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“The essays in this volume, and the savvy introduction by Hatzopou-
los and Petito, inform us of just how vital is religion in international re-
lations today. Well before the events of 9/11, religion was once
again—after a long hiatus—on the radar screen of scholars, although
many remained unconvinced of its importance. No more. This volume
makes a significant contribution to our understanding.”

—Jean Bethke Elshtain, The Laura Spelman Rockefeller 
Professor of Social and Political Ethics, The University 
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“When we talk about religion today, what are we really talking about?
The concepts that we have on hand for understanding the status and
role of religion in current affairs are by and large obsolete. They only
made sense in reference to a certain "stability" in which one could be-
lieve and make people believe in. The disappearance of the necessary
conditions for this belief signals the entrance into a world character-
ized by the evidence of movement. Hence the necessity to rebuild our
intellectual tools. This work constitutes an important contribution for
such an enterprise.”

—Patrick Michel, Research Director at CERI, Sciences Po, Paris.
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The Return from Exile

An Introduction

Pavlos Hatzopoulos and Fabio Petito

The worldwide resurgence of religion seems nowadays to
generate repression—at times through the imposition of
religious law upon a community of people; at other times,

through the association of religion with “terror,” through its supposed
inclination to generate extreme—even indiscriminate—political ac-
tions; or even in scenarios involving the persecution of members of
other religious communities; or, more apocalyptically, as the driving
force behind a coming “clash of civilizations.”

But what if in order to study the role of religion in international re-
lations we need to reverse this picture? To treat religion not as the gen-
erator of repression, but as the “victim”? This reversal should not be
understood necessarily in literal terms. Instead, religion is a victim in-
sofar as it was exiled from the modern constitution of international re-
lations; religion was the object that needed to vanish for modern
international politics to come into being. Religion has been, and largely
remains, what the discipline of International Relations (IR) can speak
about only as a threat to its own existence. We chose this subtitle—The
Return from Exile—because we believe that this volume treats this un-
likely intellectual reversal as a potent possibility.

The rejection of religion, in other words, seems to be inscribed in
the genetic code of the discipline of IR. Arguably, this occurred be-
cause the main constitutive elements of the practices of interna-
tional relations were purposely established in early modern Europe
to end the Wars of Religion. At that point in history—paraphrasing
the powerful words of Thomas Hobbes—God made space to the
great Leviathan (the sovereign state), that mortal God to which the
new modern man owes his peace and security, religion was priva-
tized, and through the principle of the cuius regio eius religio (the
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ruler determines the religion of his realm) pluralism among states
and noninterference were born and worshipped as the new sacred
principles of the emerging Westphalian order. As a consequence,
politics with reference to religion became the ultimate threat to
order, security, and civility, and, could not inhabit both the practices
of international relations and, subsequently, the discipline of Inter-
national Relations.

Having unexpectedly survived the long Westphalian exile, religion
is again back to world politics. World politics has changed; religion has
changed as well—and perhaps even more radically. The return of reli-
gion from the Westphalian exile back to the center of international re-
lations opens up new possibilities and, this book contends, that these
cannot be overlooked if the post-Westphalian global coexistence as-
pires to genuine universality.

Not only that: The return from exile is never a simple return to the
“same old ways” of the pre-exile situation, as all the three Abramithic
religious traditions know very well. First, the lost home has necessarily
changed and, second—and even more fundamentally—the exile can be
a deeply transformative experience. The exile opens up the way for
what Saint Paul calls a metanoia, a drastic “change of mind.” But has re-
ligion experienced with respect to international politics this metanoia?
Is religion ready to stand on the side of a “global peaceful ethos” and not
of a “global war” as the scenario of a “clash of civilizations” predicts?
The future cannot be predicted, but this volume stands on the possi-
bility that the exile has brought a metanoia and treats this second re-
versal as a powerful possibility. But, more of this later on.

This introduction will try to explain how this book reads from our
editorial perspective and how it might be read in the light of future re-
search. It will illustrate the coherence and points of incoherence of the
book, the utility and futility of its separation into three thematic sec-
tions, the contemplated organization and contingency of our editorial
decisions. And it will also partially explain why we have paradoxically
chosen to include an epilogue that from an argumentative viewpoint
attempts to partially defeat the purpose of the book as a whole and
from an amicable one to severely limit its aspirations.

This project emanates from a normative reaction toward existing
studies on religion in international politics reinforced by the observa-
tion of a striking theoretical void in the IR literature. What drives the
contributions to the volume is, on a first level, a critical engagement
with the “clash of civilizations” thesis and other numerous analyses
that all too often associate the resurgence of religion with new Cold
War mindsets, the danger of fundamentalist politics, even the threat
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of global terrorism; or more generally with a novel, disorderly state of
international affairs.1 To say that this association should not be essen-
tialized is almost banal, but the volume attempts to transcend this
thin-based critique and to concretely show how an engagement with
worldwide religious traditions might lead to creative theoretical and
political endeavors.

To pursue this task, it is first of all necessary to grasp theoretically
the contemporary interplay between religion and international poli-
tics. Against the (always less controversial) sociological background of
the “global resurgence of religion” and “desecularization of the world,”
against the growing concern (among both policymakers and the wider
intellectual community) for the role of religions in international poli-
tics, IR theory has oddly remained silent.2 It might be true that theo-
retically informed discussions on the role of specific religious
phenomenologies in contemporary world politics are not missing—it
is enough to think of the large number of theoretically sophisticated
publications on the international dimensions of Political Islam and
other religious fundamentalisms3—but the implicit assumption is
that the topic of religion does not require a reflection within the
realm of IR theory, that is, the elaboration of new interpretative cat-
egories and analytical frameworks. It is thought that a policymaking-
oriented approach or at most some minor adjustments to the
“broader” theoretical frameworks available to deal with the role of
ideas, culture, and identity would serve the purpose.4 This book ar-
gues against this assumption and explores new theoretical ways for
making sense and interpreting the interplay between religion and
world politics.

This void in the literature looks even more serious if we acknowl-
edge that the global resurgence of religion might also hold important
implications for thinking about international relations (IR theory)
tout court. From this standpoint, International Relations theory has
not only a problem in dealing with religion but religion has the poten-
tial to revolutionize IR theory. In other words, it is a contention of this
book that the global resurgence of religion confronts IR theory with a
theoretical challenge comparable to that raised by the end of the Cold
War or the emergence of globalization. As a consequence, this config-
ures a “critical” meeting for the discipline in the sense of a theory-gen-
erative and self-creative reflection—both on an analytical and on a
normative level—and not just another ordinary exercise in problem
solving. In this respect, the return of religion from the (Westphalian)
exile brings with it the promise to emancipate IR from its own theo-
retical captivities.
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The Book
The book is divided into three parts: “International Relations Theory
and Religion,” “War, Security, and Religion,” and “Politicizing Reli-
gion: Toward a New Global Ethos?” As is clear from the titles, each
part has a specific focus, but the nature of the topic itself makes the
borders that separate one part from the other necessarily fuzzy and to
some extent artificial. Furthermore, if it is unquestionably true that
each chapter stands as an autonomous theoretical inquiry into one as-
pect of the interplay between religion and international relations, and
as such can be read independently, it is also true that this three-way
partition was chosen because it reflects the three major arguments
that the book as a whole purports to make.

International Relations Theory and Religion
The first part of the book focuses on the implications for Interna-
tional Relations as a discipline in engaging seriously with religion and
articulates what we call a “disciplinary” argument in two versions: a
weak and strong one. The argument is that International Relations
theory hasn’t yet developed an adequate theoretical understanding of
religion in general and of the recent global resurgence of religions in
particular, and as a consequence, in its weak version, it calls for the
elaboration of new interpretative categories and analytical frame-
works. In this respect, all three contributions included in this part ex-
plore new theoretical ways for interpreting the interplay between
religion and world politics.

Scott Thomas in his contribution argues that if the global resur-
gence of religion is to be taken seriously, then an earlier social under-
standing of religion, still existent in many parts of the developing
world and fundamentally different from Western modernity’s inven-
tion of religion as a set of privatized doctrines and beliefs, needs to be
developed and recognized as part of any post-Westphalian interna-
tional order. For this purpose, he firstly applies Alasdair MacIntyre’s
social theory and in particular his notion of ‘tradition’ to the English
School’s concept of international society, and then argues that MacIn-
tyrean “virtue-ethics” can help us develop a “deeper pluralism” among
different communities and states in international society.

In a different but complementary way, Cecelia Lynch argues that
theological and religious thinking can contribute considerably to de-
bates about culture in international politics often dominated by En-
lightenment worldviews that cast religious belief, thought, and action
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in overly essentialist terms. Tracing the development of debates about
culture in general, and multiculturalism in particular, in contemporary
religious thinking, she discusses several theological views on religious
pluralism, from exclusivism to syncretism and apologetics, and finally
concludes that while much of our political debates over the role of re-
ligion remain mirrored in exclusivist analyses, contemporary religious
thought provides new ways of thinking about the sociopolitical impli-
cations of the multiple systems of belief present in the world.

Vendulka Kubálková’s piece pushes further the argument about the
inadequacy of contemporary International Relations theory and ex-
emplifies the strong version of the disciplinary argument. Following
this logic, Kubálková calls for a new subfield of International Rela-
tions, what she terms International Political Theology (IPT), in order
to battle the fixity of Western social science that remains unwilling
(and unable) to treat religions as important social factors on their own
terms, on a par with secular forces. IPT wants to correct this system-
atic omission in the same way that International Political Economy
(IPE) was intended at the time of its conception to respond to the ne-
glect of economic factors in international politics. It proposes the sys-
tematic study of discourses (and relations among them) concerning
world affairs that search for—or claim to have found—a response,
transcendental or secular, to the human need for meaning.

Traces of the strong version of the disciplinary argument can also be
found at least in nuce in Lynch’s and Thomas’ contributions. In
Lynch’s, this takes the form of an apparently moderate, but in our view
far reaching in its consequences, critique of the Enlightenment as-
sumptions—prevalent in contemporary political debates—that asso-
ciate religion with danger, dogma, or rigid conceptions of otherness.
Here, the paradox is that the growing importance of issues of religious
identity and alterity in world politics has not corresponded to a grow-
ing attention to the multiple understandings of religious belief articu-
lated by religious thinkers themselves, rather the aforementioned
Enlightenment assumptions have been uncritically reproduced and de
facto accepted as dogma. Yet—and this is the telling irony—Lynch’s
detailed discussion of contemporary theological views on the possibil-
ities of religious pluralism and multiculturalism shows that the view of
religious identity as uncompromising is today highly unenlightened
and unenlightening, as it is historically inept and ignores significant
and lively debates within religious thought itself.

The problem lies, it seems, in International Relations’ self-
understanding as a party to the Enlightenment project, in its self-
conception as a social science that holds a privileged access to
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knowledge of social phenomena.5 Firstly, and more broadly, it should
not come as a big revelation that religion and the Enlightenment have
not always been on “very good terms” either theoretically or politi-
cally.6 Secondly, and more specifically, we have to remember that mod-
ern international law, arguably the predecessor of the discipline of
International Relations, was born under the auspices of Alberico Gen-
tili’s celebrated cry silete theologi in munere alieno!—let theologians
keep silence about matters outside their province!—which symboli-
cally marked the end of the scholastic world and the advent of a new
epoch, the Westphalian era, in which international politics would be
examined from a secular rather than a theological standpoint.

This last point brings us to a related exploratory hypothesis that we
want to put forward expanding on Thomas’ insights. Thomas argues
that the “Westphalian presumption”—the notion that religious and
cultural pluralism cannot be accommodated in international society
but must be privatized, if there is to be international order—is part of
the political mythology of liberalism and is based on the “invention of
religion” as a set of privately held doctrines or beliefs. Taking this ar-
gument further and paraphrasing Carl Schmitt, we could provocatively
ask whether all significant concepts of the modern theory of interna-
tional relations are secularized theological concepts.7 In this respect, a
more careful consideration of religion could problematize some of the
secular foundational myths of the discipline, as well as suggest the
need to genealogically rewrite some of the stories that the discipline
tells about the origin and development of essential phenomenologies
of international politics—for example, war, international law, the do-
mestic/international nexus, the principle of non-interference, and oth-
ers—that are today cast within a liberal weltanschauung and, as a
consequence, result in hermeneutically flawed historical interpreta-
tions. This is of critical relevance for the discipline since—quoting
from Hedley Bull and Adam Watson—“[International Relations] can
be understood only in historical perspective, and without an awareness
of the past that generated it, the universal international society of the
present can have no meaning.”8

War, Security, and Religion
The second part of the book, entitled “War, Security, and Religion,”
tries to shed some light on the complex relationship between religion,
war, and security. In other words, it is the most condemning accusation
against religion that the contributions of the second section of the
book attempt to challenge from two different theoretical standpoints:
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the view of the politicization of religion as an inescapable threat to se-
curity, as an enabling or mobilizing factor of interstate or intrastate
warfare and as inimical to the resolution of conflict.

The common starting point of the two contributions to this part of
the volume lies in the recognition that the relationship between polit-
ical conflicts and religion cannot be grasped either by a “primordialist-
essentialist” reading that detects in religious or cultural-ethnic
difference the main source of conflict, or by a “modernist-instrumen-
talist” interpretation that regards religion as nothing more than a mal-
leable, mobilizing device whose political manifestations can be
reduced to modern socioeconomic factors. As secular political ideolo-
gies, such as nationalism, communism, and, of course, liberalism take
the form of “political religion,” with their gods, holy texts, and par-
adises on earth, in the same way does religion, by becoming “political,”
begin to speak the all-too-modern (and worldly) language of revolu-
tion, rights, and the state. This convergence, of course, does not imply
that there are not important political differences between secular and
religious political ideologies—indeed there are, as there are within
secular political ideologies—but it works as a warning against any sim-
plistic dismissive or apocalyptic attitude toward the contemporary
resurgence of religion in world politics.

Andreas Hasenclever and Volker Rittberger explore some of these
themes from a peace research perspective by elaborating what they
call a “moderate constructivist” position on the impact of faith on con-
flicts that is located somewhere between primordialism and instru-
mentalism. Their contention—in particular against the
instrumentalist interpretation—is that religious leaders can “refuse to
bless the weapons,” and then violence may not occur even if significant
socioeconomic and political inequalities exist in or between societies.
Their hypothesis is that although differences in religious creed are
hardly ever a genuine source of political conflict, under certain condi-
tions they shape conflict behavior decisively in the direction of either
escalation or de-escalation. In the final part of the chapter, they focus
on a strategy that is devised to initiate a dialogue—or to reinforce the
ongoing dialogues—among the world’s religions in order to achieve
and strengthen an interreligious world ethic. Such a world ethic, often
associated with the German theologian Hans Küng, could broaden the
space for cooperative forms of conflict management during socioeco-
nomic crises, thus preventing political conflicts from escalating into
violent clashes.

Carsten Bagge Laustsen and Ole Wæver then explore the logic of
securitization of objects that are of a clearly religious nature and argue
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for the need to expand securitization studies, the approach of the
Copenhagen School, to a new specific religious sector. After showing
why it is often particularly tempting to securitize religion, how it is
done, and what securitization does, they argue that what is taken to be
specific to religion is actually present in many political ideologies.
Here, however, they push this insight further by introducing an origi-
nal set of definitions and distinctions that elucidates the similarities
and differences between religion, political religion, and secular ideol-
ogy. First of all, following Kierkegaard, Laustsen and Wæver put the
concept of faith at the heart of their understanding of religion. Citing
the title of one of Kierkegaard’s most famous books, they claim that
religion, because founded on faith, involves “fear and trembling.”
When mobilized as politics, religion becomes ideology, for it represses
the transcendence of the divine. Religious behavior becomes political
behavior carried out as though one were God. Fear and trembling is re-
placed by absolute certainty. This is why ideology, in their reading, be-
comes a form of quasi-religion, that is, religion securitized and thereby
impoverished as religion.

The normative implications of this argument are similar to the dia-
logue strategy put forward by Hasenclever and Rittberger as a way of
delegitimizing the use of violence in the name of religion. In line with
the language and general ethics of the Copenhagen School, Laustsen
and Wæver stress that the aim is de-securitization, which means that
issues should not be lifted above normal politics with an urgency and
necessity that often entail antidemocratic effects. But it also means
letting religion be religion. Respecting religion implies the acceptance
of a lack of being, the acceptance of the fact that religious discourse es-
sentially occurs in a transcendental realm.

While rejecting any simplistic interpretation of the relation be-
tween religion and security, the second section of the volume also at-
tempts to trace an understanding of religion that is intrinsically other
to violence and, although the poststructuralist-inspired IR theorizing
of the Copenhagen School marks substantial differences from that of
the IR moderate constructivism (with its social-scientific methodol-
ogy) of Hasenclever and Rittberger, both the contributions find the re-
jection of primordialist and modernist approaches essential to this
attempt.

Politicizing Religion: Toward a New Global Ethos?
The third section has a more exploratory nature but it is here that the
normative horizon of the book acquires more distinctly a constructive
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dimension. It proposes that theoretical and political debates concern-
ing the possibility of a new global ethos cannot be adequate if they lack
a thick engagement with worldwide religious traditions. What is ef-
fectively at stake here is our view of the world, the very theories and
concepts that establish the practice of world politics. A fundamental
void looms when these reflect the tenets of liberalism, a political tra-
dition that forecloses the centrality of religion in the everyday prac-
tices of “really existing communities.”9 If the normative
structure—the global ethos—of future global coexistence is to be gen-
uinely universal, it cannot only be liberal and Western-centric. Gen-
uine universality requires a thick conception of the presence of
religion in world affairs; in many ways it must also spring from there.
Or, as Vaclav Havel more eloquently puts it:

It is not enough to take the set of imperatives, principles, or rules pro-
duced by the Euro-American world and mechanically declare them
binding for all. Different cultures or spheres of civilization can share
only what they perceive as genuine common ground, not something
that few merely offer to or even force upon others. The tenets of human
coexistence on this earth can hold up only if they grow out of the deep-
est experience of everyone, not just some of us.10

The exploratory nature of this argument—made clear in the section’s
title by the use of the word “toward” and by the interrogative form—
required, in the context of our book project, to be creatively pursued
from a multiplicity of angles that could provide a platform of insights
and research directions for more systematic future inquiries into this
key normative issue. As a consequence, the chapters included in this
section tackle this question by addressing three rather different issues
associated with the role of religious traditions in the creation of a
global ethos: the need for a humane global governance, the political
meaning of the present global spiritual resurgence, and the (too often
forgotten) Islamic voices of dialogue.

In his contribution, Richard Falk argues that the project for a hu-
mane global governance—what in other occasions he has defined as
“globalization from below”—requires the contribution of inclusive
forms of religious traditions. Since secular actors, including states, are
presently captive to economic globalization, related above all to the ef-
forts by market forces to coordinate and stabilize their operations on
a regional and global basis, they have become threatening to human
well-being and to the quality of social and political life. The challenge
for religion is to infuse the struggles of the peoples of the world for



10 ? Pavlos Hatzopoulos and Fabio Petito

democracy, equity, and sustainability with a vision of human existence
that is human-centered yet conscious of the relevance of our sur-
rounding nature, of the sacred, and of mysteries beyond the grasp of
reason and machines. Religion so conceived has the potential of creat-
ing some countervailing pressures to neutralize the disruptive societal
impacts of the ascendant market forces.

It is interesting to note that Falk’s call for a religious orientation to
inform the energies of globalization from below has only secondarily a
pragmatic function, that is, it does not merely ask for the recruitment
of religions as a means of mobilizing and motivating people. Primarily,
Falk’s argument lies in the substantial belief that religion remains the
primary and strongest custodian of a premodern humanistic wisdom
that the technological and economy-driven Western societies have al-
most entirely forgotten. In a similar way, for Havel, a global ethics of
responsibility appropriate to the present era needs not only to repre-
sent a genuine universality but also to be based on transcendence. It
needs, that is, to regain the awareness, peculiar to all great religious
traditions, that we are not the creators but mere components of the
mysterious order of existence.11

Starting from a similar reflection, Fred Dallmayr asks, in the piece
included in this volume, which kind of spirituality is most needed in
our contemporary globalizing context to foster a peaceful global
ethos. While appreciating the unleashing of new spiritual energies in
our time, Dallmayr wishes to guard us against their commodification
and especially against a possible slippage into “pop” psychology and
private self-indulgence. In the effort to avoid or reduce this danger, he
turns to the heart of the mystical experience in the two great religious
traditions of Christianity and Islam and distinguishes two major
forms of spirituality: a gnostic spirituality and a love-based, or agape,
spirituality.

From the vantage of these traditions, spirituality is not (or not prin-
cipally) a form of psychic subjectivism, but involves a mode of tran-
scendence and self-transgression—more precisely, an effort to rupture
self-centeredness by opening the self toward otherness. In particular,
this transformative-transgressive potency, Dallmayr contends, is topi-
cally represented by the love-based, or agape, form of spirituality (in
the examples of John of the Cross and Jalal ad-Din Rumi) that in con-
trast with gnosticism has a more active and outgoing slant, a slant that
potentially ruptures or transgresses all boundaries based on status,
race, and ethnic or religious background. This kind of “contemplation
in action” is, according to Dallmayr, of great social and political rele-
vance and deserves affirmation today.
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The final chapter, by John L. Esposito and John O. Voll, moves, in
an apparently sea-change shift, to the discussion of the thought of con-
temporary Islamic political leaders. It enables, however, the evaluation
of the argument for a (also-)religiously inspired global ethos in the
post–September 11 context. By reappraising the religious tradition
that since this “apocalyptic” date is even more associated with jihadist
modes of thought and practice, Esposito and Voll paint a different po-
litical reality. In recent years, Islam has been influenced by the emer-
gence of very promising ideas—too easily unnoticed or dismissed in
the West—that aim at the creation of a peaceful global ethos.

Esposito and Voll uncover a reality that too often remains hidden in
mainstream political and intellectual international relations circles.
They show how in the final decades of the twentieth century, an im-
portant type of Muslim leader-intellectual became prominent, playing
a significant role in Muslim reconceptualizations of religion and inter-
national relations. They argue that Muslim activist intellectuals like
Anwar Ibrahim in Malaysia, Mohammad Khatami in Iran, and Abdur-
rahman Wahid in Indonesia had an important role in articulating and
sometimes implementing new concepts and paradigms in domestic
and international politics. Reacting against the “clash/jihadist view” of
the world, they have been active in defining the terms of interciviliza-
tional dialogue from an Islamic perspective that recognize and re-
spond to the realities of global diversity and multiculturalism. As a
result of these efforts, issues of democratization, civil society, the rule
of law, pluralism, and tolerance have become common themes of the
domestic politics and international relations of their countries.

Thanks to this last contribution, it becomes even clearer that if the
future global ethos is to represent a genuine universality and not just re-
inforce a liberal and Western-centric global order, it needs to thickly
engage with the great religious traditions. In this respect, the initiative
proposed by the president of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Khatami, for
a “dialogue of civilizations”—discussed by Esposito and Voll in their
piece—points in the right direction. A global ethos cannot be but the
result of a multiplicity of dialogical engagements in the form of what
Hans-Georg Gadamer has called a “fusion of horizons”—an enriching
change from the “pre-judgements” that we carry with us as indispens-
able and unavoidable starting points in any dialogical engagement.12

Prospects of the Book
Leaving behind our editorial position for a moment, we would finally
like to suggest another way of reading this book, especially concerning
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what it proposes in the light of future research. In our reading, the
book’s advice can be summarized in a sentence. It is not enough to ac-
knowledge the resurgence of religion and then vow to study this phe-
nomenon through the existing categories of International Relations
theory.

As to the “resurgence of religion,” no serious contention seems to
hold: There exists at present a widespread consensus that contempo-
rary international politics are influenced once again by religious
forces. One of the debates that have emerged from this observation is
whether the concept of ‘religion’ is appropriate to describe this devel-
opment. In other words, is religion manifested in the political field re-
ally religion? Is the Iranian revolution, or Al-Qaeda, or the American
Christian far right truly religious phenomena? Or, do religion’s current
political manifestations involve a distortion of religious character and
thus require a conceptual distinction between religion and politicized
religion? The predicament of these debates is that they fail to take into
account a fundamental mechanism. Political religion has not simply
come to the fore as a force mediated by other contemporary develop-
ments like globalization or the breakdown of communist regimes. In-
stead, what should be recognized is that the phenomenon cannot be
conceptualized as simply a “return,” but that the resurgence of religion
marks the “return of the repressed,” of what had been banished and
sent into exile.

The point to be developed here is not the history of the West-
phalian system, or the elucidation of what this system foreclosed. It
is not only that the modern system of international relations was es-
tablished on the binary opposition between the secular and the reli-
gious, and the related jettisoning of religion from the political space
as codified in the Treaty of Westphalia. What is missing from this ac-
count is that the emergence of the modern international system was
constituted by a restructuring of international theory. Thus the
problem is not simply that we need to tell other, more accurate sto-
ries about ourselves and our past, about how modern international
relations came into being—rather the problem lies in that we have
been telling and can presently tell stories only in a modern way,
through the use of distinctively modern concepts. The structure of
international thought, our thinking about the international, was
imagined as a process based on the suppression of theological con-
cepts and their replacement by new, areligious categories, above all
sovereignty.13 By recognizing this double separation, we can now
claim that the contemporary interplay between religion and interna-
tional politics needs to face the following paradox: How is it possible
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to reintegrate the study of religion into our predominantly West-
phalian and secular conception of world politics?

If this tension is eschewed, then we necessarily reproduce the mod-
ern constitution of international politics. The resurgence of religion
can accordingly be mapped in the preexisting state of affairs without
any fundamental changes. And in the most “tolerant” and optimistic
scenario, one can (cautiously) welcome religion’s return but then
strictly confine it within the space of civil society—and not only keep
it there, but also attempt to define what type of religion this should be:
primarily devoid of its notion of the Good; that is, a reflexive version
of religion, at pace and in harmony with modern developments, in
tune with the desires of modern people. George W. Bush’s famous
post–September 11 contention, “The enemy is not Islam,” coupled
with his repeated visits to American mosques, can be interpreted along
these lines. Far from representing a hypocritical militaristic stance,
Bush’s position embodies the liberal attitude par excellence. Religion
is not dangerous as long as it remains confined to a marginal political
role, as long as it does not tread beyond the space of civil society.

A contentious point we would like to make here is that this liberal
attitude is correlative with the “clash of civilizations” scenario. To be
more precise, the liberal treatment of religion marks the theoretical
condition of possibility for the present centrality of the clash of civi-
lizations thesis. Taking things strictly anachronistically, the studies on
the peaceful incorporation of religion into the political state of affairs
prepared the space for Huntington’s positing of religion qua civiliza-
tion into the heart of world politics. The “clash of civilizations” func-
tioned as the excessive supplement of the liberal peaceful solution, or
the grave warning of what could happen if the liberal framework were
to be seriously challenged. To put it differently, Huntington’s scenario
legitimized even further the “necessity” of restricting religion as much
as possible; it embodied the excess to be avoided through the adoption
of the liberal solution. To claim then that Huntington is wrong says
nothing in itself if we do not first ask the question of what made the
clash of civilizations thesis possible in theoretical terms.

What should not be disavowed in this respect is that religion is
predominantly conceptualized within International Relations theory
in modern terms—“modern” in the sense that it is incorporated into
the modern framework of associations and differences; perceived as
the negation of secular institutions and secular thinking, as the tradi-
tion that eschews the principle of rationality. As a consequence, the
contemporary role of religion in world politics can be considered as at
best only supplementary. That is, religion, if God allows, can direct its
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energies toward the reproduction of the modern system itself. Reli-
gion is thus essentially peripheral, and reflection on international pol-
itics is pursued as if it concerned an autonomous space that is not
fundamentally disturbed by its presence. These assertions point to a
theoretical task: If its resurgence is to have any radical value at all,
then ‘religion’ needs primarily to be unmodernized.

This task is vital but this book cannot claim to fully accomplish it,
although it incoherently points in the right direction. Coherence is
not possible since this is an edited volume combining writings that
come from different positions of enunciation. What disorganizes the
contributions is—and here we present our view—that they do not
have the same object of analysis. The question here is whether religion
as such and its role in world politics should be the object of study. We
would take the side of those within the book, and others, who resist
this formulation, who regard ‘religion’ as too general a concept to be of
any theoretical use and, more so, are wary of its modern connotations.
We agree with those writers who do not engage with religion in gen-
eral and thus circumvent the prevalent notion of religion as the oppo-
site/supplement of politics.

Maybe in order to unmodernize religion, one needs to sideline the
very concept itself. If this advice is followed, then what is at stake in
parts of the book is the concept of ‘politics,’ at the very moment when
we begin to emerge into different aspects of religious traditions. Along
these lines, it is Fred Dallmayr’s inquiry on where the contemporary
notion of politics stands in relation to Christian and Islamic spiritual-
ities that is truly radical. We view then the potential of this book, and
encourage a similar reading, as a call for the analysis of the concept of
politics through an exploration of religious traditions.

