasing levels of democratization at the global level do seem to
form a trend, and this trend has allowed for religious actors and
issues to enter politics more readily.

A final trend is the decline in the legitimacy of secular ideologies.
Although the collapse of colonialism in the late 1940s and 1950s
ushered in the departure of the Western powers, the legacies of
communism and socialism remained. These ideological systems
promised much, but delivered little. By the late 1960s and early
1970s, alternatives to these secular ideologies were being sought.
Religion had never disappeared, and thus those elites and
organizations that survived were in a good position to deliver what
these other systems failed to. In Iran, what started as a middle class
struggle against a corrupt state resulted in the transformation of a
state and society according to theological principles. Although
Poland’s overthrow of communism was not based in theology, the
willingness of Pope John Paul Il to condemn this political system



provided needed legitimacy to challenge these systems and
eventually led to their downfall.

What is important to note about each of these indicators of the
religious resurgence is that they did not begin in the 1990s. Rather,
the global resurgence can be traced back to the late 1960s and early
1970s. This is not a post-Cold War phenomenon. If you consider, for
example, the proportion of civil wars with a religious dimension, an
upsurge in relation to all types of civil wars began in the 1970s, when
religious actors and institutions started to demand changes to their
political systems.

RELIGION IN CIVIL WARS

Here | address a number of questions about the contemporary
relationship between religion and war in the context of substate
violence, which, as compared to interstate violence, has become
much more common. Although my interest in this section is religion
in civil wars, it hardly follows that its implications are limited to war
within rather than between states.

For purposes of analysis, a civil war is large-scale violence in
which two sets of organized combatants fight it out within the borders
of the state, and each side suffers a significant number of casualties,
with the war overall resulting in at least 1,000 deaths on average per
year of combat. A civil war is a religious civil war if it is the case that
(1) the combatants identify with a different faith tradition, as in Sri
Lanka, with Buddhist Sinhalese fighting against Hindu Tamils, or (2)
the combatants are of the same faith but contest the role of their
religion vis-a-vis society and the state, as in the Tajik civil war, which
pitted a formerly communist and secular group against a group
wanting to impose an Islamic regime. In the first type religion
features as a peripheral issue, while in the second, religion is central.

In relation to civil wars more broadly, the proportion of civil wars in
which religion is a core issue of contention has risen. From the
1940s to the 1950s, the figure rose from 19 to 30 percent. The 1960s
witnessed a modest decline to 22 percent, but in the 1970s this
figure grew to 36 percent and continued to climb: in the 1980s to 41



percent, and in the 1990s to 45 percent. Religious civil wars made
up a majority of the wars started after 2000.

WHERE RELIGIOUS CIVIL WARS HAPPEN

Most religious civil wars have occurred in four regions of the world:
Asia and the Pacific, the Middle East, Europe, and Africa. From 1940
to 2008, Latin America and North America have experienced no
religiously based civil wars. Asia and the Pacific experienced twenty
religious civil wars, or 45 percent of all religiously based civil wars,
the Middle East eight (18 percent), Europe eight (18 percent), and
Africa eight (18 percent).

More than half of Europe’s civil wars (eight of thirteen, or 62
percent) had a religious component. Asia and the Pacific hosted a
somewhat smaller proportion: twenty of their forty-one civil wars (49
percent) were religious. The Middle East follows with eight of twenty-
one (40 percent), and Africa with eight of forty-six (15 percent).
These figures are presented in Table 5.1.

Table 5.1 shows that from 1940 to 2008, Asia and the Pacific
experienced a disproportionate number of religious civil wars, and
Europe experienced proportionately more religious civil wars than
did other regions. These findings, however, do not reveal whether
religion was a central or peripheral issue in these wars.

Table 5.2 provides data on the global distribution of wars with
religion as a central or peripheral element. Recall that wars in which
religion is central are cases in which the parties in the war are
fighting for the imposition of a given religious tradition throughout the
state. So, for example, the wars in Afghanistan involved an insurgent
group, the Taliban, fighting for the imposition of a legal code that
strictly adhered to Islam. Wars in which religion is peripheral are
those in which the parties follow different religious traditions in the
broadest terms. So, for example, Muslims in Bosnia fought against
Christian (Catholic) Croats and (Orthodox) Serbs during the
Yugoslav wars in the 1990s. In this case religion was not central to
the fight, but it was used by elites and masses to identify friend from
foe. Most religious civil wars, two-thirds, involve religion as a central



issue (n = 27). Only seventeen of forty-four had religion as
peripheral.

Table 5.1

Global distribution of religious civil wars, 19402008

Region Number of Number of Percentage of  Percentage of

civil wars religious all religious wars in region
civil wars wars with a religious
component

Africa 46 8 15 17

Asia and the Pacific 41 20 45 49

Europe 13 8 18 62

Latin America /

Caribbean 14 0 0 0

Middle East 21 8 15 38

Total 135 44 100 NA

Table 5.2



Global distribution of civil wars with religion as a central or peripheral factor,

19402008

Region Number of Numberof  Percentage of Percentage of
wars with  wars with all religious religious civil wars
religion religion civil wars with in region with
central peripheral religion central religion central

Africa 5 3 19 63

Asia and the Pacific 15 5 56 75

Europe 1 7 4 13

Latin Ameica /

Caribbean 0 0 0 0

Middle East 6 2 22 75

Total 27 17 100 MNA

The third column of Table 5.2 shows that the vast proportion of
wars with religion as a central issue took place in Asia and the
Pacific (56 percent), the Middle East (22 percent), and Africa (19
percent). Only one of Europe’s religious wars featured religion in a
central role. So, although most of Europe’s wars involved religion,
religion featured only peripherally. This is not the case for Africa,
Asia and the Pacific, and Middle East: in these regions religion
featured centrally.

Although there were a total of 44 religious civil wars from 1940-
2008, only twenty-four states were responsible for them. Table 5.3
provides the distribution of wars across states. Three states
experienced 3 or more wars. India experienced 6 wars, 5 of which
involved religion as a central feature, followed by Indonesia and
Yugoslavia with 3 each. An additional eleven states experienced 2 of
the 44 religious civil wars, and the remaining 10 wars occurred within
other states.



PARTICULAR RELIGIONS IN CIVIL WARS: A COMPARATIVE
PERSPECTIVE

If we look at which of the many religions is most apt to be engaged in
a religious civil war, a striking finding emerges: one or both parties
adhered to Islam in 82 percent of all religious civil wars (thirty-six of
forty-four cases);® Christianity was involved in twenty-three cases (52
percent); Hinduism was involved in six cases (14 percent); and other
religions were involved in only a handful.

Another way to examine the connection between individual
religions and civil war is to look at the religious makeup of the states
involved. Table 5.4 shows that 58 percent of the states (14 of 24)
that have experienced civil war have Islam as a dominant religion,
where dominance is defined in terms of a majority of the population
with a given religious identity. Christianity is a dominant religion in 21
percent of these states, while Buddhist, Hindu, Jewish, and Taoist
states make up the remainder.

Table 5.3



Distribution of religious civil wars across states, 1940—2008

State Number of civil wars Number of civil wars
with religion as central with religion as peripheral

Afghanistan 2 0
Algeria 1 0
Azerbaijan 0 1
Bangladesh 0 1
Burma 2 0
Chad 0 1
China 2 0
Cyprus 0 2
Ethiopia 0 1
Ceorgia 0 1
India 5 1
Indonesia 1 2
Iran 2 0
Iraq 2 0
Israel 1 0
Lebanon 0 2
Migeria 2 0
Philippines 2 0
Russia 1 1
Sri Lanka 0 1
Sudan 2 0
Syria 1 0
Tajikistan 1 0
Yugoslavia 0 3
Total 27 17

Table 5.4



Dominant religion of states experiencing civil war

State Dominant religion Percentage of popul.
Afghanistan Islam / Sunmni 84
Algeria Islam / Sunni 99
Azerbaijan Islam / Shia =50
Bangladesh Islam / Sunmni 88
Burma Buddhist 39
Chad Islam / Sunmni 50
China Taoist 95
Cypras Christian / Greek Orthodox 78
Ethiopia Islam / Sunmni 50
Ceorgia Christ / Georgian Orthodox 65
India Hindu 80
Indonesia Islam 38
Iran Islam / Shii 89
Iraq Islam / Shii 60
Istael proper Judaism 80
Lebanon Islam 70
MNigeria Islam 50
Philippines Christian / Catholic 83
Russia Christian / Russian Orthodox 85
Sri Lanka Buddhist 70
Sudan Islam / Sunni 70
Syria Islam / Sunmni 74
Tajikistan Islam / Sunni 80
Yugoslavia Christian / Eastern Orthodox 49

So why is Islam so much more likely than other religions to be
involved in religious civil war?*® Consider religious influence among
states and their populations. Of 192 states that are members of the



United Nations, 27 (14 percent) have a clear orientation toward
Islam,** while 25 (13 percent) have regimes in which Islam is defined
as the state religion.*? Population data reveal that in 48 countries
(about 25 percent of all states), at least 50 percent of the population
adheres to Islam, while globally the number of adherents to Islam in
mid-2003 was approximately 20 percent of the worldwide population.

In contrast, 32 states (17 percent) have a clear Christian
orientation, and 13 (7 percent) have declared Christianity as the
official state religion. Population figures show that in 103 countries
(54 percent of states worldwide), Christianity is a majority religion,
and in mid-2003, Christians represented 33 percent of the worldwide
population.*?

Orientation of states, therefore, does not offer much help in
explaining why Islam is disproportionately involved in religious civil
wars, because a nearly equal proportion of states have an Islamic or
Christian orientation (14 and 17 percent respectively). With regard to
regimes that define themselves religiously, nearly twice as many are
Islamic—13 percent, compared with 7 percent that are Christian. But
this statistic does not offer much help either. Despite the differences,
there remain relatively few Islamic- and Christian-oriented countries.

Yet, if the majority of the population of a state adheres to a
particular religion, religious minorities are apt to be insecure. This
likely explains why we find that as compared to civil wars more
generally, religious civil wars were far more likely to involve groups
seeking independence from the state. Whereas 66 percent of
nonreligious civil wars (sixty of ninety-one cases) involved a
centralist fight in the takeover of the government, 73 percent of
religious civil wars (thirty- two of forty-four) involved fights over
greater territorial autonomy or outright independence.* Of these,
about half involved Muslim minority groups such as Palestinians,
Chechens (twice), Somalis in Ogaden, Moros (twice), Kashmiris
(twice), Bosnian Muslims, Abkhaz (the extent of their Muslim
background is questionable), Kosovar Albanians, Turkish Cypriots,
Achenese, and Hyderabadi Muslims. The remaining cases of self-
determination involved a mix of Christians, Hindus, Buddhists, and
Sikhs.



Finally, it might be worth considering whether it is “Arab” ethnicity
that is driving the finding about Muslims in religious civil wars. For
example, it turns out that, overall, twenty civil wars (15 percent)
occurred in Arab states. Of the forty-four religious civil wars, only
four (9 percent) took place in Arab states. The other sixteen cases
involving Arab states did not have a religious dimension. Most
religious civil wars involving Islam took place outside of the Arab
world. Thus, Arab race/ethnicity is unlikely to be responsible for the
finding, since most of these fights took place beyond the Arab world
in such places as Bangladesh, Cyprus, Indonesia, and Tajikistan.

One of the common reasons given for the presumption that an
“Arab” factor can explain the violence is the fact that there is much
debate about whether there is actually an Arab-democracy deficit
and not a Muslim one. Scholars such as Alfred Stepan point to Mali
and Indonesia as prime examples of Islam and democracy
coexisting quite well. This might be the case; indeed it might also
explain why we see Islam disproportionately involved in civil wars.
We know civil wars do not happen in highly autocratic states, and
that states undergoing transitions are the most likely to suffer from
violence. Most Arab states are autocratic; only a few are transitioning
to greater openness and accountability (e.g., Algeria). Given this,
Arab states should be underrepresented in terms of civil wars.
Indeed, consider that there are 23 Arab states (22 in the Arab
League plus Palestine), making up 12 percent of the total number of
states (assuming 192 states with UN membership). There have been
only 9 Arab states involved in the twenty Arab civil wars: Algeria,
Egypt, Iraq, Morocco, North and South Yemen, Yemen, Syria, and
Jordan. And of these states, three fought wars of independence
(Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia) during times of transition, when we
expect violence to occur. Iraqg is an anomaly, having suffered five
different civil wars. However, an examination of these wars shows
that they tended to occur when there was a breakdown in central
authority, as in 1991 with the Shia revolt following the Persian Gulf
War, and in 2004 with the American invasion.

Given this, there does not seem to be an Arab problem or an Islam
problem per se. Rather, it appears to be the interaction of Islam with
democracy, secular ideologies, and the right to self-determination,



among other things, that implicates religion (or more accurately,
allows adherents, elites, and masses to draw on it) in civil wars. In
other words, it is not Islam, but Islam in relation to its current trends,
trends that began in the 1970s.

THE DEADLINESS OF RELIGIOUS CIVIL WARS

One explanation for an increased interest in religious civil wars might
be that they are more deadly than nonreligious civil wars. Are
religious civil wars costlier than other kinds of civil war, and does it
matter whether religion features centrally or peripherally? In terms of
the intensity of religious civil wars, three aspects are worth reporting:
(1) war duration, (2) whether the war recurred, and (3) noncombatant
deaths. Religious civil wars tend to last longer than nonreligious civil
wars. Whereas nonreligious civil wars last on average 81 months,
religious civil wars last 105 months, or about two years longer.'®> The
same holds true if one compares central religious civil wars with all
other civil wars: central religious civil wars last on average 92
months; all others last about 87 months. Surprisingly, these data
reveal that cases in which religion is peripheral are the longest,
lasting on average 120 months (this is not statistically significant,
however).

Furthermore, religious civil wars are about twice as likely as
nonreligious civil wars to recur: nine of thirty-five (26 percent)
recurred, compared with ten of eighty-two (12 percent) nonreligious
wars.*® Wars in which religion features centrally are a bit more likely
to recur (six of nineteen, or 32 percent),” while religious civil wars in
which religion plays only a peripheral role are no less likely to recur
than nonreligious civil wars. Thus, when religion is central, we do
find evidence for greater intractability, as the parties seem more
willing to reengage in war after the first round of fighting is thought to
have ended.

In addition, civil wars in which religion is central are two times
deadlier to noncombatants than civil wars in which religion is
peripheral (31,000 versus 14,000 average deaths per year for central
and peripheral religious involvement respectively).’® To the extent



that we care about noncombatant mortality, this finding makes it
clear that the movement of religion from a peripheral to a central
iIssue in a civil war can be expected to have dire consequences.*®

Since the Second World War, at least as many human beings
have perished in civil wars as did during the six years of world war.
Interstate wars—and in particular world wars—are never something
to take lightly, but civil wars appear to be the most likely type of war
we are apt to see. This, along with the fact that there are simply
more cases of civil than interstate war available for comparison and
analysis, justifies a close look at the links between religion and civil
war.

Three important facts about religion and civil wars emerge from
this analysis. First, religious civil wars made up one-third of all civil
wars fought from 1940 to 2000, and there is little sign that this
proportion will decline any time soon. Second, among the world’s
major religions, Islam was involved in just over 80 percent of these
civil wars. Third, religious civil wars in some instances are more
costly than nonreligious civil wars: they last longer, and when religion
Is central they are more intractable and deadlier to noncombatants
than wars in which religion is peripheral.

FAITH, RATIONALITY, AND DETERRENCE

Clearly religious engagement in civil war is on the rise, and in many
cases this increasing engagement is associated with longer wars,
greater harm to noncombatants, and greater difficulties halting
ongoing wars (or keeping those halted from reigniting). A key issue
Is whether these associations are due to an increase in the number
of irrational actors in a system or whether something else is going
on. From both a theoretical and a policy standpoint, the idea that
religious actors are irrational is of little use. Although religious actors
are different than secular actors in key ways, they remain rational
actors, and this is good news for theorists and policymakers:
religious actors’ motivations can be understood, and their behavior
manipulated. The bad news is that it will be more difficult to develop



theories as broadly general as those based on a more restrictive
understanding of rationality.

A key difference between religious actors and secular actors,
however, is that the level of generalization and abstraction in
anticipating action is not as broad in the case of religious actors. So,
for example, in neorealist or neoliberal international relations (IR)
theory, one may assume key features of a “state” in the abstract, and
still generate stable predictions about how that abstract, idealized
state might react to a given stimulus. With religious actors this will
not be possible to the same degree: it matters whether the actor in
guestion is a Christian, Hindu, or Jew in a way that has no analogue
in secular international relations theory.

RATIONALITY AND DETERRENCE

A core concern of those dealing with religiously motivated actors is
whether such people or groups can act rationally: can, in other
words, their behavior be altered by inducements such as threats or
bribes? Can religious actors be deterred? For example, after the
ouster of the Shah of Iran in 1979, and the subsequent
establishment in Tehran of an Islamic theocracy, could the Iranian
government be engaged as any other government? Or did the fact
that its leaders identified as Muslims leading an Islamic state mean
that in terms of coercion and deterrence Iran was a radically different
sort of state, with and against which the traditional tools of statecraft
did not apply?

For many in the United States and Israel, both often the target of
hostile and religiously charged rhetoric from Tehran, this is a crucial
guestion, not least because Iran is on the threshold of developing a
nuclear capability—perhaps even the capacity to build a nuclear
weapon. If Iran were any other state, one might at least have the
confidence that it could be dissuaded from weaponization or, failing
that, incorporated into a preexisting structure of nuclear deterrence.
In Washington and Tel Aviv, however, the feeling is that Iran may not
be a rational state, and that therefore it cannot be allowed to develop
a nuclear weapon, even if that means launching a preventive war to



halt that development. The stakes in this question of rationality and
deterrence are therefore extraordinarily high.

By definition, a rational person balances potential costs and
benefits by attempting to arrive at outcomes that result in a net
benefit. When religious faith is introduced into the calculation of net
benefit, two subsidiary questions attach themselves. First, does the
benefit affect primarily the individual or a group of some sort (family,
clan, tribe, nation, and so forth)? Leaving aside for the moment the
guestion of variation in how humans actually imagine themselves
(we can assume that in some places and times there are no
meaningful distinctions between “I” and “we”), this is an important
dimension of calculation because, as observed earlier, actions that
result in a net cost to individuals might nevertheless confer a net
benefit on a family or larger group. Second, there remains the
guestion of whether the benefits and costs taken into consideration
have empirical or tangible artifacts. Problems arise when one set of
actors imagines that certain types of cost and benefit are necessarily
valid and universal. So for example, the idea that a given delimited
territory, an amount of rare metal, access to scarce natural
resources, or “life” narrowly restricted to a biological component are
the only sorts of interests over which a rational person might struggle
(and that this is universal or axiomatic) can limit our ability to
understand the wide variety of interests and values that have no
tangible or existential counterpart—no empirically verifiable referent.

| mention this because when thinking about deterrence as an
enduring pillar of political action, the rise of religious faith, which
while recognizing the importance of physical existence and values
nevertheless systematically discounts these in favor of intangible
costs and benefits, can complicate deterrence, especially when one
actor—instead of inquiring—attempts to alter another’s behavior by
manipulating expected costs and benefits without first understanding
how the target actor defines costs and benefits.