Why is this kind of exploration important in the first place? Here
again divergences emerge within the book, and we would like in this
limited space to consider the dimension that the third section of the
volume endorses. These three contributions warn against the danger
of limiting the discussion for a new global ethos within a Western and
liberal system of thought. Alternatively, they propose that the univer-
sality of this endeavor rely on a thick engagement with worldwide re-
ligious traditions. This line of argument is clear enough and could be
articulated differently through the notion of rootedness. Universality
can only emanate from somewhere, and in this respect the liberal tra-
dition is just one of many and rooted in a particular, spatially confined
part of the world. What must then come into play is the recognition of
the “unspecial” standing of liberalism and then an understanding of
what else is out there. But what lies beyond the liberal horizon, and re-
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ligious traditions can claim that position, potentially challenges the
very concepts through which Western ethical life is articulated.
Charles Taylor has asked, for example, how the idea of human rights
might be transformed through an understanding of the Theravada
Buddhist search for selflessness, for self-giving, and dana (generosity),
or through the Hindu notion of nonviolence, or by resting on the Is-
lamic themes of the mercy and compassion of God.14

A similar theoretical direction has been recently emerging in post-
structuralist thought—in particular, in the work of Jacques Derrida,
Julia Kristeva, and William Connolly.15 What distinguishes and com-
ments their efforts is not merely their engagement with some of the
worldwide religious traditions. Instead, their writings are linked by a
common, initial refusal: the denial to conflate the ethical with the spa-
tial limits set by secular concepts. And even more polemically, their
writings are bound together by the suggestion that an effective way to
transcend the Western liberal horizon would be to draw upon particu-
lar aspects of religious thought. These types of undertakings make the
reconceptualization of international politics through an exploration of
religious traditions valuable.

The implications of this task are far reaching. Primarily, and in con-
trast to the discussion in the epilogue of this volume, we believe that
our notions of theory and morality are at stake—not in the sense of the
substitution of the rationality principle in terms of defining ‘theory,’ or
the uncritical acceptance of some religious doctrine as the solid
ground of what morality should encompass. The exploration of reli-
gious traditions does not imply the substitution of reason with faith or
irrationality as the grounding principle of a system of thought. These
fears, duly articulated in Terry Nardin’s chapter, represent and repro-
duce the modern notion of religion that we would like to avoid.

In this exaggerated caution, Nardin’s piece stands out; in contrast
to the rest of the contributors, he clearly articulates a secular and lib-
eral position in relation to religion. His effort is commendable in that
he attempts to enter into dialogue with all the other authors of the
volume, though this possibility of open dialogue is not what the book
aims to accomplish. Nardin’s “secular” voice is welcome not simply
because we want to appear “open to criticism” or to claim that we
have presented in this volume a “balanced” set of perspectives. In-
stead, Nardin’s position functions primarily as the reminder of the 
intellectual context within which this volume will be asked to oper-
ate; it represents the prevalent contemporary theoretical and political
stance that seeks to constrain the worldwide religious traditions in an
ultimately marginal role. His critique against the thick engagement of
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social science with religious thought is illuminating, since it embodies
the obstacle that all the other contributions need to transcend if they
are to have an impact on contemporary thinking.

For our part, we are claiming not that his critical remarks are not le-
gitimate but that they somewhat miss the point.16 Religion does not
pose the challenge of reincorporating morality in its own gulf or of re-
making theory in the light of its own method. What is at stake, in the-
oretical terms, is not the question of method but the potential
negation, by religious traditions, of the core of contemporary norma-
tive theory: the very terms through which we define what an ethical
action is. In one possible reading, religious traditions acknowledge
what International Relations theory completely ignores: the funda-
mental tension between morality and law. The theory of International
Relations is primarily concerned with the establishing of laws, or of
norms in their nonlegalistic version, and then tackles the question of
their grounding. From the perspective of religious traditions, this task
is essentially meaningless. Enter Abraham, and other religious figures
who performed the ethical as the suspension of law. In this light, the
radical provocation of religion is the articulation of the ethical not as
correlative to law but as the redefinition of the coordinates that deter-
mine law.

At this point, the move from abstract universality to concrete uni-
versality is in place. We need to leave behind the abstract notion of re-
ligious traditions to show how a particular aspect of a particular
religious tradition might embody a universal standpoint. This task is
delicate and can begin only from somewhere. Our lack of sufficient
knowledge of other than the Christian tradition confines us to trying
to develop a possible path taken from there, though of course this is a
wholly conscious choice representing our particular predicament.
Along these lines—and as an illustration of how this engagement with
religion might look—the concept of Paulinian agape as interpreted by
Slavoj Žižek might present a radical rupture with contemporary pre-
dominant notions of a universal morality.

In this reading, agape has revolutionary implications for our con-
ception of the ethical. Agape primarily asserts the fundamental gap
between the ethical and the domain of law; it refuses to articulate uni-
versality as the establishment of some type of universal law or as the
search for a common ground that can justify such a law. Instead, uni-
versality is present in a moment of pure negativity, in the act that sus-
pends the law. Universality arises in Saint Paul’s incitement of “dying to
the law.” Universality lies in the singular position of the individual who
lacks his social identity, of that person who has cut himself off from all
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organic links. The attainment of universality through the path of agape
urges us toward a violent unplugging from our social background (“if
anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and his mother, his
wife and children, his brother and sisters—yes, even his own life—he
cannot be my disciple”), from what constitutes our conservative iden-
tities, fixes our lives within the framework of the community we were
born in, and allows for the reproduction of relations of exploitation as
the founding stone of this community.17

Agape aims thus at the violent destruction of the old order and the
birth of something entirely new, a community of the faithful—in Saint
Paul’s unique expression: “Even though we once knew Christ from a
human point of view, we know him no longer in that way. So if anyone
is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away;
see, everything has become new!”18 Agape as the highest expression of
the ethical stance involves a militant rejection of the present social
order, the cry for the need to transcend the law that sustains this order,
and the will to struggle for the construction of an alternative commu-
nity. Agape ultimately demands the birth of a new ethical being, illus-
trated in Žižek ’s reformulation of Thesis 11: “Philosophers have been
teaching us only how to discover (remember) our true Self, but the
point is to change it.”19

Agape embodies though, in the context of this text, an illustration,
not an ethical pursuit. What is relevant in this respect is that this par-
ticular—and brief—exploration of the Christian tradition potentially
transforms the parameters of the ethical realm. Christian agape rede-
fines the ethical act and the notion of universality; it relocates them
away from the domain of law to a position of dislocation, of unplug-
ging. Agape represents thus an ethical stance that cannot fit in the
contemporary debates of what is termed as normative theory. Agape
should be disengaged, for instance, from any notion of humanistic
love: Agape does not merely aim at some harmonious coexistence but
involves a fundamentally violent act. One has first to die and destroy
what he holds as most precious if he is to be born again in love. And
rather than representing a humanistic overflow of compassion
through the recognition of the humanity of the Other, agape is the
product of hard work, a continuous struggle to disengage ourselves
from the particular social position we occupy at a given moment.
Agape is love of the Other not because under the layers of his errors
lies a human being, but because of his faults.

We stop here and raise some final reservations. This brief elabora-
tion of the notion of agape does not speak on behalf of religion as such,
but from the particular standpoint of the Christian legacy. Rather than
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giving guidance on how ‘the ethical’ or ‘universality’ should be realized
it aims to show that the liberal interpretation of these concepts is suf-
focating in many respects. Religion in general has no real place in this
debate, but the point we want to endorse is that to revisit religious tra-
ditions (the Christian in this case, and others for more informed read-
ers than we), is to attempt to break the liberal monopoly on normative
theory—to free IR from its self-imposed exile!
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Chapter 1

Taking Religious 

and Cultural Pluralism 

Seriously

The Global Resurgence of Religion and the
Transformation of International Society

Scott M. Thomas

People
Are people
Through other people

—Xhosa proverb from South Africa

A small circle is quite as infinite as a large circle; but, though it
is quite as infinite, it is not so large. . . . A bullet is quite as round
as the world, but it is not the world. There is such a thing as a
narrow universality; there is such a thing as a small and cramped
eternity; you may see it in many modern religions.1

—G. K. Chesterton
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The Western culture of modernity and the institutions of inter-
national society embedded in it are being challenged by the
global resurgence of religion and cultural pluralism in interna-

tional relations. This resurgence is part of the larger crisis of moder-
nity. It reflects a deeper and more widespread disillusionment with a
“modernity” that reduces the world to what can be perceived and con-
trolled through reason, science, technology, and bureaucratic rational-
ity, and leaves out considerations of the religious, the spiritual, or the
sacred. In the second instance, the global resurgence of religion is the
result of the failure of the modernizing, secular state to produce both
democracy and development in the Third World. This failure became
evident by subsequent “political decay”—the decline of politics into
authoritarianism, patrimonialism, and corruption since the late
1960s—and by “political collapse”—the disintegration of some states,
particularly in Africa, since the late 1980s.2 Dissatisfaction with the
project of the postcolonial secular state and the conflict between reli-
gious nationalism and secular nationalism was one of the most impor-
tant developments in Third World politics in the 1990s.3

Finally, the global resurgence of religion is part of the search for au-
thenticity and development in the Third World. The global resurgence
of religion in developing countries can be seen as part of the “revolt
against the West.” Hedley Bull identified what could be called three
waves of revolt: the first, from the 1940s through the 1960s, was the
anticolonial struggle for independence and sovereign equality; the sec-
ond, from the 1970s through the 1980s, was the struggle for racial
equality and economic justice; and the third—Bull called it the strug-
gle for cultural liberation—was the reassertion of traditional and in-
digenous cultures in the Third World.4

The struggle for cultural liberation, or the global struggle for au-
thenticity, became more powerful in the 1990s. In the Third World,
the modernizing, secular state has failed to provide a legitimate basis
for political participation and a basic level of economic welfare for its
citizens. In many developing countries, secular nationalism and Marx-
ism have failed to produce economic development and extend politi-
cal participation, and the neoliberal prescription of free markets and
open economies has seemingly produced more inequality than devel-
opment. Because of this situation, “authenticity has begun to rival de-
velopment as the key to understanding the political aspirations of the
non-Western World.”5 The search for authentic identity, meaning, and
economic development indicates a new direction in the politics of de-
veloping countries: an attempt to indigenize modernity rather than to
modernize traditional societies.
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For all these reasons, to look at the global resurgence of religion and
cultural pluralism through such lenses as the “clash of civilizations,”
“fundamentalism,” or “religious extremism”—as if the global resur-
gence of religion were an aberration in an otherwise “modern” world—
might be extremely misleading. As S. N. Eisenstadt has argued, the
global resurgence of religion is not simply a backward-looking return
to traditional forms of religion, but involves a forward-looking re-
structuring of religion given the recognition of “multiple modernities”
in a postmodern world.6 This means that what is happening is that a
truly multicultural international society is being formed for the first
time.

Therefore, taking cultural and religious pluralism seriously will be
an important part of the international politics of the twenty-first cen-
tury.7 A new approach to international order is required, which over-
comes the Westphalian presumption in International Relations. This
is the presumption that religious and cultural pluralism cannot be ac-
commodated in international society, but must be privatized, margin-
alized, or even overcome—by an ethic of cosmopolitanism—if there is
to be international order.

The first part of this chapter attempts a genealogy of religion to
show how the Westphalian presumption is based on the “invention of
religion” by Western modernity as a set of privately held doctrines or
beliefs. It argues that this was a crucial part of the development of the
state as well as international society. We risk misunderstanding the
global resurgence of religion if we apply a modern concept of religion
to non-Western societies where this transition is incomplete, or where
it is being resisted as part of their struggle for authenticity and devel-
opment. If the global resurgence of religion and cultural pluralism are
to be taken seriously, then a social understanding of religion and its im-
portance to the authenticity and development of communities and
states should be recognized as part of any post-Westphalian interna-
tional order.

To examine what this means and what can be done, the second part
of this chapter explores the relevance of the social theory of Alasdair
MacIntyre to the concept of international society. The third section
suggests that the approach of the English School (ES), which examines
the emergence of international society through the prism of historical
sociology, is better equipped to deal with religion, culture, and civiliza-
tion than the more recent constructivist accounts of international so-
ciety, which reify the assumptions of Western modernity. The final
part of the chapter indicates that taking religious and cultural plural-
ism seriously means developing a “deeper pluralism” among different
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communities and states in international society. “Virtue-ethics,” the
approach to ethics that has emerged in the aftermath of MacIntyre’s
social theory, shows how this can be done by engaging with the social
practices of the main world religions in ways that promote order and
justice instead of ignoring, marginalizing, or trying to overcome them.

The Westphalian Presumption 
and the Invention of Religion

The Westphalian presumption is part of the political mythology of
liberalism surrounding the Wars of Religion (1550–1650).8 According
to this political myth, what the Wars of Religion unequivocally show
is that when religion is brought into international public life, it causes
intolerance, war, devastation, political upheaval, and even the col-
lapse of international order. As a consequence, the story goes on to
say, liberalism and religious toleration were born out of the cruelty
and devastation of these wars. More precisely, the modern state, the
privatization of religion, and the secularization of politics arose to
limit religion’s domestic influence, minimize the effect of religious
disagreement, and end the bloody and destructive role of religion in
international relations.9

Although liberalism accepts the first part of the Westphalian pre-
sumption—religious and cultural pluralism cannot be accommodated in
international public life—it does not endorse the second part of the
Westphalian presumption because it claims that the Westphalian settle-
ment was a way of taking seriously religious and cultural pluralism in in-
ternational society.10 Both the Peace of Augsburg (1555) and the Congress
of Westphalia a century later (1648), by adopting the principle of cujus
regio, ejus religio (the ruler determines the religion of his realm), made
religious toleration and noninterference (on religious grounds) in the do-
mestic affairs of other states—in other words, pluralism among states—
one of the main principles of the Westphalian international order.

The ES accepts this account of the Wars of Religion and the West-
phalian settlement as part of the common knowledge or, perhaps, even
common wisdom of European history. It is what helps locate the Ra-
tionalist tradition in international theory as “the broad middle road of
European thinking.”11 Through the principles of the Westphalian set-
tlement, state sovereignty, cujus regio, ejus religio, and the balance of
power, the ability to accommodate religious and cultural pluralism was
built into the very framework of international society.12

The ES, by endorsing this account of the Wars of Religion and the
Westphalian settlement, has underestimated the impact of religious
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and cultural pluralism in international relations. In contrast, this sec-
tion shows how the political mythology of liberalism gives a problem-
atic account of the Wars of Religion. First, it explains how the first
part of the Westphalian presumption (the notion that religion must be
privatized or nationalized in international public life) and the liberal
rejection of the second part of the presumption (its belief that the
Westphalian settlement can take seriously religious and cultural plu-
ralism) are both based on a modern concept of “religion.” The modern
reading of religion has distorted our understanding of what the Wars
of Religion in early modern Europe were all about, and, given the
global resurgence of religion, it continues to inhibit our recognition of
the religious and cultural pluralism in international relations today.

If we interpret the Wars of Religion as a backward and barbarous
period of European history, when people killed each other over clash-
ing religious doctrines, then we would probably also misinterpret the
role of religion in the Balkans wars, the Middle East, or anywhere else
in the developing world. This does not mean that religion was an unim-
portant part of the Wars of Religion. At issue is the meaning of religion
in early modern Europe, and how we understand religion in interna-
tional relations today.

Most scholars of early modern Europe now recognize that the con-
fusion over the role of religion and other political or socioeconomic
forces in the debate on the Wars of Religion was based on retrospec-
tively applying a modern concept of religion—as a set of privately held
doctrines or beliefs—to societies that had yet to make this transition.
Scholars have adopted a social definition of religion, which they be-
lieve is compatible with how people understood their religious, moral,
and social lives at that time. Religion in early modern Europe should
be interpreted as a community of believers rather than as a body of
doctrines or beliefs, as liberal modernity would have it. Therefore,
what was being safeguarded and defended in the Wars of Religion was
a sacred notion of the community defined by religion, as each commu-
nity fought to define, redefine, or defend the boundaries between the
sacred and the profane as a whole.13

How does this social definition of religion help us to better under-
stand the Westphalian international order and the pressures that the
global resurgence of religion has placed upon it? This social definition
of religion is the missing element of the work of IR scholars on the ori-
gins of the modern state and modern international society. Further-
more, I argue that the invention of religion, as a set of privately held
doctrines or beliefs, was necessary for the rise of the modern state as
well as the development of modern international society.



26 ? Scott M. Thomas

If a new concept of religion as well as a new kind of state were re-
quired for the emergence of modern international society, how was re-
ligion invented? In other words, how did the transition from religion
as a community of believers to religion as a set of privately held doc-
trines and beliefs take place? The story of this transformation has been
told elsewhere.14 What is important here are those elements that help
us to recognize the invention of religion as an important part of the
development of modern international society, and how this under-
standing helps us to see the limitations of the Westphalian presump-
tion in international relations prior to the global resurgence of
religion.

The transformation of Christianity as a result of the transition
from a social to the modern concept of religion has important conse-
quences for our understanding of religion and modern society. During
the Middle Ages, the term religio referred to the monastic life, or it
was used to describe a particular “virtue” supported by practices em-
bedded in the Christian tradition, as part of an ecclesial community
(called the Church). In other words, this social definition of religion,
as a community of believers, meant that the virtues and practices of
the Christian tradition were not separated from the tradition and
community in which they were embedded and which sustained
them.15 This social understanding of religion can also be called tradi-
tional religion, and this is what Christianity signified for most people
in early modern Europe.16

As a result of the modern concept of religion, the virtues and prac-
tices of the Christian tradition came to be separated from the com-
munities in which they were embedded. The modern concept of
religion began to emerge in the late fifteenth century, and first ap-
peared as a universal, inward impulse or feeling toward the divine com-
mon to all people. The varieties of pieties and rituals were increasingly
called “religions,” as representations of the one (more or less) true re-
ligio common to all, apart from any ecclesial community. A second
major change took place in the early sixteenth or seventeenth century,
when religio began to shift from being representative of various
virtues, supported by practices of an ecclesial community embedded
in the Christian tradition, to being a system of doctrines or beliefs,
which could exist apart from the ecclesial community.17 Thus, Hugo
Grotius could come to write his De Veritate Religionis Christianae
(1622), and in England, William Chillingworth could write The Reli-
gion of Protestants (1637) as a defense of what the “Christian religion
teaches, rather than simply is, the true worship of God.” These writers
indicate how Latin Christendom made the transition from a social to
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a modern concept of religion.18 What now has to be shown is how this
modern concept of religion was necessary for the development of the
Westphalian conception of international society.19

The rise of the modern state is the other part of the story of the
transition from a social to the modern concept of religion, and it is also
important for our understanding of the origins of international society.
It has been shown how religion was embedded in the practices of power
and discipline regulated by the authoritative structure of the ecclesial
community. What did the rise of the state mean for this social under-
standing of religion? Religion had to be made compatible with the
power and discipline of the state; religion as a set of moral and theolog-
ical propositions had to be detached from the virtues and practices em-
bedded in the religious tradition embodied in the ecclesial community.
Religious belief, conscience, and sensibility were privatized by the sec-
ularization of politics, and the previous discipline (intellectual and so-
cial) of religion was taken over by the state, which was given the
legitimate monopoly on the use of power and coercion in society. In the
words of Thomas Hobbes: “This is the generation of that great
Leviathan, or rather (to speak more reverently) of that Mortal God, to
which we owe under the Immortal God, our peace and defense.”20

What should be recognized is that the invention of religion—as a
body of ideas—is presupposed rather than examined when the West-
phalian settlement is discussed in IR as an example of “ideas and for-
eign policy.”21 Thus, Stephen Krasner, using Clifford Geertz’s
understanding of religion as a cultural system, examines religion as a
menu, a repertoire of ideas and principles, which can be used to justify
state policy, since political legitimacy rests on some degree of common
understanding in society. This is true, but as Talal Asad explains as part
of his criticism of Geertz, this is exactly the way religion is invented as
part of the power and discipline of the state. The state has to separate
doctrines and beliefs from practices and communities as part of state
building and affirmation of its internal sovereignty. Therefore, Kras-
ner’s contention that the Westphalian settlement does not constitute
an abrupt break with the past underestimates the importance of the
invention of religion as an important part of the Westphalian settle-
ment and the origins of modern international society. What Geertz as
well as Krasner are missing is the fact that virtues and moral judge-
ments in religion are not “declaratory” propositional, moral state-
ments, to which rational (autonomous) individuals give their
intellectual assent. What they mean is shaped by the linguistic con-
ventions of a community, connected to the practices of a religious tra-
dition. They are only intelligible because they are recognized types of



28 ? Scott M. Thomas

behavior (practices) passed on through the narratives that shape the
identity of the community.

Thus, the growing civil dominance over the Church by princes and
the rise of state power incorporated a transition from a social to a pri-
vatized concept of religion. For the state to be born, religion had to be-
come marginalized or privatized. The state used the invention of
religion to legitimate the transfer of the ultimate loyalty of people
from religion to the state as part of the consolidation of its power,
which we have come to term “internal sovereignty.” For international
society to be born, religion had to be privatized and nationalized by
the state, which is what the princes legitimated when they adopted the
principle of cujus religio, ejus religio as part of the Treaty of West-
phalia. This principle, involving the new concept of religion, allowed
the state to discipline religion in both domestic and international so-
ciety, which meant that the principle could also be used (as part of a
nonintervention norm) to secure external sovereignty, or the indepen-
dence of states in international society.

What this section shows is that the pluralist notion, the idea that
the Westphalian presumption can take seriously religious and cultural
pluralism, is based on the invention of religion as part of the rise of
Western modernity. The problem is that many, if not most, non-
Western societies and communities have still not entirely made, or are
struggling not to make, this transition. The privatization or marginal-
ization of religion is not entirely a part of the Orthodox Christian
world, nor is it a part of other non-Western societies incorporated
(through colonialism and imperialism) into the modern international
society. This is why strong religions and weak states still characterize
much of the developing world. Communities, and in the developing
world this means religious communities, and even states, are being
forced more than ever before to define, defend, or redefine their
boundaries between the sacred and the profane in the face of global-
ization.22 This may explain, as Hasenclever and Rittberger also argue
in this volume, why what may appear to be comparatively minor diver-
gences in the understanding of the sacred can become highly signifi-
cant in the escalation of conflict between communities. What both
approaches recognize is that authenticity has come to rival develop-
ment as the main concern of the developing world. We have a better
understanding of this large-scale religious change in international rela-
tions by analyzing correctly what took place during the Wars of Reli-
gion and the construction of the Westphalian international order. If
the global resurgence of religion and cultural pluralism are to be taken
seriously, then the social understanding of religion, the contested ele-
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ments of the social and political boundaries of the sacred, and the im-
portance of this debate, or even the struggle for authenticity of com-
munities and states, should be recognized as part of any
post-Westphalian international order. It is the beginning, as the last
part of this chapter indicates, of a deeper pluralism between states and
communities that make up the international order.

Alasdair MacIntyre: Back to the Future?
How can religious and cultural pluralism become a part of any post-
Westphalian international order? Few social theorists have taken
other religious, cultural, and social traditions as seriously as has Alas-
dair MacIntyre. This section explores the relevance of his social theory
to IR by examining his thought in the context of the ES’s conception
of international society. The reason for this effort is that the ES has
been concerned about questions of religion, culture, and the nature of
international society from the beginning. These concerns emerged in
the aftermath of decolonization, as the European international society
expanded to cover the globe and thus incurred the “revolt against the
West,” which highlighted the tension between Western and non-West-
ern values in international society. At this time, mainstream American
IR was mainly interested in the role of developing countries as it per-
tained to the Cold War. The fact that these questions are some of the
most important ones in contemporary international relations is why
the ES is “on the frontiers of international society.”23

The English School between 
Historical Sociology and Constructivism
This section explores the relevance of MacIntyre’s social theory by ex-
amining the objective and subjective understanding of international
society using three sets of concepts he has developed: (1) rationality,
culture, and tradition; (2) identity, narrative, and social action; and (3)
the rules, institutions, and practices of international relations.

Common to most definitions of society is the notion of a social
bond that binds units together with common obligations and common
purposes they all recognize. The nature of this social bond in interna-
tional society—whether it is between states, individuals, or other com-
munities—is behind neorealist and neoliberal debates on the nature of
cooperation as well as the debates in the ES on the nature of interna-
tional society, international ethics, and the moral foundations of inter-
national order.24 The main issues of contention revolve around what is
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subjective, organic, or traditional about international society, and what
is objective, functional, or contractual about it.

The subjectivity of the social bond—the sense of belonging to a so-
ciety as a member, and of being bound by certain rules and institu-
tions—is crucial to the ES’s definition of international society. This is
what for them distinguishes a society from a system. The current de-
bates in the ES examine the nature of this subjectivity, and how this
question is approached reflects different methodologies employed
within the ES.

The first approach asks how this subjectivity emerges in interna-
tional society, and reflects the historical sociological approach of an
earlier generation of scholars. It is concerned with defining the idea
of international society, determining its origins and boundaries, or
whether a common culture is necessary for its emergence. The his-
torical sociological approach brings to the fore the question of the
Other—those communities, states, or peoples outside a given his-
torical international society—and asks what should be done about
it.25 This is one of the reasons why the ES’s research program since
its beginnings has been concerned with the impact of major cultural
upheavals—religion, ideology, nationalism, and revolution—on in-
ternational society.26

The second approach asks how this subjectivity is constructed in
international society, and reflects the growing impact of social theory
on the ES. It draws on a growing recognition that the ES, even amidst
the critics who dismiss it as traditionalist, empiricist, realist, or even
conservative, has an inherent preference for dissent, or even subver-
sion within the discipline of IR. This results today in an increasing
recognition that the ES’s interpretivist orientation toward the histori-
cal sociology of different international societies can be thought of as a
form of social constructivism.27

Rationality, Culture, and Tradition
The positivist conception of rationality common to the neorealist/ne-
oliberal mainstream of IR is a rationality independent of social and
historical context and independent of any specific understanding of
human nature or purpose of human flourishing. MacIntyre fiercely
criticizes it because of the relationship between rationality and social
tradition. This criticism is part of his well-known critique of liberal
modernity, which he calls the Enlightenment project.28

MacIntyre’s explanation for why moral discourse in the societies of
Western modernity is characterized by incoherence and ethical plural-
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ism is part of his critique of the Enlightenment project’s separation of
reason and morality from practice and tradition. According to MacIn-
tyre, the moral problem of modern democratic liberal societies is that
the moral concepts and ethical conceptions used in ethical discourse,
including debates about war and peace, are fragments of conceptual
schemes that have been separated from the historical and social con-
texts that give them meaning and coherence.

MacIntyre argues that these values and ethical conceptions about
the nature of the good, what is just, what is right, and notions of oblig-
ation, and the rationality on which they are based, are socially embod-
ied in particular social traditions and communities. There is no
rationality independent of tradition, no “view from nowhere,” and no
set of rules or principles that will commend themselves to all, inde-
pendent of their conception of the good.29

The concept of “social tradition,” as MacIntyre understands this
term, has to be explained if it is to avoid its conservative and “neocon-
servative” connotations. He views practices and virtues as part of a
wider social and historical context called a social tradition. A set of
practices constitutes a tradition. Traditions can be religious or moral
(Catholicism, Islam, humanism), economic (a particular craft like bas-
ket weaving on the Somerset Levels, a profession, trade union, or
guild), aesthetic (types of literature or painting), or geographical (cen-
tered on the history or culture of a house, village, or region).

The concept has been ideologically used by conservatives to con-
trast tradition with reason, and it has been used by liberals—indebted
to Max Weber—as well as by modernization theorists, who contrast
the concept of bureaucratic authority with that of traditional author-
ity, and compare the backwardness and stability of traditional society
with the conflict and social change necessary for the emergence of
modern society. For MacIntyre, however, the most important social
conflicts take place within traditions as well as between them. These
conflicts are about the various incommensurable goods that members
of a particular tradition pursue, and a viable tradition is one that holds
conflicting social, political, and metaphysical claims in a creative way.
It is when traditions begin to break down that modern bureaucratic
organizations arise.30

Therefore, contrary to the positivist mainstream, MacIntyre argues
that rationality, interest, and identity can not be separated in the way
the rational choice approach does. What makes it “rational” to act in
one way and not in another is the conception of the good embodied in
a particular social tradition or community. Individuals, social groups,
and even states act not only to gain tangible things—territory or access
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to resources—but also to establish, protect, or defend a certain con-
ception of who they are. They act not only because there are things
they want to have, but also because there is a certain conception of the
kind of persons, societies, communities, or even states they want to be
in the world. If this is the case, then action in defense of identity and
authenticity can be more fundamental than action in defense of inter-
ests because what is, or is not, an interest depends on some conception
of individual or collective identity. This action cannot be redescribed
in “rationalistic” terms as a defense of interests because the calcula-
tions about interests make sense only when they are attached to a par-
ticular person, social group, community, or state.31 The rationality
associated with the construction of the national interest can not be
separated from matters of religion and culture because they shape, in-
form, and determine the conception of the good among particular so-
cial traditions and communities.

MacIntyre’s philosophical argument is given anthropological depth
and historical support by Adda Bozeman’s study of international law in
different civilizations (the West, Islam, Africa, India, and China). On
the basis of this study, she states: “Differences between cultures and
political systems are functions primarily of different modes of perceiv-
ing and evaluating reality.”32 Her study also shows, as Bull has pointed
out more generally, that religion has been the main basis for order in
most times and cultures, for “whether viewed as a set of concepts,
norms, or social institutions, law everywhere is linked, explicitly or im-
plicitly, with schemes of social and political organization.”33 This gen-
eral perspective that political systems are grounded in cultures leads to
the recognition that present day international relations are therefore
by definition also intercultural relations.34

It might appear that MacIntyre’s understanding of tradition-
dependent rationality separates him from the ES’s Rationalist tradi-
tion of international thought, but this is not the case, as he himself has
indicated. The Rationalist tradition, which Martin Wight associates
with the Greeks—especially the Stoics—Aquinas, Vitoria and Suarez,
Grotius, and Locke, holds to an older conception of rationalism that
predates the epistemological debates of the eighteenth century. These
thinkers emphasized that through reason there exists a prepolitical
moral order behind international society. Although these early theolo-
gians, philosophers, and natural law theorists played an initial role in
the tradition’s development, Wight points to modern Catholic social
thought and the Catholic Church as upholding the Rationalist tradi-
tion today.35 Catholic social thought has developed complex strategies
of engagement and a language of the “common good” as a discourse on
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the basis of which “all persons of good will” who are capable of reason
can be appealed to, and not only Catholic Christians explicitly, as
Wight has pointed out in relation to Judaism and Islam.36

MacIntyre has indicated how his social theory is compatible with
the Rationalist tradition of international thought by showing how tra-
dition-based standards of rationality are related to a teleological con-
ception of the moral life, which is also part of the Catholic natural law
approach to Rationalism.37 This conception is closer to the Rationalist
tradition, as Wight has expressed it, although some of the ES’s recent
interpreters have linked the Rationalist tradition to a critical-
emancipatory project of liberal modernity.38 Given MacIntyre’s social
theory and its compatibility with the natural law tradition of Catholic
social thought, it may be time to reexamine some of the debates within
the ES over natural law, as well as the hesitancy of Bull, Vincent, and
recent interpreters to consider this tradition.39

The next section will show why MacIntyre’s tradition-dependent
concept of rationality does not deny a sense of belonging to the com-
munity of humankind, a fundamental concern of the Rationalist tradi-
tion, as Andrew Linklater and others have interpreted it. What
MacIntyre does contend, however, on the basis of a narrative concep-
tion of identity, is that our common humanity is expressed through
(rooted in) the culture, tradition, and history of particular communi-
ties because this is the way we are constituted as human beings. What
he objects to is the interpretation of cosmopolitanism as a universal
emancipatory project when in fact it is the project of a particular tra-
dition, liberal modernity.40

Identity, Narrative, and Social Action
The ES recognized from the beginning that a deeper and prior agree-
ment—an organic, or intersubjective understanding—among states
that form an international society may be necessary for the develop-
ment of common institutions and for the rationality and interests of
states to effectively foment international cooperation. This intersub-
jective sense of belonging between states emerged through a common
culture that underpinned different states-systems (Wight) or interna-
tional societies in history (Watson).

One of the earliest, and most enduring, debates in the ES was
whether a common culture was necessary for the existence of interna-
tional society. The ES’s contention that a common culture provides an
important foundation for international society was taken in two direc-
tions. The first, mainly indebted to Wight, Herbert Butterfield, and to
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some extent Michael Donelan, with his discussion of “fideism,”41 has
been to recognize more directly the role of religious doctrines in dif-
ferent cultures and civilizations, and to examine the consequences of
this for international society. The second, developed in the later writ-
ings of Bull, Vincent, and the “solidarist” interpreters of international
society, has been to project the common culture of liberal modernity
as the foundation of a global international society.42

The notion that religion and culture underpin international soci-
ety was one of the main reasons for an organic conception of interna-
tional society. It was Wight who believed that a common culture, a
degree of cultural unity among states, was necessary for the existence
of international society. Why was this the case? What was important
to Wight was the degree of subjectivity, or sense of belonging and
obligation, that a common culture provides for any meaningful con-
ception of international society. Wight argued that this was the case
because a common culture or civilization was one of the most impor-
tant foundations for past international societies.43 This was the case
even if a prior political hegemony in some instances was responsible
for the spread of the common culture that formed the foundation of
international society.44

Wight recognized that “the greater the cultural unity of a states-
system, the greater its sense of distinctness from the surrounding
world is likely to be.”45 This led to two interrelated problems, which
have become accentuated by the global resurgence of religion. The
first problem is the relation with the Other, the outsider, what Wight
called “the barbarian problem” in international relations. Although it
was less then appreciated at the time, he was clearly on the side of the
“barbarians” and vehemently criticized the moral pretensions of Euro-
pean colonialism, or the view that developing countries were outside
the moral parameters of international society.

Although the ES was concerned from the beginning with the incor-
poration of the Other as international society expanded, in the first in-
stance this concern was expressed over the resiliency of the existing
institutions of international society. The ES exhibited a conservative
concern for international order, and this was why it accepted only a
partial accommodation to the demands of developing countries. How-
ever, the way the ES accepted some of these demands fits uneasily with
their assumption that Third World elites represented the will of their
populations.46

The first part of this chapter has indicated how tenuous this as-
sumption was. The global spread of democracy has been accompanied
by the global resurgence of religion and the demand for cultural au-
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thenticity and development, which are at odds with the “modernizing
mythology” espoused by Western-educated elites from developing
countries.47 What was less appreciated at the time was the extent to
which the “revolt against the West” took place within the discourse of
Western modernity. At issue in international relations was not the im-
pact of new values and beliefs, but the way different ideologies (capi-
talism, socialism, or even nationalism) could legitimate a different
distribution of power among states in international society. This ex-
plains why the ES, at the time, was relatively sanguine about accom-
modating some of the demands of developing countries within the
existing international order.48

The second problem Wight raised was concerning religion, and
this was the concept of “holy war,” or jihad, since political communi-
ties outside the states-system were subject to different rules of war
than those within international society. Wight asked, “Have all states-
systems entertained some notion of Holy War in their external rela-
tions? Or is it a product of the Judeo-Christian-Islamic tradition?”49

He did not think the evidence was clear. Given the global resurgence
of religion and the rise of ethnonational conflicts and terrorism, often
with religious dimensions, Wight’s question is an increasingly impor-
tant one. Contemporary scholars have reformulated it as a question
about the relationship between monotheism, religion, and war, par-
ticularly focusing on Christianity and Islam, and have answered in the
affirmative.50

Another question Wight asked related to the problem of holy war
and led him to a distinction between types of states-systems, which
may also become more important in the future. He distinguished be-
tween states-systems (or societies of states) with a common culture
and states-systems he called “secondary,” which were characterized by
cultural pluralism, indicating to Wight that they should not be classi-
fied as states-systems at all. What concerned him about these states-
systems was the lack “of a common ethos or ideology,” and the limited
extension of what he called the “chivalric practices and feudal assump-
tions” of Latin Christendom to Byzantium and Islam (the Abbasid
Caliphate).51

These questions about religion and war, practices and religious tra-
ditions in international relations have remained a latent concern
within the ES’s research program. Although Wight’s understanding of
practices is different from the one used in MacIntyre’s social theory, it
will be argued below that his early—underdeveloped—recognition of
the relationship between practices and religious tradition may be a
useful way to proceed. The ES seems to have marginalized the study of
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religion and the kind of questions Wight raised about religions and civ-
ilizations, even when it has accepted the need for a common cultural
foundation for international society. The solidarist interpreters of the
ES, those with the strongest desire for a “thick” notion of interna-
tional society, were the most interested in a cultural underpinning of
international society.

As a foundation for international society, they turned to the com-
mon culture of liberal modernity. The solidarist interpreters were
rightly concerned that the rationalism of the neorealist/neoliberal
mainstream accounts of international society overlooked the deeper
structure on which it rested, that is, the pluralism of international so-
ciety rested on a deeper solidarity.

The solidarist interpreters of the ES construct a thick conception
of international society only by adopting a “thin” conception of culture
on which to underpin international society. Vincent argues that glob-
alization has created what is now called “McWorld,” a cosmopolitan
ethos of global values and a global consumer culture. As Vincent ac-
knowledges, in Edmund Burke’s sense, “[n]one of this amounts to the
spirit of religion,” but there is a global culture, “however shallow.”52

Thus, Vincent accepts the ES’s early arguments about the cultural
foundations of international society, but only if they are transformed
into support for the cosmopolitan culture of liberal modernity as the
common culture of global international society.

Like Vincent, Bull transformed the ES’s early concern about reli-
gion, culture, and civilization into support for liberal modernity as the
common culture of a global international society, although with some
misgivings. Bull recognizes that European international society is
now a global international society, but it lacks the common culture or
civilization that characterized the Christian European international
society. Because of the importance of culture to the foundations of in-
ternational society, Bull speculated on how “the prospects of interna-
tional society [were] bound up with the prospects of the
cosmopolitan culture,” what we would call the culture of Western
modernity, which underlies the working of contemporary global in-
ternational society.53

Bull speculated that there are elements of a “common intellectual
culture” in international society, at least at the elite or diplomatic level.
However, even at the time of his writing in the 1970s Bull recognized
that the elite culture of diplomacy was already eroded by the democ-
ratization of diplomacy and the rise of mass democratic politics, which
has spread globally since the 1980s. He also pointed to the common in-
tellectual culture among the “global elite,” whom Peter Berger has
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identified as the professors, intellectuals, development workers, and
policymakers from the West, and their counterparts, the Western-
educated, “modernizing elites” of the Third World.54 Even then, Bull
acknowledged that its “roots are shallow in many societies,” and he
doubted whether the international political culture, even at the diplo-
matic level, embraced a common moral culture or set of common val-
ues. Bull, like Vincent, suggested that the extension of a cosmopolitan
culture could provide a global international society with the kind of
cultural unity it needed.

Bull, more importantly, speculated that the cosmopolitan culture of
Western modernity would have to absorb non-Western elements to a
much greater degree if it was to provide the basis for a global interna-
tional society.55 Apart from appeals for multicultural sensitivity to cul-
tural difference, or the desire for a “dialogue between civilizations,”
but one determined by the assumptions and values of liberal moder-
nity, Bull’s challenge remains unanswered. The problem that solidarist
interpreters of international society understandably are trying to over-
come is how it is possible to have a thick understanding of global in-
ternational society—or even a world society—and still allow for a
thick understanding of religion and culture in the developing world. In
other words, how is it possible to take seriously the resurgence of reli-
gion and culture in global international society?

The ES’s second approach to understanding the intersubjective
sense of belonging among states in international society is indebted
more to social theory than to historical sociology. The ES does not
view mere compliance with international rules, norms, or laws as proof
of the existence of international society. Rather, rules, laws, and the
working of common institutions are intellectual and social constructs
that states accept as part of the idea of international society.56 Where
does this sense of “commonality” come from? How does it emerge, or
how is it constructed in international society?

If the ES’s first approach emphasized that the sense of commonal-
ity emerged from a common religion, culture, or civilization underly-
ing international society, the second approach explains it as an
outcome of social action through the development of common prac-
tices or institutions of international society. This second approach re-
veals the similarity between the ES’s early interpretivist understanding
of international institutions and the social constructivist approach to
international society.

The constructivist approach focuses on the way interests and iden-
tity of states are not a given feature of the international order, but are
socially constructed through their interaction. What is, or is not, an
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interest depends on some conception of individual or collective iden-
tity. The identity and interests of states are mutually constitutive, that
is, the collective identity and interests of states are formed by the in-
tersubjective “social practices” between states in the process of inter-
action.57 A normative potential for global transformation is part of this
approach. Thus, states have constructed international society in a par-
ticular way—giving rise to the security dilemma and the anarchy prob-
lematique—and with sufficient political will or imagination they can
adopt new forms of interaction (practices), which can change their in-
tersubjective knowledge and understanding of world politics and (po-
tentially) transform an anarchical international society into a
cosmopolitan world community.58 For example, Alexander Wendt
thinks, in a way similar to the later work by Bull and Vincent on the
global culture of liberal modernity, that this may be already happening.
Globalization, rising interdependence, the rise of global consumerism,
and the spread of democracy may indicate new ways in which states
identify with each other, making international conflict less likely.59

The first part of this chapter, however, has indicated that the trends
Bull speculated on in the 1970s have become more powerful with the
global resurgence of religion and the struggle for authenticity in the
1990s, making it perhaps more difficult to absorb non-Western ele-
ments into international society.

MacIntyre’s social theory has similarities with the ES’s interpre-
tivist orientation. Both would acknowledge the distinction Martin
Hollis and Steve Smith make between (objectively) explaining events
and (subjectively) or interpretatively understanding human actions.
Where Hollis and Smith differ is in the way MacIntyre goes on to dis-
tinguish the “situated self ” of practice, narrative, and tradition from
the “atomistic self ” of liberal modernity.60 At a basic level MacIntyre’s
social theory is also compatible with the ES’s interpretivist under-
standing of the way practices are constitutive of individual and collec-
tive identity. In MacIntyre’s narrative account of social action, the self
has a life story, embedded in the story of a larger community from
which the self derives a social and a historical identity. The life stories
of members of the community are embedded and intermingled with
the stories of others in the story of the communities from which they
derive their identity.61 Thus, it follows from MacIntyre’s narrative con-
ception of the self that human actions, such as the construction of
state practices, become intelligible only when they are interpreted as
part of a larger narrative of the collective life of individuals, communi-
ties, and states. This is another way of stating the ES’s contention that
international institutions, that is, practices, do not make international
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society—the illusion of idealists—but they indicate that such a society
exists, since they have been intersubjectively constructed by those
states who are its members with a sense of belonging to it.

What is important to recognize is that MacIntyre contends that
these interpretative boundaries are not the same as moral boundaries.
His social theory does not deny the existence of the community of hu-
mankind, but it recognizes that only by taking our particularity—or
pluralism—seriously can we begin to ask the question, how do we for-
mulate a hermeneutic to determine what is universal in our particular-
ity, or what G. K. Chesterton has called our “narrow universality”? In
After Virtue, MacIntyre effectively states:

The fact [that] the self has to find its moral identity in and through its
membership in communities such as those of the family, the neighbor-
hood, the city, and the tribe does not entail that the self has to accept
the moral limitations of the particularity of those forms of community.
Without those moral particularities to begin with there would never be
anywhere to begin; but it is in moving forward from such particularity
that the search for the good, the universal, consists. Yet particularity can
never be simply left behind or obliterated. The notion of escaping from
it into a realm of entirely universal maxims which belong to man as
such . . . is an illusion and an illusion with painful consequences.62

Thus, in terms of the Rationalist tradition as Wight has expounded it,
there is in MacIntyre’s social theory a latent cosmopolitanism, which
could appeal to the ES’s solidarist interpreters of international society.
As the conclusion of this chapter shows, if we can overcome the West-
phalian presumption, some of the ways to answer the above question
involve the ES’s early concerns about religions, doctrines, and civiliza-
tions, by identifying similar principles and practices in different reli-
gious traditions.

Rules, Institutions, and Practices 
of International Relations
Although this article has indicated the similarities between MacIn-
tyre’s account and the constructivist account of how social practices
can be constitutive for individual and communal identity, there is a
fundamental difference between them. It is the distinction between
those tradition-constitutive practices in which individuals and com-
munities (or maybe even states) are coparticipants and those types of
practices (to be called procedural rules) that have been intersubjec-
tively constructed. This distinction can be related to the different
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ways that the ES accounts for the subjectivity of international society,
which have already been mentioned: how this subjectivity emerges in
international society, and how this subjectivity is constructed in inter-
national society. What this distinction indicates is how the fact that
some social practices “emerge” as part of common religious tradition,
culture, or civilization is what may make them different from those
practices that are intersubjectively “constructed” based on the as-
sumptions of liberal modernity.

The definition of social practices that MacIntyre uses differs sig-
nificantly from the one adopted in IR to describe what states do or
to illustrate the institutions of international society, such as state
sovereignty, diplomacy, the balance of power, diplomatic immunity,
extraterritorial jurisdiction, or international law. MacIntyre’s under-
standing of practices goes back to his upbringing among the Gaelic-
speaking farming and fishing communities in Scotland, which
emphasized the importance of particular loyalties and ties of kin-
ship. He has explained that this communal part of his early life
taught him that

to be just was to play one’s assigned role in the life of one’s local com-
munity. Each person’s identity derived from the person’s place in their
community and in the conflicts and arguments that constituted its on-
going . . . history. Its concepts were conveyed through its histories.63

MacIntyre indicates that this conception of social practices out of
which his understanding of morality, tradition, and community
emerges may very well be consistent with the intuitive understand-
ing of social practices and morality still found in most, if not all, parts
of the developing world.64 This indigenous knowledge of morality is
increasingly being challenged by a liberal modernity conveyed as
much by development practitioners from the West as by the forces
of globalization.65

MacIntyre’s understanding of social practices and traditions is cru-
cial to his conception of tradition-dependent rationality. MacIntyre
has recognized that rules are only one of the important elements that
define a practice, whereas, for the discipline of IR, they are the main
element of its definition, even though scholars differ on how they have
come about. MacIntyre understands a practice to be a systematic form
of cooperative activity through which goods (goals) inherent in per-
forming a particular activity are realized in the course of trying to
achieve standards of excellence defined by, and appropriate to, that
particular activity. It is not enough to say that obedience (compliance
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with or adherence) to particular rules, which define a particular activ-
ity, make that activity a “practice,” for example, chess, cricket, or state
sovereignty. This confuses practices with rules, and for MacIntyre they
are not the same thing. In order to define a “practice,” a number of ad-
ditional questions need to be asked, which effectively define a practice
as a craft, i.e., a skill applied to a particular form of systematic activity:
What are the standards of excellence relevant or applicable to this par-
ticular systematic form of activity? What does it mean to be “good” at
this particular activity? and What is the good achieved by performing
this particular practice, that is, the good internal, specific, or common
to that practice?

These additional elements of MacIntyre’s definition are missing
from the understanding of practices commonly used in IR. As MacIn-
tyre explains, this is why bricklaying and planting turnips are not prac-
tices, but architecture and farming are practices. This is why, as we can
now see, state sovereignty, diplomatic immunity, and extraterritorial
jurisdiction are not practices of international relations according to
MacIntyre’s understanding. Regarding these activities, you can not ask
the question, What does it mean to be good at sovereign statehood,
diplomatic immunity, or extraterritorial jurisdiction? Although they
are not “practices” of international relations as MacIntyre understands
this term, they may constitute “rules,” laws, norms, or principles of in-
ternational society. Therefore, the practices of international relations
may be more limited in MacIntyre’s understanding, or we might want
to call these “procedural” or “rule-based” practices: the thin practices
of international society.

According to MacIntyre’s understanding, what international activi-
ties might we call the thick practices of international society? It would
seem that war (soldiering) and diplomacy (diplomatic statecraft),
which represent the ends of the spectrum in relations between states
(as conflict and cooperation), are two such defining practices of inter-
national society. These practices, in one sense, conform to the func-
tional understanding of practices as procedural rules (or institutions)
that “rationally” regulate the relations between states, but in another
sense these social activities can be defined as practices as MacIntyre
understands this term because in each case the question can be asked,
What does it mean to be good at soldiering? What does it mean to be
good at diplomatic statecraft? A glimpse of this understanding of sol-
diering and diplomacy as thick practices of international relations may
be evident in the various diplomatic handbooks of early modern Eu-
rope, the most famous being Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Art of War
(1521) and Francois de Callières’ The Art of Diplomacy (1716). Another
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glimpse of war and diplomacy as practices of international relations in
the MacIntyrean sense may also be found in the international societies
of ancient Greece, the kingdoms of China, and the diverse states of
India, since war and peace are the inevitable ways for independent
states to have continual international intercourse.

The practices of war and diplomacy conform, in another sense, to
MacIntyre’s understanding of the thick practices of international soci-
ety because states are coparticipants in socially established coopera-
tive activities embedded in the religious and moral traditions of their
culture or civilization, and it is in this way that the practices are con-
stitutive for communal identity. What did the social embeddedness of
war and diplomacy mean for those societies? It meant that the early
practices of international relations were part of a teleologically based
religious tradition, and so they fulfilled a larger moral purpose for
these individuals, communities, or states. This was inevitably the case
because the social embeddedness of conceptions of the good is a char-
acteristic of premodern societies. How thick practices “emerged”
among states that were coparticipants of a religious tradition, culture,
or civilization with common history and collective memory (Anthony
Smith’s understanding of culture) is what may make them different
from those thin practices that are intersubjectively “constructed”
within the global culture of liberal modernity.66

MacIntrye’s social theory may help us tell the story of the expan-
sion of international society in another way. The Westphalian pre-
sumption helped reduce the social practices of international relations
to rules by separating them from religious tradition, as part of the in-
vention of religion and the secularization of international society. Be-
fore this change, the thick practices of international relations—war
and diplomacy—were sustained by traditions of warfare and statecraft
embedded in the wider religious and cultural traditions of Christen-
dom that lasted until the sixteenth century. Similar practices were also
sustained by similar traditions of statecraft and warfare embedded in
various religious traditions of non-Western societies and communities
until they were destroyed by colonialism and imperialism. Between
the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries, these practices became de-
tached from the Christian tradition as Christendom gave way to the
invention of religion and religion came under the modern state’s
power and discipline. The ES has shown how Christendom was trans-
formed into “Europe” as a geographical expression, and a European in-
ternational society was formed whose religion was still Christianity,
but whose culture was increasingly European.67



Taking Religious and Cultural Pluralism Seriously ? 43

The way the practices of international relations were reduced to
rules was assisted by the emerging idea of international law. Practices
were detached from Christianity as a social tradition as part of the
transition from Christendom to Europe. It was Grotius, and subse-
quent international lawyers, who contributed to this change by aban-
doning a teleologically based understanding of morality and tradition
in international relations: by shifting from an understanding of reli-
gion as a social concept to one of privately held doctrines and beliefs.
Grotius, of course, wanted to insulate these procedural rules or laws
from religion as part of a wider effort to overcome the conflicts re-
sulting from religious pluralism (Catholicism and Protestantism)
among the states of Europe.68 This separation of theology from ethics
is considered to be his great achievement, and contributed to the
Grotian conception of international society.69 What we can now rec-
ognize is that the modern concept of religion as well as that of the
modern state were required for the development of the Grotian con-
ception of international society.

What MacIntyre’s social theory may help us now to see is that the
Grotian legacy of the separation of theology from ethics and the re-
duction of the thick practices of international relations (embedded in
the social traditions of world religions and civilizations) to thin prac-
tices (as procedural rules) has undermined the basis for the social bond
that made them binding in international society. His social theory and
tradition-dependent account of rationality may also help us to see that
by detaching the practices of international relations from the social
traditions of world religions and civilizations, the debates about just
war, arms races, or humanitarian intervention have become incom-
mensurable not only within the Western societies of liberal modernity,
but among Western and non-Western countries as well.

Conclusion
There have always been people of good will belonging to different
faith communities—or to none—who in the past have devised peace
plans for relations among states, worked for the abolition of war as an
instrument of foreign policy, promoted interfaith dialogue, and in a va-
riety of ways worked for a world without war. What has changed since
the international order proposals of the “last modern century,” as indi-
cated by both the global resurgence of religion and the rise of post-
modernism, is the collapse of confidence in the way Western
modernity has understood the world. There is a growing openness in
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international relations to what different religious perspectives may
have to offer to the world.

The place to begin, given the Westphalian presumption, is the so-
cial ethics of the main world religions. Christopher G. Weeramantry,
the vice president of the International Court of Justice, has indicated
that it is now time to identify the common core of ethical principles
contained in the main world religions that are meaningful for interna-
tional relations.70 The rejection of the study of religion, as Bagge
Laustsen and Waever have argued elsewhere in this volume, has been
stronger in IR than in most other social sciences. However, a time may
be coming when the absence of religion and theology from IR will
begin to look like as bizarre a detour as the absence of normative the-
ory from the discipline. Scholars in IR, Christian Ethics, and Religious
Studies are already identifying the common ethical principles among
the main world religions on war and peace, the just war, pacifism,
human rights, and peace building.71 The International Committee of
the Red Cross has demonstrated how its humanitarian principles are
consistent with the social ethics of the main world religions. These so-
cial ethics are also being examined by various nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs), such as Hans Küng’s Global Ethics Foundation,72

the World Conference on Religion and Peace (Amman, Jordan, 1999),
and the self-styled Parliament of the World’s Religions. The newly es-
tablished International Center for Religion and Diplomacy is already
involved in conflict resolution in a number of countries.73

The social ethics of the main world religions is not the only place to
begin. If MacIntyre is right about the tradition-dependent nature of
rationality, then morality is not detached from the communities and
traditions through which most people in the world live out their moral
and social lives. This means that the “humanitarian” practices (of char-
ity to the poor and hospitality to strangers), and the “international”
practices (of military conventions and fairness to prisoners of war) can
be lived out and experienced only in what Jean Bethke Elshtain has
called “really existing communities.”74 Humanitarian NGOs, in an ef-
fort to demonstrate the universality of their principles, have reduced
humanitarian practices, embedded in the social traditions of the main
world religions and communities, to abstract moral rules. They have
turned a practice-based morality into a rule- or principle-based ap-
proach to international ethics. These rules can be appealed to only by
a “rationality” detached from religion, culture, and tradition. But as
Elshtain has explained, “the vast majority of people in the world surely
do not think of themselves as subjects of international duties and
rights”; they experience moral life as MacIntyre indicates—within
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virtues, social practices, and traditions of their communities grounded
in the world’s main religions, however imperfectly it is lived out.75

If this is the case, then taking religious and cultural pluralism seri-
ously means developing what we have called a deeper pluralism among
different communities and states in international society. The existing
pluralist approach attempts to promote a limited religious and cultural
pluralism by recognizing cultural diversity through the procedural, or
thin, practices of international society. The approach advocated here,
based on MacIntyre’s social theory, goes further by engaging the
Other, by engaging the thick social practices of the main world reli-
gions in ways that promote order and justice, instead of adopting the
Westphalian presumption, which ignores, marginalizes, or tries to
overcome them by an ethic of cosmopolitanism. This approach may
provide another way forward. It purports to use “communitarian”
means to achieve “cosmopolitan” ends.

Deep pluralism adopts the approach called “virtue-ethics,” which
has been developed in the aftermath of MacIntyre’s social theory.76 It
focuses on virtues, practices, and the community rather than the indi-
vidual or a cosmopolitan community of humankind as a whole. It may
provide a way to address both Bull’s concern about absorbing non-
Western elements in international society and the solidarist concern
for both a thick understanding of culture and a thick understanding of
global society.

The virtue-ethics approach suggests that the most effective way the
humanitarian practices of the main world religions can be developed
(as noted, charity to the poor, hospitality to strangers, as well as the in-
ternational practices of military conventions and fairness to prisoners
of war) is for them to be discussed, supported, and engaged in the
moral life of particular, real, existing communities. Rather than de-
velop a cosmopolitan ethic of global hospitality, taking religious and
cultural pluralism seriously means identifying those practices of par-
ticular religious and cultural traditions (the virtues necessary to sustain
them) and cultivating and supporting them.77 This is an element of a
collective attempt by a particular community—be it Christian, Mus-
lim, Jewish, Buddhist, or Hindu—to live out the moral life according
to its religious tradition.

Because of the Westphalian presumption, “virtue-ethics” are con-
trary to the approach of Western governments and development agen-
cies, which argue that “religion” gets in the way of helping the poor or
promoting development. What has to be remembered is that there is a
close relationship between religious freedom and political freedom, and
religious toleration often has been the beginning of political toleration,
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civil society, and democracy.78 A virtue-ethics approach shows how hu-
manitarian practices can help to build up communities in their faith as
well as empower them as part of development, for it may be the case
that the two should go together if there is to be lasting political stability,
democracy, and development. It might even help all of us—Western and
non-Western alike—to learn what it means to embrace the Other in in-
ternational relations.79 If the Westphalian presumption can be over-
come, then this article can only begin to indicate what taking seriously
the global resurgence of religion and cultural pluralism might mean in
the multicultural international society that has emerged since the end of
the Cold War.
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Cecelia Lynch

“I am a Muslim,” she told us, “but I didn’t know that before the
war. Before the war, of course, we were all atheists!”1

—Amira Muharemović

A couple of days later, I saw the maulana, and I told him I
thought some of his students believed that terrorism, under cer-
tain circumstances, was Koranically acceptable. “Then you
don’t understand what we are teaching,” he said, frowning for
just a moment. “There is a great difference between jihad and
terrorism.” He invited me to eat with him, to discuss my inabil-
ity to comprehend the distinction, but I begged off.2

—Jeffrey Goldberg

“The Lord rideth,” [Father] said, low and threatening, “upon a
swift cloud, and shall come into Egypt.”

Hurray! They all cheered, but I felt a knot in my stomach.
He was getting that look he gets, oh boy, like Here comes
Moses tromping down off of Mount Syanide with ten fresh
ways to wreck your life.

“Into Egypt,” he shouted in his rising singsong preaching
voice that goes high and low, then higher and lower, back and
forth like a saw ripping into a tree trunk, “and every corner of
the earth where His light,” Father paused, glaring all about him,
“where His light has yet to fall!”3

—Barbara Kingsolver
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The first of these quotes is from a scholarly treatise on the prob-
lem of alterity and violence in allegedly ethnic politics in the
Balkans. It points to the imposition of religious identity from

the outside—not by religious fundamentalists but rather by those (in
this case, some Serbian leaders) for whom fixed notions of alterity ra-
tionalize conflict, as well as by others (the Western press and diplo-
matic corps, the UN) who attempt to mediate and “resolve” violence.
The second quote is a Western journalist’s account of an Islamic school
in Pakistan. It demonstrates the distrust of Islamic “fundamentalism”
(itself a controversial label) prevalent in Western media and govern-
ment circles, and also expresses the author’s Orientalist determination
to understand the school’s teachings on his terms rather than their
own.4 The third quote forms part of a fictional narrative about the
neocolonialist clash of power and religion in the Congo. It also high-
lights the arrogance that accompanied much Christian missionary ac-
tivity in Africa, even in the second half of the twentieth century. Each
of these quotes, however, also indicates, in different ways, the degree
to which our debates about religion in world politics reflect Enlight-
enment assumptions. That is to say, each associates religion with dan-
ger, dogma, or rigid conceptions of otherness.