In attempting to understand and imagine rationality, however, we
are not without a set of useful tools. In the late nineteenth century,
the German sociologist Max Weber introduced four ideal-types of
rational social action. Two of these are particularly relevant to the
discussion here: what Weber called Zweckrationalitat (instrumental



rationality) and Wertrationalitat (values rationality). The basic
differences between these are that in instrumental rationality, there is
no necessary link between the means a given actor chooses to
employ and the ends sought. It is therefore possible to judge means
separately from ends. In instrumental rationality, the core concern is
not limited to a single goal, and is described most succinctly as
practical or pragmatic: “maximizing results at a minimum cost.” By
contrast, values rationality is concerned with what we today would
call identity. As such, means and ends are an irreducible set.?°

The key feature then of values rationality, which clearly links it with
religious belief and practice, is that the actions themselves constitute
the value being sought. We can therefore think of both forms of
social action as fundamentally rational. But the most important point
is that today we are apt to have forgotten the existence of values
rationality. It follows that our ability to understand, predict, and
engage peoples for whom values rationality shares a stage with
instrumental rationality is compromised.

A PUZZLE RESOLVED BY WEBER'S CONCEPTION OF
RATIONALITY?

A chief reason the leaders and publics of advanced industrial states
worry about a rise of religion may have to do with their inability to
recognize values rationality as a form of rational social and political
action. The withering away of Wertrationalitat and its replacement by
Zweckrationalitat were not an accident. Wilfred Cantwell Smith, for
example, goes to great lengths to explain that understandings of
religion that emerged from the eighteenth century skeptical
movement are responsible for current, narrow conceptions of
religion, faith, and transcendence.

We are now in a position to recognize that it was not fortuitous that the religion concepts,
having arisen in Western Europe, are inherently depreciative. For the Christian tradition,
particularly in its Protestant form, has historically been unusually disparaging of other
religious traditions; and the rationalist academic tradition has been skeptical, if not
disparaging, of all . . . This has to do with the fact that Christians have regularly failed or
refused to recognize that the faith of non-Christians has that transcendence; that God
does in fact encounter men in Buddhist, Muslim, and Hottentot forms, as he does in



Christian. Secular academics have regularly failed or refused to recognize that there is a
transcendent dimension to human life at all.?*

Thus Smith not only holds Christian thinkers responsible for
denying the faith and logic of other traditions, but he also holds
academics with Western—or more accurately, post-Westphalian?>—
conceptions of the separation of church and state responsible for
steadily eroding our understanding of how religion engages the
public, political sphere.

All of this is important because the fading away of values
rationality and its replacement by instrumental rationality as the sole
conception of rationality led to the assumption that only instrumental
rationality counts as true rationality, and all else falls into the error
term (is irrational). This has created a blind spot. In other places,
values rationality coexists with instrumental rationality (or even
predominates). So a better way to reframe our analysis of the
relationship between religion and war is to recognize that
instrumental rationality is neither natural, inevitable, nor universal,
but rather shares the stage with values rationality.

It is therefore unwise and in most cases counterproductive to
argue that people of passionate religious faith act irrationally. Instead
a more useful set of generalizations, those that are capable of
generating effective policy recommendations, focuses on how values
rationality works, and how the spread (or perhaps the resurgence) of
values rationality in tandem with the spread of religious belief and
practice is likely to affect conflict between and within states.

The key thing to remember is that, in terms of forming a stable,
predictable system of states (which is what eventually emerged
following the signing of the Treaties of Westphalia), the chief
advantage of rationality conceived of as interests was that it provided
a basis to predict what others would do given a certain stimulus.?
One need not know the details or history of a given state to
understand that all states maintained an interest in survival, for
example.?* That stable interest, it so happened, implied other
interests. And again, if one accepted a set of simple initial
assumptions, a stable set of predictions about how others might
react to a given initiative, bribe, threat, attack, conciliation, and so
on, could and did emerge.?® One could make predications in the



abstract, knowing few if any of the details of a target polity’s culture,
language, or history. But values rationality has a similar character:
once one takes the trouble to ask and listen and learn, the actions of
an ardent nationalist or evangelical Christian each become as
predictable and stable as rational action via instrumental rationality.
So, for example, learning about the role of Islam in policy making in
Egypt will allow us to make stable predictions about Egypt's foreign
and domestic policy. However, it will tell us much less about Syria’s
policy unless we ask and answer a similar set of questions. So the
stability and predictability are there, but they are not as general as
presupposed under instrumental rationality.

From this perspective it becomes more difficult to say whether the
implications of resurgent religion are positive or negative vis-a-vis
intrastate war. On the one hand, as we will see, religious rationality
may act to undermine key pillars of deterrence and accommodation
in the contemporary states system, so in that sense the global
religious resurgence seems threatening. On the other hand, many
religions place limits on what adherents may do, as well as what they
may not do. We should therefore, a priori, expect to find cases in
which war might have been an ideal response from an instrumental
rationality point of view, but was ruled out due to a religious
objection, i.e., a values rationality calculation.

RELIGION, BARGAINING, AND WAR: FOUR OBSTACLES

Religion can make war more likely in a number of ways, but it may
also prevent war when war seems imminent. As most students of
conflict and conflict bargaining know, the costs of war generally
exceed the benefits for all participants. Even winners often find that
the benefits of victory could have been obtained more efficiently
without war. This leaves the puzzle of explaining war when key
decision makers on both or all sides are rational actors.® If war
always results in a net loss for combatants as compared to other
means, why ever resort to it? In 1992, James Fearon’s review of the
literature on barriers to conflict resolution short of war highlighted
three key explanations, to which | have added a fourth.?”



First, rational actors might go to war when they have
misrepresented—either deliberately or inadvertently—their own
interests in the outcome. For example, the United States did not
appear to consider the fate of South Korea to be a vital security
interest in 1950, and this made it easier for Kim Il Sung to convince
Joseph Stalin to lend him the weapons and diplomatic support North
Korea would need in order to forcibly unify the Korean Peninsula. Yet
once the attack was under way, the United States revised its
calculations and determined that “halting communist aggression in
Asia,” whether in South Korea or elsewhere, was in fact a vital U.S.
security interest. Had both Stalin and Kim Il Sung understood this
clearly, the attack might not have happened, or it might not have
happened as or when it did. Fearon calls this a problem of private
information.

Second, rational actors might go to war when one or both sides—
typically the stronger side—cannot credibly commit to uphold an
agreement in the future. The lack of a third party to guarantee
compliance with a present agreement may make it rational for even
a weaker actor to initiate or continue a war, for fear that it may be
even more disadvantaged in a future engagement. Fearon calls this
a commitment problem.

Third, rational actors might go to war when they cannot agree that
an issue of contention is divisible. Some kinds of values have a
continuous quality that allows for their division into subsets that
retain their value to those seeking them—money is the classic
example. Other kinds of values, however, have a lumpy quality: most
can be literally divided, but those seeking such goods no longer
consider the thing divided as retaining its value or identity. Children,
divine-right titles, and national homeland territories all share this
characteristic. Thus, two rational actors who might otherwise agree
to share a sought-after value find it impossible to agree on an
acceptable division, and choose war in order to gain unfettered
control of the person, place, or thing in dispute. Fearon calls this a
problem of issue indivisibility.

In addition to Fearon’s summary of three rationalist explanations
for war, contemporary work on conflict bargaining has posited a
fourth: asymmetric time horizons.?® Rational actors may share



information about their true objectives, have the assistance of a third
party in guaranteeing their contracts, and consider the issue of
contention at least partly divisible; however, if each discounts the
present at a different rate, war can appear to be a good gambile. In
conflict bargaining, “the shadow of the future” argument posits a
situation in which actors choose to forego the capture of short-term
gains from defection (and sustain the perceived costs of not
obtaining those gains) because in a relationship expected to endure
over many exchanges, the benefits of cooperation are expected to
far outweigh the short-term gains of defection.?® For example, in the
context of his fight with the secular and “corrupt” West, Osama bin
Laden speaks of needing two hundred years to overthrow the West’'s
influence in the Middle East. Given this, we are most likely to find
asymmetric time horizons when religious adherents clash with
nonreligious opponents.

Religion intersects each of the four obstacles to nonviolent conflict
resolution in important ways.*° First—and to take only the Abrahamic
religions as an example—the quality of salvation tends to be
indivisible. One cannot be partly sinful or partly holy in one’s
conduct, and the end state of one’s existence is discrete rather than
continuous: one’s conduct is either sanctioned or censured; one
goes to heaven or not. In addition to salvation being indivisible,
physical locations have come to be seen as sharing this indivisible
guality.3* Examples include the Q’aba in Mecca; the Temple Mount,
or Haram al-Sharif, in Jerusalem; and ancient American Indian sites
that contain sacred clays used in religious rituals. Thus, issue
indivisibility is closely associated with religion, and may account for
the perception that religious belief or motivation makes escalation of
a conflict to war more rather than less likely. Finally, interpretations of
holy texts often share this indivisible quality. It matters, for example,
whether a given Arabic passage of the Quran directs a husband to
“beat” his wife or force her to “go away” when he calculates that she
has not obeyed the commandments of God.*> Scholars and
practitioners who cleave to the former view will often not accept
arguments to the effect that the original word in Arabic has another
meaning or, more accurately, has another meaning in the specific
context in which it was originally written.



Second, the start or resolution of a violent fight may not last when
a dominant religion—dominant in terms of numbers of followers and
control of government—cannot credibly promise not to renege on
governmental agreements or a negotiated settlement with the
followers of a minority religion in the same state. If it is the case that
a regime has established itself on the basis of a particular faith, yet
has a large portion of its population that is not of the same faith, then
problems may arise if the state commits itself to upholding and
defending only one tradition. This is what happened when the
Sudanese government abrogated the Addis Ababa Agreement in
1983 as part of an Islamization campaign through all of Sudan,
including the non-Muslim south. The situation does not look better
with the recent 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement between the
still-conservative Islamic government of Khartoum and the Southern
resistance (SPLM/A) in Sudan, which continues to fear a Muslim-
dominated North.

Third, people of faith often have private information about their
true interests or capabilities in a conflict. This may be perhaps
religion’s oldest and most frequent association with conflict. Typically,
a given correlation of forces makes attack or defense appear
hopeless, but the belief that “god is on our side” (private information
about a religious sanction) encourages conflict when it otherwise
would have been avoided. In Islamic law, for instance, if the
leadership is seen to be corrupt and not representing the true faith,
the individual has a duty to overthrow the government. This is the
rationale behind war in Algeria, Egypt, and Tajikistan. Perhaps the
most striking example is the Iranian Revolution and its associated
theology, which permitted the Shia to take a more aggressive
political role; no longer were they to be victimized martyrs, but hero-
martyrs.

Fourth, religious adherents often appear to discount the present in
favor of the future. In other words, they may welcome tangible
individual or group costs that are frightful in anticipation of future and
intangible benefits. For example, a rational individual might seek his
own death (a very high cost) under circumstances expected to result
in long-term extra-temporal benefits, such as eternal paradise.*
Note that in neither the “shadow of the future” nor the “martyr” case



are the expected benefits guaranteed, yet we may still consider
those who calculate in this fashion to be rational actors.

In addition to issue indivisibility, commitment problems, private
information, and asymmetric time horizons, two related factors may
also help explain the common association of religious zeal with
increased frequency or intensity of war. dehumanization and
compulsory proselytization. As a matter of record, most males—and
males overwhelmingly make up the world’s fighting forces3*—have a
difficult time killing other humans.3® Historically, one important way to
facilitate killing has been dehumanizing the adversary. The principle
is simple and powerful: the more closely the target resembles “me,”
the more difficult it will be for me to muster the will to kill. Most
people, for example, experience some discomfort killing animals for
food, yet very few experience any discomfort killing plants for food.
By imagining one’'s human adversary as less than human or
nonhuman, the moral difficulty in killing is reduced, and as a result
killing is facilitated (possibly even difficult to deter, depending on the
nature of the characterization invoked by the dehumanizing effort).3¢

Religious belief has unfortunately facilitated this line of thinking in
some cases.’” Some of the earliest “human rights” debates were
provoked by the “discovery” of natives by the Spanish Empire in the
fifteenth century.®® Spanish Catholic missionaries and soldiers had to
wrestle with the status of natives, who were most often referred to as
“savages.” From a Christian point of view, each human possesses a
soul that is God’s business, not man’s. But the rights that attach to
the person as a result generally were held to depend upon
acceptance of the Christian faith. Those who heard the word of God
and then rejected Christian tenets, or the authority of the church
more generally, were dispossessed of all rights and protections
under the law. They could be killed without moral or legal
consequence to the killer. Moreover, where “unbelievers” were held
to be a systematic threat to believers, kiling them was not only
permissible, but might take on the character of a religious obligation.
Such sentiments continued well into the twentieth century. American
president William McKinley, for example, justified the conquest,
occupation, and conversion of the Philippines as part of a divine
plan: “There was nothing left for us to do but to take them all, and to



educate the Filipinos, and uplift and civilize and Christianize them.”3°
Christianity in its multiple forms is hardly unique in this, and the
stripping away of moral consequence and protections from
unbelievers and apostates is something many religious faiths share.

Second, and as observed above, in some religions whether one
goes to paradise or heaven depends upon a relationship between
the individual worshipper and his or her god(s). Sometimes that
relationship is mediated by a priest or interpreter, and sometimes
not. In other religions, however—in particular Evangelical religions—
one’s salvation depends not only on one’s own conduct, but on the
successful conversion of others to one’s own faith. Functionally,
these types of religion are more likely to be associated with violence,
because some proportion of those sought as converts are apt to
view the attempt at conversion as an act of coercion even when it
has no physical component.4°

In this chapter | have sketched a number of important ways
international relations theorists and foreign policy students can
understand the relationship between religion and war. Although, as
with nationalism, there is a gap between the degree to which
academic and policy audiences are likely to attach the assumption of
rationality to actions (policy makers are apt to assume that religiously
motivated actors are irrational, academics less so), | argue that
religiously inspired actors are rational actors: firstly, they calculate;
and secondly, they seek net gains from interactions. A key difference
between secular and religious rational actors, however, is the degree
to which the latter are apt to count the intangible, as well as the
tangible, as significant.

Religiously inspired actors are apt, as individuals, to practice both
of the types of rational action Weber introduces as instrumental
rationality (Zweckrationalitat), and values rationality
(Wertrationalitat). My argument is that once understood (and
generalization across religious faiths may or may not be productive
in this sense), religiously inspired actors may be seen to act in
accordance with a stable set of preferences, implying there will be



ways to alter their behavior by manipulating a different set of costs
and benefits.

That said, in other ways religious belief and practice as currently
interpreted appear to make war more likely than nonreligious
practices for two reasons. First, the leaders and states of the
advanced industrial world (which | have called “the West” at times,
but which includes Japan and South Korea, to name but two states
that are industrialized but not Western) have lost their understanding
of the systematic bases of religious belief and practice, and are
therefore likely to rely on an inappropriate set of cost and benefit
inducements in their efforts to secure themselves from perceived
threats based in the developing world. By systematically ignoring this
noninstrumental rationality, these actors are apt to rely on coercion
by threat of physical destruction, which may ultimately make war
between the advanced industrial states and their often non-state
adversaries more, rather than less, likely.

The second pathway to a higher incidence of war is demographic.
Like political affiliation, most young people adopt their parents’
religious views (not unalloyed, but in the main). At the same time,
many of the world’s religions—and some of the largest
denominations, such as Roman Catholicism—prohibit birth control.
Where birth controls are lax, populations increase at a faster rate,
and as a result the process of democratization worldwide promises
to give members of fecund religious groups increasing political
power.#t Since members of rival religious groups are apt to gain
increasing leverage over state foreign and domestic policies, it may
be only a matter of time before the nation-state as a core actor in
interstate politics is superseded by the “religious state.” Given the
similarities between nationalism and religion, and given the intensity
of violence that characterized (and continues to characterize)
nationalist conflicts, one can only expect the incidence of war—and
perhaps its intensity—to rise over time as the world’s religions
continue to expand, first demographically and then geopolitically.

With the exception of (parts of) Europe and Japan, religious
practice and identity are on the rise globally.#> To the extent that
intergroup and interstate conflict bargaining may be compromised in
the future as a result of religious adherents gaining an increasing



share of political power within states, the implications for peace
between and within states may be negative, and the likelihood of war
may rise.

Currently, the majority of religion’s direct associations with war are
represented at the substate level: first in civil wars, such as Sudan’s,
between the predominantly Muslim North and predominately
Christian and animist South, and Irag’s, between Shiites and Sunnis;
and second in religiously inspired terrorism, such as that directed by
Al Qaeda and Islamic Jihad (to name but two groups). But religion
affects interstate conflicts of interest as well: most famously, those
between predominantly Hindu India and predominantly Muslim
Pakistan. Additionally, the Russian Federation’s increasing
association with Orthodox Christianity has already complicated its
relations with Europe and the United States over the fate of
predominantly Muslim Kosovo’'s independence from Eastern
Orthodox Christian Serbia. On the other hand, as highlighted by the
long conflict between the Catholic Irish Republican Army and
Protestant Ulster Unionists, and between Israeli Jews and Muslim
and Christian Palestinian Arabs, it can often be difficult to
disentangle nationalist and religious motives and effects, especially
when religion becomes a part of national identity itself. But since
nationalism and religion both share key functional aspects—
demonization of the “other” and issue indivisibility, for example—
once again, the prospects for keeping conflicts from escalating to
violence and war may be diminishing.

My argument for why this may be happening is speculative at this
point, but focuses on the hidden benefits of an expectation of
interstate war. Since there are far more religions and nations than
states, and since national self-determination has become an
established norm of interstate politics, one puzzle is why there are
not more states than there are.

My answer, in keeping with realist tradition, is that only a few
homogeneous nation-states are viable in security terms (to say
nothing of economies of scale). Thus, so long as invasion and
conquest are a real fear, small nations and religious groups have a
strong incentive to bury their differences and coexist productively
within states. As noted above, however, different nationalities and



religious groups have different capacities for coexistence.** More to
the point, given that since the end of the Cold War the apparent
threat of interstate war (invasion and conquest from another state)
has diminished (or appeared to), it may be less surprising that in the
absence of a common threat, groups within states—and here | focus
on religious groups—may feel more confident in seeking a greater
voice as groups. For the state’s part, the persecution or restriction of
religious group access to political power may be weakening as well,
and for the same reasons.

Finally, and most broadly, the implications of the rise of religious
identity and practice worldwide demand more focused scholarly
attention—especially, | would argue, from students of conflict and
violence. While religion has often been associated with war, there is
an equally long association between religious practice and peace
and nonviolence. A key issue will be whether religion hinders or
catalyzes escalation of conflicts to violence. The answer is far from
clear. Consider that while many religions call for peace and condemn
violence, these same religions are often involved in violence of the
most extreme sort, including torture and mass murder. In terms of
philosophy, religious prohibitions against violence (and war) count as
tacit acknowledgment that “men” often seek violence and delight in
conqguering and subjugating other men. Thus, the rise in religious
identity and its marriage to politics worldwide may be a measure of a
rise in the number of persons with a desire to conquer others, who
are at the same time seeking a way to govern or discipline that
fundamental human desire. Moreover, when religion disciplines
violence, its success depends on how closely the person so
restricted may be identified with the faith in question. Unbelievers, in
other words, do not benefit from prohibitions on violence to the same
degree that co-religionists do.

All in all then, we may greet the rise of religion with regard to the
likelihood of intergroup war with the same trepidation we would greet
a similar rise in nationalism. While, like nationalism, religious faith
per se is no indicator of an increased likelihood of a will to harm
others, some percentage of religious adherents will cleave to a faith
that functionally duplicates what we think of as hypernationalism,
and with the same violent outcome: an increased likelihood of war.