While Scott Thomas focuses in his contribution to this volume on
the Westphalian presumption of International Relations theorizing to
analyze our current misunderstanding of the importance of religion in
world politics, here I extend this analysis to the baggage associated
with what I call our Enlightenment assumptions. Enlightenment con-
cerns about religion in world politics are multiple. Most prominent is
the fear that religion, because it addresses such elemental issues as life,
death, salvation, right, and wrong, has the power to create “true be-
lievers,” who are, at a minimum, psychologically disturbed and, at a
maximum, inciters of intolerance and violence. True believers become
especially dangerous as leaders of mass movements, or when their be-
liefs are systematized in powerful religious institutions that treat non-
members as heretics, deserving of subjugation and even death.

Conversely, following a certain reading of Karl Marx, many charge
religions, especially those that espouse a belief in a perfect afterlife,
with muting political demands and serving the interests of the power-
ful by teaching patience and passivity in the face of injustice.5 Both
Marxists and secular liberals are concerned that religious belief, as ev-
ident in the creationist/evolutionist debate in education, can promote
romanticism, ignorance, and backwardness in the face of knowledge
and progress. All of these fears assume that religious belief is dogmatic,
intolerant, and unchanging. The Other, as seen through the prism of
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religious belief, in this view, is inevitably inferior, providing the justifi-
cation for proselytizing, coercion, and violence instead of pluralism
and critical thinking. Enlightenment insights were supposed to have
overcome these problems, which is at least part of the reason why re-
ligion has been for so long overlooked by International Relations
thought. But the return to “ethnic” violence and more recently the es-
calated post–September 11 attention to “terrorist threats” have re-
newed attention to religious identity and conceptions of the Other,
giving them troubling connotations today.

Debates about identity and alterity, including the role of religion,
have been rife for several decades in political theory, philosophy, and
literary criticism. After Edward Said’s shot across the bow, published
in 1978, in which he exposed the European representations of Islam
as “always a way of controlling the redoubtable Orient,”6 Tzvetan
Todorov in the early 1980s raised the question of whether it was pos-
sible for people of different cultures (and religions) “to experience
difference in equality.”7 Focusing on the motivations and worldviews
of the explorers, conquistadors, and religious leaders who led and
justified the conquest of the Americas from the late 1400s through
the 1600s, Todorov vividly demonstrates the horrors that resulted
from politically and religiously justified notions of alterity. In treat-
ing personalities as different as Columbus, Cortés, Las Casas, Sepul-
veda, Sahagún, and Durán, however, Todorov addresses a range of
strategies of inquiry as well as religious stances toward the Other.
Nevertheless, he questions whether or not the move toward multi-
cultural recognition, made most notably by Las Casas in his later
years, becomes “the first step toward the abandonment of religious
discourse itself.”8

Moving away from these historical/philosophical critiques (and
to a degree away from the subject of religion), worries about the
problem of alterity in North America coalesced in the early 1990s
into a debate about multiculturalism. The primary questions at
issue, prompted by Quebecois separatists and Native American
communities, were how to accommodate multiple cultural identi-
ties in the democratic polity and whether, and to what degree, to
satisfy nationalist aspirations.

As Charles Taylor argued in his now classic “Politics of Recogni-
tion,” cultural groups demand (and deserve) recognition and respect. A
significant danger, however, is that those adhering to a given identity
will refuse the recognition and respect due to others. Given that most
contemporary polities exhibit an increase in cultural identities (or at
least an increase in their recognition), such a lack of tolerance can have



58 ? Cecelia Lynch

serious consequences, especially for any polity that presumes to be de-
mocratic.9 And, according to what became the “communitarian/cos-
mopolitan” debate, that lack of tolerance can derive from at least two
directions: the rigidity of a communal identity that believes itself “au-
thentic” and superior, or the rigidity of a universalist (generally liberal)
identity that attempts to subsume all particularities but cannot avoid
imposing its own.10

The “communitarians” in this debate prize cultural identity and
want to find room for its expression, seeing it as positive: a good,
within and “for” liberalism. Other theorists, however, have recast the
relationship between identity and multiculturalism to insist on the
contingency and changeability of identity. The problem then becomes
not how to accommodate relatively fixed, plural identities, but rather
how to provide for multiple possibilities of identity and culture. As
William Connolly states: “Multiculturalism . . . embodies within itself
a quarrel between the national protection of diverse cultural minori-
ties on the same territory and the pluralization of multiple possibilities
of being within and across states.”11 Drawing on Emmanuel Levinas
and Jacques Derrida, David Campbell applies this line of thought to
the Bosnian conflict and accuses Western diplomacy of foreclosing in-
stead of fostering such multiple possibilities of being.12

But the question remains whether religion should be seen as a spe-
cial cultural category. Of all the possible categories of culture and iden-
tity, including gender, ethnicity, race, and sexuality, religion is often seen
as the least permeable and most essentialist, that which requires the
greatest degree of adherence to given behavioral and prescriptive rules.
K. Anthony Appiah, for example, states that “[r]eligion . . . unlike all
the others, entails attachments to creeds or commitments to prac-
tices.”13 Many fear that this type of attachment inhibits thought and
blocks critical capacities. Thus, the problem of identity or alterity is be-
lieved to assume greater proportions once it takes on a religious cast.

Yet the view of religious identity as uncompromising is historically
incomplete and ignores significant and lively debates within religious
thought itself. Contemporary theological views on the possibilities of
religious pluralism and multiculturalism are enlightening in this regard.
Religious thinking has long addressed the problems associated with the
existence of multiple forms of belief. Christian, Buddhist, Hindu, Mus-
lim, and Jewish thought, among others, continue to grapple with prob-
lems of particularism versus universalism, authenticity versus the
complexity of history, and doctrinally oriented versus historically con-
tingent identities. Some contemporary religious thought also moves be-
yond individualist categories of identity to provide new ways of thinking
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about the sociopolitical implications of the multiple systems of belief
present in the world. While these trends do not form a unified system of
thought, religious debates can help point the way toward a nuanced and
historically reliable understanding of multiculturalism, and hence, of the
role of religion in world politics. Thus, while I agree with many other
contributors to this volume that we need to understand the relation-
ships among modernization, secularization, globalization, and religion,
I also argue that we must pay attention to the multiple understandings
of religious belief articulated by religious thinkers themselves.

In this article I first use recent scholarly, journalistic, and fictional
accounts of religion in politics to illustrate dominant attitudes about
religion and culture. Second, I articulate the range of attitudes toward
interreligious dialogue found in contemporary theological thinking:
exclusivism (the position that one’s own belief system holds the only
possible “truth,” hence is superior to others, which in turn are wrong
and harmful), inclusivism (the position that “my truth includes your
truth,” hence that one’s own belief system remains superior to others
but others contain partial truths), pluralism (the belief that truth itself
is multiple, and therefore that other religions must be accepted as
equals), and syncretism (the belief that what is true is “life-giving” and
invariably takes multiple forms, and hence that it is possible and desir-
able, as well as inevitable, to merge aspects of different belief sys-
tems).14 I also discuss the concept of apologetics as both a theological
attitude and a dialogical process.

These approaches should be seen as heuristic tools that broaden our
understanding of religious identity, alterity, and the role of religion in
politics, rather than as rigidly bounded categories. I argue that while
contemporary political debates continue to regard religion and belief as
necessarily exclusivist, theological trends have for some time focused
on the boundaries and possibilities of inclusivism and pluralism. While
the existence of exclusivism cannot be ignored in the intersection of re-
ligious belief and political practice, and certainly the “religious profes-
sionals” active in the academy are concerned about the apparent
hardening of religious identities in many parts of the world, religious
thought also reflects trends toward acknowledging, debating, and legit-
imizing religious beliefs through, on one hand, apologetical discourse
and, on the other, the syncretic blending of beliefs and practices.

Recent Accounts
The conflicts in Bosnia and more recently Kosovo provide telling
examples of the construction of religious identity from the outside,
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especially on the part of the secularist West. Amira Muharemović, for
example, “discovers” she is a Muslim when the identity is imposed on
her by outsiders: Serbian leaders attempting to justify ethnic cleansing,
and even more disturbing, Westerners attempting to make sense of the
Bosnian violence by categorizing and reifying her and thousands of
others’ identities. Her statement implies that nonbelief is cosmopoli-
tan, while being identified as Muslim is anachronistic. Yet she and oth-
ers also appear to recognize that they cannot escape the religious
identity imposed by others, one that alternately makes them intruders,
victims, and new subjects of international law.

One of Campbell’s primary points in using this quote is not to fault
Islam, Eastern Orthodoxy, or any other religion with instigating vio-
lence, but rather to point out the variability and contingency of iden-
tity, and to emphasize that the rigid perceptions of Balkan ethnic and
religious identities that prevail in Western public discourse and diplo-
macy are in fact particular constructions that subjugate alternative, in-
terdependent, and pluralist identities. As Campbell shows, prewar
Muslim identities were ambiguous and complex, “such that a number
of the cultural practices of the Muslim community were regarded by
their religious instructors as non-Islamic.”15 Indeed, not only Muslims
but all faiths exhibited a lack of dogma: “Fluid confessional definitions
are widely reported in Bosnia far into the twentieth century. Ethno-
graphic data show a nondoctrinal attitude toward religion by Bosnians
of all three confessions.”16 For Campbell, then, the task is to develop
“an emancipatory ideal of multiculturalism” that “affirms cultural di-
versity without situating it” while also recognising when it “suppresses
cultural interdependence and plurality.”17

Jeffrey Goldberg’s reporting, conversely, is a recent example of the
ongoing Western constructions of identity that lie at the heart of
Campbell’s critique. Goldberg enrolls in the Haqqania madrasa, an Is-
lamic seminary in Pakistan, “to see from the inside just what this jihad
factory was producing.”18 Though Goldberg acknowledges that he
never saw a weapon or heard of a military class in the time he spent at
the school, he insists that “militant Islam is at the core of most” of the
country’s 10,000 madrasas, especially Haqqania.19 Goldberg wishes to
understand how groups he labels as terrorist are educated, but his pre-
set identifications make understanding difficult if not impossible. He
is convinced that the madrasa teaches intolerance and hatred for other
religions and Americans, but he observes only rote learning of the
Qur’an and Hadith. He takes as gospel the U.S. State Department’s de-
finitions of terrorist organizations, yet appears astonished that Arab
students can admire Osama bin Laden. He instructs the students in his
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own interpretation of Qur’anic teachings, while apparently miscon-
struing important distinctions.20 He acknowledges that the term
“jihad” has several meanings in Islam, and that there are multiple in-
terpretations of the Qur’an among Muslims, yet he generalizes to all of
Islam in asserting “the fact” that “wherever Islam rubs up against other
civilizations—Jewish, Christian, Hindu—wars seem to break out.”21

Goldberg’s method of attributing meaning to Islamic teaching in par-
ticular parts of the world has been replicated over and over since the
tragedies of September 11.

Yet if Campbell (consciously) and Goldberg (unconsciously)
demonstrate the degree to which Westerners construct the religious
identities of others, Barbara Kingsolver openly decries such construc-
tions as neocolonialist. The Poisonwood Bible is Kingsolver’s novel
about a Baptist fundamentalist preacher from Jim Crow Atlanta who
undertakes missionary work in an isolated Congolese village, narrated
through the voices of the preacher’s wife and four daughters. The in-
ability of the preacher, Nathan Price, to bend to the realities of life in
Africa, let alone acknowledge the validity of Congolese beliefs, is set
against the backdrop of the move to independence and the inability of
the Belgians to admit Congolese equality, instead abruptly evacuating
the country in 1960.

The novel is impressive in its range of expression (each daughter re-
acts differently to the cultural clash) as well as its ability to portray the
insensitivity and cruelty of Belgian, U.S., and later UN political, eco-
nomic, and cultural interventions. To its credit, the novel also presents
a multifaceted view of religion. Yet the preeminent religious
spokesperson, Reverend Price, wears Jesus like the cape of a super-
hero. For him, the Congo is teeming with unsaved souls, and belief in
the Christian God will solve all of their problems. Price’s dogmatic be-
liefs range from the impractical to the absurd and even the dangerous.
He decides to plant a garden, but brings seeds from Georgia that can-
not pollinate in the jungle. He mispronounces Congolese words, mak-
ing it unclear whether he advocates baptism or terror (or, according to
the obvious implication, both). He insists on baptism by immersion in
the nearby river without bothering to find out that it is infested with
crocodiles, and that no caring parent would ever permit his/her child
to be dunked in it. And he supports Western political authority and
economic control, even when that authority is proven bankrupt and he
himself is penniless, cut off from all Western sources of funds.

In contrast, the local chief and voodoo priest appear to represent a
more pragmatic naturalism. But there are still problems when funda-
mentalist Christianity and African Traditional Religion come face to
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face.22 The chief and local priest welcome Christian practices as long
as they siphon off the community’s undesirables, but they worry lest
too many converts corrupt the village and offend the gods. The pri-
mary contrast, therefore, is between uncompromising Christian
dogma and unspoiled naturalism. When the daughters lose confidence
in the rigid beliefs of their father, they turn instead to faith in nature,
agnosticism, or atheism. The one character who represents a more plu-
ralist identity is Brother Fowles, the “papist” Catholic predecessor of
Reverend Price. Fowles, who remains in the Congo, combines ele-
ments of local religious practices with Christianity, but is dismissed
from Western religious institutions as a renegade.

Theological Attitudes and 
Their Political Correspondents

These recent examples indicate that much of our public discourse as-
sumes that religious attitudes and behavior are inevitably exclusivist.
Yet contemporary theological debates range primarily from inclusivism
to syncretism.23 While these categorizations should be seen primarily
as heuristic tools, and in practice a given belief system may contain ele-
ments of more than one position, it is useful to distinguish among them
in thinking through the political implications of contemporary theo-
logical debates on multiculturalism and interreligious dialogue.

Exclusivism
The exclusivist position argues in favor of the superiority of one’s own
system of belief as well as the right to propagate it as widely as possi-
ble. The political ramifications of such a position are those most
feared—and taken as axiomatic—by students of international politics.
In political terms, forms of exclusivism justified the Crusades, the
Muslim reaction to them, the conquest of the Americas, the Spanish
Inquisition, the Reformation, and colonialism. They also provide a
basis for long-standing and seemingly insuperable conflicts in the Mid-
dle East, Northern Ireland, India and Pakistan, Nigeria, Sudan, and In-
donesia, among others. While many scholars understand these forms
of exclusivism—and their violent implications for political behavior—
as only partially dependent on religious fanaticism or intolerance (or
sometimes as merely a cloak for a more fundamental economic and po-
litical power struggle), it is difficult if not impossible to absolve reli-
gious motivations for any of these conflicts.24 Exclusivist positions
also appear to be at the root of doomsday cults such as those of
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Guyana, Texas, or more recently, Uganda, whose charismatic leaders’
insistence on loyalty has led to violent, albeit less politically powerful
and widespread, consequences. When imposed by the powerful, we
view exclusivism as oppressive and illegitimate; when practiced by the
local cult, we see it as tragic.

Goldberg’s article both assumes exclusivism by followers of Islam
and encourages it on the part of non-Muslims:

At any given time, there are several hundred Afghan students at the
madrasa, along with dozens from such former Soviet republics as Kaza-
khstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan, and a handful from Chechnya too.
To those who see wars like the one in Chechnya as expressions not only
of nationalist aspirations but of pan-Islamic ones as well—to those who
see a new Islamic revolution on the horizon, a Sunni revolution a gener-
ation after the Shia revolution that shook the world—the foreign pres-
ence at Haqqania is not comforting.25

Campbell highlights the way in which religious exclusivism is assumed
and used by Western policymakers to justify ethnic partition. And
Kingsolver’s novel presents a compelling portrait of both the powerful
and the tragic aspects of exclusivism; the character of Nathan Price is
an eccentric vestige of colonialist Christian domination, but Price
himself becomes increasingly powerless, penniless, and removed from
reality. He continues to act ultra-dogmatically at a point when the re-
lationship among the West’s military, economic, and religious pur-
poses has broken down, but refuses to see that the previously tight
relationship between raw power and exclusivist proselytizing is no
longer operable.26 While such extreme portraits of religion are com-
monplace, exclusivist thinking is extremely contested among religious
scholars, theologians, and the major world religions today. Prominent
ecumenical organizations actively discourage participation in exclu-
sivist groups, and even some of Goldberg’s maulanas disclaim exclu-
sivist politics.27

Inclusivism
Politically, inclusivism also insists on the superiority of one’s own be-
lief system. It differs, however, in that it accepts the validity or “right”
of other modes of belief to exist. Nevertheless, it views other religious
systems as incomplete or unenlightened. Inclusivism in its political
ramifications presupposes a kind of liberal tolerance. The belief re-
mains that one’s own religion, all other things being equal, “should” be
universalized, but given the impracticalities and unethical behavior



64 ? Cecelia Lynch

that imposing a universal belief would necessitate, one must allow, and
even acknowledge, the partial truth in other systems of belief.

The missionary movement in the first half of this century vacillated
between theological exclusivism and a more inclusivist stance. This
fluctuation was manifested in two modes. Some missionaries con-
fronted the Eurocentrism of Christianity and attempted to incorporate
their message through various forms of enculturation. These efforts re-
sulted in lively debates about the relationship of the Christian gospel to
other religious traditions during the world mission conferences of the
1920s and 1930s, debates that ultimately were left unresolved. More sig-
nificantly, theological debates in Europe generated by Karl Barth and
later Hendrik Kraemer “made a radical separation between God’s self-
disclosure in the Bible, culminating in the gospel, and all forms of reli-
gious life, which were characterized as ‘unbelief.’”28 Barth, in particular,
was responding to the failure of Christianity to prevent world war, and
so charged Protestantism (along with all other religions) with being
bonded to human imperfections, vanity, and sinfulness. Yet, despite
their subsequent efforts to engage in dialogue with other faith tradi-
tions, some mission leaders continued to interpret Barth and Krae-
mer’s theological stance as a reaffirmation of the gospel message, and
hence Christianity, as “truth” while relegating all other faith traditions
as merely human, rather than divine, achievements.29

Pluralism
This type of inclusivism, even when it attempted to increase interreli-
gious understanding, could irritate non-Western religious leaders. Mo-
handas Gandhi, for example, complained, “There are some who will
not even take my flat denial when I tell them I am not a Christian.”30

After World War II, many of the churches that sponsored missions be-
came members of the newly created World Council of Churches, and
an influential set of both Christian and non-Christian postcolonial re-
ligious leaders increasingly delegitimized inclusivism in favor of a more
pluralistic stance.31

Thus the World Council of Churches’ guidelines on interreligious
dialogue began to state in the 1970s that Christians should not make

judgements about others as though from a position of superiority; in
particular they should avoid using ideas such as “anonymous Chris-
tians,” “the Christian presence,” “the unknown Christ,” in ways not in-
tended by those who proposed them for theological purposes or in ways
prejudicial to the self-understanding of Christians and others.32
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These types of statements, along with the academic study of religion,
have called for an interreligious dialogue based on a pluralist approach.
Pluralism, as in its liberal counterpart, requires an acknowledgement
of the multiplicity of truth. This is the belief, as popularly articulated
by the later Gandhi or the current Dalai Lama, of the positive similar-
ity of purpose and function of all religions. For Chung Hyun-Kyung,
“Pluralism is the most enlightened position among the three in rela-
tion to other religions, respecting differences and living side by side
with differences.”33 Pluralism, therefore, takes the position that one’s
own beliefs cannot represent the fulfilment or perfection of the beliefs
of others; they can neither engulf nor subsume others as a partial
means to one’s own religious goals.

While some theologians dispute the pluralist position as untenable
(i.e., how can there be multiple religious truths if belief requires ad-
herence to a particular conception of the truth?), other students of re-
ligion see exploring pluralist possibilities as necessary. David Gitomer,
for instance, distinguishes between the “outside” and the “inside” of a
religious tradition. These categories do not denote the institutional
versus individual or private manifestations of religion. Rather,

[t]he “outside” of a tradition is the way the tradition articulates itself in
teaching formulas both for its members and for outsiders. The “inside”
of the tradition is the collective experience of the reality expressed in
those formulas, a reality which . . . cannot be fully expressed in ordinary
human language.34

Gitomer, an Indologist, unfolds the importance of this distinction for
the pluralist attitude:

As we begin to apprehend the inside of a religious tradition, we begin to
understand its power to lay hold of imagination and forge a vision of the
world and its meaning. Without necessarily accepting the truth claims
formulated by other faiths, we can nevertheless understand the capacity
of another tradition to make a total meaning for its followers. Then the
specific religious insights of other traditions may contribute to our own.
In other words, grasping the experiential truth in one’s own religious
place enables an openness to the quality of compelling meaning in reli-
gious places that are not one’s own.35

Likewise, for the World Council of Churches,

the aim of dialogue is not reduction of living faiths and ideologies to a
lowest common denominator, not only a comparison and discussion of
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symbols and concepts, but the enabling of a true encounter between
those spiritual insights and experiences which are only found at the
deepest levels of human life.36

This type of encounter is based on the recognition of the importance
of how belief is lived in the everyday experience of different cultures:

[D]ialogue should proceed in terms of people . . . rather than of theo-
retical, impersonal systems. This is not to deny the importance of reli-
gious traditions and their interrelationships but it is vital to examine
how faiths and ideologies have given direction to the daily living of in-
dividuals and groups and actually affect dialogue on both sides.37

Pluralist sensitivity has been promoted over the past several decades,
not only within the academy, but also by postcolonial religious thinkers.
Beginning in the 1960s and 1970s, African and Asian theologians be-
came much more vocal in criticizing the legacy of Western missionary
activity for its cultural—including religious—imperialism. In the inter-
ests of “self-expression,” religious thinkers in the Philippines, India,
and Kenya demanded moratoriums on Western missions and requested
missionaries to leave: “The most missionary service a missionary under
the present system can do today in Asia is to go home!”38

Apologetics
Yet not all theology is comfortable with the move toward pluralism.
For example, Paul Griffiths has resuscitated an argument in favor of
apologetics, despite its negative connotations in contemporary theol-
ogy. Griffiths, a scholar of Buddhism, acknowledges that the notion of
apologetics—the defense of the doctrines of a faith tradition—is cur-
rently unfashionable in theological circles.39 Yet, he argues in favor of
both negative apologetics (the defense of doctrine when beliefs are
challenged from the outside) and positive apologetics (the attempt to
demonstrate that the doctrines of one’s own belief are consistent and
superior to others) as necessary forms of interreligious dialogue. Grif-
fiths criticizes “universalist perspectivalism” (the belief that all reli-
gions hold a partial perspective on truth) as elitist and ultimately
untenable. What would perspectivalists, for example, have to say
about the Jonestown cult in Guyana? They “must construct criteria for
separating appropriate affirmations about the ultimate reality from in-
appropriate ones. They must, in other words, enter into apologetical
discourse whether they like it or not.”40
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Griffiths acknowledges the political problems inherent in this proj-
ect, and proposes specific, noncoercive conditions under which
“proper apologetics” can take place.41 He admits that apologetics al-
ways occurs within a political context, yet believes that historical ex-
amples of proper apologetics exist despite inevitable political
problems.

The extensive record of Hindu-Buddhist debate in India from the
fourth to the eleventh centuries of the Christian era—much of which
can properly be called positive apologetics—is, in large part, simply a
vital component of the record of the religious and intellectual life of
India, and not the record of the oppression of one group by another. . . .
And even Peter the Venerable’s apologetic against Islam in twelfth-cen-
tury Europe, developed as it was at the time of the Crusades, is the work
of a man who appears to have rejected the idea of the Crusades as a sim-
ple adventure in military conquest.42

Griffiths’ apologetics at first glance appears to be a form of inclusivism
in that it rejects exclusivist modes of action while continuing to defend
a particular doctrine, though the analogy is incomplete. In this light,
the most evident political problem with either apologetics or inclu-
sivism, in general, is whether it can sustain itself without sliding into
exclusivist reaction and violence against different modes of belief.

Griffiths’ answer is to insist that there is nothing in the belief in the
truth of one’s own doctrines that requires violence or discrimination
against others.43 But more importantly, we need to recognize the ways
in which this form of argument parallels aspects of inclusivism without
completely replicating it. Apologetics is primarily a dialogical process,
not an ethical endpoint. Thus the process of apologetics can logically
result in any ethical standpoint toward other religions, from exclu-
sivism to syncretism. Moreover, in the end, it is the very existence of a
political context that, for Griffiths, makes apologetics necessary:

engagement in apologetics . . . is required for religious communities in
some settings . . . to begin to understand, among many other things,
why some British Muslims feel impelled to burn anti-Islamic books in
Bradford, why some Buddhist monks in Sri Lanka feel called upon to
foster and encourage anti-Tamil violence, and why some conservative
Catholic Christians in the United States of America are willing to bomb
clinics.44

Griffiths does not condone such projects as exercises in proper apolo-
getics, but argues that it is only through active engagement and argu-
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ment about the validity of doctrine that the beliefs underlying such ac-
tions (and one’s own beliefs to the contrary) can be understood. His
project thus points the way toward a new approach to understanding
doctrine, including what is generally labeled fundamentalism.

Syncretism
Struggles to find legitimacy for precolonial practices and beliefs in the
context of world religions have also pushed theology beyond simple
pluralism to notions of indigenization, enculturation, and syncretism.
These concepts indicate that, contrary to the dominant portraits
painted by Kingsolver, postcolonial religious thought has absorbed,
challenged, and changed religious dogma in significant ways.45

Syncretism acknowledges and embraces the multiplicity of reli-
gious traditions that exist not only within a multicultural society, but
also within the individual. The very existence of this syncretism, of
course, is often the result of exclusivist politics such as those carried
out through colonialism. Nonetheless, the legacy of exclusivism in the
Third World has not necessarily been the wholesale adoption of an es-
sentialist understanding of Christianity or Islam. Rather, the very
practice of world religions in other contexts has challenged and in
some cases revised doctrine. For example, Jean-Marc Ela, a Cameroon-
ian theologian, published African Cry in 1970 to expose the “crisis in
the local churches of black Africa,” calling into question not only the
history of Christian missionaries and the practice of Christianity, but
also the central doctrine of the Eucharist.46 In Africa, this challenge
developed into a debate over whether enculturation or liberation
should be the central task of the churches.47 But enculturation, espe-
cially, implied not only a pluralist stance toward other systems of be-
lief, but also the incorporation of elements of African Traditional
Religion (and also, at times, Islam) into Christianity. Yet, while indige-
nization became increasingly validated in theological circles, the term
“syncretism” continued to have negative connotations into the 1990s.

The World Council of Churches worried about the “risks” of syn-
cretism at the same time that demands for enculturation were on
the rise, and asked in the late 1970s, “Is syncretism a danger for
which Christians must be alert?”48 If syncretism means “conscious
or unconscious human attempts to create a new religion composed
of elements taken from different religions,” then it can, according to
its critics, give rise to two dangers: first, that of going “too far and
compromis[ing] the authenticity of Christian faith and life,” and
second,
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that of interpreting a living faith not in its own terms but in terms of an-
other faith or ideology. This is illegitimate on the principles of both
scholarship and dialogue. In this way Christianity may be “syncretized”
by seeing it as only a variant of some other approach to God, or another
faith may be wrongly “syncretized” by seeing it only as partial under-
standing of what Christians believe that they know in full.49

Likewise, Pope John Paul II has striven during his tenure to contain
what he believes to be the dangers of syncretism, arguing against it on
the grounds that it both confuses “the basic mysteries of Christian
faith” and is “totally contrary to real ecumenism.”50

In contrast, a number of theologians not only promote syncretism
as an ethical and theological position, they also acknowledge it as an
anthropological and historical process. The debate about syncretism
came to the forefront in interreligious dialogue in 1991, when Chung
gave a speech at the Canberra assembly of the World Council of
Churches.51 For Chung, even the pluralist model is

too academic, Western, and male. It is too academic because it treats
the different religions as neatly arranged entities in clearly marked cat-
egories labelled Buddhism, Christianity, Shamanism, Confucianism,
and the like. But this form of pluralism, in which the separate categories
are distinct and do not cross one another’s boundaries, exists only in
academia. When I look at the popular religiosity of Asian women, the
religions do not exist in that neat way under these name tags. There is a
messy and fluid process of cross-permeation among the different reli-
gions. . . . I think this neatly separated pluralism is for male-centred in-
stitutional religions, because maintaining purity of doctrine has been
the centre of their concern. But when I look at everyday life-based
women’s cosmic spirituality in Asia, it is clear that what matters is not
doctrinal purity, but what is liberating, what is healing, what is life-giv-
ing. Therefore the word “pluralism” as used in academia cannot really
describe Asian women’s religiosity.52

Chung, Ela, Emmanuel Martey, and others thus indicate the degree to
which syncretism is a reality of postcolonial life.53 Chung tells the story
of a Korean woman who uses shaman rituals to obtain justice when her
child is accidentally killed by a public official, to demonstrate that what-
ever religious leaders say or do, Koreans will continue to blend shaman-
ism, Confucianism, Buddhism, and Christianity in their everyday lives.54

In this view, syncretism simply exists (and has always existed).
Moreover, Jeffrey Carlson extends the notion of syncretism from

postcolonial identity to the very essence of all religious identity. Carlson



70 ? Cecelia Lynch

juxtaposes statements by Anselme T. Sanon, an African Catholic bishop,
Raimon Pannikar, a self-proclaimed “multi-religious self” (Christian,
Hindu, and Buddhist), and the anthropologist James Clifford to argue
not only that all religion is, “inevitably, a form of syncretism,” but also
that

the phenomenon of religious interpenetration . . . is at the very heart of
personal and communal religious identity. To have a religious identity is,
inevitably, to be a “syncretic self,” the product of a process of selective
appropriation, internalizing elements drawn from vastly varied pools of
possibility.55

Thus we cannot escape syncretism, either at the level of individual re-
ligious identity or as an inevitable social and historical process. More-
over, while religious syncretism is certainly not static, it develops in
historical and ideational contexts that can be identified.