Understanding which religions are most likely to cultivate such
adherents, and under what circumstances, should be a major
preoccupation of students of interstate and intrastate violence.
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6. RELIGION AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

No Leap of Faith Required

DANIEL H. NEXON

After decades of discounting—if not simply ignoring—the
significance of religion in world politics, many international relations
scholars have now seen the light.! Indeed, most of those involved in
the attempt to “bring religion into international relations theory” agree
that intellectual and disciplinary blinders explain the field’s decades-
long failure to take matters of faith seriously. Some go further,
however, and argue that “the global resurgence of religion confronts
[international relations] theory with a theoretical challenge
comparable to that raised by the end of the Cold War or the
emergence of globalization” (Hatzopoulos and Petito 2003, 3).
Others, shockingly enough, disagree. In a recent review article, for
example, Eva Bellin evinces frustration with continued “exhortion[s]
for a paradigm shift” in international relations theory and implores the
field to “get on with the project of puzzle-driven research that might
shed light (and middle-range theoretical insights) on questions of
when and how religion matters in international affairs” (Bellin 2008,
316)

In this chapter | argue against the proposition that religion requires
a “paradigm shift” in international relations theory.? Many scholars
use religion as nothing more than a new vehicle for long-standing
criticisms of the field, for example, that it pays inadequate attention
to cultural forces, non-state actors, or even specific social-theoretic
traditions. But | also dissent from Bellin’s view that we should simply
bracket epistemological questions and “get on with” constructing
middle-range theories involving religion. Disputes over the



importance of religion do highlight a number of ongoing problems
with the way that the field handles not only religion but a host of
cognate phenomena.

In particular, many substantive debates in the field pivot over the
relative importance of “material” and “ideal” forces in international
politics. For example, realists argue that the imperatives of relative
military power matter more than ideological orientations in
determining how states relate to one another. Thus, arguments for
the importance of religion in international politics quickly become a
specific instance of arguments for the importance of cultural forces
vis-a-vis material ones.

This has two major consequences. First, it makes it difficult for us
to assess the importance of complicated sociocultural forces,
including religion. Religion shapes how humans behave via a wide
variety of processes and mechanisms. It establishes basic
conceptual categories and symbolic orders. It empowers some
individuals to speak and act authoritatively in specific settings. It
supplies justifications for social and political claims, such as calls for
specific policies, acts of resistance, and demonstrations of
obedience. It structures, and manifests in, a wide variety of social
relations.

Even particular religions—ones recognized by adherents, for
example, as forming a singular community of believers—are rife with
ambivalent and ambiguous theological principles, practical
instructions for daily conduct, and specified social roles. For all these
reasons, we cannot resolve a debate over the relative importance of
religious and material factors by looking to see if a particular
international actors’ behavior better correlates with some “religious
norm” or “power-political interests.”

Second, framing this debate in terms of material versus cultural
distracts us from a more interesting set of questions involving the
relative importance of social forms and cultural content. Indeed, most
of the factors that international relations theorists define as
“material,” such as economic interests and relative material power,
are really manifestations of social position and relation. Although
international relations scholars have paid inadequate attention to
religion itself, religious forces manifest in a variety of social forms



that are both familiar to international relations scholars and generate
comparable dynamics to their secular cousins.

In the pages that follow, | review the putative challenges posed by
religion to international relations theory. | then use evidence from the
Reformations era to illustrate what these challenges get right, and
what they get wrong. | next discuss the aforementioned problems
with material/ideal framings of the significance of religion in
international relations. Here | highlight an implicit theme of this
chapter—that we face greater danger of treating religion as sui
generis than not taking it seriously enough. | end with some
concluding words concerning the “old wine in new bottles” character
of much of the paradigm-change literature on religion and
international relations theory.

THE CHALLENGES POSED BY RELIGION

The last decade has seen a growing body of scholarship that
accuses international relations theory, whether directly or indirectly,
of suffering from a “secularist bias.” My reading of relevant literature
suggests that we can distinguish four distinct, if sometimes
overlapping, lines of criticism. In order to adequately grapple with the
place of religion in international relations, scholars argue, we must:

» Avoid treating material forces as more important than meanings,
ideas, and beliefs;

» Abandon state-centric accounts of world politics that ignore the
importance of non-state religious actors;

» Eschew secularist understandings of “religion” and “politics” as
distinctive zones of activity; and

* Rethink our tendency to analyze religion primarily in terms of
categories such as preferences, norms, and identities.?

MATERIALISM

Not a few scholars charge that the materialist bias of many
international relations theoretical traditions renders them unsuited to



understanding religious phenomena. If we accord causal priority to
material factors—such as the military capabilities of states, economic
interests, and so forth—then we immediately downplay the
importance of symbols, meanings, and, for believers, matters of the
spirit that comprise religious worldviews and motivations. Realists,
for example, tend to argue that religious factors only matter at the
margins; that leaders of states—and other political elites—deploy
religious claims to mask or forward their self-interested pursuit of
wealth, power, and status; and that religion is, in fact,
epiphenomenal to the real drivers of international political
processes.*

To the extent that liberals privilege economic interests and adopt a
narrow understanding of social action as the product of rational, self-
interested utility maximization, they similarly cannot adequately
theorize religious phenomena. And Marxist accounts, critics contend,
also raise problems in that they treat religion as a form of false
consciousness epiphenomenal to class politics and the workings of
modes of production.® As Hurd argues, “Conventional
understandings of international relations, focused on material
capabilities and strategic interaction, exclude from the start the
possibility that religion could be a fundamental organizing force in
the international system” (Hurd, 2008, 1).

STATE-CENTRISM

Many of the most important religious actors in world politics are non-
state in character. Al-Qaeda and nonviolent Islamic revivalist
movements, Falun Gong, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, Evangelical churches, the Church of Scientology, and a host
of Christian missionary movements all operate within and across
state boundaries. The Catholic Church has its own state, controls a
transnational organization, and acts as an interest group in many
political communities. Religious organizations and movements
participate in the formulation of state policies through various routine
and contentious activities, including lobbying officials, electing
representatives, sitting on administrative bodies, mobilizing for
protest, and even wielding violence.®



It follows that international relations theories that focus on states
as the only, or at least primary, actors of significance in world politics
erase religious forces from the map. Adopting a weaker form of
state-centrism—one that rejects that treatment of states as unitary
actors and considers how their domestic politics profoundly shapes
their behavior—fails to solve this problem, insofar as religious norms,
identities, values, interest groups, and societal actors merely
become influences on state foreign policy. Such a blinkered
framework, the argument goes, precludes us from locating religious
forces, actors, and movements as part of the texture of international
politics itself. Thus, international relations scholars downplay the
influence of religious forces at the international and transnational
level.”

SECULARISM AND THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN
‘RELIGION” AND “POLITICS”

State-centrism and materialism comprise, arguably, symptoms of a
broader secularist bias in international relations theory. International
relations scholars, according to this line of criticism, build a
distinction between religion and politics into their theories, insofar as
they treat the two as discrete phenomena that, under normal
circumstances, designate separate zones of activity. But this line of
thought stems from Enlightenment ideology, particularly in its
secularist offshoots; it reflects a concerted effort to take religion out
of the “public” sphere and relegate it to the “private” realm of
personal convictions and practices.

This line of argument implies that, for example, the very act of
defining some variables as “religious” and others as “political” may
lead us to underestimate the significance of religious forces in
international politics. We must also be careful about the way these
categories lead us to describe religion as acting upon politics, as if
the “natural” condition of politics is to be free from religious influence.
Instead of allowing this distinction to inflect our analysis of religious
phenomena, critics contend, we must treat the boundary between



religion and politics as variable, contested, and contingent: in other
words, as socially constructed.

The boundary itself, it follows, often comprises the relevant focus
of scholarship on religion and international relations. Scholars should
study the processes that sustain, transform, or reconfigure the
relationship between religion and politics across time and space
(Hallward 2008, 2, 4-6). In this light, the so-called resurgence of
religion reveals itself not as an eruption of religiosity, but as “a series
of challenges to the fundamental assumptions that sustain particular
authoritative secularist settlements” (Hurd 2008, 143).8

SECULARISM AND THE ANALYTICAL REDUCTION OF
RELIGION

Many of the scholars who best articulate the aforementioned
secularist bias in international relations theory find fault with attempts
to view religion primarily as a source of individual preferences and
input into strategic choices. Kubalkova, for example, criticizes
“mainstream or soft constructivist” scholars for being “prepared to
consider ideas, including religious ideas, and changing identities and
state interests,” but subordinating them to “the rational choice theory”
(Kubalkovd 2000, 677). Contemporary rational choice
methodologies, critics note, are rooted in Renaissance, liberal, and
Enlightenment arguments concerning the necessity of taming
passions—notably, religious passions—through interests. The
rational, self-interested pursuit of worldly ends therefore entails a
normatively laden set of claims about what politics should and
should not entail.

Many of the international relations scholars who advance these
claims rely, therefore, on analyzing religion as a set of norms, a
discourse, or a basis of individual and group identity. But some argue
against applying those categories to religious phenomena. One line
of argument holds that religious orientations—unlike, for example,
political ideologies—suffuse their adherents’ entire lifeworlds. As
Thomas argues, “What is distinctive about [religious non-state
actors] ... stems from the way religion is rooted in and constitutive of



particular kinds of faith communities” (Thomas 2005, 98). Religion
cannot be reduced to an idea, or even a social identity, that
individuals adopt or discard with relative ease. Religious orientations
produce fundamental categories of knowledge and practice that
operate at a much “deeper” or “thicker” level than, for example,
identification with a particular political party or ethnic group.

Mitchell, in contrast, agrees that many of these terms are
themselves deeply inflected by secularist bias, but offers a different
kind of objection. Writing in the idiom of Western Christianity, he
argues that “to speak of ‘religious values’ [and here we might
substitute ‘norms’ as used in international relations theory] is to
speak incoherently, since a ‘value’ is something that a man has as
his own.” Religious experience, however, looks towards the
transcendent, and “God is the Author of all things. ... ‘Value’ is
affirmative with respect to man; religious experience is deferential
with respect to God” (2007, 356). The category “identity,” moreover,
implies an understanding of politics in which religion is merely a
marker of a role in the world, a characteristic of individuals in their
relation to one another. The terms “preference,” “choice,” “value,”
and “identity,” argues Mitchell, “were generated to understand
specific problems. As new problems arise, they must be seen as the
historically contingent terms that they are, so that more adequate
terms can be developed” (359).

Indeed, we might argue that most of the language used by
international relations scholars who accuse the field of a secular bias
—concerning ideas, identities, norms, and discourses—shapes our
attempts to theorize religion with assumptions born from heuristics
incompatible with important religious challenges to contemporary
secularisms. It is not immediately clear why, if we accept other
charges of secularist bias, we should be comfortable treating religion
as another manifestation of identity politics, of the struggle over
values and norms, or understanding it through post-structuralist
categories such as “discursive configurations” that deny the stable
relationship of signs and signifieds. As Gregory argues:

[1]f the entire premise of a study on the Eucharist in the late Middle Ages is that it was
“constructed as a symbol,” and that religion is reducible to culture and “all culture, all
meaning can usefully be studied as a language through its salient symbols,” then one



will necessarily miss the meaning of transubstantiated host for late-medieval people high
and low, clergy and laity, according to whom the Eucharist was not merely symbolic.
(Gregory 2006, 143)

TESTING THESE CRITICISMS: CAN MAINSTREAM
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS THEORY SURVIVE THE
PROTESTANT REFORMATIONS?

If mainstream international relations theories falter in the face of
contemporary religious forces, then we should have particular
difficulty using their tool kits to make sense of the impact of the
Protestant Reformations on early modern Europe. Not only did the
international relations of the period take place in a pre-secular
environment, but the Reformations gave rise to a number of non-
state religious movements whose activities shifted the European
balance of power.

The Reformations led, for example, to a series of military conflicts
in the German Empire that, by the middle of the sixteenth century,
forced Charles of Habsburg—ruler not only of the empire but also of
a hodgepodge of dynastic holdings including Castile, Aragon-
Catalonia, the Netherlands, and parts of Italy—to abdicate and divide
his holdings between his son, Philip Il of Spain, and his brother,
Ferdinand, founder of the “Austrian” branch of the Habsburg dynasty.
Not long afterwards, the spread of Calvinism plunged France into the
decades-long Wars of Religion and sparked the Dutch Revolt, an
uprising in the Netherlands that eventually mutated into an interstate
war between the Dutch Republic and its erstwhile Spanish Habsburg
rulers. Another series of religious conflicts in the Empire culminated
in the 1618-1648 Thirty Years’ War, which marked the end of
Spanish Habsburg hegemony in Europe.

A variety of other reasons suggest that the Reformations era
should be a particularly “easy” case for validating the challenges
associated with religion and international relations theory. Religious
claims and narratives played a major role in the legitimation of early
modern authority, whether in the Holy Roman Empire, the French
monarchy, or elsewhere. The papacy, for example, had the power to
place monarchs under interdict—an act that, when exercised,



created significant political difficulties for its targets. Individuals took
oaths extremely seriously, as violating them without appropriate
dispensation threatened the immortality of their souls. Obedience to
temporal authorities was justified in profoundly religious terms. And
so on and so forth.° Indeed, many who accuse modern international
relations theory of having secularist bias invoke early modern
Europe as an example of a pre-secular political order.*°

MATERIALISM

Can we provide adequate explanations for the international politics
of the early modern era that focus on the distribution of military
capabilities or other putatively “material” factors? In some respects,
such explanatory frameworks fare better than we might expect.
Consider realist interpretations of the Reformations period, which
focus on dynamics associated with balance-of-power politics and the
rise and decline of hegemonic orders. Realists point to two
processes in particular: First, increasing Habsburg power threatened
other actors in Europe, such as the rulers of France and those
German princes seeking to consolidate and expand their political
autonomy. Second, Charles V and his Spanish Habsburg successors
suffered from conventional problems of hegemonic overextension
and decline in the face of strategic commitments that exceeded their
underlying resources (Gilpin 1981, 120-121). Religion, in this
interpretation, played at best a secondary role in the decline of
Habsburg hegemony and the power-political struggles of the period.

We can, in fact, find a great deal of evidence that supports
downplaying religious forces. Protestant German princes balanced
with Catholic French kings against the Habsburgs. Philip |l
intervened in the French Wars of Religion to keep his primary rival
politically fragmented, but failed to provide sufficient support to
French Catholic parties to resolve the conflicts in their favor.
Elizabeth Tudor initially resisted appeals from Protestants to support
co-confessionals in the Netherlands against their Spanish overlords.
She only swung decisively against Spain when power-political and
economic considerations recommended English intervention in the
conflict. The Thirty Years’ War saw Protestants and Catholics fighting



alongside one another in the various armies that clashed across
Germany. And so on.!!

In this reading, Europe during the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries thus demonstrates how, as Waltz puts it, through “all of the
changes in boundaries, of social, economic, and political form, of
military and economic activity[,] the substance and style of
international politics remains strikingly constant” (Waltz 1986, 329).%?
Realism, properly understood, does not exclude the role of
nonmaterial factors in shaping alliances, decisions to support
opposition movements in other polities, or leading actors to adopt
policies inconsistent with a “pure” form of realpolitik. One could also
argue, quite plausibly, that the Habsburg experience reflects, in
Gilpin’s terms, how the *“fundamental problem of international
relations in the contemporary world is the problem of peaceful
adjustment to the consequences of uneven growth or power among
states, just as it was in the past” (Gilpin 1981, 230).

Realism, of course, comprises only one variation on the materialist
theme. A broader materialist bias might lead us to conclude that if
we scratch the surface of apparently religious motivations and
forces, we find economic and other materialist interests. Religion is,
in this way, epiphenomenal to political outcomes. Such claims are
not at all uncommon in analysis of the Reformations era. Over the
last two decades, however, a number of historians have placed great
emphasis on the religious character of rule, conflict, and resistance
in the period. In doing so, they have actively contested what was the
dominant trend in historical interpretations of the period: to treat
political, economic, and class interests as much more important than
autonomous religious forces. Unsurprisingly, many of those
international relations theorists who consider religion a significant
force in the period draw on such recent scholarship.*?

It isn’t difficult to understand why many historians downplayed,
and continue to deemphasize, the significance of nonreligious
forces. Most rebellions in early modern Europe were, at their heart,
disputes over taxes, disagreements about rights and privileges,
conflicts over the balance between central authority and local
autonomy, rivalries between court factions, struggles over
succession, or some combination of all five. Tabulating the number



of these issues at stake, in fact, provides a decent indicator of the
likely severity of any given conflict. The more of them in play, the
more destructive and prolonged the struggle.

Some combination of these disputes were almost invariably
present in the “religious” civil wars of the period, whether in
Germany, Britain, France, the Netherlands, or elsewhere. The
French Wars of Religion, for example, overlaid a confessional
dispute on a struggle for influence among court factions; the untimely
death of Henry Il and his rapid succession by two young and
inexperienced sons led to high-stakes conflict between rival noble
families, most notably the Guise and the Bourbons. Factional
struggles for influence in the government of the Netherlands,
disputes over taxation, and fears of Spanish encroachment on local
privileges played major roles in the Dutch Revolt. Hence, we do not
need to stretch matters much to characterize most of the “religious”
conflicts within early modern polities as tax revolts or struggles for
the control of government. Most of the interstate wars involving
confessional differences involved, for their part, preexisting dynastic
rivalries and dynastic claims.

But we also confront strong evidence against those who would
accord overwhelming weight to power-political and material forces.
The French Wars of Religion owed much of their intensity and
intractability to the presence of religious disputes. Foreign princes
and religious authorities intervened, either directly or indirectly, to
support their co-confessionals. Religious affiliations motivated
burghers and other ordinary people to commit their money and their
lives to the cause of noble factions whose rivalries they usually
greeted with indifference (Kingdon 1967; Parrow 1993, 9; Wood
1996, 5; Elliott 2000, 74-75).

Arguments over the status of the Eucharist between Heinrich
Zwingli and Martin Luther nearly doomed the emergence of a
German Protestant alliance; only Zwingli’'s death and a significant
growth in the threat posed by Habsburg power to the survival of
Protestantism broke the deadlock (Dueck 1982; Christensen 1984).
German Protestant princes, of course, allied with Catholic France
against Charles. Yet their concerns about French persecution of
Protestants often shaped their relations with France, even precluding



an alliance at inopportune times. Confessional concerns led the
Spanish, for their part, to delay critical support for French Huguenot
rebels during the Thirty Years’ War. The major political pressure on
Elizabeth Tudor to support the Dutch emanated from hard-line
supporters of the Reformation; without such pressure, support for the
Dutch might have been a nonissue (Parker 1977). In fact, the earlier
alliance between Madrid and London might have still been in force.

Although Catholics fought on both sides of the Dutch Revolt,
religion drove many of the dynamics of the conflict. Persecution of
Reformation movements inevitably reduced local autonomy in the
Low Countries. It not only went against the grain of local norms, but
also required reorganizing the existing Ecclesiastical system in ways
that cut out local interests (Nierop 2001). Indeed, as Antonio Ortiz
argues, “but for the indignation of Philip Il at the excesses of the
Calvinists the established order might have been maintained
indefinitely in the Netherlands; it was the Calvinists, albeit a minority,
who succeeded in giving coherence to the resistance of those who
were initially lukewarm.” The conflicts in the Netherlands “were not
exclusively religious, but it is unlikely they would have broken out if
there had not been religious disaffection. Catholics and Protestants
were at one in their indignation at the new taxes and the presence of
foreign troops, but it was the Protestants who first resorted to arms”
(Ortiz 1971 73-74).