To understand the implications of syncretist thinking, we should be
aware of both the distinction and the linkages between syncretism as
an ethical and theological position and syncretism as a historical
process.56 Some anthropologists, for example, question the utility of
syncretism as both an analytical concept and a solution to religious vi-
olence. If all religion is ultimately syncretic, we must then also see the
Crusades, the Inquisition, and the Reformation, among other in-
stances of religious violence, as syncretic processes that have resulted
in highly exclusivist practices.57 This approach also provides important
insight into so-called Islamic fundamentalism. As Olivier Roy points
out, the central paradox here is that “the return to the Text is made
possible only by the restoration of a new tradition.”58 What is called
fundamentalism, in other words, opposes tradition instead of embrac-
ing it in a new stage of the continual syncretic process.

Theologians such as Chung and Carlson have attempted to address
these reservations by going beyond the historical recognition of syn-
cretic processes in constituting religious belief. Both argue in favor of
understanding syncretism as a fact of religious life. Yet, at the same
time, Chung is attempting to legitimize a conscious ethical and theo-
logical position that she calls “survival liberation-centered syn-
cretism.”59 Carlson, similarly, sees value not only in recognizing
syncretism historically, but in promoting syncretic understanding as a
means of “responding creatively to violence in this ‘death age.’”60 Un-
derstanding syncretism, for Carlson, breaks down the violence of
self/Other categorizations. “When identity is inevitably syncretic,
under whose banner should we fight? And who are they, our ene-
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mies?”61 For these theologians, reflexivity and self-awareness in syn-
cretic ethics can lead to a) liberation from oppressive theologies and b)
the collapse of reified notions of alterity in favor of “religious deterri-
torialization,” such that there is no concrete Other against whom we
can engage in exclusivist reaction.62 Their understandings do not as-
sume that syncretism alone resolves problems of inequality and vio-
lence, rather they argue that the historical fact of syncretism can be
used to harness a self-conscious (and potentially self-critical) type of
ethics.

Conclusions and Further Questions
What are the implications of these debates in religious thought for
world politics? International theorists such as Jean Bethke Elshtain,
Nicholas Rengger, Michael Loriaux, Richard Falk, and William Con-
nolly have begun to break down the Enlightenment barriers to the
study of religion by discussing seriously the theological ethics of Au-
gustine, Luther, and others, reevaluating theological conceptualiza-
tions of justice and reconciliation, and calling into question the
modernist neglect of religious belief.63 Nevertheless, as most contrib-
utors to this volume point out, the analysis of religious attitudes,
ethics, and praxis by students of world politics more generally has been
lacking. Even much of contemporary “critical” International Relations
remains dominated by Enlightenment worldviews that cast religious
belief, thought, and action in overly essentialist terms. These world-
views, as Scott Thomas and Vendulka Kubálková also argue, present
religion as either dogma or irrational emotion (or both), and thereby
inhibit our understanding of its implications in world politics.

Theological and religious thinking, however, can help to reframe
debates on the role of culture in international politics in productive
ways. This article has analyzed several specific theological views on
multiculturalism in world politics, including religious pluralism, apolo-
getics, and syncretism. Each of these perspectives, while differing sig-
nificantly from the others, challenges the exclusivist views of religion
that dominate popular understandings as well as persisting assump-
tions of International Relations. Each perspective also—like others
before them—mirrors historical developments as well as trends in po-
litical philosophy.

Theological pluralism, for instance, has many resonances with lib-
eralism, yet probes more deeply into the meaning of alternative sys-
tems of belief in ways that ultimately challenge liberalism’s
Enlightenment presuppositions. Apologetics, on the other hand, is
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one of many possible dialogical processes that are designed to over-
come the problems associated with alterity, though it seeks to do so
through a robust defense of belief and identity. Syncretist religious
ethics, like much deconstructionist philosophy, points to the contin-
gency and multiplicity of identity. Taking these approaches seriously
may well resonate with aspects of the English School, and, I believe,
certainly resonates with constructivist ontology. But more than assert-
ing that the study of religion must be connected to any particular ap-
proach to International Relations, I argue that what is important is
thinking through the implications of the theological conceptions out-
lined above. These encourage students of international politics to un-
derstand religion as evolving rather than reified. They also point to the
necessity of thinking through the implications of religious and theo-
logical perspectives on culture as a means of enriching our under-
standing of the ethical possibilities apparent in world politics.

The student of international politics, conversely, should not ignore
her traditional preoccupation with the problem of power in assessing
the value of theological ethics. Highlighting power similarities and dif-
ferentials, including whether religious practices reinforce or challenge
dominant economic and political structures of power, is a contribution
that students of politics can and should make to the study of religion.
The recognition of power asymmetries is certainly not absent from re-
ligious debate: witness, for example, the very existence of something
called liberation theology. The debate about the value and legitimacy
of syncretism has also taken place largely in a context in which post-
colonial religious thinkers are challenging well-organized and well-
funded sites of traditional religious power.64 Students of international
politics can thus contribute to the study of religion by detailing, for ex-
ample, the way in which it is difficult for either apologetical discourse
or pluralist ethics to be enacted in situations exempt from unequal
power differentials. Yet to oversimplify any of these trends in religious
thought or reduce their possibility to that of power differentials would
also be a mistake. Such a path would impose a teleology, rather than
open our analyses to the contingency and ethical possibilities that
these debates make apparent.

Students of international politics should look at the intersection
between ethics and praxis in analyzing religious contributions to de-
bates about multiculturalism, rather than understanding belief merely
as dogma. In order to accomplish this, we need to explore further the
connections between religious and philosophical conceptions of iden-
tity and multiculturalism. This definitely requires an interpretive
stance, one that privileges not only the study of “society” and “rules,”
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but also (and especially) their interaction with the varieties and inter-
minglings of religious identities that are produced by both individuals
and groups. Moreover, we need to incorporate both the relations of
power prevalent in the world and the opportunities opened by differ-
ing religious stances when analyzing the possibilities of religious
ethics. It is thus critical to reincorporate religious understandings of
identity, dogma, and praxis into debates about the composition and
possibilities of multiculturalism and political community in world
politics.

Notes

I thank David Gitomer, Michael Loriaux, Bill Maurer, and Elora She-
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conceptions across fields. I also thank two anonymous reviewers for
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mine.
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Chapter 3

Toward an International

Political Theology

Vendulka Kubálková

Enlightenment publicists and philosophers wielded none of the
torture instruments of the Catholic inquisitions, nor did they
burn dissenters under some Protestant dispensation. But when
it came to religion in all its aspects, they strangled free inquiry
just as effectively by the commanding force of the fashion they
imposed.1

—Edward Luttwak

Can International Relations (IR) as a discipline contribute
to the study of the worldwide resurgence of religion? This
is not an idle question, because the international context

within which this resurgence is taking place is the primary domain of
IR expertise.

I answer this question in the affirmative. In this paper I outline the
foundation of what I call International Political Theology (IPT). Its
acronym, IPT, quite consciously rhymes with IPE (International Po-
litical Economy), the earlier subfield of IR, at first also difficult to
imagine or conceive. IPE was intended at the time of its conception to
respond to the neglect of economic factors in the IR discipline. IPT
similarly seeks to correct another systematic omission in IR: the ne-
glect of the role of religions, culture, ideas, or ideologies in “social sci-
entific” accounts of world affairs.2
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The parallel with the earlier creation of IPE is very apposite. In the
case of IPE it was the fact that suddenly, to paraphrase Robert Gilpin’s
famous dictum, it was not possible to separate the pursuit of power (as
studied in the discipline of IR) and the pursuit of wealth (left out of
the IR discipline to the students of economics). Similarly now, as Mark
Juergensmeyer put it,

What appeared to be an anomaly when the Islamic revolution in Iran
challenged the supremacy of Western culture and its secular politics in
1979 has become a major theme in international politics in the 1990s.
The new world order that is replacing the bipolar powers of the old
Cold War is characterized not only by the rise of new economic forces,
a crumbling of old empires, and the discrediting of communism, but
also by the resurgence of parochial identities based on ethnic and reli-
gious allegiances.3

I use the term “theology” in the name of the framework deliberately to
shock and also to indicate the need to bring to an end what Luttwak
has called

a learned repugnance to contend intellectually with all that is reli-
gion . . . [based on the] mistaken Enlightenment prediction that the
progress of knowledge and the influence of religion were mutually ex-
clusive.4

My use of the term “theology” does not go as far as political theolo-
gians’ claim that political theorizing should have its ultimate ground in
religious revelations, although their position is compatible with my
framework. Nonetheless I have no qualms about using the term. The-
ology was once synonymous with philosophy and science. Following
the understanding of sociologists of religion, I take theos not in its
common secular meaning as erroneous beliefs in supernatural ex-
traterrestrial existence, but I take “theology” and theos to refer to the
systematic study of discourses and the relations among them concern-
ing world affairs that search for—or claim to have found—a response,
transcendental or secular, to the human need for meaning. My purpose
is to find a way of bringing the study of religion and IR together—pos-
sibly for the first time—in a manner that would minimize their distor-
tion and facilitate their understanding. IPT can accommodate in one
framework the pioneering but so far fragmented micro and macro at-
tempts to come to grips with the significance of religion in IR.5

I vividly recall the late Susan Strange’s exhortation that IPE must be
constructed from first principles rather than concepts fit together from
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its apparently constituent disciplines. I would like to take that exhorta-
tion to heart. Within positivist frameworks, however, the “first princi-
ples” approach simply cannot be applied without emasculating the
essence of religion. Thus for IPT I have had to draw the blueprint using
a nonpositivist ontology of the rule-oriented constructivist framework
first introduced by Nicholas Onuf in 1989.6 The constructivism that I
use in this paper, however, ought not to be confused with the positivist-
friendly forms of constructivism, frequently referred to as soft con-
structivism, co-opted by the US IR mainstream as one of its two or
three main theoretical approaches.7 As Steve Smith puts it, “the radical
possibilities promised by social constructivism” have been “hijacked by
a mainstream,” and the dominant, now increasingly popular form of
constructivism of Alexander Wendt, Peter Katzenstein, etc., have been
assigned “an unthreatening role of an adjunct explanation for those
things that the positivist mainstream finds difficult to explain.”8

The framework I use is different. It eschews the constraints placed
on IR theorizing by positivism and “materialism” as well as by the
treatment of the state as a unitary and the main actor in IR (of all
these, the mainstream, or soft, constructivists reject only materialism
but share positivism and state-centrism). To positivists, religion stands
in sharp contrast to reason, and is not to be taken seriously. Religion is
either a “private affair of individuals,” a domestic issue of states, or it is
liminal; in any event, it eludes the territorial boundaries characteristic
of state-centric IR studies. The mainstream or, soft, constructivists are
prepared to consider ideas, including religious ideas, and changing
identities and state interests but subordinate them to the rational
choice theory.9 Within these positivist, materialist, and state-centric
constraints, the mainstream by definition cannot theorize religion in
IR. Conversely, rule-oriented constructivism is not positivist; it re-
gards IR as a very important slice of social reality without being state-
centric, or to the exclusion of all else. Rule-oriented constructivism
corrects the materialist cast of IR without lapsing into the opposite
extreme, “idealism,” as do some mainstream constructivists (e.g.,
Wendt, who claims to have substituted structural realism with struc-
tural idealism).10

Table 3.1 indicates the different “levels” at which religions have
become more visible. The levels refer to different segments into
which sociopolitical reality has been carved out by Western (mod-
ern) academia, to be stored and cultivated in different departments,
situated on different floors, and in different buildings of the West-
ern social science edifice. In the contemporary world, there is ap-
parently an increasing visibility of religion on all of these levels, and
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their connectivity becomes ever more important: from the greater
religiosity and spirituality of individuals (in the “private” domain,
which is excluded by social scientists altogether) to a greater role in
the “domestic” setting and to the international, indeed transna-
tional/global context. Without the possibility of moving between
the different levels for an account of their interrelated relevance,
large pieces of the puzzle will be missing. Rule-oriented construc-
tivism can easily move amongst these levels.

I divide this chapter into four sections. First, by way of introduc-
tion, I discuss a rather unlikely topic, the “third debate” in IR and its
repercussions for the study of religion. Second, I discuss the basic on-
tological characteristics of religion. Third, I outline rule-oriented con-
structivism and the place of religions and religion within this
framework. Fourth, I conclude with a sketch of some issues that the
framework enables us to address in developing IPT.

This paper is a pilot of a book of the same name. It is important to
stress that I have written it with IR students in mind, not sociologists
of religion, anthropologists, or historians of culture, although I will try
to show how the framework that I propose makes their work accessi-
ble to IR students. The limited space does not permit me to do more
than lay out the IPT framework. The study of religion in IR, in my
view, has to start by finding an analytical space for it, on equal footing
with secular discourses, beliefs, ideologies, and positivist theories. The
main purpose of this article is to identify this analytical space.

The “Third Debate” and Religion: 
The Postmodernist John the Baptist

History, it seems, has repeated itself once again. To paraphrase Her-
bert Marcuse’s famous words: that which was supposed to be subse-
quent has become coexistent. That which was supposed to transpire in
orderly stages got somehow stuck coexisting together, as absurdly as
night coexisting with day. Now it seems, we have another unlikely
threesome stuck together: premodern, modern, and postmodern, or
rather, their contemporary spokespersons confronting IR scholarship.
Ironically, the “third debate” inadvertently primed the modern IR
scholars for an encounter with world religions, the premodern. The
postmodernist scholar stands in for John the Baptist, as a Christian
theologian might say.

There has been, of course, nothing very religious about either of the
main protagonists of the third debate. This involved, on one side, the
positivist camp, and on the other, anyone to whom the “post” label



Transnational relations
Relations involving only
religious organizations,
groups, NGOs2

States (religious or
secular) and nonstate
foreign religious
groups, institutions
(NGOs) pursuing
activities in IR aimed at
“foreign” state3

Interstate relations:
relations amongst
religious states4 and
amongst religious and
secular states5

State level
(with or without
religious affiliation vis-
à-vis religious
institutions)

Political society level:
religious organizations
seek to use or ally
themselves with
political parties/
movements

Civil society level:
religious actors trying to
change the status quo

In IR1 In domestic politics7

“Public” Domain “Private” Domain6

(religiousity or
spirituality of
individuals)

Table 3.1 Religions in Social Relations

Notes: 1Recently began to be studied; for example, Rudolph and Piscatori,
Transnational Religion.
2For example, Catholicism; Latin American Catholicism and Protestantism; liberation
Catholics of the left and Evangelicals of the right in Latin America; Vatican Council II;
Latin American Episcopal Conference (CELAM); Catholic World Youth Congresses;
relations of religions and religious groups in, for instance, Lebanon, Egypt, Iran,
Afghanistan; cooperation or emulation.
3For example, West African Sufis as Muslim missionaries in Africa; Western
involvement with post-Communist churches, European and American philanthropic
organizations and German episcopate in East Central Europe.
4For example, Iran, Lebanon, Iraq, Saudi Arabia; pan-Arabist powers versus their
opponents in the Middle East and Western involvement.
5For example, U.S. versus Iran; the West in the Middle East.
6Enhanced, for example, by the Vatican II shift from libertas ecclasiae to libertas
personae.
7Traditionally studied in sociology/political science.
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might stick. The protagonists in the third debate—the modern secu-
lar IR scholars and their postmodernist critics—reject/ignore religion.
As James Kurth has observed:

The post-modernist perspective can include “spiritual-experiences,”
but only those without religious (in the original sense of “binding”) con-
straints. The New-Age movement can be interpreted as the ideal-typi-
cal-post-modernist spiritual expression. Post-modernists are also drawn
to superficial, Americanized versions of certain Eastern religions, espe-
cially “lite” Buddhism and Hinduism. They are also drawn to an Ameri-
canized version of nature-worship, a sort of neo-paganism. For the most
part, however, post-modernism is largely hyper-secularism, and it joins
modernism in predicting, and eagerly anticipating, the disappearance of
traditional religions.11

The “post” critics of the mainstream have succeeded in unsettling
their mainstream colleagues by their seemingly strange and outlandish
ways. We ought not to forget, however, the scientific rigor to which
the IR discipline in the United Sstates is still committed and which
from the vantage point of the UK and Europe may not be as obvious
as to those of us working in the United Sstates. The IR mainstream in-
sists on the strict “use of evidence to adjudicate between truth
claims,”12 and assigns theories that are not “testable” to the “margin of
the field” because it is “impossible to evaluate their research pro-
gram.”13 The postmodernist discourse of course has never met the pos-
itivist standard and certainly in this regard has been closer to some
premodern ideas. We tend to forget just how brief the modern period
in the history of ideas has been. Until only two hundred years ago or
so, religions provided the dominant mode of thought, and thus many
ideas even today have their roots in religion.

Be that as it may, IR scholars who followed the meandering path of
the third debate have prepared for the emergence of religions as a sub-
ject of study by familiarizing themselves with certain concepts that
postmodernist and religious discourse share. This is largely unac-
knowledged by postmodernist scholars. As far as I am aware, only
some postmodernist feminists openly acknowledge the debt they owe
to the religious traditions on which they draw.14 Let me mention some
examples of what issues have been raised through the postmodernist
discourse, not always realizing that it also plays an important part in
the construction of religion.

The entire shift of attention to the “inside,” the “insider’s perspec-
tive,” to feeling and “emotional identification” that we recognize in
some postmodernist writings, has religious antecedents. Here we un-
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doubtedly trace the influences of romanticism: the movement origi-
nating in the late eighteenth century as a revolt against modernity’s ra-
tionalism and based on medieval emotionalism. In philosophy and in
art, romanticism focuses on the irrational and the nonrational, and on
feeling rather than thought. For example, originally intended to make
believers feel the pain of Jesus, emotionalism charged the concept and
command of love (agape) with emotional force. This has served in turn
as a source of the emotional force used by many secular ideologies, for
example, nationalism. The stress on identity, the insider’s perspective,
and the inside/outside distinction, prominent in the work of many
postmodernist writers, has always been central to religious thought
and practice.

Phenomenology, another source of inspiration for postmodernist
scholars, also owes much to religious influences, particularly in regard
to the shift from the focus on outward appearances to the attention to
consciousness, the experience of the body, intuition, perspective, and
engagement requiring empathy, along with careful linguistic textual
and historical studies. One might even say that phenomenologists lis-
ten to the inner “voices” coming from deep within. This idea derives
from the preoccupation of religions with inner meaning. Religion and
art are prime examples of human attempts to find meaning and value
in life. A concern for “emancipation,” drawing on the engagement of
the Frankfurt School with the work of Sigmund Freud, also resides in
large measure in the mind, in knowing and understanding the human
predicament as a precondition for, if not the realization of, emancipa-
tion itself.

Hermeneutics, named after the Greek god of communication, Her-
mes, adds interpreting and reflecting as approaches to knowledge.
Hermeneutics, not surprisingly, originated in schools of theology
where its methods were developed for the interpretation of sacred
texts. At the hands of scholars like Paul Ricoeur, hermeneutics were
extended to the search for the sacred in “texts,” the sense of which was
allegedly lost through the modernist notion of the human being as the
center of the universe. Entering a plurality of “worlds,” Ricoeur ar-
gued, helps people to become decentered. Ricoeur’s reliance on
metaphor—the weaving together of fragments of identity stressed by
some feminists—parallels religious practices.

Ricoeur’s student Jacques Derrida used his teacher’s concept of
play to show that words interact so that meaning is never fixed. Like
theologians, postmodernists “tell stories,” rejecting the modernist ob-
session with “theory” and its endless strictly modernist pursuit. Der-
rida aims at destroying and deconstructing modernist secularized
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texts, which he terms “logocentric,” thereby suggesting that the words
and ideas of such texts always point to an external reality. It is often
overlooked that the goal of Derrida’s deconstruction was to create a
space for attention also to sacred texts. Derrida believed that after the
deconstruction of the foundations of Western secular philosophy,
other cultures and religions would be considered more relevant by
Westerners.15

Finally, the third debate also addressed the problem of “incommen-
surability,” the notion that theoretical approaches refer to different re-
alities, an even more intractable problem of the antifoundationalist
view that there is no reality, but only different interpretations of a text
in the readers’ minds. The consequence of Francois Lyotard’s famous
antifoundationalist “incredulity toward metanarratives” is the belief
that there are no foundations, outside any individual theory, that could
serve as a neutral arbiter between competing theoretical accounts.16

Postmodernism—like religion—questions the notion of reality pre-
sented by positivist IR texts.

It is possible, of course, to be a romantic/phenomenologist/
hermeneuticist without being religious. One can live without medita-
tion, prayer, or any of the disciplines designed for the research of the
self and its sense of cosmic connection. To many, the limits that mod-
ern rationalism imposes on our modes of knowledge are entirely ac-
ceptable. The many attempts to compensate for these limits and to fill
in this void are not. The religious concern for the soul, as the next sec-
tion will argue, runs a lot deeper, and neither modernity nor the post-
modernists have managed to supplant it.

The Ontology of Religions
I start with the discussion of ontology for two reasons. First, the util-
ity of rule-oriented constructivism as the basis of IPT rests on its on-
tological nature. The constructivist framework is conceived so broadly
that it can accommodate otherwise mutually exclusive ontological
claims, as for example, those of religion and positivist social science.
Second, I make a distinction between religion and religions. An inat-
tention to the ontology of religion produced the confusion of religion
as an alternative way of looking at the world on one hand, and religions
as materially existing institutions organized for the pursuit of “reli-
gion” on the other.

The meaning of “religion” has been, for analytical purposes, lost.
Religions, reduced to institutions, have become as easy to deal with as
any other nonstate sociopolitical institutions. In the international
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context, religions have either been treated as one amongst many epis-
temic communities, or as nongovernmental or transnational organiza-
tions.17 Religions have then been found to fall into one of two
categories: either good or bad. They have been categorized either as el-
ements of transnational civil society,18 as elements defining larger, in-
ternational, or transnational entities such as civilizations,19 or, if their
adherents engage in violence, as terrorist groups outside international
law. Social scientists—certainly in American IR—have treated reli-
gious organizations as acting in accordance with rational choice the-
ory. This simplification has resulted in a profound misunderstanding
of the strength of passion that may imbue religious organizations and
the various ways in which this passion may compensate for a lack of
material capability, the latter being another pillar of American IR
thought. This has produced some surprises when on occasion the reli-
gious organizations act “irrationally” or “nonrationally” and with a
force at odds with their material strength, thus confounding positivist
expectations. To correct this simplification, I make the distinction be-
tween “religion” and “religions,” the former as a precondition for the
understanding of the latter and the latter nonreducible to the former.

It is infeasible to discuss religion in IR without appreciating that
the difference in religious and secular thought is ontological, that is, in
what in each of them “counts for real.”20 All spiritual communities, all
religions, Western and Eastern, share a distinction between ordinary
and transcendental reality. This difference in ontology leads to episte-
mological and methodological differences between religious and secu-
lar ways of looking at the world. Attempting to fit religious experience
into a positivist framework can only emasculate it, caricature it, dis-
tort its meaning, and underestimate its strength. A serious considera-
tion of the role of religion in IR must start with the exploration of the
ontological foundation of religious discourse.

According to most religious thought, the structure of the ordinary
world, with its assumptions of separate and distinct cause and effect,
the spatial arrangement of objects, and the linearity of time, does not
exhaust reality. Most religions share the idea that the world as revealed
to the temporal senses is only one item in a hierarchy of being. Reli-
gious thinkers argue that secular humanists see only a small part of the
picture when they view nature as impersonal and as lacking a cosmic
design capable of explaining and justifying human experience. Hu-
mans, in this view, are a unique link between the material world and
the larger cosmos with its powerful forces that shape and structure re-
ality. Human experience is seen as only one dimension of a multidi-
mensional reality that is ordered by design rather than chance. This
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larger reality is greater than the limited reality of human experience,
but is impervious to ordinary sensory perception. This external world
and the ordinary world of sense and thought, most religions insist, are
intertwined.21

All major religions also share a strikingly similar view of transcen-
dental reality; sociologists of religion argue that creating or construct-
ing gods is one of the human universals, a practice going back at least
14,000 years to the ancient world of the Middle East.22 Theologians, of
course, deny that God (or the gods) are human constructions. They
might accept that the human being is homo sapiens but they would
contend that he or she is also homo religiosus, a species in need of find-
ing a system of beliefs essential to the self-definition of the believer,
what we now call “identity.”23 All religions are organized on the basis of
beliefs that are fundamental not only to reality, but even more impor-
tantly, to human identity.

The Western “faith” in secularism and anthropocentrism is un-
precedented in human existence. Liberal secularism, scholars agree, is
not something that comes easily and naturally to us and has to be con-
sciously taught and promoted. This tension is illustrated in the con-
tinuous efforts to substitute nontheistic and secular beliefs for
religion. Forms of paganism, nationalism, and other ideologies have
played societal roles comparable to that of religions, at least in terms
of their outward manifestations and the strength of their beliefs. Par-
ticularly after its demise, Soviet Marxism-Leninism is recognized as a
secular religion; humanism has been described as a religion without
God, and liberalism as Christianity without God.

The reality named “God,” however, is different from other kinds of
theos. Theologians agree that the reality of God surpasses human
comprehension. God, philosophers have argued, is the uncaused
cause, the “not effect of a cause.” As such, God is not “out there,” wait-
ing to be discovered or observed by the processes of rational thought
and scientific observation. Most religions, and certainly the Jewish,
Muslim, and Christian, agree that it is impossible to describe the tran-
scendent reality of God in normal conceptual language. (There is, by
the way, an ironic parallel with the postmodernist dislike of modern lo-
gocentric meta-narratives.) For religions, of course, the transcendental
meta-reality does exist, though it cannot be expressed in either ordi-
nary or scholarly language, let alone subjected to social scientific
“tests.” The meaning ascribed to the reality of God is fixed nonethe-
less by social conventions and can be expressed in everyday language.
This rendition is imperfect and requires reflection, interpretation, il-
lumination, repetition, metaphor, and ritualization. Thus Christianity,
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Islam, and Judaism derive divine meaning from stories (sacred texts),
which are constantly read and reread and subjected to exegesis.

The ongoing representation of what eludes representation is re-
quired to provide the believer with a map of reality. The map orients
the individual and fixes his or her identity in ontological terms. The
identity of the believers can be lost only with the loss of faith. Many
psychoanalysts and psychologists agree that modernity’s malaise and
the loss of identity that attends it come from its secular nature and the
absence of any substitute for religion. According to Erik Erikson, who
popularized the term “identity crisis,” for most people “having iden-
tity” is an important part of healthy life, and “losing identity” is a sig-
nal of the onset of serious psychological, psychiatric, and general
health problems.24 Religious belief and the identity it provides binds
the believer to action, to the making of sacrifices, even to the willing-
ness to sacrifice one’s life for the sake of belief. Believers who fail in
this may well feel extreme remorse.

Postmodernist antifoundationalism cannot be reconciled with the
foundationalist claims of the positivists. Similarly, there is no method
of resolving the conflict between the transcendental and the secular,
on ontological or epistemological grounds. There is much more at
stake here than disputes among communities that have different and
mutually exclusive visions of the good life. Both ontologies insist on
using the term “rational,” but both define rationality by controlling
the criteria of evidence and rules of inference assigned to its observa-
tions and concepts. Postmodernist and modernist scholars reject the
possibility that there might be evidence of divine intent and the sug-
gestion that spiritual events or spiritual beings such as angels might
be real. Religious believers view this prima facie rejection as secular
irrationality.

In the believer’s view, the origins of religious experience are beyond
the realm of human choice, let alone the “rational choice” around
which most social science discourse revolves. The freedom of con-
science that is given such prominence in liberal thought means in reli-
gious discourse the exact opposite. At the most fundamental levels of
a believer’s existence, it means following the dictates (not choices) of
conscience, for conscience has no choice but to follow belief.25 Histor-
ical narrative, myth, moral discourse, blessing, cursing, confessing,
adoring, metaphor, symbol, analogy, parable loom large in religious dis-
course, as it accommodates both a transcendent reality (not confined
to sensory experience) and the secular, the “divine realm of positivist
social science.” There is nothing in the positivist bag of tricks to match
this achievement, not that positivists have ever tried or would ever



90 ? Vendulka Kubálková

consider it worth trying. The failure to negotiate the problems of in-
commensurability successfully is not an affliction only of positivists.
As Fred Frohock has argued:

Liberalism . . . is not a suitable political philosophy to resolve or even
manage disagreements over the meaning of human experience at the
levels sometimes found in the spiritual-secular disputes.26

Thus I now turn to rule-oriented constructivism in search of a frame-
work that can resolve this incommensurability for social science and IR.

From the Social Science “Turn” 
to the Linguistic “Turn” to Constructivism

The incommensurability of the positivist and religious understandings
of the world is indeed profound. In search of a way to conceptualize
meaning, we have to reach beyond those modern ontologies and epis-
temologies that have deprived us, in the name of the pursuit of social
science, of intellectual access to a large part of human experience. To
understand meaning, we have to understand human action and lan-
guage and reason and rationality anew. We, scholars of social theory
and IR, have to retrace the path we have taken. We have to go back at
least to the point at which modern social science took a wrong turn.

Following the path of modern knowledge and particularly taking
the turn of positivist epistemology, we reach a point where we are un-
able to reveal some of the most fundamental features of human exis-
tence. The understanding of speech, intersubjectivity, and action
cannot be grasped through the mechanical separation of subject and
object, agent and structure, free will and determinism. A U-turn is re-
quired; we need to abandon the narrow semantic understanding of lan-
guage as a mirror of reality, whose sole purpose is to reflect accurately
and record not only things but also actions. Meaning cannot be found
in mirror reflections alone.

The alternative path is a long one. It takes us through some distin-
guished intellectual territory. There we find Aristotle and the recogni-
tion of man as a political animal endowed with speech, rather than just
the voice that animals possess. Speech enables people to share mean-
ings and to discuss their judgments on what is good and bad, just or un-
just. Along this other path we find we must revisit the concept of
praxis as well, and the unity of theory and practice as Marx described
it. Then we are on the way to an understanding of the world of human
beings as not given or natural, but as “created” through their actions.
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We find that this path leads beside and arguably beyond empiricism,
naturalism, and structuralism; beside and arguably beyond the utilitar-
ian, motivational account of action; beside and arguably beyond the
imputation-based model of antecedent causes and consequent effects.
We find an equally distinguished scholarly heritage that appreciates
the “passions,” and how they may, and often do, override self-interest
and self-preservation. We discover that the explanation of an action
depends on the context in which the action takes place, and that this
long and distinguished alternative path culminates in the linguistic
“turn.”

Rule-Oriented Constructivism and Religion
There are obviously different ways to construct IPT. Different stops
can be made along the alternative path I have just sketched. In my con-
struction, I rely on the work of Nicholas Onuf. He is an American
IR/social theorist who addresses the American IR/social theory schol-
arship he knows most intimately. His constructivist framework has the
kind and degree of rigor without which, in North America, nobody
gets a hearing. Onuf ’s framework is secular but it inadvertently creates
a large space for the appreciation of religious experience too. Although
it is called “rule-oriented,” it is in fact an anthropology of society,
showing how rules influence the nonlinguistic aspects of human exis-
tence as well.

Rule-oriented constructivism claims the ability to provide a frame-
work for all social theory because its ontology anatomizes the real so-
cial world at its most basic level. It articulates human universals, like
the ability to use language and—radically important for my present dis-
cussion—the ability to reason. Rule-oriented constructivism’s ontology
is the common thread in the ever-changing range of social activities in
which people engage, shaping the world and in turn being shaped by it.
Rule-oriented constructivism points to words, speech acts, and rules as
the key ontological elements of human interaction and of the human
view of the world. With words, people obliterate the divide between
“is” statements and “ought” statements so dear to the positivists. With
words, people move effortlessly back and forth across this divide. Rule-
oriented constructivism is a “way of studying social relations,” a “system
of concepts and propositions.” It states that a tripartite typology of
rules permeates the life of society. As Onuf explains:

People make sense of their situation through conjecture and cere-
mony (assertive rules), confront their adversaries by using techniques
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of destruction (directives), and provide for their needs by hunting and
gathering (commissive rules).27

Not only do speech acts and rules take assertive, directive, and com-
missive forms, but nonlinguistic aspects of society based on this or
that type of rules display distinct characteristics.

This is where I come to the key thesis of my paper. As I will show,
religions are a possible manifestation of assertive rules that we have
tended to dismiss as nonmodern, primitive, and nonrational, if not ir-
rational. The positivist preoccupation with analytic-deductive meth-
ods has become the only way many of us, certainly the rational choice
theorists in the United States, think about the way we think. Only the
rational-instrumental pattern of thought, of speaking, can then be re-
garded as “rational.”28 Most people on this planet, however, by these
standards of Western culture, do not think at all if thinking means only
the rational-instrumental pattern of thought.

In the following sections, I will try to show how much even in West-
ern society we depend on linguistic and nonlinguistic forms derived
from these prescientific assertive rules. I will also try to show that,
given a choice amongst assertive rules, the ones with a strong emo-
tional association might win even if “rational choice” would dictate
otherwise. Here, there is ample space for appreciating the role of emo-
tions generated by religion as a source of one of the most powerful
human passions. It is within a social framework conceived along these
lines that it is possible to theorize religion and IR side by side, the pas-
sion alongside the rational-instrumental reasoning. I divide the rest of
this section into two parts in order to locate, first, religions and then
religion within this constructivist framework.

Constructivism and Religions 
as Social Constructions

It should not be too difficult to accept the argument that religions as
institutions have been socially constructed, although to a design that
believers would claim has been revealed. There is a growing body of lit-
erature addressing the organization of churches and religions, their
various relations to state and society and to each other. Often the dis-
cussion of religion and IR does not advance beyond seeing religions as
yet another form of organizations—national, if they coincide with the
state boundaries; international, if several states are implicated;
transnational, if their coincidence with states is difficult to find or ex-
plicitly rejected.
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Constructivism clarifies these distinctions whilst going beyond this
fairly narrowly cast concern for religion in IR. The social arrangement
consistent with religion (based on assertive rules) has been that of in-
formal networks and associations, stressing the status of priests and
granting them significant prestige. It is this form that most religions
take if developing spontaneously “from below.”29 The politicization of
religion, however, has introduced “alien” elements of wealth and power
compatible with directive or commissive rules. The intrusion of these
factors usually meets with fierce opposition, from within the religion
or from outside, as borne out by the entire historical experience of the
Reformation or of Protestantism versus Catholicism since the time of
the Reformation, in general or in specific parts of the world, notably in
Latin America.30 There is also a considerable literature concentrating
on the prestige of religious figures and their ability to facilitate or me-
diate international conflict.31

Constructivism draws our attention to a danger of sliding into
state-centrism, either by connecting religions and states too closely or
by seeing civilizations as jigsaw puzzles composed of states of the same
religious cast.32 Similarly, there is the opposite danger of seeing reli-
gions and states as totally separate. For example, Juergensmeyer sim-
plifies the issue when he argues that for understanding the world today
it is necessary to see two interacting and competing frameworks of so-
cial order: secular nationalism (allied with the nation-state) and reli-
gion (allied with large ethnic communities).33 There is no way of a
priori generalizing, and only a careful examination of rules and their
interplay will reveal the nature of these relations.

Much of the contemporary writing on religion in IR falls some-
where into this category. It is, however, the next topic that holds the
key to overcoming the divide that separates faith and reason and that
places religions into their IR context.

Constructivism, Human Mind, and Religion
By “religion,” in constructivist terms, I understand:

1. a system of rules (mainly instruction rules) and related practices,
which act to

2. explain the meaning of existence, including identity, ideas about
self, and one’s position in the world,

3. thus motivating and guiding the behavior of those who accept
the validity of these rules on faith and who internalize them
fully.
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Unlike some interpretations of religion, my definition deliberately
omits any direct reference to a divine being, although its existence can
be postulated without contradicting the definition. Nor do I include
such elements as a specific type of organization developed by religion,
viz., its symbols and rituals, for all of these are subsumed in the “re-
lated practices” and can be handled within the constructivist frame-
work, as social institutions. I also omit a reference to a divine being so
as not to exclude secular discourses and ideologies, which can display
all the overt indicators of religion, including emotional efficacy. Reli-
gion and its organizations have, after all, perfected a number of fea-
tures that different ideologies or nationalisms have successfully
copied.

I have already referred to consciousness as recognized rules and
practices that have been acted upon in the past and have become in-
ternalized. This definition is consistent with Adda Bozeman’s view of
culture and civilization as encompassing those values, norms, institu-
tions, and modes of thinking to which successive generations in a
given society have attached primary importance.34 Religions are the
key parts of cultures, and even modernity and its postmodernist crit-
ics (as I tried to show) have firm roots in Christianity.

My definition of religion as a central component in most cultures
and civilizations is based on two human universals identified by con-
structivism: language and reason. Religion consists of specific types of
rules and is accepted on faith, and this acceptance, I will argue, repre-
sents a form of reasoning. The first aspect, that religions are systems of
rules, is not difficult to accept. The argument that faith is a form of
reasoning is more problematic. If it can be sustained, however, the jux-
taposition of faith and reason introduced by modernity and leading to
the rejection of religions in the social scientific enterprise does not
hold.

Religions as Rules
Let me first explore what types of rules can be found in religions. Re-
ligions are made up mainly of assertive speech acts and instruction
rules. While commandments might seem to be commands (directive
rules), on closer inspection it is probably better to call them declara-
tions (which Onuf takes to be a species of assertive speech acts). Nev-
ertheless, it is usually possible to identify directive rules and
commitment rules backing up the declarations and instruction rules,
which give a religion its general character, although religious rules
carry their own special “back up.” To a believer, religious sanctions are
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derived from the divine authority, and the essence of religion is gener-
ally faith. Asserted truths, the codification in ordinary language of that
which “passeth all understanding,” are accepted on faith and backed
up often by powerful emotions.35 One’s identity, one’s understanding
of the world, one’s main values, are typically received in assertive rules
articulated by human agents, albeit based on revelation, and, as already
mentioned, when internalized they constitute the core of conscious-
ness and culture.

Rules provide guidance but by themselves do not determine human
behavior. It is at this point, in regard to the relationship between rules
and reason, that the relevance of this discussion to religion will be-
come apparent.

People use reason or judgment to decide whether to accept or reject
rules and what course of action to take. Religion is no exception. Judg-
ment arises from knowledge about the context of the rules involved in
a situation and about the consequences of following or violating them.
Forms of judgment are closely linked to the process of reasoning, and
speech acts can be seen as instances of applied reasoning, since using
rules is equal to exercising judgment. Let me first explore assertive
rules in relation to religion and to modernity before I proceed to the
discussion of the form of reasoning associated with them.

As forms of applied reasoning, assertive rules give rise to the most
basic of all rules in the immediate demand they make on the hearer.
Assertive and instruction rules state a belief coupled to the speaker’s
wish or intention that the hearer accept this belief. Children learn to
appreciate this kind of rule first, before they are mature enough to re-
spond to directives and then to take on the responsibilities of choice
and mutuality offered in promises and commitment rules. Assertive
rules require no more than a passive acceptance of certain informa-
tion, including information about values. Education typically takes
this form. Assertive rules assume that the hearer does not know, or
could not know, and obviously ought to know. They elevate the agent,
priest, or professor, by granting him or her a special status and stand-
ing and an enormous aura of respect. Assertive rules may be addressed
to one person at a time, but the way they are styled often suggests a
collective for an audience, for entire categories of hearers are uni-
formly in need of instruction. Religions take the form of assertive
rules. Religions foster a concept of a collective amongst others by lim-
iting our needs and wants.

In contrast, modernity’s main currency are commitment rules. The
contract is the model form of such rules, which are built around the in-
dividual. This is a characteristic feature of the West and of modernity.
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Commitment rules are the domain of liberalism, characteristically
based on the specification of individual rights and responsibilities.
Western culture, liberalism, capitalism, individualism, modernity, and
international relations are of a mainly commissive nature. True
enough, commitment rules exist in mixes with directive rules and in-
struction rules to provide sanctions, enforcement, and so on, and the
right balance within these mixes is of concern to the guardians of lib-
eralism, individualism, democracy, or capitalism, or indeed of interna-
tional relations.

Bozeman was not using constructivist terms but was clearly consis-
tent with them when she argued that the unprecedented success of the
universalization of the states-system invented in medieval Central Eu-
rope, the readiness with which many empires voluntarily dismantled
to become its parts, was due to the commissive, nondirective, and
nonassertive nature of the rules of the international system, as
promised in the famous formula cuius regio, eius religio, that is, leave
each state’s central beliefs and values intact.36 With the rules and prac-
tice of diplomacy that originated in the West came the vocabulary of
political symbols, also composed in the West. Societies transforming
into states adopted the idea of rules, institutions, and practices of gov-
ernance of the “community of states.”37 With this acceptance, many
states began to practice the standards of Western intellectual and ma-
terial achievement and the values thereof, a process culminating not in
the elimination of indigenous religions and cultures but, on the con-
trary, in the resurgence of religious beliefs across the world.

The predominantly assertive nature of religions goes some way to
explaining their neglect in social science. We have got accustomed to
viewing the assertive-based religions as archaic and ancient, if not an
extinct form of social activity. Political systems based on assertive rules
and hegemony, their characteristic condition of rule, have been re-
garded as premodern, impervious to change, and antagonistic to West-
ern values.

In fact, Onuf describes religions as forms of hegemony (to which as-
sertive rules give rise as a form of rule) in the language of Antonio
Gramsci, who, however, used the term “hegemony” in a different con-
text altogether. Hegemony in this understanding appears to be the rule
of values rather than rule by people. Hegemony refers to the promul-
gation and manipulation of principles and instructions by which su-
perordinate actors monopolize meaning, which is then passively
absorbed by subordinate actors. These activities constitute a stable
arrangement of rule because the ruled are rendered incapable of com-
prehending their subordinate role. They cannot formulate alternative
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programs of action because they are inculcated with the self-serving
ideology of the rulers, who monopolize the production and dissemina-
tion of statements through which meaning is constituted.38

The issue here is that assertive rules are by no means an exclusive
domain of premodern and antiquated forms of social relations. Critics
of the West used the term “hegemony” in reference not to religious
practices but almost exclusively to the Western form of rule regardless
of its stated nature (in liberal doctrine) as based on commissive rules.
It is fair to say that the central values and beliefs of any society, of
whatever nature, are packaged in the form of assertive statements that
are not conducive to questioning. The reason I am stressing this point
is that in our preoccupation with rationality—used by some authors as
synonymous with modern or Western—we have played down the
hegemonic function of our own central values and beliefs.39

“Acceptance on Faith” and Passions
All of us engaged in social sciences use the term “hypothesis,” not al-
ways appreciating its connection to assertive speech acts. Hypothesis
is a dignified way of referring to intuition, conjecture, belief, guess,
dogma, or speculation, which is, or is not, then subjected to further
“real rational” treatment, based on the rules of “falsification” or “veri-
fication.” Generally speaking, three sorts of consequences of abduc-
tion are possible, all of them normative.

The first sort points to religion. Conjecture takes on tremendous
normative force through incantation and ritualization. Believers are
discouraged, indeed prohibited, from subjecting their faith to the ra-
tional inquiry appropriate for “this world.” Faith, however, exhibits the
distinct form of reasoning characteristic of religion. This is the non-
linear form of reasoning I have previously described: It draws on con-
sciousness and eludes the methods of deductive or inductive reasoning
and their rules of inference and evidence. The religious experience is
built on a noninferential mode of cognition analogous to sense or feel-
ing. The unknown is crucial in interpreting the experience. Rhetorical
devices, similes, metaphors, intuition (to all of which I have already re-
ferred) need to be used. Belief here precedes reasoning and controls it,
unlike secular discourse, where beliefs are introduced but allegedly re-
main subordinated to reasoning.

The second sort of social consequences stemming from adductive
reasoning has nothing to do with religion and points to science. All of us
formulate hypotheses, guesses, or conjectures, which we then proceed
to verify (or falsify) either by inductive or deductive reasoning according
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to positivist rules. Research based on induction takes the form of either
“hunting and gathering” for clues—from the parts to wholes—or, more
typically for positivists, attacking the problem based on a deductive
form of reasoning, from wholes to the parts.

The social consequences of the third sort might lead to the estab-
lishment of a secular religion. Marxism followed this path, and so does
modernist culture more generally. Conjectures are lifted out of context,
advertised as scientific truths, and disseminated through the mass
media. No less than religious beliefs, secular notions of individualism,
liberalism, consumerism, and all the rest are repeated ad nauseam, pre-
sented in Hollywoodesque stories, public spectacles, and strict codes of
behavior. In academia also, many social scientists firmly believe in their
scientific objectivity, yet a great deal of what gets written and said is
based on a set of shared myths. Books are written about books, articles
about articles, and articles about books. Theorists write about writing,
theorize about theories, and create heroes whom they honor in rituals.

The upshot of my argument is that constructivism is open to con-
sideration of adductive reasoning and acceptance on faith alongside
rational-instrumental reasoning. It can engage with discourses based
on faith as with those based on narrowly defined reason without fac-
ing problems of incommensurability. Thus it will not be taken by sur-
prise when advances in cognitive science will one of these days
challenge once and for all the dogma of the rational choice theory and
turn its simplistic structure into a more complex edifice that repro-
duces itself in social structures of every sort and at every level. Even
before such a “paradigm shift” is forced upon us by discoveries some-
where in the natural sciences, constructivism has no difficulty accom-
modating individual emotions influencing choices as an integral part
of the human process of reasoning.40 Constructivism, in other words,
can show how the human level involving feelings and emotions relates
to the state level in a complicated process of accommodating religious
thinking and feeling as forms of reasoning and as important aspects of
how we construct our world.

Conclusion: The Paths to IPT
The framework that I have outlined in this paper is by no means the
only way to develop an international political theology. IPT has been
developing spontaneously from many angles and directions. Many spe-
cialists on religions follow the path of religion into the international
arena, and IR scholars realize the need for serious adjustments in their
discipline to accommodate the “intrusions” of religious factors.
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Many writers, irrespective of their disciplinary denomination, have
reached constructivist conclusions, albeit without adopting its termi-
nology. Bozeman, the international cultural historian, as well as IR the-
orists such as Herrit Gong, Martin Wight, and even Hedley Bull spoke
constructivism before it became “codified.” Constructivism is often
simply common sense. Constructivism is a way of thinking, just as
much as positivism is, and as I have argued elsewhere, it takes some
getting used to.41 Eventually, one need not go through all the techni-
calities every time one uses constructivism, any more than one needs
to discuss in detail Auguste Comte, the Vienna Circle, Robert Keo-
hane, or other intellectual fathers of positivist belief as a preface to any
positivist-based research.

Rule-oriented constructivism has many other advantages over
positivism. The positivist goal of theoretical parsimony has elimi-
nated far too much from the IR discipline and made our job much
too easy. Constructivism is perhaps more realistic in revealing the
multitude of social relations (whether we call them contexts, social
arrangements, civilizations, cultures, or games) and their tremen-
dous complexity. Constructivists insist that international relations
should be conceptualized as a social construction on many interact-
ing levels. None of these levels should be shut out a priori by a theo-
retical framework. This challenges the exclusivity of the
state-centric focus still prevalent in IR studies. Having stressed the
enormous complexity that constructivism draws to our attention, in
contrast to the more parsimonious IR frameworks, it is important to
note that despite its complexity, constructivism can support de-
tailed, empirical case studies.42

IPT emphasizes research from an insider’s perspective, such as
comes natural to constructivism but that needs to be much greater
than that afforded by Western and particularly U.S. parochialism (a
view, as the term aptly conveys, through the perspective of one’s own
parish). Once we dispense with the a priori imputation of rational
choice to actors, it is mandatory to establish the social context within
which they act. Religion is often at the core of the social arrangement
or structure within which actors operate. It is within this framework
that we find out what is, or is not, defined as “rational” in any given sit-
uation. This makes it mandatory for students of IR to devise new cur-
ricula that integrate the study of religion(s), rather than “color in”
religions as “bad” or “good” based upon a priori, out of context evalua-
tions. In other words, we should use the existing scholarship and inte-
grate the discourses of religion and IR, analyzing both as rule based
within a framework such as I have proposed.
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This method eliminates many simplifications, most notably in re-
gard to the idea underpinning modernization theories, opposition to
which is allegedly (found in many accounts) the root cause of the con-
temporary resurgence of religion.

The modernization thesis indeed does not stand up under con-
structivist scrutiny. Anticipating constructivism as well as IPT, Boze-
man pointed out that ideas or rules do not travel well and are never
received and accepted without modifications. Such ideas become ei-
ther rejected or at best accepted in a syncretic form, but never in the
pristine form of its place of origin. This refutes once and for all the typ-
ically North American notion on which modernization theories have
been based, which despite policy failures and periodic refutation
seems always ready to resurface in new forms. It also casts doubt on
the notion that opposition to modernization somehow drives the
resurgence of religion. The opposite can in fact be argued, namely that
religions can play a pivotal role in the modernization of their societies,
idiosyncratic though these modernization processes might be.

Bozeman links the entire proclivity of the West to modernize oth-
ers and universalize its values to religious influences. She ties this mod-
ernization impulse to Christianity, to its missionary zeal and a feeling
of shame and guilt not present in most other religions. This persistent
Western tendency is manifest in the concern with other parts of the
world and the drive to “modernize” and “develop” them. However,
each corner of the planet, she argues, continues to maintain its own
traditions of life and thought, which often predate by thousands of
years the Western social arrangements. Cultures, comprised of rules
and practices, are society’s primary structuring ideas; they undergird
political society and symbolize its continuity in time. Political institu-
tions, state or nonstate, are all grounded in culture.

To a constructivist, the processes variously described as globaliza-
tion or modernization are changes of the identity of the agent, of his
or her agency, and of the social structure, all of which are based on and
accessible through the understanding of changes in rules. Rules have
to be implemented or supported by other rules, and thus these
changes create responses inside societies, affecting people as individu-
als. The reconfiguration of authority in a world experiencing distinct
material shifts seems to have been unsettling across the world.

The most noticeable response has come from those parts of the
world where the influx of new rules has been simultaneous with mate-
rial changes that seem to undermine/threaten the very existence of
these communities. There are individuals in different parts of the
world and across all social classes who respond to the new rules with
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disenchantment, disappointment, and fear, particularly if modernity’s
promises are not upheld. A feeling of loss of identity often follows.
Thus these individuals may respond readily to anybody defending the
familiar certainties. Utilitarian, material gratification is not always the
outcome, as promised by the rational choice theory. Nor do the fail-
ures of the rational choice predictions spare any part of the world. For
example, as recently noted in 2000, the “happiness index,” even in the
United States, was at an all-time low, despite almost ten years of boom-
ing economy and its widespread material benefits across the social
spectrum.43

In the Third World, as Jeff Haynes has argued, it is mainly secular
states that act as agents of modernization, and assume an increasingly
broad role in the domestic arena.44 Often due to a lack of understand-
ing, and not by design, they unnecessarily encroach, or appear to en-
croach, on the “private domain.” The changes wrought by the
implementation of directive rules tend to disturb individual certain-
ties and identities. In other words, the noble ideas of democracy, cap-
italism, and the “user friendly” commissive rules in the form of which
all of this arrives require directive rules for their implementation that
override the local assertive rules. Despite some material benefits that
these processes may bring and particularly as modernity’s promise of
far-reaching material improvements has not been fulfilled, the legiti-
macy of the state—the agent making the new rules that implement,
for example, IMF or World Bank guidelines—is weakened. The polit-
ical legitimacy of the state, that is, the acceptance by the populace of
its actions as good and morally right, is undermined, creating space for
opposition forces to become new agents challenging the status quo
and creating political instability.

Postmodernist writing correctly echoes the worldwide distrust for
the Enlightenment systems of hegemonically disseminated assertive
rules, secular ideologies, and worldviews that claim universal applica-
bility and promise progress based on reason and man’s ability to con-
trol his own destiny. These grand schemes have brought social and
economic disruption, or disruption of such social institutions as the
family. These processes coincide with the communication revolution
and the influx of new ideas, that is, a range of choices of assertive rules,
such as those referring to unrestricted rights, including the right to
practice religion. This opens further the scope of action for opposition
forces.

Religious forces are put into a position to pursue a public role—
often performed with a vengeance—and become agents in social con-
struction, both in the domestic as well as in the international sphere.



102 ? Vendulka Kubálková

The understanding of these religious forces ought to reveal that by
virtue of their social role they are incompatible only with other reli-
gions advocating competing claims. Based on assertive rules, they are
eminently compatible with other assertive systems of rules, such as na-
tionalism. They are in fact broadly compatible with directive rules of
any political organization and thus eminently suitable for political ex-
ploitation.

The IR discipline may tune in only at the point when a civil war im-
plicates foreign states, when international conflict occurs, or when the
involvement of an international organization is required. Mainstream
constructivists as well tune in only at the point when the international
level comes to the fore and they must acknowledge that, to paraphrase
the soft constructivists, states might have accepted some ideas that led
to a change of their identities and consequently of their interests, and
hence also of their intersubjective (interstate) agreements.45 The main-
stream constructivists, however, would subordinate these processes to
the logic of instrumental rationality.46 That this change has its root in
religion would be purely coincidental. Religion per se would remain
outside scrutiny of the U.S. mainstream, or soft constructivist.

Whether we argue that the greater visibility of religion is a conse-
quence of or a last-ditch defense against modernity, or indeed a po-
tential ally of modernity, there is yet another dimension of religion
that remains totally outside IR’s concerns because it does not fit into
IR’s state-centric perspective.47 This is the historically documented,
never-ending human search for meaning that reaches “beyond the re-
stricted empirical existence of the here and now” and/or the often
desperate and apparently irrational clinging to the means of such a
search.48 This search may set aside utilitarian gratification and elect
the path whose authority is based on the beliefs and practices of gen-
erations of one’s ancestors. Within this context, surely a turning to re-
ligion at a time of turmoil that appears to threaten one’s very
existence is perfectly rational.

I conclude with my initial thought. If liberalism and capitalism and
the early stages of what we now call globalization required that IR
scholarship correct its course by incorporating economics into its con-
cerns, then yet another corrective may now be in order. What econo-
mists were to the first expansion of IR, sociologists, sociologists of
religion, cultural historians, and anthropologists are to the present
broadening. IR needs to draw on their expertise. Returning again to
Gilpin’s famous dictum about IPE to the effect that IR is about power
and wealth, I add that IR in the contemporary world with its ever-in-
creasing global stakes is not only about power and wealth but perhaps
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even more so about values and the meaning of the very human exis-
tence. Hence IPT.

Notes
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work-in-progress project. I would like to thank Ralph Pettman and Joe
Potts for editing my English prose, to Nick Onuf for going over my
rendition of his framework, to Henry Hamman for urging me to write
on this subject in the first place, to Fred Frohock for the gift of his
marvelous little book, which influenced me very much. However, I
have written this essay for the Reverend Canon Henry N. F. Minich,
to whom I would like to dedicate it.
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Part II

War, Security, 

and Religion

Chapter 4

Does Religion 

Make a Difference?

Theoretical Approaches to the Impact 
of Faith on Political Conflict

Andreas Hasenclever and Volker Rittberger

As observed by many scholars, a renaissance of religious tradi-
tions is taking place virtually all over the globe.1 Contrary to
once widespread expectations that religion would gradually

disappear as a political force in modernizing societies, religious commu-
nities have been getting stronger in many nations over the last two
decades or so. Their leaders put forward grievances about discrimina-
tion, raise claims as to how state and society should be organized, and
mobilize the faithful into action. Social institutions such as schools,
charities, and hospitals are run in the name of their respective religious
denominations. In many Muslim countries, there are calls for the intro-
duction of the sharia as public law. In India, Hindu nationalists attempt
to establish their creed as the state privileged religion. In the United
States, the “Christian Right” tries to capture the state for the dissemi-
nation and implementation of the eternal truth as they understand it.
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Often the political resurgence of religious communities is accompa-
nied by violent clashes in and between nations—take, for example, the
bloody conflicts in Algeria, Bosnia, East Timor, Kashmir, Nigeria, Pales-
tine, and Sri Lanka, among others. Scholars differ significantly in their
interpretations of this correlation depending on their theoretical point
of view. Primordialists argue that differences in religious traditions
should be viewed as one of the most important independent variables to
explain violent interactions in and between nations. Collective actors at
the national as well as the international level tend to form alliances
around common cosmologies, and tensions arise and escalate primarily
between alliances with different cosmologies. Instrumentalists admit
that conflicts may be aggravated by divergent religious creeds, but they
insist that they are rarely if ever caused by them. From their point of
view, the correlation of violent clashes with the resurgence of old reli-
gions is not surprising, but neither is it necessary. Riots and wars would
have occurred in any case as a consequence of political and socioeco-
nomic inequalities in and between nations. By contrast, moderate con-
structivists2 argue that in many situations it is only the juxtaposition of
true believers and sinister pagans that enables political entrepreneurs to
mobilize their constituencies into violent action. Acts of violence re-
quire legitimation, and religion and religious leaders can provide such le-
gitimation. But then they may also deny it. Religious leaders can refuse
to bless the weapons, and then violence may not occur even if significant
socioeconomic and political inequalities exist in or between societies.

In the next section, we will briefly discuss primordialism, instru-
mentalism, and moderate constructivism as rival perspectives on the
impact of faith on the course of conflicts. Subsequently, in the third
section, we will introduce an elite-based model of strategic choice.
This model distinguishes between conflict defined by the issues in
contention and conflict behavior, ranging from peaceful accommoda-
tion to aggressive self-help. In the fourth section, we will argue that al-
though differences in religious creeds are hardly ever a genuine source
of violent clashes, under certain conditions they have the potential to
escalate conflict behavior. In the fifth section, we will proceed to ex-
amine three types of strategies that are expected to help control or re-
duce the violence-promoting impact of religious creeds on the course
of confrontations: (1) strategies of deterrence and repressive denial
that aim at increasing the costs of violent resistance and uprisings; (2)
strategies of socioeconomic development and democratization that
are designed to overcome the underlying modernization crisis; and (3)
a dialogue strategy that seeks to delegitimize the use of violence for
the advancement of religious or other interests.
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In this context, we will refer, inter alia, to the ideas of Hans Küng,
which are currently much debated in Germany and elsewhere.3 Küng
proposes that strategies be devised to initiate a dialogue—or to rein-
force the ongoing dialogues—among the world’s major religions in
order to achieve and strengthen an interreligious world ethic. As
stated in the preamble of the UNESCO Charter, Küng’s strategy em-
phasizes that “since wars begin in the minds of men, it is in the minds
of men that the defenses of peace must be constructed.”4 It is impor-
tant, therefore, to strengthen people’s principled disapproval of vio-
lence. The principled disapproval of violence may derive from intra-
and interreligious dialogues but also from other sources. In general, it
is expected to broaden the space for cooperative forms of conflict
management during social and economic crises, thus preventing polit-
ical conflicts from escalating into violent clashes.