Indeed, religious disputes ultimately destroyed the unity of the
revolt. Many moderate Catholics defected to the Habsburgs in
reaction to acts of iconoclasm, religious persecution, and a number
of urban coups carried out by Calvinist rebels. Calvinism provided
the backbone of the organization and resources for revolt; it also
made surrender a difficult proposition for those towns where
Calvinists had put down significant institutional roots. In the end, the
guestion of toleration—on both Catholic and Calvinist sides—
prevented the kind of negotiated settlement to the revolt that might
have left Habsburg sovereignty intact (Rowen 1972, 42; Parker
1977, 195; Israel 1995, 183-184).

What should we do in the face of such discrepant evidence? We
might argue that religious forces mattered enough that a focus on
material interests and capabilities still leads us to unacceptably



downplay the role of religion. We might, alternatively, conclude that
the existence of a great deal of realist-style power politics in the
period provides some support for realism’s claims about fundamental
continuities in the texture of international politics. In fact, the
importance of power-political calculations despite the pre-secular
and religiously inflamed character of the Reformations era arguably
provides rather strong evidence against the need for a religion-
inspired paradigm shift in international relations theory.

However, as | will argue later on, we should avoid this particular
debate altogether. It reflects a basic misconception: that the
significance of religion should be evaluated by comparing the relative
importance of material and ideational factors in any particular
outcome. It also tests the relative importance of these factors by
means of questionable assumptions about the relationship between
ideas and human behavior.

STATE-CENTRISM

Early modern Europe provides, at first glance, convincing evidence
for the limitations of state-centric international relations theory in the
face of religious forces. The period witnessed a spread of non-state
religious movements—which modern scholars would describe as
“subnational” and “transnational”—that brought about shifts in the
European balance of power.

Consider the Netherlands during the sixteenth century. There,
Dutch Calvinists operated as part of a network of transregional and
trans-state members of the Reformed Church and other Protestant
groups. The network included not only Geneva, the base of the
Reformed Church, but also French Huguenots, English
sympathizers, and German princes. Geneva provided financial and
military aid to co-confessionals in the Netherlands and France, and it
negotiated loans and agitated for external intervention on their
behalf. These linkages proved key to the success of the revolt,
allowing it to escape defeat at critical moments and generally to
maintain sufficient revenue and manpower to combat the superior
resources of the Spanish monarchy. Furthermore, many of the
conflicts engendered by the Reformations involved not simply non-



state actors, but individuals and factions embedded within the
organs of early modern European states. In other words, state actors
and different levels of governance fought against one another.

A great deal hinges, however, on what we actually mean by state-
centrism. 1t should be pretty obvious that claims along the lines of
“only states matter” or “states should be treated as unitary actors”
falter when dealing with the Reformations—and, arguably, with the
contemporary period as well. But weaker forms of state-centrism
hold up a good deal better, such as the notion that states represent
the most significant repositories of power. In the Reformations era,
many major religious conflicts involved a mixture of interstate conflict
and struggles within composite states for control over governance—
whether over the whole polity or a segment thereof (Zagorin 1982).
Indeed, one of the most successful rebellions, that of the Dutch, led
to the creation of a new state. Even before the widespread
recognition of the Dutch Republic by dynastic rulers, Holland and
Zeeland—among others—managed to hold off the Spanish
Habsburgs because they functioned as states in the sense usually
understood by international relations theorists: they raised armies,
floated debt, and regulated internal violence.®®

In fact, one could make a strong case for applying Mearsheimer’s
comments about contemporary violent religious transnational
movements to the early modern period: “My theory and realist
theories don’t have much to say about transnational actors,” but their
activities “will be played out in the state arena and, therefore, all of
the Realist [sic] logic about state behavior will have a significant
effect on,” for example, “how the war on terrorism is fought”
(Mearsheimer 2002). The decisions of rulers about which confession
to adopt, which movements to support, and how far to crack down on
the spread of heterodox beliefs arguably determined the fate of the
Reformations. How important were these decisions? In the absence
of external or state support, not a single conflict centering around a
Protestant-Catholic struggle resulted in a Protestant victory.
Territories with a significant Protestant population that remained
under the control of Catholic rulers—such as Bohemia, Hungary, and
parts of France—ultimately succumbed to counter-reformation (te
Brake 1998).



But there’s a more profound way in which | find myself troubled by
criticisms of state-centric frameworks. | find it difficult to make sense
of the impact of non-state actors during the Reformations without
placing the structure of early modern states at the center of analysis.
Some reflections on the conflicts that led to Charles of Habsburg's
defeat in Germany illustrate this point.

The German Empire comprised an extremely decentralized
composite political community, one involving important organs of
federative governance, such as that of the emperor and the Imperial
Diet, with some degree of rulemaking and enforcement capability.
Relatively uniform shared rights and privileges among members of
the same orders—electors, princes, imperial cities, and the like—
coexisted with heterogeneous contracts between them and the
empire. Various leagues and other “self-help” arrangements within
Germany, such as the Swabian League (which collapsed under the
strain of religious conflict), created additional variations in formal and
informal relations. Corporate and individual actors such as princes,
magistrates, and the regional leagues occupied various intermediary
positions between the emperor and his subjects (Wilson 1999).

In some respects, the general parameters of German religious
politics in the first half of the sixteenth century shared important
features with later politics in the Netherlands. In both cases, religious
movements and orientations created networks that often crossed key
divisions within composite polities—those of class and region, as
well as those within distinctive regions. Rulers of early modern
European states normally contained and suppressed resistance by
exploiting these divisions.

As te Brake argues, “The fact is that the political bargains by which
dynastic princes typically constructed their composite states created
local privileges that distinguished one piece of the composite from
another” (te Brake 1998, 28). The chances of serious resistance
increased when rulers faced cross-class and cross-regional
mobilization, and when movements received indirect or direct
support from external actors (Elliott 1970, 112; Zagorin 1982;
Koenigsberger 1986, 164). The spread of Reformation religious
movements produced these conditions in both the German Empire
and the Netherlands. In the German Empire, for example, Charles



met defeat at the hands of an alliance of Protestant towns and
princes; this coalition brought together individuals and political
communities that generally disagreed with one another more than
with their emperor (Nexon 2009, chap. 5).

Some might argue that this kind of argument—which focuses on
the way that state institutions structure political relations—resembles
the ones associated with state-centric theories. | agree. It has more
in common with historical institutionalist accounts than with standard
variants of state-centrism in international relations theory
(Katznelson 1997; Thielen 1999). But the fact remains that the
structure and organization of early modern European states explains
a great deal about why the spread of transnational religious
movements led to conflict, territorial adjustments, and changes in the
European distribution of power.'¢ Indeed, much of the structure of the
early modern “international system” can be understood as emerging
from the organization of the states that resided within it (Nexon 2009,
chaps. 2-4).

Where does this leave us? We have confronted evidence for and
against state-centrism. Attention to religious forces certainly rules out
the most blunt forms of state-centrism. Yet these forms of state-
centrism enjoy virtually no support in contemporary international
relations theory, let alone among those who consider themselves
realists.” Once again, | submit, the argument that state-centric
approaches cannot be effectively applied to religion hints at
underlying problems with the common ways of framing such
debates.

THE RELIGION-POLITICS DISTINCTION

Does drawing a distinction between religion and politics necessarily
marginalize religion by rendering it external to our disciplinary object
of analysis, i.e., politics? In some respects it does. We frame
arguments in terms that replicate secularist assumptions about
religion: religion “impinges upon,” “shapes,” or “intersects” with
political phenomena. Even some proponents of “bringing religion into
international relations” adopt this framework, arguing that “the key is
to focus ... on what religion ... does,” and that we should “stress



what role religion plays in society.” But even such scholars admit that
it can be difficult to draw the line between religion and politics (as
well as culture and society): “the fact that [religion] is sometimes a
tool and sometimes an autonomous force blurs the line between
religion and other social and political forces” (Fox and Sandler 2006,
176, 177).

Evidence from the Reformations era reinforces the socially and
historically contingent nature of the distinction between religion and
politics. Most actors in the period did not differentiate between the
two spheres of action, as should be clear from Protestant debates
over the formation of a defensive alliance in Germany (discussed
earlier), as well as the myriad ways in which questions of taxation,
central authority, and other supposedly “political” matters were
caught up in religious claims and counterclaims. Indeed, even the
so-called politique position during the French Wars of Religion did
not amount to a kind of proto-secularism (Holt 1995, 109).'® As
Roelker notes, the politiques believed that “in the circumstances of
civil war, it was preferable to make temporary concessions on
confessional uniformity rather than to suffer the destruction of the
national community” (Roelker 1996, 238). The key debate centered
upon whether some toleration of religious dissent best served the
objective of building a just, peaceful, and unified Christian social
order, rather than a reliance on violence and coercion.*®

The frequent misinterpretation of the politique position
demonstrates the dangers of a secular bias concerning the
distinction between religion and politics. Hall, for example, seeks to
explain how France could violate its Catholic “corporate identity” by
supporting Protestant powers against the Habsburgs. His answer is
that the victory of religious pragmatists, combined with the severity of
religious violence in France, meant that France “excised religious
identity,” at least in a comparative sense, “from its collective identity,”
and thus “emerged into the thoroughly modern era a bit earlier than
the rest of Europe, as indicated by the earlier decoupling of religious
identity from French foreign policy” (Hall 1999, 57-58).

French Catholic devouts, in fact, voiced opposition to Richelieu’s
anti-Habsburg policies on the grounds that they undermined the
Catholic cause. They accused him of adopting politique and



Machiavellian principles of statecraft. But Richelieu, in turn, justified
his policies on the grounds that they would best serve the long-term
interests of the Catholic cause. Richelieu’s Castilian counterpart, the
Count-Duke Olivares, himself authorized support for French
Protestant rebels in order to weaken the Bourbon cause. True, he
convened a junta of theologians to justify his actions, but the
rationales they provided were strikingly similar to those embraced by
Richelieu (Elliott 1984, 125-127).2° As Elliott remarks, “It seems
necessary ... to discard any straightforward picture of a Spanish
foreign policy dictated by purely confessional considerations and a
French foreign policy operating in conformity with the unvarnished
requirements of raison d’état.” The fact that France crossed
confessional lines far more systematically than the Spanish, he
concludes, was because they had more opportunities to do so in
support of their strategic goals (Elliott 1984, 127).

But why isn’t this evidence in favor of a trans-historical distinction
between religion and politics? One might argue, with some
justification, that French and Spanish authorities provided rationales
for supporting actors from opposing confessions that were religious-
political in character; since defense of dynastic interests also
amounted to a religious imperative, theological considerations
recommended, under certain circumstances, in favor of assistance to
heretics and infidels. In other words, they approached the decision
whether to support heretics not just in terms of expediency, but
whether doing so was “acceptable to God.” And that question, rather
than a “modern” appeal to the interests of the state qua state, framed
subsequent debate.

However, | do see problems with this line of argument. If we want
to ask specific questions about contestation over the boundary
between religion and politics, then we obviously cannot assume a
fixed relationship between the two (Hallward 2008). But if we don't
assume such a fixed relationship, than what exactly do we need to
change about contemporary international relations theory? |
suppose, as | noted with respect to French and Spanish policy
during the Reformations, that realists (or anyone else) should be
wary of arguing that evidence of power-political behavior cuts
against the significance of religious forces. But here we are back to



the same concern raised by the materialist bias claim: that we too
readily downplay the importance of religion. The obvious solution,
then, is for us to be on our guard against doing so.

To put it another way, an analyst suffering from a strong secularist
bias on these issues might wrongly conclude that conflicts over
taxation in early modern Europe were political rather than religious.
But a scholar overly concerned about displaying symptoms of
secularist bias might have difficulty recognizing that the
Reformations often injected high-stakes religious disputes into
conflicts over taxation—and therefore produced an extremely
combustible admixture of the sacred and the profane.

THE ANALYTIC REDUCTION OF RELIGION

The fourth set of criticisms are much more serious than the ones we
have looked at so far.?* As | noted when | introduced them, they
apply even to the work of some of the most prominent critics of the
field’s supposed secular bias. Insofar as such critics embrace, for
example, linguistic-turn and identity-centric frameworks for making
sense of religion, they arguably provide alternatives no more or less
tainted by secularist ideologies than strategic-choice approaches. All
of these forms of analysis fail, as Mitchell argues, to take religious
experience seriously.??

Many of the contexts in which we study religion, however, do not
require us to understand the nature of religious experience. They
involve the translation of religious experience into the kinds of
activities we associate (rightly or wrongly) with politics. | would never
claim to understand, for example, how Francis | experienced religion.
But | feel confident that | can make sense of the elaborate steps he
took to negate his oath in support of a punitive treaty dictated by
Charles V after the 1525 French defeat in Italy. Francis feared that
failing to do so would condemn his soul to hell. Moreover, the
political (or, if you prefer, “religious-political”) significance of his
actions depended not one whit on Francis’s experience of religion:
given that he intended to nullify the treaty the moment he returned to
France, it was rather prudent of him to find a way to justify his future
actions to his subjects and to the church (Knecht 1996, 35-38).



As Wilcox and colleagues argue, “Religion is not simply a set of
preferences, choices, values, or identities,” but religion does shape,
inform, produce, and otherwise translate into preferences, choices,
values, and identities (2008, 878). The problem rests less on
applying particular (possibly anachronistic) frameworks to
understanding religion than it does on reducing the causal and
constitutive role of religious forces to a particular social-scientific
heuristic.

WHAT'S REALLY AT STAKE?

A critical evaluation of the secular bias literature leads, | believe, to a
number of conclusions about the status of religion in international
relations theory. Most important, | think, is the notion that religion
cannot be reduced to preferences, choices, values, and identities.
Religion not only inflects preferences, choices, values, and identities,
but also manifests itself in habits, material practices, and styles of
argument. Thus, we need to be careful about what frameworks we
use to assess the influence of religion on global politics.

RELIGION AS CONTEXT

We should often approach religion as something akin to a discursive
context.?®> Rather than supply efficient causes of behavior, religion
creates conditions of possibility for action. This means that we are
unlikely to make much progress if we attempt to “test” whether, for
example, material interests or religious ideas explain particular
outcomes.

This point deserves some elaboration. | have already noted how
the Reformations era witnessed a wide range of behaviors with
respect to religious, economic, and power-political aims. Even
individual rulers, officials, nobles, theologians, and ordinary people
might privilege one set of interests at a particular moment, then
another at the next. Such variation complicates attempts to use the
standard logic of appropriateness-logic of consequences framework
that many international relations theorists use to evaluate claims



made by constructivists, realists, rationalists, and proponents of
other broad approaches. This framework holds that norms and
identities matter to the extent that actors are willing to pursue them
even in the face of deleterious consequences (Elster 1989; March
and Olsen 1998). Thus, we might see the refusal of German princes
to form a defensive alliance due to theological disputes as evidence
of the importance of religious norms; after all, it left them vulnerable
to pro-Catholic forces.?* But periods of French support for German
Protestants, which involved sacrificing confessional concerns in
order to weaken Habsburg power, would provide evidence that
“necessity and reason of state trump morality and ethics when those
values conflict” (Schweller and Wohlforth 2000, 69). Similarly,
situations in which actors placed economic considerations—
overtaxation, trade, and so forth—over confessional ones would also
constitute evidence against the constructivist position and, more
broadly, the significance of religious forces.?®

At one level, this kind of reasoning makes perfect sense: the
presence of conflicting behavior simply represents variation in
individual preferences and level of commitment to religious
concerns. Some individuals are just more “religious” than others, and
even those individuals face disparate constraints and opportunities
for realizing their aims and values at any given moment. At another
level, though, it creates real difficulties. It may lead us to underplay
the importance of religious forces, or to treat religion as an overly
deterministic source of human behavior.

Recall Francis I's repudiation of his treaty with Charles V,
Richelieu’s justifications for supporting Protestants, and Olivares’s
decision to convene a council to rule on the appropriateness of
supporting Huguenot rebels against France. It isn’t so much that
necessity and reason of state trumped ethics in such cases, but that
religious beliefs proved flexible enough to accommodate a range of
actions—most of which were also seen as religious imperatives. But
more striking, | think, are the ways in which theologians adjusted
their views on the right to resist duly constituted authority. Lutherans
and Calvinists, in particular, shifted their positions in light of changing
circumstances. But they always felt compelled to couch their
positions, at least in part, in terms of religious principles. Religious



beliefs also never provided unlimited flexibility for participants in
these debates; they did not allow, for instance, for resistance to a
rightful prince on just any grounds.?® And they also proved quite
sticky, such that the lag between religious sanction for resistance
and the onset of civil conflict might reduce the scope and chances of
successful mobilization against rulers.

But this is exactly what we should expect. Religious orientations
supply ways of apprehending the world, which, in turn, constitute
conditions of possibility for social action. Actors operating within a
particular set of religious frameworks have a limited number of
scripts, rhetorical commonplaces, and styles of reasoning available
to them. Religious beliefs, experiences, and frameworks draw
boundaries, however blurred, around what constitutes acceptable
arguments and warrants.?’

Thus, in early modern Europe, the same basic religious
experiences suggested, at one time, obedience to temporal authority
and, at other times, resistance to rulers unwilling to accommodate
confessional concerns. It isn't so much that actors deployed these
resources in purely instrumental terms—although sometimes they
did—but that they combined and recombined them in the face of
shifting circumstances. In many respects, John Shotter’s
understanding of nationalism applies well to religion: as a “way for
people to argue about who and what they are, or might be. And the
very fact of their arguing about it sustains their form of [religion] in
existence” (Shotter 1993, 201). As such, although it is far more than
a source of identity, preferences, and norms, religion also manifests
itself in a variety of different sources of behavior.

AVOIDING CULTURAL REDUCTIONISM

Unfortunately, the way of thinking about religion that | just outlined
remains overly limited in at least one crucial respect: it emphasizes
the cultural content of religion. We often conceptualize religion as
something solely in the realm of ideas—or of the spirit, if you will—
and that's one reason we test its significance against that of material
forces.?® But religion often manifests itself in terms of how it patterns
social relations. In that sense, religious phenomena have a



dimension of “form” as well as “content,” and religion implicates
social relations that take forms quite familiar to international relations
theorists.

We often identify Georg Simmel with one of the stronger versions
of this kind of claim. As he argues, “In any given social phenomenon,
content and societal form constitute one reality” (Simmel 1971, 25).
But our ability to extrude, at least analytically, content from form
allows us to abstract general patterns that obtain despite variations
in constitutive ideas and beliefs. “Superiority, subordination,
competition, division of labor, formation of parties ... and
innumerable similar features are found in the state as well as in a
religious community, in a band of conspirators as in an economic
association, in an art school as in a family. However diverse the
interests that give rise to these sociations, the forms in which the
interests are realized are identical (Simmel 1971, 26).

Although the example is a bit simplistic, recall one of the reasons
the Reformations led to such significant political upheaval in early
modern Europe: some of the movements it generated crossed the
boundaries of composite polities and their constitutive segments,
while linking together otherwise adversarial class and status groups.
In other words, it produced broad-based transnational movements.
These movement are comparable to both secular and religious ones
found in other times and places; some even had underground cells,
propagandists, and other features of what Koeningsberger calls
“revolutionary parties” (Koenigsberger 1955; Nexon 2006). Others
displayed patterns consistent with other well-rehearsed forms of
collective mobilization (te Brake 1998). We can make sense of much
of their impact on patterns of resistance and rule in early modern
Europe by analyzing only their formal properties, rather than
focusing on the specific content of their ideas.?®

Indeed, while international relations scholars need to take religion
seriously, they should also be careful about treating religious
phenomena as sui generis. We most often study religion in settings
where it supplies part of the cultural content of movements, political
parties, insurgencies, states, and other phenomena well known, if
not always well theorized, by scholars of international relations.
There’s no reason to suppose the politics and dynamics of those



phenomena will be so profoundly different from their secular cousins
as to render the two noncomparable. At least, that is my reading of
how best to understand the impact of the Protestant Reformations on
early modern European political relations.

| do not mean to suggest that religious content makes no
difference whatsoever; indeed, my sense is that much of what
interests us concerns whether (and how) religious claims and
contexts intersect with more general dynamics to trigger differing
processes or produce different outcomes. It would also be a mistake
to view religion as a purely “cultural” phenomenon. Religious
practices, institutions, and activities have material properties; they
involve exchange, social performances, and so on. In consequence,
shoehorning religion into the “ideas” side of the material/ideal debate
unacceptably restricts our ability to analyze the impact of religious
forces on world politics.