Three Theoretical Perspectives on 
the Impact of Faith on Political Conflict

As already mentioned, we distinguish three theoretical perspectives
on the role of religions in political conflicts: primordialism, instru-
mentalism, and moderate constructivism. The primordialist perspec-
tive is adopted by Samuel Huntington, Gilles Kepel, Jeffrey Seul, and
Bassam Tibi among others.5 They argue that the embeddedness of na-
tions in civilizations will be the most important determinant of world
politics in the twenty-first century. The pivotal characteristic of each
civilization, in turn, is the religion or cosmology on which it is based.
Hence, we have Buddhist, Christian, Confucian, Hindu, Islamic, Ju-
daistic, and Taoist civilizations. In the Cold War era, the superpowers
were able to suppress the conflict-generating force of divergent creeds.
More generally, the global competition between East and West, to-
gether with a highly skewed distribution of military capabilities in the
international system, strongly reduced the impact of particular cul-
tural characteristics on foreign policy behavior. Now that the Cold
War is over, primordialists expect the dawn of a new world order in
which cultural similarities and differences will become highly salient
for international behavior and interactions.

In this view, cultural similarities and dissimilarities produce con-
verging and diverging state interests, respectively. States with similar
religious traditions and cosmologies will form alliances directed
against those with whom they have little in common in cultural and re-
ligious terms. Violence will be largely confined to interactions that
take place between civilizations. At the same time, states with similar
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religious traditions and cosmologies will work hard to accommodate
their disputes in order to strengthen their joint power position vis-à-
vis other civilizations.

According to the primordialist perspective, the reorganization of
world politics will be accompanied by civil unrest and international
wars. Domestically, non-Western civilizations will purge themselves of
the remnants of the Cold War era. Religious militants face and take up
the task of either ousting Westernized political elites from power or
converting their members into zealous believers, who recant secularism
and devote themselves to building political institutions that protect
and promote the religious traditions of their nations. In multireligious
societies such as Bosnia, Indonesia, Malaysia, Nigeria, or Sudan, pri-
mordialists expect a fierce struggle for power between communities
with irreconcilable understandings of the sacred. In the end, either
these societies will fall apart or one community will gain dominance
and suppress the others. Internationally, civil unrest in multireligious
societies might tempt third parties to intervene on behalf of their
brethren. This, in turn, may lead to a horizontal escalation of the con-
flict and provoke war between states of different civilizations.

A second group of scholars, whom we label instrumentalists, reject
the view that differences in religious traditions and cosmologies are
genuine causes of political conflict.6 Instrumentalists do not deny the
current renaissance of religious movements. They argue, however, that
in most cases this is the result of growing economic, social, and politi-
cal inequalities in and between nations. Therefore, when we observe

Table 4.1 Three Approaches to Analyzing the Impact of Faith on
Political Conflict
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ConstructivistInstrumentalist
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the faithful turning into warriors, we should not attribute this change
to any particular dogmatic dispute, but should understand it as a con-
sequence of the unequal distribution of power and wealth between the
parties. At the international level, instrumentalists do not expect any
major departure from the traditional patterns of state practice. In the
new century, as it was in the old, politics between states will be deter-
mined by power and material interest, not by culture or religion.7 A
number of observations are adduced to support this view. Two of them
are particularly important:

(a) Domestically, the politicization of religious traditions and the
radicalization of religious communities are especially likely in times of
economic decay, social disintegration, or state collapse.8 Desperate
people subject to poverty, marginalization, or physical threats turn to
their religious traditions in search of an alternative political order that
satisfies their need for welfare, recognition, and security. In this con-
text, religious communities operate primarily as refuges of solidarity,
sources of cultural reaffirmation, and safe havens. Power-seeking po-
litical elites then try, often successfully, to exploit this renewed inter-
est in the sacred for their own aggrandizement.9 As they recast
political adversaries as foes of faith, they acquire the support of those
whose faith has become their last resort. What is significant, however,
is that the mobilization of religious communities in most cases follows
the economic and social decline of its members. There are only very
few cases of violent clashes between prospering and respected com-
munities. By contrast, such clashes become highly likely when reli-
gious groups suffer economic and political deprivation. As Ted Robert
Gurr notes in regard to ethnopolitical conflicts:

The origins and dynamics of ethnopolitical conflict are highly complex.
Theories that emphasize the supposedly crucial role of a single factor,
such as historical animosities or religious differences, should be avoided.
Such factors usually become significant because they are invoked by con-
temporary ethnopolitical leaders seeking to mobilize support among
threatened and disadvantaged peoples, not because religious or histori-
cal differences generate a primordial urge to conflict.10

Instrumentalists tend to portray the ability of political entrepreneurs
to instrumentalize old myths and sacred traditions for their own ag-
grandizement as virtually unlimited. According to Anthony D. Smith,
there are countless cultural, ethnic, and religious markers floating in
each nation that can be called upon by self-interested leaders for the
purpose of forming group identities and mobilizing their members
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into collective action.11 Evidently, inventing combat-capable commu-
nities requires some preexisting raw materials such as common myths,
common language, and common religious traditions. But these raw
materials exist in abundance. To put it differently: If serious political
and economic cleavages exist in a nation, it should be easy for political
entrepreneurs to give meaning to these cleavages in terms of cultural,
ethnic, or religious discrimination. The observed relationship between
religion and violence then amounts to a spurious correlation, and there
is not much point in exploring the political consequences of the revival
of religion any further.

(b) At the international level, instrumentalists are unable to dis-
cover a coherent trend toward new alliances along religiously or cul-
turally defined fault lines. By contrast, the constellation of power and
material interest still goes a long way toward explaining international
interactions. This is especially true in the security area. For example,
when the military potential of a regional state such as Iraq increased,
neighboring countries began to look for external support, disregarding
both their common religious ties with the ascending power and the in-
compatible understandings of the sacred shaping the civilization of
the potential ally.12 What seems to count in the final analysis is the bal-
ance of forces that should be reestablished.

Additionally, they argue, even in the recent past there have been
simply too many wars fought in religiously homogeneous areas to give
much credit to the primordialist expectations.13 Take, for example, the
violent clashes between clans in Somalia, the genocide in Rwanda, or
the First Gulf War. What these conflicts, together with many other
civil wars, have in common is the fierce competition between domes-
tic elites who are ready to do almost anything to keep or get political
power. In response to these findings, Joseph Nye argues that we are
not witnessing the formation of a new, coherent world order, but a
process of fragmentation and regionalization. This process does not
follow the logic of Huntington’s “clash of civilizations” but is fueled by
a “narcissism of small differences.”14 Similarly, Daniel Patrick Moyni-
han notes: “Ethnic conflict does not require great differences; small
will do.”15 Put differently, comparatively minor divergences in the un-
derstanding of the sacred, as exist for example between Sunnis and
Shiites or between Catholics and Protestants, become highly signifi-
cant in the escalation of international as well as domestic conflicts,
while the many and supposedly more significant commonalities of the
engaged parties are pushed into the background.

The empirical evidence thus does not support the primordialist hy-
pothesis regarding the autonomous conflict-generating power of reli-
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gious differences. Belief in divine truth seemingly attains greater po-
litical significance only in times of economic, social, or political unrest.
Additionally, the mobilization of religious communities depends on
the contingent interests of power-conscious elites. At the interna-
tional level, there is still no evidence for a stable pattern consisting of
alliance formation within civilizations and security competition be-
tween them. Instrumentalists recognize, however, an impact of reli-
gious convictions on conflict behavior. Political entrepreneurs time
and again invoke the sacred to mobilize their constituency into violent
action. But in the contemporary instrumentalists’ understanding, the
causal pathway is unambiguous: The politicization of religions leads to
the escalation of given disputes and never to their de-escalation.

In this chapter, we wish to present and defend a third position lo-
cated somewhere between primordialism and instrumentalism. Its
representatives can be called moderate constructivists.16 Moderate
constructivists regard social conflicts as embedded in cognitive struc-
tures such as ideology, nationalism, ethnicity, or religion. These struc-
tures, which consist of “shared understandings, expectations, and
social knowledge,” provide actors with value-laden conceptions of the
self and others and consequently affect their strategic choices.17 For in-
stance, cognitive structures help to identify friends and foes indepen-
dently of any given dispute, and, following moderate constructivists’
reasoning, this distinction often makes a crucial difference for the
management of otherwise similar conflicts.

There are two major zones of agreement between moderate con-
structivists and instrumentalists. In both schools of thought, power
and interests play a crucial role in explaining politics. Even though
often overlooked by their critics, this is no less true for moderate con-
structivists than for instrumentalists.18 Indeed, the former never de-
nied the importance of egoistic motives and material factors in human
and social life. As Alexander Wendt has recently noted:

The fact that relations of production and destruction consist of shared
ideas does not change the fact that they confront actors as objective so-
cial facts with real, objective “material” effects. Inequality and exploita-
tion exist, even if they are constituted by ideas.19

What is peculiar to the moderate constructivists’ position is that
power and interests are embedded in cognitive structures that give
meaning to them. But we should never conflate the constitutive ef-
fects of intersubjective understandings with the causal effects of exist-
ing “relations of production and destruction,” to use Wendt’s term.20
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Hence, moderate constructivists are not uncomfortable with the in-
strumentalist thesis that most contemporary conflicts are conflicts
about power and wealth and not about religion.21

The second zone of agreement is the importance attached to polit-
ical leaders.22 Both schools of thought acknowledge that wars do not
occur spontaneously. The Carnegie Commission on Preventing
Deadly Conflict, which comprised scholars of both theoretical de-
nominations, has put it as follows:

Mass violence results when leaders see it as the only way to achieve their
political objectives, and they are able to mobilize groups to carry out
their strategy. Without determined leaders, groups may riot but they do
not start systematic, sustained campaigns of violence to achieve their
goals; and without mobilized groups, leaders are unable to organize a
fight.23

Similarly, Laustsen and Wæver remind us that religion understood
both as a mental construct and as a social practice is never in itself a
party to a conflict: “It is not religion as such that acts. The movement
is driven by strategic action in a political context by some leaders,
and the action program is formulated at the interface of politics and
religion.”24

According to instrumentalists and moderate constructivists, politi-
cal leaders thus play a crucial role in the outbreak of armed conflicts.
When leaders think that armed combat is in their interest, they will
start to muster mass support for their plans and try to invoke the reli-
gious traditions of their societies in order to legitimize their choices.

It is here, however, that moderate constructivists part company
with the instrumentalists. While the latter suggest that, ultimately, de-
termined leaders can manipulate religious traditions at will and that
the justification of violence is at best a rhetorical but not a substantial
problem, moderate constructivists insist that religious traditions are
intersubjective structures that have a life of their own. They depend
on social practices and discourses, which, as Wendt argues, “are insep-
arable from the reasons and self-understandings that agents bring to
their actions.”25 Therefore, the rhetorical power of political entrepre-
neurs is far from unlimited. They have to convince the rank and file of
their interpretation of a given situation, and these interpretations are
in principle always vulnerable to countervailing arguments that may
undermine not only the validity of these interpretations but the au-
thority of those who advance them. When, for instance, political lead-
ers contend that a given war is for the sake of God and therefore



Does Religion Make a Difference? ? 115

justified, others can stand up and dispute this claim by showing that
their reading of the holy texts does not support the rightness of violent
action in the conflict concerned (or in any conflict). In the final analy-
sis, it is then up to the audience to decide whose arguments they trust
more.

Moderate constructivists, therefore, propose to view religion as an
intervening variable, i.e., as a causal factor intervening between a given
conflict and the choice of conflict behavior. In this way, the impact of
religious traditions on conflict behavior is deeply ambiguous: They can
make violence more likely, insofar as a reading of holy texts prevails
that justifies armed combat; on the other hand, they can make vio-
lence less likely, insofar as a reading of holy texts prevails that delegit-
imizes the use of violence in a given situation or even generally. From
here it is only a small step to the moderate constructivist recommen-
dation to devise dialogue strategies that strengthen people’s pruden-
tial or principled disapproval of violence.

Before we outline a conflict model based on these moderate con-
structivist insights, two further preliminary remarks are appropriate:
(1) There is little systematic research on the impact of religious faith
on the course of conflicts. Nor is there much systematic research on
adequate strategies for dealing peacefully with conflicts that include a
religious dimension. This chapter should therefore be understood pri-
marily as a theoretical contribution to the ongoing debate about the
impact of religious faith on the course of conflicts. It seeks to lay the
foundations for further research in this field of inquiry without trying
to anticipate the results of this research. (2) The background of our
analysis is peace and conflict research. That is, we are interested in the
identification of conditions for peaceful conflict management and set-
tlement. In other words, we are concerned with the prevention of vio-
lence, or, when it occurs, with its early termination in such a way that
the goals and means of peacemaking remain mutually commensurate.

Four Determinants of the Strategic 
Choices Made by Political Entrepreneurs

Under the conditions of scarcity and value pluralism, conflicts among
groups are a universal feature of social life. They cannot be avoided but
must be taken as a corollary of human nature. What is subject to vari-
ation, however, is the way in which conflicts are dealt with. The parties
involved can refrain from using violence or they can choose to fight for
their cause; if they decide to turn to violence, they still have many op-
tions, ranging from selected breaches of the peace to all-out war. If and
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how violence is applied, in turn, depends on a multitude of factors.26

These factors include, inter alia, the nature of the conflict, the inten-
sity of the differences, the relative feasibility of equifinal strategies,
the characteristics of the involved parties, their historical experiences
with each other, their general attitude toward violent modes of con-
flict management, and the broader social environment of the parties,
that is, the national and transnational contexts in which the conflict is
embedded. To keep this extraordinary causal complexity manageable,
theoretical simplifications are necessary and justified. This model pro-
poses to focus on the strategic choices of elites in social conflicts.27

The rationale for this analytical reduction has been nicely spelled out
by Michael Brown:

Although mass-level factors are clearly important underlying conditions
that make some places more predisposed to violence than others, and
although neighboring states routinely meddle in the internal affairs of
others, the decisions and actions of domestic elites often determine
whether political disputes veer toward war or peace.28

Elites are conceptualized as rational actors who calculate the cost and
benefits of alternative strategies in order to maximize their utilities.
They are generally interested in keeping or improving their privileged
positions vis-à-vis both their own rank and file and other groups. In so-
cial conflicts, they do not seek only to prevail but also to make as few
costly concessions as possible. They are neither naturally predisposed
to, nor do they rule out, the use of violence to make adversaries com-
ply with their demands. They know, however, that violence is a risky
policy instrument. Using it in the pursuit of a group’s goals is likely to
produce hostile reactions by the targeted actors. The confrontation
may last longer than originally expected, and the result may be the dis-
integration of one’s own group. Moreover, armed combat usually in-
volves significant opportunity costs. To be effective, it requires
considerable organizational and material resources that could be used
for other purposes.

From the elites’ perspective, the expediency of violent strategies
therefore is in part determined by their prospects of success. Control-
ling for the strength of the adversary, the prospects of success, in turn,
are a function of at least two master variables: (1) the mobilization of
the rank and file and (2) the support that the group’s goals and strate-
gies enjoy within the broader society.

For the prospects of success of a violent strategy to be good, the
rank and file should be prepared to invest time and resources in col-
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lective action and to sustain periods of even intense confrontation. If
elites doubt that the group members will follow their lead, they will
think twice before openly advocating or even provoking armed com-
bat. As a result, we can adopt the following rule of thumb: The higher
the mobilization of the rank and file in a given conflict, the more
likely, ceteris paribus, are the group’s elites to choose violent strategies.
Moreover, the adversaries in a social conflict never act in isolation, and
violence is always prone to antagonize bystanders. Third parties are
tempted to join the victimized side, and this may ultimately lead to a
group’s defeat. Therefore, we should expect the elites’ choices to be af-
fected by the degree of support they can muster for their cause and
their strategies in the broader society. This implies that the prospects
of success decrease to the extent to which their goals, and the means
by which they attempt to achieve them, are rejected by important so-
cial groups. Such a decrease of societal support, in turn, has repercus-
sions on the degree to which the rank and file are likely to be
mobilized: The risk that involvement will not pay increases, and the
readiness of the group’s members to invest time and resources in a con-
flict strategy involving violence decreases correspondingly.

In summary (table 4.2), the probability that elites will choose vio-
lent strategies to pursue their goals varies with both the mobilization
of the group’s members and the support provided by the wider societal
environment. In the following, we will distinguish three determinants
that are widely held to influence the mobilization of a group’s mem-
bers. Subsequently, we will turn to the probability of societal support
for elites that pursue violent strategies in social conflicts. These con-
siderations will form the analytical framework for further reflections
on the impact of religious faith on the course of conflicts.

The Degree of Mobilization Depends 
on the Nature of the Conflict
Among scholars the distinction between conflicts about interests and
conflicts about values is commonplace.29 Conflicts about interests deal
with the distribution of goods or social positions that are in short sup-
ply but unambiguously desired by competing groups. The central chal-
lenge for conflict management therefore is scarcity and not the
intersubjective frame of reference that helps actors distinguish valuable
and invaluable goods, legitimate and illegitimate claims, and appropri-
ate and inappropriate actions. In conflicts about values, however, actors
disagree precisely about this frame of reference. They contest each
other’s moral orientation and the corresponding understanding of what
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is a just and fair social order. The competition for governmental posi-
tions, for instance, can be regarded as a conflict about interests. By con-
trast, a conflict about a state’s constitution falls into the category of
conflicts about values. Whereas the first case deals with the distribu-
tion of scarce positions, in the second case the most general principles
of state organization and state action are at stake. Conflicts about val-
ues therefore go to the heart of a political community. They shake the
fundamentals of a given social order and they can bring about far-reach-
ing social change.

It is not surprising that, as a rule, conflicts about values are more
prone to violence than conflicts about interests.30 This is the case for
at least three reasons: First, individuals identify with the values of their
group or community. If the latter are at stake, this is perceived as an ex-
istential threat. As a result, the readiness of a group’s members to mo-
bilize more resources for the defense of these values and also to use
violence, if necessary, increases ceteris paribus. Second, the use of vio-
lence in conflicts about values is regarded as morally justified. It is the
defense of what a group recognizes as right or wrong, as just or unjust,
and of what makes up its identity. The adversary thus appears not just
as somebody who attempts to pursue his or her interests at the disad-
vantage of one’s own group, but as an outlaw who violates fundamen-
tal norms of social conduct. In so doing he or she forfeits his or her
right to fair and nonviolent treatment. Finally, the readiness to use vi-
olence in conflicts about values is reinforced by the belief that com-

Table 4.2 Determinants of Elites’ Strategic Choices

The nature of the conflict

The willingness to make
sacrifices

The relationship between
the parties

The legitimacy of the use
of violence

Mobilization of group
members

Societal support

Elites’ strategic choices
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promises are impossible, and that a defeat would be tantamount to a
total reversal of one’s beliefs. Therefore, the logic of such conflicts is
one of all or nothing.

The Degree of Mobilization Depends on the 
Self-sacrificing Attitudes of the Group’s Members
The second determinant that affects the mobilization of a group’s
members is their individual willingness to make sacrifices. The more
committed they are to invest time and resources, the more practica-
ble will be, ceteris paribus, the implementation of violent strategies
by the group’s leaders. As already mentioned, the use of violence is
expensive and risky. The group members and their sympathizers in
the wider societal environment must reckon with repressions and
counteroffensives on the part of their adversary. Therefore, when
making the decision to use violence, elites must be sure that the rank
and file are prepared to pay a high price for achieving their aims. A
lack of willingness to make sacrifices among the group’s members
leads the elites to the conclusion that the use of violent strategies is
not advisable. Even if core values are at stake, therefore, the proba-
bility decreases that elites will resort to such strategies to pursue
their goals.31

The Degree of Mobilization Depends on the 
Relationship between the Conflict Parties
The willingness to use violence in a conflict is higher the less coopera-
tive strategies of attaining the group’s goals appear to be available. This
depends on the relationship between the adversaries. Cooperative
strategies for conflict management presuppose a certain degree of
trust. Each party must be convinced that it will not be harmed or dou-
ble-crossed when making concessions to, or cooperating with, the
other. If this minimum of trust is lacking, chances are high that each
party will choose noncooperative, that is, self-help strategies for con-
flict management. Such strategies aim at achieving one’s goals without
taking the other’s preferences into consideration. Therefore, they
tend to lead quickly to an escalation of conflict behavior in the direc-
tion of violent self-help.32 Jacob Bercovitch and Richard Jackson, for
instance, report some statistical evidence that interstate conflicts have
a high likelihood of escalating into war if the parties to the dispute
have a long history of antagonistic competition. Conversely, “few
states that are friendly . . . end up in armed conflict with each other.”33
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The Degree of Societal Support Depends on the 
Public Justification for the Use of Violence
In our model, the elites’ strategic choices depend not only on the mo-
bilization of the rank and file but also on the real or anticipated reac-
tion of the wider societal environment. This is because the prospects
of success in a given dispute are in part determined by the behavior of
those who are not directly involved in the focal conflict.34 Leaders
must balance the expected effects of violent measures on the targeted
group with their justifiability to a wider audience. Otherwise, they risk
strengthening the adversary by antagonizing bystanders and alienating
allies. Therefore, we expect elites to take care of the legitimacy of vio-
lence in a particular situation, when considering its application. At a
minimum, they will devote time and energy to framing a conflict in
terms that lend credibility to their claim that violence is unavoidable.
Conversely, when violent strategies cannot be justified, the danger is
high that external support will be redistributed at the expense of the
militant conflict party. Consequently, the militant party’s chances of
achieving its goals decrease. As a side effect, this will also have negative
repercussions on the mobilization of the group members and sympa-
thizers and thus again diminishes its prospects of prevailing in a given
confrontation.

Religious Faith and Conflict Escalation
Thus far we have argued that the decision of political elites for the use
of force is conditional on both the mobilization of their constituencies
and the support of important third parties. If the group members are
not prepared for armed combat and if the wider societal environment
considers the use of force illegitimate, political leaders are unlikely to
fall back on this policy instrument. The risk of being destroyed by
state authorities or otherwise being punished would simply appear too
great. In a second step, we now dynamize the strategic choices of es-
tablished as well as oppositional elites. Rather than simply reacting to
environmental constraints, they try to manipulate them to their own
advantage. If, for instance, political entrepreneurs think that the use of
force in a particular political setting can further their interest, they will
try to raise the willingness of the rank and file to endorse and support
a more belligerent approach. Additionally, they will try to persuade the
wider audience that their strategic choices are consistent with com-
monly accepted moral standards. In this context, the exploitation of
religious differences may prove particularly convenient. Conversely, if
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political elites fail to mobilize their constituency and to legitimize the
use of force before a broader audience, according to our model, they
will ceteris paribus abstain from escalating a given conflict.

Upgrading One’s Own Claims and Downgrading 
the Claims of the Adversary
The interpretation of social conflicts as religious confrontations leads
to their transformation and radicalization. Identifying the claims of
one party with the commands of God or the cosmic order gives them
an uncontestable superiority over competing claims, which now ap-
pear to be blasphemic, having no moral justification at all.35 At the ex-
treme, satanic traits are ascribed to the adversary. For example, during
the civil war in former Yugoslavia, the fate of the Serbian president and
of his followers was identified with that of Jesus, whereas the Bosnian
Muslims were compared to Judas, the traitor, being not in a position to
ever be forgiven. In such conflicts, no means seem to be illegitimate,
and the adversary has no right to mercy because it has excluded itself
from the God-wanted Order. One’s own cause, by contrast, is sacred
and its fulfilment serves true peace. This will be achieved when the ad-
versary is annihilated and the true believers are again able to live in
agreement with their faith.

Increase of Willingness to Make Sacrifices
Since Cicero’s De Natura Deorum, perfect unselfishness in service to
the divine is considered a trait of the true believer. As Scott Appleby
observes, by locating the believers in a sacred cosmos that rewards mar-
tyrdom, faith sets free impressing forces.36 Those who are seized by the
divine give everything and fear nothing even if they have to pay the
price of grief or death for their loyalty. Religiously motivated suicide
commandos such as those of Hamas or Al Qaeda show how strong such
convictions can be: Committing such deeds, they believe, will make
them enter paradise as martyrs. By idealizing suffering in this world and
promising rewards in another, faith enhances the margin of action that
political elites enjoy. They know they can demand and expect great sac-
rifices from the group’s members even over a long period of time.37

Loss of Trust
In a holy war, the parties are likely to mistrust each other deeply: One
cannot expect sincerity from representatives of evil. Rather, they can be
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expected to use any concession for their own self-aggrandizement. The
adversary is seen as a fanatic, who will attempt to achieve his goals by
any means. In other words, the parties are locked in a zero-sum game.
Both are convinced that the other side will relentlessly seize every ad-
vantage for its own struggle for supremacy. Each party therefore tries to
make use of every option to improve its standing in the conflict. In so
doing, the conception of the other as an enemy is reinforced and the
prospects for a peaceful mode of conflict management become dim. Ex-
pectations and actual behavior are reproduced in such a way as to be-
come a self-fulfilling prophecy. A vicious circle of antagonism and,
eventually, violence results from which it is difficult to escape.38

Access to Religious Institutions
Finally, by skilfully employing sacred symbols to justify their strategic
choices, political entrepreneurs may gain access to, and use the re-
sources of, religious institutions. As Barry Rubin observes, in many so-
cieties these institutions are the only functioning social organizations
except for the state.39 To win over the hearts and minds of the clergy
(or parts of it) may prove crucial for extremist groups in their attempt
to gain support beyond their small cadre of followers. This may be par-
ticularly easy when religious authorities have long-standing grievances
against the state or are otherwise dissatisfied with the political status
quo. Recent findings of Jonathan Fox point in this direction:

When grievances over religious discrimination are high, religious insti-
tutions appear to facilitate mobilization for protest. The presence of re-
ligious institutions also tends to promote mobilization for rebellion
when political discrimination and grievances of autonomy are at high
levels.40

Three Strategies of Conflict De-escalation
Thus far we have argued that political leaders time and again instru-
mentalize the sacred for their own aggrandizement. This is not to say
that they find it always convenient to bolster their cause with religious
arguments and symbols. There may be circumstances in which ethnic
or ideological sermons are more suited for the mobilization of the rank
and file and the justification of violent strategies. Moreover, we should
not exclude a priori the appropriateness and authenticity of religious
arguments that denounce repressive rule and call the faithful to armed
resistance.
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Most world religions acknowledge situations in which the recourse
to violence is considered legitimate. In order to identify such situa-
tions, they have elaborated extensive normative frameworks such as
the theory of just war in Christianity. The apartheid system in South
Africa, for instance, created a situation in which numerous scholars
and practitioners alike advanced good reasons to show that armed re-
sistance to this particular situation of racial discrimination was justi-
fied by the Christian tradition.41 Similarly, in the 1970s and 1980s
prominent proponents of liberation theology such as Ernesto Cardi-
nal, Gustavo Gutiérrez, and Juan Luis Segundo argued that the poor in
Latin America, at least under certain conditions, have a right to violent
rebellion.42 If there are no alternative means for changing an unjust po-
litical and economic system that produces massive suffering and early
death among its population, violent action by and for the poor should
be understood as counterviolence and, consequently, as a legitimate in-
strument for achieving overdue social change. As William Jones, a rep-
resentative of black liberation theology, has put it:

The violence of the oppressed, the group for which liberation theology
speaks, is a response to a prior, “original” violence that created and
maintains the oppression that liberation theology attacks. Hence the
moral rationale of counter-violence, of self-defense and of just war.43

Therefore, when we observe the faithful turning into warriors, this
must not be necessarily the result of elite manipulation.

For the purpose of this chapter, however, we concentrate on the
discussion of counterstrategies that are designed to contain or re-
duce any conflict-escalating power of religious traditions.44 As indi-
cated in table 4.3, we assume that the invocation of the sacred by one
party as against the other often makes a crucial difference for the
course of political conflicts. Here, we rely on an insight, formulated
by Appleby, Juergensmeyer, and Rapoport among others, that politi-
cal confrontations escalate comparatively fast and are fought with
particular ferocity when differences of religious faiths get involved.45

Or, to put it differently, the invocation of the sacred matters for the
way that (otherwise similar) conflicts are dealt with. The likelihood
that the adversaries will not use force to make their claims prevail is
ceteris paribus higher in conflicts that are not framed in religious
terms by political leaders.

This said, we once again stress that differences in religious creed are
rarely, if ever, genuine causes of violent clashes within and between na-
tions. Moreover, we subscribe to the instrumentalist thesis that in
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most cases parochial self-interest lurks behind religious rhetoric. Po-
litical entrepreneurs competing for power are eager to exploit a given
socioeconomic crisis or political discrimination for their own aggran-
dizement. This conjecture is corroborated by the finding that religious
communities usually live in peace—understood as the absence of civil
unrest or war—as long as the society as a whole prospers.46 The success
of political entrepreneurs who instrumentalize the sacred for their
own purposes thus turns on a highly unequal distribution of wealth
and power in a given society.