But, yet again, we are ultimately talking about a broader set of
problems with contemporary international relations theory. On the
one hand, we tend to conflate social processes with cultural ones.
Much of the research that goes on under the name of constructivism,
for example, drops the “social” from “social construction” in favor of
studying the impact of symbols and meanings on world politics, i.e.,
the causal and constitutive role of culture. On the other hand, we
tend to describe social phenomena as material. For example,
economic exchange and extraction is not a material process, but a
social one. Most of the objective and material economic interests
studied in contemporary political economy, for example, stem from
where actors are situated in trade and production networks, that is,
their social location.

The net effect is that we focus our energies on a putative
material/ideal dichotomy and mostly ignore the relationship between
the social and the cultural. As a consequence, we risk rendering
religion overly mysterious, when much of what we study under the
rubric of “the impact of religion on world politics” involves rather
familiar forms of social organization.

NO LEAP OF FAITH REQUIRED



The field has long-standing traditions of complaining about state-
centrism and about the field’s preference for material explanations
over ideational ones.*® Even criticisms of the religion-politics
distinction—let alone the use of specific modes of analysis for
assessing the impact of religion on world politics—echo larger
debates between, for instance, so-called rationalists and
constructivists. Claims concerning the historical specificity of the
religion/politics distinction, for example, bear more than a passing
resemblance to well-worn criticisms of international relations
scholars for smuggling historically specific conceptions of state
sovereignty into their theoretical frameworks.3!

Thus, the challenge posed by religion to the study of international
relations turns out to be, more or less, exactly comparable to that
supposedly produced by the end of the Cold War and processes of
globalization, insofar as the resurgence of religion (or, at least, the
field’'s renewed attention to religion) provides another opportunity to
score the same basic points in ongoing disciplinary debates. None of
this suggests that we should reject secular bias arguments out of
hand. Rather, we need to be sensitive to the very real risk that
religion becomes yet another vehicle for advancing the agenda of,
variously, constructivists, post-structuralists, interpretivists, and
adherents to other “dissident” positions in the field.*?

There is, of course, nothing wrong with arguing that developments
in the field or in world politics provide warrants for one’s preferred
analytic framework. That is, in essence, what | did in the preceding
section. But, at the end of the day, none of these putative challenges
suggest much that is special about religion, and we should not,
based upon them, elevate religion to the next great challenge facing
some aggregated body of approaches called “international relations
theory.” Indeed, if our brief forays into the Reformations era elucidate
anything, it is that fetishizing religion is as much a danger as not
taking it seriously enough.

NOTES

1. The growing availability of funding for grants and institutes related to religion and
politics likely played some role in their conversions.



2. | should note that such uses of the term paradigm shift usually obscure more than they
reveal. The issues at stake here are less tendentious than those associated with paradigm
shifts of the sort analyzed by philosophers of science (see Jackson and Nexon, 2009).

3. See, for example, Kubalkova 2000; Lautsen and Waever 2000; Thomas 2000;
Hatzopoulos and Petito 2003; Byrnes and Katzenstein 2006; Mitchell 2007; Hallward 2008;
Hurd 2008.

4. For further discussion, see Hasenclever and Rittberger 2000.

5. These approaches, Hurd argues, reach this conclusion because they start from
secularist premises. See Hurd 2008, 31-32, and my discussion in this chapter.

6. See, for example, Wilcox 2000; Fox and Sandler 2006.

7. See, for example, Kubalkova 2000, 694-695.

8. See also Philpott 2002.

9. See, in general, Elton 1964; Grimm 1965; Lambert 1977; Tracy 1999; Kamen 2000;
Gregory 2006, 143-145.

10. See, for example, Thomas 2005; Hurd 2008.

11. See, for example, Parker 1977; Elliott 1984; Knecht 1989; Elliott 2000; Bonney 2002.

12. See also Mearsheimer 2001, 365. Although Mearsheimer believes that anarchy
inclines states to maximize power, and thus sees regional hegemony rather than balances
of power as the norm in world politics, his theoretical architecture tracks closely to that
found in conventional structural-realist approaches.

13. See, for example, Holt 1993.

14. See, for example, Parker 1977; Israel 1995.

15. Indeed, their experience in these activities while under Habsburg rule contributed
greatly to the viability of the revolt. See Tracy 1985; Tracy 1990.

16. It also helps explain their spread in the first place, but that's another matter entirely.

17. As William Brenner notes, even “within the realist research program there is a
grudging acknowledgement of the increasing importance of nonstate actors,” (Brenner
2006, 504). And the dominant forms of realism—neoclassical and defensive—place a great
deal of emphasis on domestic politics and domestic structures. See, for example, Snyder
1991; Rose 1998; Snyder 2000; Schweller 2006.

18. Cf. Hall 1999: 57-58; Philpott 2001, 116-117.

19. For discussions, see Holt 1986: 76—85; Bettinson 1989; Beame 1993; Holt 1995,
108-109, 168-169; Roelker 1996, 326-328. For the standard view of the politiques, see
Philpott 2000; Philpott 2001.

20. See also Le Roy Ladurie 1996, 37, 42-47.

21. The forms of secularist bias we have explored cut much less deeply than some of
their advocates imply. The first two comprise sins of omission rather than of commission:
many international relations theorists habitually focus on variables and actors that lead them
to neglect the significance of religious phenomena. Criticisms of the religion-politics
distinction, in contrast, tackle an apparent sin of commission. But, as we have seen, the
main implication of this assumption is the same as for other forms of secularist bias: it
facilitates relegating religious phenomena to second-class status in international relations
theory. The ultimate correctives, as best | can tell, are to take religion more seriously,
recognize that politics and religion need not be distinctive arenas of practice, and so forth.

22. Mitchell admits that his arguments work best in the context of specific Protestant
understandings of religious experience. See Mitchell 2008, 883.

23. On this point, | echo Lautsen and Waever 2000; Hurd 2004.

24. As is usually the case, this example is complicated by the existence of a variety of
factors, some of them decidedly profane, that also worked against the alliance.



25. One contemporary variant of this kind of argument dismisses the importance of ethnic
identity in civil conflicts and argues, based on large-n studies, that economic factors provide
one of the best predictors of intrastate conflict. See Fearon and Laitin 2003.

26. For discussions, see Sutherland 1967; Shoenberger 1977; Shoenberger 1979;
Knecht 1989; Parrow 1993.

27. For discussions of this theoretical point, see Jackson and Nexon 2001; Jackson 2006;
Krebs and Jackson 2007.

28. | find it odd that so much of the work on identity in the field seeks to determine
whether “identity mattered” by posing rival hypotheses focused on material interests, but so
little tries to ascertain which identities mattered most for explaining a particular
phenomenon. Much of the politics of identity, after all, concerns conflict between rival claims
concerning the (1) relevance of particular identities and/or (2) what those identities imply for
political action. When, for example, early modern rulers were forced to choose between (at
least in the short-term) advancing their confessional interests or their dynastic ones, they
were, in a sense, trying to reconcile conflicting social roles.

29. For an elaboration of this argument, see Nexon 2009.

30. For example, Keohane and Nye 1971; Ruggie 1982; Kratochwil and Ruggie 1986;
Onuf 1989; Koslowski and Kratochwil 1994.

31. For example, Biersteker and Weber 1996.

32. Thus, for example, Kubéalkova’s call for an “International Political Theology” turns out,
rather unsurprisingly, to also be an argument in favor of Onuf-style “rule-oriented
constructivism” against its realist and “soft” constructivist interlocutors. See Kubéalkova
2000, 6771t.
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/. IN THE SERVICE OF STATE AND NATION

Religion in East Asia

IL HYUN CHO AND PETER J. KATZENSTEIN

Theories of international relations share a unifying assumption that is
rarely, if ever, questioned in their frequently recurring paradigmatic
debates—the irrelevance of religion in international affairs.! The
master narrative of international relations theory holds that the
Peace of Westphalia privatized religion and left international
relations to secular rulers and rules. The process of modernization
thus did to believers what the Industrial Revolution did to peasants—
it made them politically irrelevant. The effect of September 11, 2001,
furthermore, has been to direct international relations scholars to a
narrow slice of empirical reality, specifically the spectacularly violent
acts of tiny jihadist sects. The flood of contemporary writings on
terrorism and counterterrorism makes it easy to lose sight of the fact
that only 15 percent of the world’s Muslim population actually live in
the Middle East, that Indonesia is the largest Muslim state in the
world, and that only a miniscule proportion of Muslims are engaged
in violence. This chapter inquires into this shaky foundation of
international relations theory by seeking to broaden its substantive
focus to take account of the role of religion in East Asia.

Religion is like the weather—a fact of life. If this causes discomfort
to theories of international relations, as many of the contributions in
this volume illustrate, then we should seize the opportunity to adjust
our theories. That process of adjustment, we argue, might well start
with three steps: scrapping reified distinctions between international
relations and comparative politics; avoiding excessive abstractions
by focusing on the regional context of international and global



systems and processes; and sidestepping overly sharp distinctions
between secular and religious orders.? These three adjustments
clear the ground for an inquiry into the politics of religious syncretism
in East Asia, a topic sidelined by the implicit Eurocentrism of
American international relations theory and the centrality of Islam
and the Middle East in contemporary foreign policy analysis.

The first adjustment is to take full account of the interpenetration of
domestic and international affairs as a defining characteristic of
contemporary world politics. As numerous realist, liberal, and
constructivist critics of structural realism have pointed out,
international anarchy no longer exerts a primary causal influence
over world politics. And as many scholars of comparative politics
now recognize, many important aspects of domestic politics can no
longer be analyzed without taking into account transnational
structures and processes. International relations theorists, who
argue that in the academic division of labor their special contribution
Is to focus exclusively on international factors, remind us of those
planners in the early 1950s who developed sophisticated models of
the Dutch economy. In those models international trade was a
residual variable not amenable to domestic planning. Within a few
years, as that one residual variable accounted for more of the
observed variation in Dutch economic life than the rest of the model,
this exercise in planning was scrapped. Grand theories of
international relations are less susceptible to empirical
disconfirmation. Thinking about religion in world politics, however,
offers us the opportunity to shift our attention. Religious politics is
best analyzed in such integrated rather than neatly
compartmentalized international and domestic domains. In the case
of East Asian religion, this means not losing sight of the regional
meeting place of domestic and international influences.

A second adjustment is to sidestep the excessive abstractions of
international and global styles of analysis.® Even though they refer to
very different phenomena, because they are highly abstract these
terms are often used interchangeably. Globalization refers to
processes that transcend space and compress time. It has novel and
potentially transformative effects on world politics.
Internationalization refers to territorially based exchanges across



national borders that increase the dynamic density of a system that
IS not being transformed. The politics of East Asian religion shows
much more readily processes of internationalization and the power of
the state than processes of globalization and the power of
transnational religious movements. Yet it also illustrates that, under
the label of “Asian values,” Confucian variants of religious politics
have profound implications for regional identity that encompass both
global and international processes and structures.

A third conceptual adjustment is to recognize that East Asian
states have always been deeply involved in religious politics and
thus to avoid drawing overly sharp distinctions between secular and
religious orders in world politics. From the ancient era of imperial
dynasties to modern times, both foreign and indigenous religions
have been part and parcel of East Asian politics. In contrast to Islam
and Christianity, the central actors behind the politics of religion in
East Asia have rarely been conventionally understood religious
entities such as priests or sects. Instead it was the state that typically
shaped the contours of religious politics in East Asia. Fluid and
syncretic East Asian religions have put a strong emphasis on public
rituals and never-ending political contestations and manipulations.

Religions in general have a transcendental dimension that East
Asian civil religions with their focus on the here and now lack. Both,
however, inform the moral and ethical precepts and sensibilities that
shape the range of options available to political decision makers at
any given time.* We thus include in our analysis not only
conventionally understood religions but also Confucian thought and
practice as East Asia’s most important civil religion. Confucianism
differs from conventional American understandings of religion. It
does not make metaphysical claims that appeal to transcendental
life, as do Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and Buddhism. But it does
embody moral debates, a moral code of conduct, and core ethical
beliefs about the most basic aspects of society. And, as is true of
East Asian religions such as Buddhism, it puts the state center
stage. In short, we should think of Confucianism as a civil religion
that embodies a history of intellectual and philosophical debate and
social practice that can be compared meaningfully to conventionally
understood religious faiths. In brief, these three conceptual



adjustments help us to accommodate East Asia’s historical and
contemporary experiences with religious politics within American
international relations theory.

As is true of other world regions, religion is resurfacing in East
Asia today. Throughout the region various local sects of Buddhist
and Confucian origins are flourishing. In contemporary China the
government is elevating Confucianism once again to a central place.
In Japan traditional religions such as Shintoism and Buddhism are
now vying for public attention with thousands of small religious sects,
known as “the new religions” (shinkoshukyo). And in South Korea
Christianity is flourishing as the nation’s most popular religion, while
at the same time Buddhism and Confucianism are also gaining
increasing prominence. And a region-wide terminology of Asian
values has helped create an identity that enjoys public resonance.

This chapter uses East Asia as a template for the argument that,
European exceptionalism aside, there was never any good reason
for grounding international relations theory on the dubious
assumptions of the secularization thesis that provides the foundation
for all major theories of international relations. As we argue here,
East Asia’s historical experience suggests that religion was typically
not confined to the private domain but always a matter central to the
state. Modernization never led to secularization. We argue later on
that religion in contemporary East Asia is a central tool for bolstering
state legitimacy and national unity and that it has important domestic
and region-wide political consequences.

RELIGION IN THE EAST ASIAN PAST:
NO PRIVATIZATION OF RELIGION,
NO SECULARIZATION OF POLITICS

Based on European experience, the secularization thesis that
continues to inform the main branches of American international
relations theory conceives of secular modernity as ridding world
politics of religion, since religion “belongs to the childhood of the
human race, and is destined to fade away with the rise of science.”
Many scholars expected the path to modernity to be secular



everywhere, marked by the “disenchantment of the world in the
Weberian sense.” Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart, for example,
contend that modernization in advanced countries such as Japan
weakens religious influence, accelerating the trend toward
secularization.” Sociologists of religion now doubt what theories of
international relations still firmly believe—that secularization is the
basis of modernity.8

NO PRIVATIZATION OF RELIGION

In East Asia state and religion have been indelibly fused. Rather
than following the pattern of “prophetic religious politics” that
separates religion and state, East Asia is an exemplar of “priestly
religious politics,” where state and religious faith have “a mutually
supportive relationship.”™ But that relationship has been distinctively
lopsided. Typically, the state has dictated the rules of the game. In
each country political authorities were largely shielded from the
influence of powerful external religious forces that posed threats to
the political order and had to be destroyed, marginalized, or co-
opted. With guile and luck, time and again, Chinese, Japanese, and
Korean leaders maneuvered successfully to hijack religious
principles and movements.

Stressing the importance of social order and stability, political
elites in pre-modern China used Confucius’s teachings of filial piety
and loyalty to authority as the political foundation for imperial
China.*® In premodern Japan the ruling shogunate built Buddhist
temples in Shinto shrines and thus promoted syncretism between
indigenous religions and imported Buddhism. In the attempt to
increase national unity, political leaders looked to universal Buddhist
principles as a useful antidote to a combination of family-focused,
traditional Shintoism and fervent localisms. Initially welcomed by
Japanese officials as a source of advanced knowledge and
techniques, Christianity met a different fate. It was banned in 1613
when Japanese court officials suspected foreign missionaries of
lending support to feudal lords living in outlying areas.'* In pre-
modern Korea’'s changing political landscape, Buddhism also
received varying treatments. After a successful coup against the



Koryo dynasty (918-1392), which had made Buddhism the state’s
religion, the founder of the Chosun dynasty (1392-1910), Yi Taejo,
intent on enhancing his legitimacy, persecuted Buddhism and
promoted Confucianism instead. The Yi dynasty, however,
maintained a cozy relationship with Korean shamanism by hiring
several famous shamans within the royal court “to ensure the well-
being of the royal family,” and to get advice from them in times of
national crisis.*? In all of these episodes the state was the driving
force behind the ebb and flow of religious politics in East Asia. It was
not religious believers but political leaders who defined the
parameters of religious life.

Indeed, often the very meanings of religion were subject to the
interpretations and needs of political leaders. Political elites
contested and defined the meanings of religious orthodoxy. The
entire history of Confucianism, Chaibong Hahm writes, can be
summed up as “a tale of powerful central states repeatedly
appropriating key Confucian tenets for state ends.”* When
Buddhism made its first appearance in China during the Han
dynasty, anti-Buddhists spread the notion that this Indian religion
offered heterodox teachings and practices that could create social
unrest and undermine the imperial state.'* Similarly, the Confucian
state relegated Buddhism and other teachings to the status of
heterodoxy (yiduan, meaning heresy or strange principles) and
various millenarian religious movements to the category of cults
(xiejiao).*®

Such categorizations always served political needs. For instance,
in the mid-nineteenth century when a millenarian religious sect called
Heavenly Kingdom of Peace (taiping tianguo) initiated the Taiping
Rebellion, it was suppressed by the imperial state. A few decades
later, in 1900, when another millenarian movement, Righteous and
Harmonious Fist (yiho quan), launched the Boxer Uprising against
foreign missionaries and imperialists, it enjoyed the support of the
Qing dynasty, which found itself in complete disarray amid foreign
intervention.'® What mattered was not whether a religious movement
was millenarian and thus deemed “a cult” (xigjiao), but whether such
a movement was conducive to achieving the political ends of the
state.



In East Asia no clear distinction separated the public from the
private realms on matters of religion. Religion served as a medium of
public rituals, rather than a source of private, spiritual salvation.
Instead of Western notions of “the exclusivity of religious belief,”’ the
populace in East Asian polities were expected to embrace “the de
facto control of the sovereign in the public realm,” thus leaving little
room for the private realm of spiritual yearning and salvation.*® The
state worked very hard to bring religious beliefs and rituals out of the
private and into the public domain. Nationally sanctioned Confucian
rituals in the Chinese and Korean dynasties—such as national civil
service exams based on Confucian texts and various rituals linking
filial piety (xiao in Chinese, hyo in Korean) and loyalty to political
authority (zhong in Chinese, chung in Korean)—and Shinto rituals in
Meiji Japan exemplified state-led campaigns for keeping religion in
the public realm. Norihisa Suzuki thus concludes that as a
consequence, “a group-oriented ethic aiming at social integration”
prevailed over individually focused faith in East Asia.'?

Furthermore, syncretism rather than fundamentalism was the East
Asian norm. As long as other local and foreign religions did not
challenge the imperial Chinese state, they were allowed to coexist
with Confucianism.?® In Japan, the phrase “Born Shinto, die
Buddhist” captures an unproblematic “multiplicity of belongings.”?* In
a 1965 study, for instance, Joseph Spae reported that about two-
thirds of the Japanese public believed that all religions, including
Shintoism, Buddhism, and Christianity, are the same.?? Similarly,
Christianity in Korea was infused with Confucian principles of
hierarchy, authority, and orthodoxy. In general, “the fluid nature of
religious theology,” has enabled East Asian political elites to
appropriate religious principles and traditions as part of the solutions
to their political problems.?®

NO SECULARIZATION OF POLITICS

In a standard narrative of modernity, religion is a “negative social
force” that is opposed to “science, rationality, secularism.”?* In this
view secularization is a necessary first step toward modernity. Such
characterization, as Peter van der Veer observes, collapses multiple



paths to modernity into “one narrative of secularization.”® In East
Asia, however, modernization did not move in lockstep with
secularization. As was true of premodern politics, religion has played
instead a vital role in East Asia’'s modernization process. No sharp
break separates the state from the sacred.

In Japan modernization coincides with a rebirth of Shintoism as a
state religion. In times of dramatic change Shintoism became the
backbone of Japan’s evolving national consciousness.?® The phrase
“Western techniques, Eastern spirit” (wakon yosai) pointed to the
widely perceived need to adopt many Western practices, but with “an
ideology that serves to unify the nation and enrich its sense of
common purpose.”’ In this process, Buddhism, formerly a state
religion, was forcefully separated from Shintoism. Infused with
Confucian ethics, State Shinto became the basis for the national
polity (kokutai) as an ideology that put the emperor at the political
center.?® Although Western knowledge and technologies were
important, the Meiji reformers believed that one “national
consciousness was a prerequisite to building a modern nation.”
Through public rituals of emperor worship and the Imperial Rescript
on Education in 1890, nationalism and religion fused into State
Shintoism.?®

Particularly interesting in Japan’s modernization was the creative
use of past religious traditions. The Meiji reform was officially called
a “restoration—incorporating traditional elements and a return to the
ancient emperor system (ten-no).”*° Grounding rapid change in past
tradition helped ameliorate the shock of transformation.®* And it
helped maintain unity among different political factions. Faced with
the influx of Western knowledge and institutions in the late
nineteenth century, some members of Japan’s political elite were
deeply troubled. A frequent lecturer on the West for the emperor,
Nishimura Shegeki, for example, called for a return to the morality of
Confucianism, angering reformist elites such as Ito Hirobumi.3? State
Shintoism and emperor worship were deemed crucial in maintaining
national and elite unity.33

In contrast to Japan, Chinese and Korean elites were divided over
the proper path to modernity; hence religion was politically more
contested. The impetus “to smash temples and build schools” was



strong and so was the lead of political over social secularization.3
Instead of reincarnating religious traditions, political elites began to
view Confucianism as a source of national weakness. In a battle for
religious influence, the ruling elites in China vigorously defended
Confucianism, while reformists turned to Western notions of secular
modernity, calling for Confucianism and the feudal past to be
“extirpated, annihilated, and replaced with science.”™® In nineteenth-
century Korea a similar battle emerged between the conservative
establishment, which defended Confucian orthodoxy (choksa
wijongpa), and a reformist group calling for *“enlightenment”
(kaehwapa).*® The reformists in the latter group, particularly
members of the Independence Club (1896-98), depicted
Confucianism “as an alien—hence bad—tradition.”’

The commonality between Chinese and Korean modernization
ends, however, with the rejection of Confucianism as a source of
national weakness and social chaos. China and Korea took very
different approaches toward Christianity. In Korea Christianity helped
in building a modern nation. Chinese elites viewed Christianity
instead with deep suspicion, calling it “irrational and superstitious—
unworthy of the attention of serious-minded people.”*® Furthermore,
Christian missionaries were regarded as foreign agents working
subversively for other states.®® In the twilight of imperial China, anti-
Christian sentiments served as a common ground for the local gentry
and the general public. With help from millenarian religious
movements, such sentiments erupted into the Boxer Uprising and
subsequently infused the Kuomintang and the Communist Party in
the post-Qing era.*°

In contrast, despite earlier persecution of Catholics by the state,
Korean reformists expressed great interest in Western science and
technology and called Christianity “Western learning” (seohak).** The
first Protestant missionaries in Korea were a main provider of much-
needed medical and educational services, which reinforced the
image of Christianity as a source of “enlightenment and national
salvation.”? And in the face of foreign encroachment, Christianity
played a crucial role in fostering national consciousness.*® For
example, the use of the native Hangul alphabet by the church
bolstered national unity under Japanese rule.** In the face of an



imperial power which was neither Western nor Christian, Christianity
served as “a rallying point for fervent nationalists striving for
independence.” Their efforts culminated in the 1919 Independence
Movement, through which nationalism began to take shape.
Sixteen of the thirty-three national representatives of the movement
were Christians. In brief, Donald Clark writes that Christianity made
Korean followers “feel both patriotic and modern at the same time.”#’
In stark contrast, the pervasive antiforeign, anti-imperial sentiments
in China put Christianity in direct opposition to patriotism and
modernity. With the predominance of State Shinto, Christianity found
only a small audience in Japan, where indigenous religious tradition
accompanied modernization and the growth of a modern nation. On
the path to modernity religion was a central marker in all three
states, and secularization conspicuous only by its absence.

RELIGION IN EAST ASIA TODAY:
THE PRIMACY OF POLITICS

East Asia’s syncretist religious politics fits into a world-wide ecumene
of knowledge and practices that offers ample political space for both
secular and religious politics and the porous and shifting borders
separating them. Distinctive of East Asia is the primacy of politics
reflected in governmental concern over the twin issues of political
legitimacy and national unity. Although transnational and region-wide
religious politics exist, they have less far-reaching consequences
than the infusion of religions and religious elements into issues of
government legitimacy and national unity.

LEGITIMACY

From the vantage point of East Asia, the rise of religious extremism
in recent years is not, as Scott Thomas writes, “an aberration in an
otherwise ‘modern’ world.”® Religious revival in East Asia is a story
of continuity and gradual adaptation. As was true of prior decades
and centuries, religious revival is to a large extent a politically
engineered process. Political leaders in East Asia use religion as a



tool for cementing their political authority and a means to enhance
effective policy making. This is not to deny the fact that East Asian
politics and religion are changing. Gone is the latitude during the
Cold War enjoyed by China’s communist regime, Korean military
dictators, and a Japanese Liberal Democratic Party that maintained
near-monopoly control. The state in East Asia is adapting to
changing political contexts. But the script for and logic of power
remains state-centric.

Considerations of regime legitimacy help explain a notable shift in
China’s position toward religion. President Hu Jintao and other
Chinese leaders have reevaluated the Confucian tradition. They now
concede that harmony as the central value of Confucian teachings is
“something to be cherished.”® Sensing wide-spread public concern
about growing economic disparities amid rapid economic growth, the
Chinese Communist Party focuses on Confucian harmony as “the
ideological umbrella under which China has taken the first steps
toward developing a redistributive welfare program.”® Behind the
familiar political rhetoric of achieving a well-rounded socialist country
lies a broader ideational shift in thinking. The Chinese leadership
appears to be ready to embrace Confucianism as a new conceptual
foundation for reclaiming the political legitimacy of the Communist
Party and the entire regime.** In a 2006 statement, for instance,
President Hu Jintao urges Chinese to “love their motherland, serve
the people and work hard—all typical Confucian notions.”s?

This Confucian revival is more pronounced in the public than in the
private realm. For the first time in sixty-six years, for example, the
party organized a lavish worship ceremony at Tianjin’'s Confucius
Temple in November 2004. In the town of Qufu, the birthplace of
Confucius, the official ceremony commemorating his birthday has,
since 2004, become an important public ritual, broadcast live on
state television. The Ministry of Education is encouraging humerous
courses in Confucian culture.>® Long cherished by China’s past
regimes, the state-led public ritualization of religious traditions is
promoted precisely because it helps strengthen government
legitimacy.

In Japan the end of the Cold War coincided with a decline in the
postwar dominance of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP).



Conservatives have thus looked to a revival of Shintoism as a way to
reassert their political authority. Along with the passage of legislation
requiring “patriotic expression” such as the national anthem
(kimigayo) and the raising of the sun flag (hinomaru) at school
ceremonies,.> conservatives have devoted their energy to the
resurrection of the Yasukuni Shrine as a new nationalist symbol.
Established in 1869 as a site to honor those who died in the service
of the Meiji emperor, the shrine became the spiritual center of Meiji
Japan.®® In the early postwar years leftist opposition parties were
able to block conservative efforts to pass a bill to “renationalize the
shrine.” But in 1985 conservatives finally succeeded in having Prime
Minister Nakasone visit the shrine, and the issue has remained a
highly visible point of contestation ever since.%

The Yasukuni issue has established a symbiotic relationship
between the LDP and various conservative groups seeking to
“nationalize the management of the Yasukuni Shrine,”’” such as the
Japan Association of Bereaved Families (Nihon izoku kai), with one
million members, and the Association of Shinto Shrines (Jinjia
honcho).%® Former prime minister Junichiro Koizumi played the
Yasukuni card during his early bid for the LDP chairmanship in 2001.
As a lesser-known politician within the LDP, especially compared to
former prime minister and longtime LDP kingmaker Ryutaro
Hashimoto, Koizumi relied strongly on the support of the Japan
Association of Bereaved Families (JABF). Indeed, the JABF was the
only powerful pressure group he really could count on. Koizumi let it
be known that, if elected prime minister, he would visit the Yasukuni
Shrine on August 15, the anniversary of Japan’s surrender at the
end of World War 11.>° He kept his promise throughout his five-year
term as prime minister, endangering Japan’s relationships with China
and South Korea.

But Japan’s multiple religious traditions also resulted in a very
different, internationalist kind of religious politics. With its legislative
majorities in the upper and lower houses declining after 1993, the
LDP in 1999 formed a coalition government with the New Komeito
Party, which is intimately linked to the internationally oriented
religious group Soka Gakkai. Founded in 1930 as a small Buddhist-
influenced sect, Soka Gakkai has blossomed into one of the major



new religions in the postwar period, with members in eight million
Japanese households.® Along with thousands of other new religions,
Soka Gakkai has been successful in “filling gaps left by the
discrediting of the traditional religions” in the wake of Meiji Japan’s
downfall.®*

The Komeito’s significance in Japanese postwar politics was
illustrated dramatically during the 1993 parliamentary elections. The
party won 52 seats in the Japanese Diet and thus helped end the
LDP’s four-decade run as Japan’s ruling party. As the political wing
of Soka Gakkai, the Komeito’s platform is not well aligned with that
of the LDP. Moreover, still fresh from the memories of the 1995 sarin
gas attack in the Tokyo subway by the religious sect Aum Shinrikyo,
the Japanese public was hostile to the New Komeito joining the LDP
in 2000 as a coalition partner. Given wide-spread public suspicion of
religious sects, the formation of a coalition with the Komeito was a
risky political gamble for the LDP.%? But the allure was too strong for
the LDP to resist, since the Komeito had developed into “one of the
largest vote-gathering machines in Japan.”? In entering a coalition
government, the Komeito helped bolster the LDP majority in the Diet.
And the Komeito’'s endorsement has also helped immensely in
getting LDP candidates elected in recent elections.® In
contemporary Japan religious issues and parties thus proved to be
central to LDP rule until the watershed electoral victory of the
Democratic Party of Japan (DJP) in the fall of 2009.

In South Korea Christian churches have generally been
considered active supporters for democracy. The Catholic Church’s
role in democratic progress is a case in point. Ever since the
promulgation in 1972 of the draconian Yushin Constitution by the
Park Chung Hee administration, the Myongdong Cathedral in Seoul
has served as the main site and a national symbol of democratic
protests.®> Among Protestant organizations, however, there existed a
split between politically active, radical Christian groups and
conservative Christians who had cooperated for decades with the
military dictatorship.®® Under the ruthless crackdown by the
Japanese occupation on all religions other than Shintoism, South
Korean church leaders lost their political influence in the later years
of Japanese colonial rule. They tried to “justify their apolitical stance



by emphasizing the so-called pure faith (sunsu sinang).”” Political
acquiescence during this period laid the foundation for close ties
between mainstream Christian organizations and South Korea’'s
authoritarian regimes in the postwar years.®® The Christian leaders
who were accused of collaborating with the Japanese were “groping
for survival in the new era,” and thus came to support Rhee “in the
name of Christian unity and early independence.”®® After the end of
the Korean War, the links between the Rhee government and the
Protestant church grew even stronger, based on Rhee’s Christian
background and his strong anti-Communist stance. In return for their
support, Rhee extended many favors to mainstream Christian
organizations. This pattern also persisted through the later years of
the military regimes of Park Chung Hee and Chun Doo Hwan.”™® As
was true of China and Japan, in South Korea, especially under
authoritarian regimes, legitimacy and religion have been closely
intertwined.

NATIONAL UNITY

Along with the need for securing political legitimacy, the use of
religion in promoting national unity is a second salient fact about
religious politics in East Asia. As was true of State Shinto in Meiji
Japan and Christianity in colonized Korea, religion in contemporary
East Asia has been an important means to rejuvenate national
consciousness in changing regional and global contexts.™

In China the Communist Party’s drive for a “harmonious society”
seeks to promote national unity on the basis of Confucian values that
are enjoying growing popular appeal. As Francois Bougon, author of
a recent bestseller on Confucius in China points out, the Chinese are
increasingly turning to Confucian teachings in thinking about the
guality of life and “what being Chinese really is.””? But Confucianism
Is not the only religious tradition encouraged by the Chinese state for
the purpose of improving national unity. Recently, the Chinese
government has also promoted other religions, particularly Buddhism
and Taoism. For example, in April 2006 China hosted an
international meeting of Buddhist leaders brought together under the
theme, “A harmonious world begins in the mind,” echoing the party-



driven campaign for a “harmonious society.””® Similarly, party officials
have promoted the wisdom of ancient Taoism. At an international
forum held in April 2007, Jia Qinglin, member of the powerful
Politburo Standing Committee of the Communist Party and chairman
of the National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political
Consultative Conference (CPPCC), stressed Taoist principles of
modesty and peacefulness as “an inspiring reference to China’s
ongoing construction of a harmonious society.” The forum itself was
significant since, with three hundred invited delegates from
seventeen countries, it had become “the first international forum of
its kind that China has organized for the last 50 years.””* Citing the
need to “meet the demands posed by the new situation and new
tasks,” at the 17th National Congress convened in October 2007, for
the first time in its history, the Communist Party inserted the word
religion in an amendment to its Constitution.” Drawing support from
various religions, the Chinese government is eager to enhance
national unity under the banner of a “harmonious society.”

When Shintoism as the state religion and symbol of national unity
was banned by the U.S. occupation authorities, Japan’s postwar
governments, Harry Harootunian writes, “sought first to recapture the
lost unity by rehabilitating the economy under a ‘dedivinized
emperor.”’”®¢ Facing economic difficulties in the wake of the 1973 oil
shock, the Japanese government found an increasing need for an
adequate manner of self-representation. This prompted
conservatives to launch a campaign “to restore the symbolic unity of
prewar Japan represented by the Yasukuni Shrine.””” This move was
rooted in the belief that “some kind of sacred revitalization is
necessary to fill the void at the nation’s cultural core where a
devotion to industrial capitalism and a ‘yen for the yen’ does not
suffice.””®

Nakasone’s 1985 shrine visit stirred up a broad national debate
over Yasukuni. In a symbolic move to reconnect state and shrine,
Nakasone not only signed the guest register with his title as prime
minister but also offered flowers using government funds. With this
public ritual deliberately timed for August 15, he became the first
Japanese postwar prime minister to pay tribute, in his official
capacity, at the Yasukuni Shrine.” His visit aimed to reestablish



Japan’s national identity “by diluting the postwar Japanese
separation of state and religion imposed by the occupation forces
and upheld by Japanese centrists and leftists.”® This bold political
move backfired as China and South Korea harshly condemned the
visit, effectively forestalling further visits by Nakasone. However, the
political effort to galvanize national consciousness by politicizing the
Yasukuni Shrine and emperor worship did not subside. In May 2000,
for instance, then prime minister Yoshiro Mori, in his speech before a
gathering of the Shinto Political Federation of Diet Members,
declared that “Japan is a divine nation centered around the
Emperor.”®* Coming only a year after Mori’'s “divine nation” speech,
Prime Minister Koizumi’'s annual pilgrimage to the Yasukuni Shrine
was a further example of political efforts to appeal to national
solidarity in times of change. While Koizumi’'s successor, Shinzo
Abe, did not make a visit to the Yasukuni Shrine while in office, he
reportedly did visit secretly before he assumed his premiership. More
recently, in April 2009, then prime minister Taro Aso caused a stir in
the region by sending an offering to the shrine.®?

In South Korea Christianity has been at the center of the search
for national cohesion. The current popularity of Christianity stems in
part from its role in promoting national consciousness during the
colonial period. Although vying for followers and influence within
South Korean society, Christian organizations continue to express “a
patriotic fervor and an emphasis on Korea as Asia’s first Christian
nation.”®* With the ever-present nationalist focus, the mainstream
Christian organizations, during the Cold War period, prayed for
“security from a North Korean attack and for preservation of the
South Korean state.”* Such nationalist tendencies of Christian
organizations persist in the age of globalization, symbolized in the
growing number of South Korean missionaries abroad. Their
numbers skyrocketed from 93 in 1979, to 3,272 in 1994, and about
16,000 in 2006, serving in more than one hundred and fifty
countries.®®

With its sunshine policy of engagement toward North Korea, the
South Korean government has also become involved with religious
politics in the issue of inter-Korean relations. For instance, during the
Roh Moo Hyun government, the Ministry of Culture and Tourism



supported various religious exchanges between the two Koreas.®¢
The two inter-Korean summits included South Korean religious
representatives as part of the official delegation. A panreligious
consultative body, the Korean Conference on Religion and Peace
(KCRP), convened its tenth anniversary of religious exchange
between the two Koreas in Pyongyang in 2007.8” Sensing a change
in government policy and the public’s perception toward North
Korea, and also driven in part by organizational competition over
resources, media attention, and followers, major religious
organizations in South Korea have begun joining the new crusade.
South Korea's largest Christian congregation, Yoido Full Gospel
Church, with more than 800,000 followers, has recently started
construction on a cardiology hospital in Pyongyang. Well known for
his anti-Communist views, the church’'s pastor, Yongki Cho,
explained his change of heart by emphasizing the goal of “enhancing
national prestige, along with the need to win people’s trust for
Christianity in North Korea.”® Similarly, in the name of contributing to
“national unification and promoting Buddhist exchange between the
two Koreas,” the largest Buddhist organization in South Korea,
Jogyejong, helped restore an old Buddhist temple in North Korea.®®

DOMESTIC AND REGIONAL CONSEQUENCES

How does the religious revival in East Asia affect domestic and
regional politics? At the domestic level governments have subjected
revived religious movements to a mixture of lingering suspicion,
intense scrutiny, and political persecution. While people across the
region are increasingly free to follow their faiths to the extent that
“they remained loyal to the state,” some religious sects are not
immune from intermittent persecution, especially when they appear
“to threaten the state by denying its legitimacy or to threaten society
by encouraging its members to act in ways contrary to accepted
moral norms.”° Broad labels, such as Christianity or Buddhism, are
rarely helpful in identifying the targets of government concern. For
instance, some Christian groups, especially mainstream Protestant
organizations, have helped the government in South Korea; yet the
government at times has viewed other Christian groups as



problematic. In Japan Soka Gakkai is also often regarded with
suspicion, while other groups have been ignored. And while Buddhist
organizations play an increasing role in China’s campaign for a
“harmonious society,” Tibetan Buddhism remains a major source of
political concern for Chinese leaders.

The Chinese state retains substantial power to define the
boundaries of organized religion and is quite selective in adopting
different religious traditions. Daniel Bell, a philosophy professor at
Tsinghua University, reminds us of a deliberate tendency to
depoliticize Confucius in popular books and to downplay “Confucian
values of social or political criticism.” Religious freedom is
permitted only for groups that conform to government policy. The
appointment of religious leaders and the sites of worship typically
also remain in government hands.®? Groups refusing to accept
government guidance, such as Tibetan Buddhists under the Dalai
Lama, are subject to suppression. In contrast, the Hui, China’s
largest Muslim minority, with an estimated 20 million followers, enjoy
substantial religious freedom as long as they respect the rule of the
party. Once they are deemed a threat to the political leadership,
religious groups become the subject of persecution. The rise and fall
of Falun Gong illustrates this point.

Founded by Li Hongzhi in 1992, Falun Gong is based on Qigong,
a system of traditional breathing practices, and became widely
popular in China in the 1990s. Li combined the Qigong practice with
elements from Buddhism and Taoism to create his syncretic sect.*?
Initially, the Chinese government viewed the movement positively. In
1993 Li received praise from security organizations, while
government officials even mentioned the contribution of Falun
Gong’s breathing practice to Chinese health care.** In the late 1990s
conditions changed almost overnight. In April 1999 a physicist at the
Chinese Academy of Sciences published an article criticizing Qigong
practice as “a health hazard because adherents might forgo
conventional treatment for serious illnesses.”™ The criticism
prompted protests by Falun Gong members, resulting in arrests of
several protestors. What followed was a massive silent sit-in in front
of the Chinese leadership compound in Beijing on April 25, 1999,
involving more than 10,000 Falun Gong practitioners who sought



official recognition and the release of those arrested earlier. What
alarmed the Chinese leadership was not the specific content of the
appeal but the size and nature of the demonstration, through which a
religious sect had suddenly become an overt political force. The sit-
in was the largest demonstration in China since the 1989 pro-
democracy movement.®® At a special meeting with two thousand
CCP officials, President Jiang Zemin reportedly “required each of the
members of the Politburo Standing Committee to stand up and
testify that they endorsed the necessity of the campaign to eradicate
the Falun Gong . . . as well as the military crackdown on the
Tiananmen demonstrators ten years earlier.”?’

Falun Gong was thus declared to be a dangerous cult threatening
to disrupt social stability and challenge political authority. The
government-affiliated Xinhua press referred to the protest as “the
April 25 siege of the central leadership compound . . . [which]
seriously disrupted the work of government departments and the
daily routine of the general public, threatened social stability, and
had negative political consequences.”® The government's arrest
warrant of Li Hongzhi was issued on the basis of his “disturbing
public order.”™® Ye Xiaowen, director of the State Administration of
Religious Affairs, summed up the government’s case by saying, “Like
every other cult in the world, the cult of Falun Gong poses a great
danger to society.”%° People’s Daily also reported that China banned
Falun Gong because it “[advocates] superstition and spreading
fallacies, hoodwinking people, inciting and creating disturbances,
and jeopardizing social stability.”10?

Nothing in Japan’s recent history is readily comparable to the
suppression of Falun Gong. In fact, Shintoism has in the last two
decades received political support from the conservative wing of the
LDP. In contrast, the government has approached thousands of new
religious groups with evident suspicion. The spread of new religions
began in the 1950s as rapid industrialization and urbanization
severed many Japanese from their ties to traditional religions such
as Buddhism and Shintoism. Living in a growing spiritual vacuum,
the Japanese turned to these new religions, which have since
sprouted with missionary zeal.'°> With their religious focus on worldly
benefits (genze rikyaku) such as family and health, new religions are



“continuations rather than aberrations of the Japanese religious
tradition.”*®> However, one commonality among the new religions
sets them apart from Japan’s more traditional religions: “A spirit of
protest against the establishment.” Representing those who suffer
from unfair government treatment and fighting against government
pressures became “a fundamental tradition of the new religions.”%

Understandably, the government’s skeptical view of new religious
movements intensified in the wake of the Aum sarin gas attack of
1995. Founded in 1984 by Shoko Asahara as a yoga and meditation
group, the Aum Shinrikyo became a highly organized religious sect
with about 10,000 followers in Japan.® Prior to the 1995 gas attack
the sect was linked to various crimes, including murder and
kidnapping. But it had escaped careful scrutiny by the Japanese
police, which since 1945 have been very reluctant to interfere in
religious affairs.’®® Memories of the political manipulation of religion
during the Meiji era supported the generally shared view in the
postwar period that “in a modern, secular and liberal society,
religious movements needed to be protected from state
interference.” But after the 1995 gas attack, the debate shifted to
“whether the state and its citizens required greater protection from
religious groups.”%’

Under the provisions of the Anti-Subversive Activities Law, the
government initially tried to ban Aum altogether, only to forestall the
ban once Asahara had stepped down as the leader of the sect, “a
move designed to show that Aum no longer posed a danger to
Japanese society.”1® Along with the dismantling of Aum Shinrikyo,
the Japanese government also tried to change the hands-off
“relationship between the state and religious organizations that has
held in Japan since the end of World War 1.1 Government efforts
to control religious affairs and to put them under the general
supervision of the state took the form of requiring religious
organizations to “annually submit a list to government authorities of
all of their senior officials and of their assets.” Since then, the
government has had the right “to investigate religious organizations if
there is some suspicion that they are abusing their status as officially
recognized religious organizations.”1°



Under South Korea’s authoritarian governments radical Christian
groups developed a distinctive Korean theology, called Minjung (or
masses) theology, with strong ties to the working class. Conservative
Christian groups have remained largely apolitical.'*! In a striking
similarity to the role played by Christianity during the early colonial
period, various Christian activists have used a liberal church as the
organizational base for protests against government.'? Conservative
Christian groups, especially those that are well established in
society, have viewed the liberal church and Minjung theology as
“having the potential to destroy social and political stability.”*'3 With
close ties to mainstream Christian organizations, South Korean
military regimes saw “a clear connection among Minjung theology,
student activism, labor unrest and overseas criticism of the Seoul
regime.”* As a result, Christians following Minjung theology were
the main target of government persecution. The suppression of
religious groups was not limited to the case of Christianity. For
instance, the Chun Doo Hwan government in the 1980s was
particularly aggressive toward Buddhist organizations, which were
viewed as uncooperative with the military regime. The Chun
government eventually sent military and police forces to various
Buddhist temples, including the headquarters of South Korea’s
largest Buddhist organization, and arrested hundreds of monks.1%

What are the regional ramifications of religion in East Asia? No
particular religion enjoys a region-wide resonance. China’s religious
revival is focused primarily on Confucianism, with some elements of
Buddhism and Taoism added. Japan’s religious revival centers on
the resurgence of Shintoism and the appearance of various new
religions. In South Korea Christianity is the most popular religion, but
Buddhism and Confucianism are also enjoying a revival. In contrast
to Islam in the Middle East, there is no single overarching religion in
East Asia. However, states feel compelled to address regional and
global audiences in the effort to create a favorable international
image; this creates a regional dimension for East Asia’s religious
politics. Furthermore, transnational linkages connect some of these
religious groups and movements on a regional and even broader
scale.



East Asian states now more than ever must balance “the need to
unify their nation[s] with the need to maintain friendly ties with the
international community.”''® Governments thus cannot simply
disregard the regional dimension of their quest for creating a
favorable image through public diplomacy initiatives. For example,
since 2004 the Chinese government has begun to establish
Confucius Institutes around the world. Under the guidance of the
Confucius Institute headquarters in Beijing, the spread of the
institutes is “aimed at promoting friendly relationship with other
countries and enhancing the understanding of the Chinese language
and culture among world Chinese learners as well as providing good
learning conditions for them.”'” While the main focus of the institutes
Is “to teach Chinese, train teachers, certify instructors, [and] conduct
examinations,” they also plan to “provide consultancy services on
Chinese culture, the economy and society.”'*® There exists a striking
similarity between the Chinese government’'s use of Confucianism
for fostering regime legitimacy and national unity under the banner of
a “harmonious society,” and its promotion of Confucian Institutes as
a foreign policy tool to achieve what the Chinese call a “harmonious
world.” China’s establishment of Confucius Institutes is a clear
attempt to “reassure people that its drive to gain major-power status
is based not simply on military and economic might but also on
sound foundations of tradition and culture.”'® Thus far, for example,
China’s Confucian revival seems to have resonated well with South
Koreans. Formally established in November 2004, the Confucius
Institute in Seoul was the first of its kind in the world. By the end of
2007 eleven Confucian Institutes had been established in South
Korea.1?

The South Korean government also sponsors various religious
events as a means to foster Korean culture and traditions in a
globalizing world. During earlier years, as in China, the South
Korean government deemed Confucianism to be nothing but “an
obstacle to economic development.”'?* For instance, in his 1962
speech entitled “Reflections on Our Nation’s Past,” then president
Park Chung Hee echoed the logic of early reformers in the
modernization period, criticizing “the corruption, irrationality, venality,
and waste of the Confucian tradition.”*?> Now the South Korean



government supports various elements of traditional religions,
especially Confucianism and Buddhism. A Web site for the South
Korean Ministry of Culture and Tourism for instance claims, “Korea,
even more than China or Japan, has been able to preserve
Confucianism and Buddhism in their classical forms.”'?® In 2001 the
government sponsored an international Confucian cultural festival to
commemorate the five hundredth anniversary of the birth of Toegye,
one of the most renowned Korean Confucian intellectuals. The
festival proclaimed that the Confucian tradition is not only “an
alternative to the spiritual and moral deterioration of the present day”
but also “at the center of [Korean] national culture.”?* With these
government-sponsored events, the Korean state strives to “defend
[Korean] identities and cultures from the encroaching forces of
globalization.”?> Only Japan does not fit this pattern of relying on
religious revival for public diplomacy. Although repeated invocations
of Japan’s respect for nature by many of its soft power advocates
may recall the legacy of Shintoism, appealing to that tradition
explicitly would be politically too charged. Rather than referring to old
or new religions, Japan’s government prefers to rely instead on
popular culture as it seeks to improve Japan’s international image.

Transnationalism is a second distinctive feature of East Asia’s
religious revival. In the past, despite the important role played by
foreign missionaries, East Asian countries tended to undercut the
transnational ties of foreign religions by “bring[ing] them within state
corporatist regimes” and “allow[ing] them to operate on the condition
that they sever foreign connections and communicate abroad only
through state channels.”?¢ As people expand their contacts across
borders, this transnational dimension offers East Asian states both
opportunities and challenges. One such challenge is the growing
presence of foreign workers/ residents in East Asia. In 2009, for
instance, foreigners residing in South Korea for the first time
exceeded one million.*?” The increasing number of foreign workers
with various religious beliefs, including Catholicism (the Philippines),
Buddhism (Bangladesh), and Islam (Pakistan), is slowly altering the
South Korean religious landscape. This new reality may present new
challenges to the South Korean government, a possibility also
applicable to China and Japan.'?®



Generally speaking, the Chinese state has been successful in
neutralizing foreign influences on religion in China while increasing
its own “visibility in international religious circles.”?® Tensions
between the Vatican and the Chinese government over the
appointment of Catholic bishops illustrate this point.**® Since the
1950s the Catholic Church in Rome and the Chinese government
have had no diplomatic relations. As a result, eight million Chinese
Catholics worship with the underground church, while another five
million belong to the government-sanctioned Chinese Patriotic
Catholic Association. The rift between the Catholic Church in Rome
and the Chinese government became particularly acute in June
2004, when the Chinese authorities arrested three Roman Catholic
bishops. The Vatican called the arrest “inconceivable in a country
based on laws.”3* In May 2006 the Vatican threatened to
excommunicate the two bishops ordained by the Chinese Catholic
Church.'®? While defending its right to ordain Catholic bishops, the
Chinese Catholic Church also called for “improvement of the
relationship between China and the Vatican.”'** This was a far cry
from its previous position that the appointment of bishops by the
Holy See constituted “meddling in China’s internal affairs.”'34 In fact,
over the past several years the Chinese government and the Vatican
have reached “a tacit understanding,” based on which “candidates
for bishop have been vetted by each side.” Since 2004 this practice
has led to the approval of at least five bishops by the Holy See.'3 In
June 2007 Pope Benedict XVI even sent a fifty-five-page letter to
Chinese Catholics, acknowledging that there has been some
improvement in religious freedom in China and expressing his hope
to normalize diplomatic ties with Beijing.**® In September 2007 the
Chinese Catholic Church ordained the head of the Beijing diocese of
the state-sanctioned church, reportedly with the Vatican’'s approval,
while a vice chairman of the government-backed Chinese Patriotic
Catholic Association spoke highly of the Pope’s letter.**” The positive
momentum continued in 2008. In May 2008, in a rare symbolic
move, the China Philharmonic Orchestra performed for Pope
Benedict XVI in Vatican City.*® Three months later a Chinese bishop
in  Beijing, initially ordained without papal approval but Ilater
legitimized by the Vatican, was selected as a torchbearer for the



Beijing Olympics, thanks in part to what the government called “the
Church’s contribution” to society.*

In the case of South Korea, its overseas Christian missions,
especially those active in China, have become a main conduit for
helping North Korean refugees defect to South Korea. In their
relations with North Korea, this is creating political challenges for
both the South Korean and Chinese governments. In the words of a
Korean-American mission leader, “Christians have become the alpha
and omega of the North Korean issue” by launching campaigns to
“liberate” North Koreans from the totalitarian regime. Christian
groups such as the Commission to Help North Korean Refugees
view North Korea as “the biggest target” of Korean missionaries.4
By 2005 Chinese authorities had arrested dozens of South Korean
and American missionaries because they were helping North
Koreans. Some of the North Korean defectors have also played a
role in the United States, where they worked with American
evangelical organizations in their efforts to facilitate the passage of
the 2004 North Korean Human Rights Act by the U.S. Congress.'#!
These efforts also have the potential to “complicate the talks to stop
Pyongyang’s nuclear weapons program or irk China or American
allies like South Korea that favor a less confrontational approach.”2

Another transnational implication of religion concerns the regional
reverberations of Japan’s Yasukuni Shrine controversy. Prime
ministerial visits to the shrine have become a major source of
regional tension. Part of the problem is that Japanese conservatives
who seek to reconnect the state and the shrine are also the loudest
critics of Japan’s apology for its wartime aggressions.'#* China and
South Korea vehemently protested Prime Minister Koizumi’s visit to
the Shinto shrine and, for several years running, canceled their
bilateral summits with Japan.*** Furthermore, there are 27,863
Taiwanese and 21,181 Koreans enshrined at Yasukuni.'*> In June
2001 relatives of these South Korean war dead filed a lawsuit
requesting removal of their names from the shrine. In June 2005 a
group of Taiwanese also attempted to protest at the shrine. Fearing a
violent clash between them and Japanese right-wing groups who
had placed several vehicles at the main gate of the shrine blocking
the Taiwanese from entering, the Japanese police stopped the



Taiwanese protesters.'*® In October 2005 the Committee of Anti-
Yasukuni Joint Counteraction, a transnational movement involving
groups from South Korea, Taiwan, Japan, and Okinawa, launched a
joint campaign against the shrine. In 2006 the committee began an
investigation of the enshrining of non-Japanese, and it started writing
petitions addressed to the UN Secretary General and the UN Human
Rights Commission.*#

The immediate aftermath of World War Il suggested that religion in
East Asia had lost most of its ground in a dramatically altered
political landscape. In China religion was all but banished by the
Communist Party. The party viewed religion as a leftover from a
feudal past, the proverbial “opium of the people.”4® Christianity in
particular was problematic because it was viewed as an agent of
Western imperialism.**® During the upheavals of the Cultural
Revolution, the party sought to exterminate religion altogether as the
Red Guards smashed churches, temples, and other religious sites.*%°
In Japan the U.S. occupation authorities banned State Shinto and
put into the new constitution an article ensuring the separation
between Shintoism and the state, leaving the war-torn nation in a
spiritual vacuum.*®! In return for the prohibition of State Shintoism
and emperor worship, the occupation authorities helped establish the
principle of religious freedom, which eventually opened the way for
“the emergence of a large number of competing new sects and
movements and the secession of thousands of temples,” collectively
called the “new religions.”**? Finally, in South Korea, Christianity and
other prominent religions did not recover fully from the long
suppression during Japan’s colonial rule. Although Christianity was a
key source of national aspiration for independence in the early
colonial period, Christian missionaries in Korea and most Korean
Christian groups eventually acquiesced to Japanese rule.

These exceptional circumstances have now passed, and it is a
mistake to read into them a larger secularization thesis. While the
timing of religious revival differs in each country, permissive political
conditions exist in each, including domestic political upheavals
requiring close attention to the legitimacy of the state (China), a



growing spiritual vacuum in an age of rapid economic growth and
material prosperity that threatens national cohesion in the eyes of a
conservative coalition (Japan), and state legitimacy and national
cohesion in a period of democratic transformation (South Korea).
“The secular form of Asian political institutions often masks a
religious spirit,” writes Richard Madsen, a leading scholar in the field
of Chinese religion; “often, the secular political form is what outsiders
see, while the spirit is what insiders apprehend.”>® To make his
point, Madsen refers to the controversies over the Yasukuni Shrine.
The pressure to visit the shrine is not merely to memorialize the
names of those who died in the war, but to worship at a site that
contains the actual spirits of the war dead.

The contemporary regional relevance of religion in East Asia is
reflected nowhere more clearly than in the debates about Asian
values. That concept and the values it refers to resonate deeply with
Confucian traditions. An innovation by Singaporean intellectuals in
search of a state identity in the 1970s, the concept of Asian values is
readily understood and appreciated by many people in East Asia.
The notion of a paternalistic leader, the rewards of wise and just
leadership, and the merits of respect and loyalty are of course not
unique to East Asia. But what is distinctive of East Asia is the
attraction these ideas have had for many leaders and intellectuals, in
particular as they have sought to engage the West on their own
terms and with values and traditions that are distinctly “Eastern.”5* In
this vein, some scholars suggest that Asian values represent a
distinctive path to modernity. For instance, Tu Wei-Ming, a leading
scholar on this subject, considers the grasping of Asian values to be
a key to “an understanding of the political economy and the moral
fabric of industrial East Asia.”%®

Such views are not confined to scholarly analysis. Former
Singaporean prime minister Lee Kuan Yew attributes the region’s
rapid growth to Asian values. Even in the face of Western criticism
leveled against Asian values and calls for political and economic
changes during the Asian financial crisis, Lee refused to accept the
Western impulse to lay blame on Asian values: “If it is Asian values
that brought about this disaster, how come Hong Kong and
Singapore have not been affected?”%¢



The political will to resist Western demands for social and political
change has made Asian values language attractive. The availability
of a shared religious vocabulary has thus provided ammunition for
dispersed efforts to forge a common regional identity. Like all identity
politics and projects, this one is marked by vigorous debate and
acrimonious contestation, for example, between liberals and
conservatives, and Japanese and Chinese. But the ubiquity and
durability of the Asian values discourse is inseparable from the
regional legacy of Confucian traditions. And that legacy now injects
new vitality into efforts to build a regional community. Indonesian
Vice President Jusuf Kalia, for example, directly links Asian values to
the idea of an East Asian Free Trade Area, suggesting that they
would help the region overcome various gaps in per capita income,
development, and resource endowment. Highlighting Asian values
as “a system of ethics that prioritize[s] cooperation over competition,”
he insists that Asian countries should turn to Asian values “rather
than copying other systems and values.”>” To affirm an Asian values
discourse against Western criticism thus points to the power of
religion in East Asia, just as Western claims regarding, for example,
human rights point to the power of a “secular religious discourse”
that is trying to change the East.

Theories of international relations take for granted the secularity of
international politics rather than tracking the ebb and flow of religious
politics as do sociologists of religion. This is an intellectual shortcut
grounded in a partial reading of European history, which has become
enshrined in Eurocentric disciplinary assumptions that typically
remain exempted from scrutiny. Yet contemporary Europe is not as
secular as most scholars of Europe and international relations
assume.?®® And neither is Asia, as we have argued here, concurring
with Richard Madsen’s assessment that “the secularity of modern
Asian states has by no means led to widespread social secularity.”*>°
In looking for religion in Asia we should not search, as we are
accustomed to in Europe and America, for private faith. Asian
religion is neither private nor faith-based, argues Madsen. Instead of
faith, Asian religion is fueled by the creation of collective rituals and
the yearning for social myths that give some sense of order and
meaning to individuals’ lives. And that sense of order and meaning,



Asian states realize, is of strategic importance and needs to be
provided not by individuals or social movements but by governments
dedicated to their specifically state-centric conceptions of the public
good.

East Asia’s religious politics suggests the promise of integrating
international and comparative perspectives more fully and
systematically into a disciplined analysis of world politics, of avoiding
excessive abstractions of international and global theories by
grounding them in regional structures and processes, and of
avoiding hard and fast distinctions between secular and religious
politics. If it made these three adjustments, international relations
theory would no longer have its head stuck quite so high in the
clouds. And that slight change in theory altitude might help us gain a
better understanding of fair and foul religious weather in world
politics.
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8. CONCLUSION

Religion’s Contribution to International Relations Theory

EMILY COCHRAN BECH AND JACK SNYDER

With the political salience of religion on the rise, international
relations scholars must consider how religious belief systems,
movements, and authority structures affect the international system
and our approaches to understanding it. This theoretical task is long
overdue, notwithstanding a handful of recent pioneering works, most
of them by contributors to this volume. Here and elsewhere, they
have shown that religion has played a significant role in shaping the
modern state system from its inception to the contemporary period.

Taking account of the preceding chapters’ contributions, this
chapter lays out some considerations for continuing that research.
We examine the challenges that religion poses to conventional ways
of thinking about international politics as well as potential
contributions that a focus on religion might make to invigorating
theoretical debate in that field. In particular, we ask what explains
religion’s rising salience in contemporary international politics,
whether religion is a distinctive realm that requires dramatically new
approaches and methods, whether religion challenges the centrality
of the state, and how the role of religion can be fit into existing
theories.

WHY THE RESURGENCE OF RELIGION?

Assuming, as most of our contributors do, that religion has
reemerged as a force in global politics in the past several decades,



why has it done so? Drawing on our contributors’ insights, we
conjecture that the rising prominence of religion in world politics
reflects an increasing demand for mass political participation in
response to the perceived failure of secular institutions to satisfy
mass expectations.

First, waves of democratization around the globe have given a
greater voice to all kinds of actors, including religious ones. More
citizens in more states than ever before are articulating the political
demands that are anchored in their belief systems, and can
organize, vote, and engage in broader advocacy in pursuit of those
goals.?

Second, secularization has ironically proved to be religion’s
protector in many settings. Over the past two centuries, secular
toleration and democratization have provided freedom of religion for
many states’ citizens.? This has led to increasing political expression
of existing religious diversity. It has also led to increasing religious
diversity as individuals exercise their right to adopt, convert to, or
renounce religious beliefs and identities, and as religious groups
exercise their freedom to form new religious communities based on
points of doctrine and practice.

Third, migration has increased religious diversity in many states.
This new reality has challenged the post-Westphalian status quo of
national religions and corresponding secularist arrangements,
especially in Western Europe. Western patterns of interaction
between states and specific majority religious heritages have been
“normalized” by Western powers and scholars over two centuries.?
The entry of other religious groups and other forms of religiosity into
those societies has challenged status quo arrangements by
demanding renegotiation of religion-society-state relations. This has
fueled social and political conflicts over a range of religious, ethnic,
cultural, and economic diversity issues.

Fourth, the fall or perceived failure of many secular regimes and
nationalist movements left many societies or groups with legitimacy
vacuums for political authority. Religiously based political
movements and ethnoreligious causes resonated with citizens in this
political environment. Some governments, realizing that secular
ideologies were wearing thin as bases of legitimacy, tried to



strengthen their hold on power by integrating religious symbolism
and authority into national ritual and rhetoric.®

Finally, dissatisfaction with secularist establishments long
incumbent in national governments and international institutions has
fueled political opposition by religious actors and movements. This
opposition takes many forms. Religious opposition parties, advocacy
groups, or armed insurgent groups struggle to change national
political structures. Religious humanitarian, advocacy, and issue-
based movements make political appeals to international courts and
organizations. Transnational religious networks coordinate political
appeals across systems. Antisystemic religious insurgent networks
attack the dominant actors and state-centric assumptions of the
entire interstate system.

This analysis of the origins of religious resurgence has important
implications for international politics. These populist religious actors
display widely divergent political goals and strategies in their
struggles against secular orders that they think have failed them.
Diverse doctrines on the moral legitimacy—or even necessity—of
extreme tactics shape contrasting political programs. Conflicts on the
domestic, regional, and global levels affect one another through the
transfer of ideas, fighters, and funding, posing a challenge to
analyses that compartmentalize international and comparative
domestic politics.® That said, transnationalism is hardly a new topic
in international relations theory, so we still need to ask what
difference religion, including religious transnationalism, makes for
international relations scholars’ choice of conceptual tools.

IS RELIGION DISTINCT FROM OTHER
BELIEF SYSTEMS, INCLUDING SECULARISM?

A key question of this book has been whether religion is distinct
enough from other legitimizing belief systems to warrant its own
analytical space in international relations frameworks, and whether
its resurgence signals the need for a reconsideration of ideology and
transnational social movements more generally. The book’s
contributors are not agreed on this point.



Daniel Nexon does not believe that studying religious beliefs and
networks requires a complete retooling of international relations
theory. He argues instead that “in many respects, religion provides a
new vehicle to cover rather familiar terrain in disciplinary debates
about the significance of, for instance, ideational forces and non-
state actors.”.” Il Hyun Cho and Peter Katzenstein argue that religion
plays a particularly important role as a legitimizer of political goals in
East Asian societies and in the region more broadly. They call for
theoretical and methodological imports from the field of comparative
politics to help understand how this works. Nonetheless, legitimation
is familiar terrain for at least some existing approaches to
international relations theory.

Timothy Shah and Daniel Philpott stake out a more ambitious
view, arguing that religion is unique in its potential to unify and
mobilize for political action. Since globalization has enabled growing
numbers of religious communities to establish effective transnational
networks and organizations, religious actors “can increasingly
muster resources, mobilize constituencies, and apply pressure on
governments and international organizations in ways that other non-
state actors—and even some states—can only dream of.".2
International relations theorists, they write, must recognize (1) the
distinctive ends of religious actors and how those ends translate into
politics, and (2) that religious movements and actors cannot be
“easily subsumed into the state.” They cannot be so subsumed,
Shah and Philpott argue, because the world’s major religions are
older and more broadly legitimate than modern states, and because
both their populations of adherents and their authority structures flow
over borders. The historical permanence, legitimizing capacity, and
transnational nature of religion, in their view, give it the potential to
make significant impacts on world politics.

Several contributors compare the impact of religious and secular
belief systems. For Michael Barnett, it is not sufficient to tack on
religion as a “modifier” expressing one source of identity, norms, and
values to be analyzed in abstract terms, as many constructivist
international relations theorists do. Instead, he writes, scholars must
recognize and explore the constitutive role of both religious and
secular belief systems, often in combination, in social and political



processes. Extending this view, Elizabeth Shakman Hurd argues that
it is a mistake to treat religion and secularism as antithetical from an
analytical point of view. She notes that secularisms, like religions,
are a source of norms and behavior on individual, societal, and
international levels.

In practice, the similarities between religious and secular
organizations—whether they are humanitarian, ethnonationalist,
diasporic, issue-oriented, or insurgent—may be more important for
some analytical purposes than their differences. Indeed,
organizations such as Christian Democratic parties have some
characteristics that are secular and some that are religious, and this
mix may change over time. Organizations of both types engage in
political strategies ranging from party mobilization to extreme
violence. Both may have cosmopolitan leaderships. Both are based
on deeply held norms and even transcendent ideologies including,
as Barnett points out, universalist secularized doctrines of liberal
international order. Both can become the basis of identity for their
adherents, as Michael Ignatieff has written about secular humanists
in the field of human rights.® Activists in both religious and secular
organizations display the entire range of commitment levels,
including in some cases a willingness to die for their cause. Both can
mobilize supporters transnationally. Though Shah and Philpott may
be right that religions hold the largest and longest-standing cross-
border constituencies of adherents, organizations based on secular
appeals can boast impressive transnational mobilizations as well.

Still, some significant differences remain. It may be that religious
organizations can appeal for legitimacy and political mobilization on
a deeper and more persistent existential basis than most secular
organizations can, since people who believe their goals are divinely
inspired may be impervious to earthly discouragements. Further, as
Monica Duffy Toft highlights, religious and secular movements often
differ in the time horizons of actors’ expected payoffs for themselves
(e.g., salvation versus contribution to a desired social order) and
their societies (e.g., promotion of an eternal order versus promotion
of some specific political structure or group). But actors’ ends rarely
differ so greatly as such extremes suggest. In most cases, political
and ultimate goals merge, in both individual reasoning and



movement ideologies. Secular actors may not believe they will
benefit after death from sacrifice for a cause. But they can, as
Barnett notes, see their actions as promoting an order that advances
the progress of humanity. Finally, religious and secular actors may
differ in perceived sources of norms: while religious adherents may
claim divine inspiration, secular groups can point to established
group identity and interests, or more broadly to a norm respecting
the dignity of human life. While secular actors do not claim divine
inspiration, norms held by both types of actors will be shaped by a
mix of practical experience, parochial interests, social functions, and
rational thought, which may reduce the differences between religious
and nonreligious normative orders.

The geographical reach, normative sources, and perceived
ultimate ends of religion can make it a distinctive mobilizer. Yet for
most purposes we suspect that common frameworks for analyzing
religious and secular movements will offer greater theory-building
leverage than separate frameworks tailored to the supposedly
distinctive nature of religious movements.

RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS:
CHALLENGE TO STATES OR CHANNELED
THROUGH STATES?

Traditional approaches to studying international relations remain
centered on states, notwithstanding some attention to transnational
groups and processes. The rising role of religion in world politics
might be seen as challenging state-centered conceptual frameworks
if religious movements were to take a heavily transnational form and
play a major role in shaping the kinds of outcomes that concern
international relations scholarship, notably global patterns of
cooperation and conflict. We argue that state-centered paradigms
remain highly relevant to studying many of the impacts of politicized
religion, though our conceptual frameworks also need to be flexible
In encompassing some processes that are more strictly
transnational.



Only three of this book’s chapters take clear positions on this
guestion. Although Nexon wants greater consideration of structures
constitutive of states and their policies, he concurs with Jack
Snyder’s introduction that there is some support for the assumption
that transnational and substate politics will largely continue to be
funneled through states to world politics. Shah and Philpott,
however, argue that religious movements and actors wield greater
potential for mobilization than other transnational and non-state
actors, so “new assumptions are needed” for the study of religion
and world politics.*®

How, then, do religious beliefs and structures affect the
international system? Following the recommendation of several
contributors to examine religion’s role in constituting actors and
interests at all levels of world politics, we propose five key channels
of influence. First, the beliefs of religious individuals affect their
choices as constituents and leaders of local and state governments;
as donors or activists for local, national, or transnational advocacy
organizations; and as staff of intergovernmental institutions and
programs. Since the majority of individuals act politically through
institutions and groups that target local and national political arenas,
religious influence on the system through individual actors is
primarily channeled through states. However, availability of rapid
communications brings increasing numbers of individuals into direct
contact with transnational organizations attempting to influence
international processes directly, so individual transnational
engagement—some of it shaped by participants’ religious beliefs—is
on the rise.

Second, religious influence affects international politics indirectly
through religiously based organizations that target political appeals
to local and national decision makers. The use of this approach
seems to be increasing. Muslim parties, for example, have found
increasing success since the 1990s in Bangladesh, Pakistan,
Malaysia, Indonesia, and Turkey.** While these groups often focus
their political action on intrastate processes, they may also affect
international processes by influencing the individual states in which
they operate. As Shah and Philpott highlight, this can include
appeals over interstate affairs, as when the U.S. Conference of



Catholic Bishops condemns the Irag War, India’s BJP pushes for a
stronger Hindu homeland, and the Russian Orthodox Church urges
state intolerance of foreign Protestant missionaries. Armed
insurgencies involving religion, a focus of Toft's chapter, also
influence world affairs by challenging governments and the very
legitimacy of states, and include majority-religion rebel groups like
the GIA in Algeria, resistance movements with armed wings like
Hamas in the Palestinian Territories, and parties to ethnoreligious
conflict such as the IRA in Northern Ireland. All these organizations
may also exchange ideas and resources with similar groups in other
states. Cho and Katzenstein point out, in addition, that government
responses to religious groups within a state may affect that state’s
international reputation.

Third, explicitly religious transnational networks and organizations
influence international processes both directly and indirectly through
multiple states. These include aggregate bodies that promote
religious unity and coordinate campaigns such as the network of
Orthodox Churches, political and social movements like the Muslim
Brotherhood, humanitarian organizations like World Vision, and
militant networks like Al Qaeda.*? They engage in cross-border
recruitment and fund-raising, influence citizen appeals to their states,
and appeal directly to multiple governments and intergovernmental
organizations themselves. Appeals to states are often concerted
through individual members, national subsidiary organizations, and
international leadership groups that raise issues of global concern on
which policy is to be shaped within states, or on issues to be decided
by member states in IGO structures and by IGO agencies and
international courts. These networks or organizations vary widely in
scope and strength, some holding continual political-religious
legitimacy for citizens in multiple countries, while others are formed
ad hoc for the purpose of making appeals on a particular issue. Their
influence thus flows partially through states, though often through
concerted campaigns, and they also attempt to influence
international processes directly.

Further, supranational religious organizations (e.g., the Roman
Catholic Church, the World Council of Churches, and the World
Hindu Council) exercise influence in the international system with



almost state-like diplomacy to affect state policy and with appeals
through representatives directly to international institutions. While
such organizations exercise influence through states by way of
individual adherents and through constituent organizations, they also
seek direct influence on international processes and institutions.

Finally, religious influence flows into the international system
through religiously based intergovernmental organizations. There are
few of these (the most obvious may be the Organization of the
Islamic Conference, or OIC), but they make a significant impact by
(1) shaping some interactions between constituent states, (2)
providing a platform through which leading national and transnational
actors can influence member states and a world audience on issues
of religious concern, and (3) forming (or at least giving the
appearance of) a concerted front of states around issues of concern
in the face of the broader international system and its leading states.
The OIC, for example, was the site of appeals by religiously driven
individual, non-state, and state-level actors for a joint statement of
condemnation of a Danish newspaper’s 2005 publication of the now-
famous “Muhammad cartoons,” driving the issue onto the world
stage.!3

While the first two dynamics described above flow overwhelmingly
through state-based political hierarchies, the final three have direct
transnational influence on interstate relations and international
institutions. The question then remains to be researched: is the
religious influence flowing into the system through these channels
significant enough to warrant a rethinking of conventional
approaches to international politics, at least in some issue areas?

DOES RELIGION POSE A CHALLENGE TO
TRADITIONAL WAYS OF CONCEPTUALIZING
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS?

Our contributors see a number of tensions between religious subject
matter and the philosophical presumptions of traditional approaches
to international relations. Though these tensions do not correspond



exactly to the three canonical paradigms, religion does give rise to
distinctive problems for each paradigm.

One tension with realism lies in religion’s transnational character.
Although some religions are congruent with the borders of a nation-
state, most are not. Another is the tension between the logic of the
sacred and the logic of power politics. Nexon shows, however, that
these two logics often interpenetrate at the nexus of the state, which
Is a central location for organizing collective action through which the
activities of substate and transnational actors translate into
outcomes in world politics. Exactly how this works, and how it should
work, has long been a subject of philosophical and empirical
analysis. At the philosophical level, there is a long Christian realist
tradition running from Augustine through Luther to Reinhold Niebuhr
recognizing dual logics of the divine realm and the realm of temporal
power: the city of God and the city of man, the two kingdoms, moral
man and immoral society. At the political level, the decidedly realist
formula of the pre-Westphalian Peace of Augsburg, cuius regio, eius
religio, provided a formula for sorting states neatly among
transnational religions. And yet none of these formulas succeeded in
banishing religion to an apolitical realm, insulating realpolitik from the
impact of transnational religion, or subordinating either type of
authority to the other. As Nexon argues, we need theory that can
comprehend these realms’ interpenetration and interaction.

A tension with liberalism lies in religion’s sacred and
transcendental qualities, which are at odds with liberalism’s interest-
based rationalism. But this tension is also found within liberalism,
between those who emphasize the normative underpinnings of the
liberal order and those who stress the mechanical workings of
institutions that check and channel self-interest. Explanations for the
democratic peace that stress common norms and identities arguably
have more in common with religious modes of understanding than
they do with rationalist self-interest explanations based on
institutionalized accountability to the average voter. Indeed, Hurd
and other contributors discuss the ways in which Kantian liberalism
provides a link between the West’'s Christian traditions and its more
secular present.



Canonical statements of the liberal international relations
paradigm have not emphasized these connections to religion in part
because the most prominent of these liberal manifestos are implicitly
grounded in a one-track theory of modernization, in which the rise of
the rationalized bureaucratic state, capitalist markets, and liberal
democracy go hand in hand with the triumph of secularism. If liberal
international relations scholars were more explicit about the
grounding of their assumptions in modernization theory, they would
have to acknowledge the reality of multiple paths of historical
development leading to multiple modernities in which religion may
play different roles. Sudipta Kaviraj points out, for example, that the
elements of modernity were introduced in a different sequence in
many late-developing societies than they were in Great Britain, with
mass democratic politics institutionalized in India before the
urbanization and secularization of society.'# If so, we need not just a
single, invariant account of liberalism’s role in world politics, but a
more variegated, contextualized theory that considers paths other
than Western-secularist forms but nonetheless stays true to
liberalism’s basic assumptions.

A tension with constructivism, Barnett notes, lies in the implicit
secularist bias in the way that the paradigm’s central concepts of
identity, values, norms, and beliefs are understood. Religious
lifeworlds comprise all of these elements, but for at least some
believers, they do so as an all-encompassing totality infused with the
presumptions of sacredness and transcendence. In contrast,
constructivist understandings of these terms are typically less
totalizing and not turbo-charged with the divine. While constructivists
may acknowledge that identities, norms, and values may have
religious sources, they tend to treat those grounded in religion as
functionally the same as those of other types. Recognizing the
differences between religious and nonreligious social constructions
of reality would arguably enrich constructivism’s contribution to
international relations studies rather than undermine it.

In short, religion presents analytical challenges to all three of the
traditional international relations paradigms, but incorporating
religion would in each case enhance the subtlety, accuracy, and
power of these approaches rather than undermine them. Some of



our contributors, furthermore, urge that international relations
theorists should seize upon the study of religion as an opportunity to
loosen the grip of the traditional paradigms, use them more
eclectically, and import ideas and methodological habits from the
field of comparative politics. One crucial area in which comparative
politics can play such a role is in the study of religious resurgence as
a phenomenon of contemporary political development that features
rising demands for mass political participation. Since these demands
have major consequences for international relations, it is important to
study the societal and transnational forces impelling them. We hope
that the varied models presented in this collection will stimulate
thinking about the way forward in theorizing the role of religion in
international politics.
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