To be sure, what is taken to be an unequal, or more precisely an un-
fair, distribution of power and wealth in most societies does not exist
independently of religious traditions and their authoritative interpre-
tation by respected custodians of the sacred.47 Proponents of libera-
tion theology, for instance, remind us that poverty and oppression in
Latin America, at least until the historic meeting of the Latin Ameri-
can bishops at Medellin, Colombia, in 1968, were presented in the of-
ficial teachings of the Roman Catholic Church as part of the natural
order and therefore ultimately grounded in the will of God.48 Conse-
quently, liberation theology spent much time and energy on arguing
and preaching the opposite. Accordingly, all Christians, including the
poor, have a sacred obligation to engage for a better society and to

Table 4.3 Three Strategies of Conflict De-escalation

Development and
democratization

Deterrence and
suppression

Dialogue

Invocation of the
sacred by political
entrepreneurs

Political conflicts
Economic and
social crisis

Quietism

Nonviolent
conflict behavior

Violent conflict
behavior
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correct the grave and life-destroying concentration of power and
wealth in the hands of small elites in Latin America and elsewhere. To
put it in more general terms, inequality and injustice within and be-
tween nations never come as brute facts, but rather perception and
evaluation of inequality and injustice depend on intersubjectively
shared interpretations of common experiences.

In the following, however, we bracket this intersubjective constitu-
tion of inequality and injustice. We start with the—in our view plausi-
ble—observation that in most cases and in most places of the world
the renaissance of religious traditions and the emergence of new reli-
gious movements follow grave socioeconomic and political crises.49 Of
this the stunning success of liberation theology in the 1960s and 1970s
is no exception. As Gutiérrez notes, in the 1950s the growth potential
of the Latin American economies was considered exceptionally high
by politicians and economists alike.50 The social climate on the conti-
nent was optimistic, and the citizens were generally expected to par-
ticipate in the coming boom. It was not until the 1960s that these
hopes were fundamentally disappointed at least for the vast majority
of the poor. Their lot did not improve, but deteriorated. It was exactly
under these conditions that liberation theology experienced its take-
off and successfully denounced the established political and economic
order as “institutionalized violence” and incompatible with the gospel
of Jesus.51

When approaching the relationship between the discernible alloca-
tion of power and wealth within and between states and the corre-
sponding legitimatory discourses, we prefer to represent this
relationship in terms of stationary equilibria. That is, historical pat-
terns of rule within and between nations tend to be accompanied by
supporting patterns of ideological, religious, or moral justification.
However, when the concentration of power and wealth in and between
nations significantly exceed intersubjectively accepted margins of in-
equality, when the gap between the rich and the poor becomes wider,
when the number of the poor rises and the poor are further marginal-
ized, the established justifications for any uneven distribution of ma-
terial and nonmaterial goods come under stress. At this point in time,
new ideas tend to emerge and old traditions to be reinterpreted. And
it is exactly in such an atmosphere of social crisis that political entre-
preneurs may invoke the sacred to further their own ambitions and
even to mobilize their constituencies into violent action.

In the remainder of the chapter, we will discuss three different
types of (counter)-strategies that are expected to help control, and if
possible to reduce, the violence-promoting impact of religious faith on
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political conflicts: (1) strategies of deterrence and repressive denial,
which are designed to increase the costs of violent uprisings; (2) strate-
gies of socioeconomic development and democratization that are de-
signed to manage the modernization crisis; and (3) the dialogue
strategy aiming at delegitimizing the use of violence in conflicts. In the
final part of this section, we will briefly discuss two conditions for a
successful implementation of the dialogue strategy.

Strategies of Deterrence and Repressive Denial
Strategies of deterrence and repressive denial form part of a larger tra-
dition of statesmanship known as realpolitik, or power politics.52 This
tradition focuses on managing conflict behavior with a view to up-
holding the political status quo by suppressing demands for change.
Whatever his or her motivation, an adversary shall be made to realize
that he or she cannot succeed in a confrontation at acceptable cost. In
our context, this means that the flames of religious hatred are to be ex-
tinguished by the icy water of force. The invocation of the sacred in
political conflicts is to be balanced by the demonstration and, if nec-
essary, the employment of profane coercion. Political entrepreneurs
reaching for power, as well as revisionist nations, should be made
aware either that they cannot succeed or that the price to be paid for
victory is excessively high. Similarly, the rank and file as well as the
wider societal environment are to be intimidated up to a point where
even highly mobilized activists and supporters renounce the use of
force, which they no longer expect to help them achieve their goals.

A look at the behavior of many incumbent national elites in coun-
tries threatened by or subject to civil strife, as for example in Algeria,
Egypt, Iraq, or Syria, reveals that they often fall back on strategies of
deterrence and repressive denial for the purpose of holding down mil-
itant opposition and pacifying the wider society.53 Due to the pro-
tracted development crisis that affects many developing countries, the
distributive margins of governments have become so narrow that the
legitimacy of these national elites has eroded. Only well-paid troops,
“praetorian guards,” seem to be able to forestall or suppress rebellions.
They eliminate militant activists (and sometimes even bystanders) and
threaten parts of the population with mass arrests and the destruction
of their livelihood if they do not refrain from supporting the militant
opposition. These massive threats raise the costs of supporting rebel-
lious groups. They are designed to outweigh the potential mobilization
effects of the counterelites’ appeals to the sacred and the religiously
motivated willingness to make sacrifices. Strategies of intimidation
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and suppression therefore aim at building up coercive superiority,
which guarantees the psychophysical control of society. Open resis-
tance is turned into an act of desperation and entails very high risks.

In order to make strategies of deterrence and repressive denial work
in multiethnic and multireligious societies that suffer a collapse of
state authority, Chaim Kaufmann recommends the geographical dis-
entanglement of populations with divergent ethnic ties and religious
creeds.54 He argues that intermingled settlement patterns create en-
during incentives for armed combat once the taboo on using violence
is broken.55 From a strategic point of view, geographically dispersed
people are practically indefensible. They are extremely vulnerable to
deadly raids, which in turn provoke counterattacks that fuel a never-
ending circle of violence. To avoid such an outcome, Kaufmann pro-
poses the establishment of homogeneous regions with secure access to
the outer world. These regions are designed to strengthen the defen-
sive over the offensive, thereby reducing the incentives for aggressive
behavior by denying easy success. As Kaufmann puts it:

The safest pattern [in torn countries] is a well-defined demographic
front that separates nearly homogeneous regions. Such a front can be
defended by organized military forces, so populations are not at risk un-
less defenses are breached.56

If the strategy of separation is not followed, Kaufmann predicts that vi-
olent conflicts in multireligious societies will result in spontaneous
refugee flows and possibly in ethnic cleansing.57 The social costs of pop-
ulation movements before escalation are certainly high, but the price
paid in human lives if religious and ethnic groups are still demographi-
cally intermixed when hostilities arise will be dramatically higher.

Similarly, Samuel Huntington advises the major powers in the new
world order to abstain from intervention into the internal affairs of
alien civilizations.58 The relations between civilizations should be gov-
erned by a policy of mutual respect bolstered by the ability of each
major power to deny others any important military success. The lead-
ing actors of each civilization should come to an agreement as to how
to divide the world into spheres of influence and should then engage in
the traditional balancing behavior that renders the system stable. As in
the Cold War era, only such a stable balance of power is supposed to
forestall the horrors of World War III that would now take the form of
a deadly struggle for religious hegemony.

Strategies designed to intimidate and suppress militant opposition
groups are highly dubious as a means of maintaining or restoring a
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peaceful social order. Admittedly, there may be situations in which the
use of force against organized militant activists by legitimate state ac-
tors is justifiable on moral and legal grounds. This presupposes, how-
ever, that these militant activists have already challenged the state’s
monopoly of force and are openly and willfully violating the rules of
civilized conflict behavior, for instance by suicide attacks on civilian
population. Additionally, any state’s forceful counteraction must con-
tinue to respect fundamental human rights and humanitarian rules.
Unfortunately, in many parts of the world these conditions are not
honored by state actors.

Furthermore, the success of deterrence and repressive denial—if a
violent suppression can be said to be a success at all—remains uncer-
tain. As Almond, Sivan, and Appleby observe, even extreme coercion
against fundamentalist movements by state authorities in Syria was in-
sufficient “to rout out these movements in their entirety. Any relax-
ation finds them rising once again to the surface.”59 Gurr and Harff as
well as Kaufmann find the same pattern in Iraq.60 The brutal action of
Iraqi troops in the course of the Al-Anfal campaign—when popula-
tions of entire villages were killed by the use of poison gas—did not
break the Kurdish will for autonomy or independence permanently.
Similarly, the unyielding policy of the Algerian government toward the
Islamic Salvation Front has until now remained largely unsuccessful.61

On the contrary, the Algerian government’s action sparked a spiral of
violence and counterviolence. As in many other civil wars, scholars fear
that the civil war in Algeria will be fought until the conflict parties are
completely exhausted.

Finally, if it is true (as its proponents argue) that any effective oper-
ation of strategies of deterrence and repressive denial presupposes the
geographical separation of hitherto intermingled populations with di-
vergent ethnic ties or religious creeds, then this amounts to a virtually
insurmountable barrier for these strategies to be successfully applied.
As Michael E. Brown and Chantal de Jonge Oudraat laconically note:
“Ethnic geography and demographic patterns . . . are factors that are
not particularly manipulable.”62 Kaufmann’s and Huntington’s diag-
noses may be sound, but their remedy clearly seems both impractica-
ble and ethically problematic.

Strategies of Socioeconomic Development 
and Democratization
As already noted, it is a central tenet of instrumentalist scholars that
the current political renaissance of religion is a consequence of a
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worldwide economic and developmental crisis. Thus, they conclude
that the best way to reduce the attraction of religious communities for
desperate people and to check their conflict-escalating potential is to
overcome the underlying socioeconomic crisis. As a consequence, the
likelihood of religious convictions being used for the mobilization of
the rank and file will diminish. The number of people who are content
will increase while militant groups lose their support in society. The
majority of people will reject violence as a legitimate means in politi-
cal conflicts and will turn to moderate religious and political leaders.
In short, as the distributional conflicts in a society become less severe,
the violent forms of protest will lose much of their appeal.

To illustrate this causal mechanism, Michael E. Brown points to the
Middle East in the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s, “when high
oil prices and high levels of foreign aid from the United States and the
Soviet Union gave governments more largesse to spread around. Po-
tential opposition forces were pacified and, in essence, bought off.”63

Similarly Almond, Sivan, and Appleby observe that “a substantial eco-
nomic improvement, as in Tunisia in the late 1980s and early 1990s, re-
sults in sympathizers [of fundamentalist movements] dropping out in
droves.”64

From this perspective, it is obvious that domestic as well as foreign
policymakers interested in peace should foster economic growth with
fair distribution in order to improve the economic and social situation
of the most disadvantaged in societies affected by economic decline or
even collapse. Senghaas maintains, for example, that the current crisis
in many developing countries can be defused by imitating the success
story of OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment) states.65 For this purpose, development aid should be used to
stimulate good governance, the establishment of well-functioning
markets, and the education of the people. In the medium and long
term, prosperity will be the result. Even more importantly, economic
growth will cause gradual pluralization and democratization of devel-
oping societies. This is supposed to further reduce the political
salience of religious faith.66 As in Europe in the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries, secularization processes should then gain momentum,
referring questions of faith to the private sphere of individuals. As a re-
sult, religious differences will not, or will only at the margins, translate
into political differences.

The central problem of implementing economic development and
democratization strategies is that they presuppose a viable state.67

Senghaas, for instance, argues that the positive experiences in Europe
and East Asia would have been unthinkable without the state as a
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modernizing force.68 In many developing countries as well as in nu-
merous regions of the former Soviet Union, however, the state cannot
operate as “crisis manager” because it is itself part of the current cri-
sis.69 Additionally, in these parts of the world, religious institutions are
often the only functioning social organizations that can muster the
loyalty of people and that can serve as reliable networks of political
communication.70 The expectation that economic and social conflicts
can be defused by virtue of economic development and democratiza-
tion is therefore in many cases deceptive. It remains to be seen, then,
how the instrumentalization of religious faith by power-seeking elites
can be kept in check.

Dialogue Strategy
The dialogue strategy seeks to delegitimize the use of force in political
conflicts. It is designed to enhance the inner resistance of people to
engage in, or to support, armed combat. In contrast to the two other
strategies discussed so far, which operate primarily on external incen-
tives for action, the dialogue strategy relies on convincing arguments
that motivate people from within. They should renounce the use of vi-
olence for principled reasons as inappropriate and unjust. The propo-
nents of the dialogue strategy thus engage in the proverbial struggle
for the hearts and minds of the people. And it is exactly here where
Appleby and Küng see an opportunity for the world’s great religious
communities and their leaders to promote principles and instruments
of peaceful conflict management within and between the societies in
which their members live.

Notwithstanding their own preferences for peaceful modes of con-
flict management, Appleby and Küng take the religious motivation of
those who follow the call to arms by self-appointed guardians of faith
seriously. Both authors are convinced, however, that the rank and file
of militant movements, as well as their sympathizers in the wider soci-
etal environment, are more often than not misguided in their religious
zeal and that they erroneously attribute spiritual origins to profane
power struggles. As Appleby has put it, inclination of ordinary believ-
ers toward the use of force in particular conflicts is more often than
not the consequence of a sort of “religious illiteracy.”71 Therefore, es-
tablished religious authorities dispose of considerable intellectual and
organizational resources to counterbalance the mobilizing rhetoric of
political entrepreneurs or threatened state officials.

Among scholars working in the field of religious studies it is gener-
ally accepted that the great world religions encompass a multitude of
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sources and traditions.72 These sources and traditions have emerged in
particular historical constellations and reflect the spirit of their times.
Consequently, religious communities in general and religious authori-
ties in particular are challenged to apply the received depositum fidei
to new social and political circumstances. In this never-ending process
of rereading and rearranging the canon of respected traditions, gaps
between “professed” belief and “operative” belief are unavoidable.
Some traditions gain importance in a given historical situation while
others are pushed into the collective subconscious of a religious com-
munity. In this context, the interpretation of sacred scriptures and
doctrines by militant leaders calling for armed combat against the un-
faithful is just one interpretation amongst others. Moreover, it is most
often a rather marginal one within their own communities. Aside from
those texts that might be used to legitimate violence, to demand sacri-
fices in the case of war, and to condemn persons of a different religious
creed, in all great religions one finds a wealth of sources teaching the
incompatibility of faith and violence, and demanding sacrifices for
peace and respect for persons of different religious creeds.73 According
to Appleby, this civilizing dimension of the sacred should not be un-
derestimated in its peace-building potential and it will probably gain in
importance over the next decades:

Within each of [the] great traditions, notwithstanding their profound
substantive differences, one can trace a moral trajectory challenging ad-
herents to greater acts of compassion, forgiveness, and reconciliation.
The competing voices of revenge and retaliation that continue to claim
the status of authentic religious expression are gradually rendered as
“demonic.”74

According to the proponents of the dialogue strategy, religious au-
thorities all over the world increasingly recognize the duty to protect
the sacred traditions of their communities against those who try to in-
strumentalize them for their own aggrandizement. In this regard, they
can take a number of initiatives that address the four determinants of
elites’ strategic choices, as developed in preceding sections.

(1) First of all, established religious authorities are in a position to
denounce the framing of a given conflict as a dispute of faith.75 As we
have repeatedly stressed, differences in the understanding of the sa-
cred are only in very few cases the real causes of violent confronta-
tions. Moreover, all great world religions subject the legitimation of
the use of force against individuals and groups to strict criteria that are
rarely met by any of the antagonists. By opposing the inflammatory
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rhetoric of political entrepreneurs or threatened officials, religious au-
thorities can therefore significantly reduce the mobilization of the
rank and file of, as well as the social support for, a militant movement
with a propensity toward violence.

Additionally, Küng and Kuschel remind us that the great world reli-
gions share a common set of moral values and norms that are designed
to protect the individual and the community against violence and the
material exploitation by powerful actors.76 Küng refers to this “zone of
overlapping consensus” in interdogmatic affairs as an emerging global
ethic.77 Its core is formed by the golden rule and four commandments:
(i) the obligation to a culture of nonviolence and deep respect for life;
(ii) the obligation to a culture of solidarity and a fair economic order;
(iii) the obligation to a culture of tolerance and a life in truthfulness;
and (iv) the obligation to a culture of equality and partnership between
man and woman.

Together, these rules affirm inter alia “a conviction of the funda-
mental unity of the human family, and the equality and dignity of all
human beings” and “a sense of sacredness of the individual person and
his or her conscience,” as was already stated in 1970 by the first World
Conference on Religion and Peace in Kyoto.78 If taken seriously and
preached by established religious authorities, any attempt to dehu-
manize the antagonists in a conflict would therefore find its limits in
the global ethic that makes the great world religions natural allies in
their quest for the peaceful settlement of political conflicts. In fact, it
can be expected that the emphasis of shared moral fundamentals by
established religious authorities of divergent creeds will make a crucial
difference in the propensity of antagonistic elites to propagate vio-
lence as a means of conflict resolution. As Rubin, Pruitt, and Kim
argue, one of the most important sources of preventing the escalation
of conflicts are social bonds formed by common group membership.79

It is precisely in this direction that a global ethic works.
(2) Established religious authorities have the power to channel the

willingness of the faithful to make sacrifices into peaceful actions de-
signed to redress their grievances. Social movements that do not only
strive for radical political reforms but also commit their followers to
strict nonviolence arose time and again from the midst of the great
world religions—take, for example, the Indian Congress movement
for independence, the Cambodian Pilgrims of Truth, the Pashtun re-
form movement in northwestern Pakistan, the Civil Rights movement
in the United States, and the Tibetan liberation movement.80 The cen-
tral figures of these movements, Mahatma Gandhi, the Buddhist pri-
mate of Cambodia Samdech Preah Maha Ghosananda, the “Muslim St.
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Francis” Abdul Ghaffar Khan, Martin Luther King Jr., and the present
Dalai Lama, never doubted that their political demands as well as their
strict adherence to nonviolent strategies of protest resulted necessar-
ily from their religious beliefs. The moderating influence of Christian
churches was also helpful, if not decisive, for the rather peaceful end of
apartheid in South Africa.81 Their leaders—chief among them
Desmond Tutu—managed to delegitimize the use of violence, stress-
ing at the same time the Christian obligation for reconciliation.

Similarly, in the 1970s and 1980s prominent figures of the Roman
Catholic hierarchy in Latin America firmly advocated nonviolent
forms of protest against the abuse of power by military juntas in their
respective countries.82 Chief among them were the bishop of Recife,
Dom Helder Camara; the archbishop of São Paulo, Dom Paulo
Evaristo Arns; and the archbishop of El Salvador, Oscar Romero. To-
gether with many other activists in Latin American countries, they
publicized gross human rights violations by governmental forces; re-
lentlessly protested against torture and demanded the release of polit-
ical prisoners; assisted opposition groups, providing them with
sanctuary and organizational resources; and supported prodemocratic
movements in their countries. For their moral and political engage-
ment, many bishops, priests, and nuns paid a high price. Oscar
Romero, for instance, was assassinated in 1980 by a right-wing death
squad shortly after he had publicly urged soldiers to disobey orders
from superiors to kill civilians.

(3) As already mentioned, if preached emphatically by religious au-
thorities, the moral common ground between the great world religions
at least theoretically impedes the dehumanization of the opposing
party and its members in a given dispute. Practically, however, political
conflicts often escalate to a point where the antagonists have devel-
oped intense hostile feelings toward one another. In violent conflicts
of this kind, negotiating a lasting settlement is rather complicated, to
say the least. Trust has become a scarce good in the interactions of the
involved parties. They are entrapped in circles of self-fulfilling prophe-
cies that seemingly render any cessation of hostilities impossible be-
fore an all-out victory or defeat of one side or an imposed settlement
by a third, hegemonic party. Under such conditions, religious leaders
may use, and at least sometimes did use, their authority to mediate be-
tween the parties.83 Due to their reputation as respected representa-
tives of the sacred in the world, religious authorities are in a position
to support the reestablishment of mutual trust between the adver-
saries in that they oblige all sides to honor fundamental religious val-
ues. They can reopen channels of communication, provide a
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conference forum and help develop face-saving formulas for conflict
settlement. Moreover, they are also in a position to monitor agree-
ments and to issue credible evaluations of any progress made or of in-
fractions that may have taken place. In so doing, they facilitate the
cooperative management of conflicts even in extremely tense situa-
tions. Thus religious authorities can play a decisive role in avoiding
that the spectrum of possible conflict behavior narrows down to that
of using and perpetuating aggressive self-help.

(4) Finally, established religious authorities have the moral standing
and the necessary resources not only for denouncing the rhetoric of
political entrepreneurs and threatened state authorities, but also for
giving voice to the poor and oppressed in societies suffering grave so-
cioeconomic inequities and severe political and cultural discrimina-
tion. The common solidarity rule to side with the disadvantaged
within and among nations was already formulated in 1970 during the
first meeting of the World Conference on Religion and Peace in
Kyoto. It was reaffirmed by the ecumenical Parliament of the World’s
Religions in September 1993 and was on the agenda of the Millennium
World Peace Summit in August 2000. On the one hand, by adopting
such a critical and reformist position vis-à-vis the political establish-
ment, religious authorities avoid being instrumentalized by ruling
elites who, in a number of countries, have a vital interest in using reli-
gious traditions to keep the desperate from uprising and to ensure qui-
etism on the side of the poor and oppressed.84 On the other hand,
religious authorities enable the articulation of grievances, thus operat-
ing as a safety valve before dissatisfied people engage in, or sympathize
with, violent actions. Yet it is the lack of functioning social and politi-
cal institutions to channel protest and to respond to grievances that is
what most scholars have identified as one of the most important
sources contributing to the escalation of conflicts.85 Conversely, reli-
able and effective channels for articulating grievances decrease the le-
gitimation of violence.

Two Conditions for a Successful 
Implementation of the Dialogue Strategy
Despite sporadic success of religiously motivated peacemakers and de-
spite considerable theoretical progress toward a normative unity
within dogmatic plurality, the way to a common global ethic that really
affects people and their behavior is still a long one. In our view, there
are at least two major problems that impede the achievement of such
an ethic and the implementation of social practices derived therefrom.
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First, there is an often-discussed dilemma situation between the
different religious communities: Before they can strengthen the resis-
tance against violence in their own communities, they have to be sure
that the other communities do the same. If this is not the case the
peaceful would become the stupid, as often feared by conservative
scholars.86 Therefore, confidence-building measures between the reli-
gious communities are needed to avoid the occurrence of dilemma sit-
uations. Effective monitoring of each other’s behavior minimizes the
risk of cheating and of suffering relative losses. That is, any exploita-
tion of the other’s cooperation is discovered early and thus loses its at-
traction. In this context, it might be helpful that there are only very
few states without a religious minority. The majority’s treatment of
their minorities might then be taken as an indicator of the great reli-
gions’ readiness to cooperate with each other.

Thus, it is to be expected that the trust between the world’s great
religious communities will grow to the extent to which they act as ad-
vocates for persons of different religious creeds in their own areas of
influence. In so doing, they would show that they are serious about the
universal validity of the abovementioned minimum moral standards. A
culture of mutual respect would then arise in the societies concerned.
This would help to prevent the danger of demonizing one’s adversary
in social conflicts. In order to speed up the process of minority pro-
tection, religious communities could agree on the establishment of
common nonstate courts of appeal for discriminated minorities, who
would be free to bring forward their complaints to such courts. The
latter would be endowed with the competence to decide about reli-
gious discrimination and to make their decisions public.

A second obstacle on the way to an interreligious recognition as
peacemaker is the problem of guilt. All great religious communities
were, or are, more or less entangled in violent political clashes. They ex-
plicitly took sides in such clashes or did not prevent their faith from
being exploited for the legitimation of violence and for the mobilization
for war. A fundamental reorientation in the way indicated above would
therefore be equivalent to an admission of guilt. The established reli-
gious leaders, in particular, would find that hard to accept, for their most
valued asset would be at stake: their credibility. They must fear that they
will lose followers and cause damage to their mission as they understand
it. The question as to what could lead them to recognize, and to comply
with, a common world ethic therefore deserves further scrutiny.

It is to be expected that religious leaders—as every other social
elite—will attempt to reevaluate their programs and change their be-
havior only when the damage caused by proceeding the same way as
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before is greater than that caused by a programmatic reorientation. If,
in such a situation, they remain inflexibly tied to their status quo posi-
tion, they run the risk of being replaced by more reform-minded mem-
bers of the leadership group. Thus, an important impetus for laying
greater emphasis on interreligious common ground will depend on
whether or not intrareligious reform movements gain strength.

As Appleby, Esposito, Juergensmeyer, Little, and Voll among others
observe, there are moderate critics of religious demagogy and intoler-
ance in every world religion today.87 These critics argue that peace is
possible only with, and not against, persons of different religious
creeds and that it contradicts the very essence of religion to push
through one’s own convictions with violent means. The reform move-
ments within the different religions will gain the support of their re-
spective faithful to the extent to which the programs of militant
fundamentalists prove to be counterproductive or self-destructive. For
it shall not be forgotten that the political renaissance of religions has
arisen from the weaknesses of modernity. It was the disappointment at
the unkept promises of modernizing elites with regard to an increase
of welfare that has instilled new plausibility into old teachings and has
lifted their representatives to new heights of reputation and power.
This is why the latter will lose support to the extent to which they are
regarded as part of the problem themselves, as being partly to blame
for violence and grief. In other words, if religious faith is not able to
bring about the promised future, it will face the same fate as the
promises of secular modernity.88

In table 4.4 we summarize our discussion so far. We put a plus sign
next to the dialogue strategy, for moderate constructivists are well
aware that the propagation of peace-loving attitudes alone is no guar-
antee for a lasting peace. Dialogues must be supplemented, as far as
possible, with economic and political development strategies and
sometimes—as a last resort—with means of force. Nevertheless, the
success of these strategies depends, in the final analysis, on the will-
ingness of vast segments of the population to respect the rights of mi-
norities and to reject violence as a means of conflict management.
Additionally, this majority should be ready to support democratization
and a system of broadly inclusive constitutional government.

Concluding Remarks
As Johnston and Cox remind us, the influence of religious communi-
ties on politics and policies—real as it is—must not be overesti-
mated.89 The sources of conflicts and the course of conflict processes
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are usually highly complex. Religious factors often play only a subordi-
nate role as a source of conflicts, but an important one in conflict
processes. Therefore, religious visions of peace can take on a practical
significance in dealing with confrontations short of violence, as the
role of Christian churches in South Africa or Mahatma Gandhi’s In-
dian independence movement have shown. Thus the question is not so
much whether religious faith can influence the course of conflicts—
this is without doubt—but rather when religious faith has an escalat-
ing or a de-escalating effect. The pertinent research undertaken in
peace and conflict studies is just beginning. Nevertheless, we hope
that the prospects for, and the limits of, the dialogue strategy will be
thoroughly explored in future. It is not yet foreseeable that today’s so-
cial and political crises can be defused with the help of economic
growth and democratization alone. Neither is it desirable, nor is it to
be expected, that social tensions are or will be controlled by a state’s

Table 4.4 Three Strategies to Cope with the Impact of Faith on Social
Conflicts

Deterrence and
Suppression

Dialogue (+)Development and
Democratization

Focal Point

Countermeasure

Goal

Causal 
Mechanism

Conflict behavior

Police and mili-
tary force

Making violence
irrational

Containment by
physical force
denies political
success

Containment by
physical force
counterbalances
increased will-
ingness to make
sacrifices

Socioeconomic
conflict

Material welfare

Making violence
unnecessary

Welfare lowers
identification
with religious
communities

Welfare decreases
mobilization
and public sup-
port for violent
strategies

Participation in-
creases the ex-
pected utility of
nonviolent
forms of social
protest

Conflict attitudes

Moral enlighten-
ment

Making violence
illegitimate

Exposing the 
political instru-
mentalization
of religious 
traditions

Emphasizing the
intrinsic value of
all human beings

Enabling coopera-
tion by enhanc-
ing mutual trust
and monitoring
agreements
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ruling elite using force against parts of its population. This is why we
have to search for ways that keep open the space for strategies of
peaceful accommodation if not reconciliation. Perhaps the dialogue
strategy that counts on the delegitimation of violence and the popular
resistance against it turns out to be a useful starting point in doing so.
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Chapter 5

In Defense of Religion

Sacred Referent Objects for Securitization

Carsten Bagge Laustsen and Ole Wæver

It is a widely shared assumption that since the end of the Cold
War, conflicts and wars are less driven by political-ideological
systems. Also they are not much caused by economic motives

or even the classical ones of territory and power as an aim in them-
selves. The roots of conflicts are increasingly related to culture and
identity, be it the widespread labeling of conflicts as “ethnic” or the
macro-interpretation of global politics in terms of a “clash of civiliza-
tions.”1 To Samuel Huntington, civilizations are ultimately defined to a
large extent by religions.2 Furthermore, he argues, one of the trends of
the post–Cold War period is a “revitalization of religion throughout
much of the world,” which reinforces cultural difference.3 Since the
1970s, the hope or fear of a “withering away of religion” started to be
defied—not because of a lack of modernization, but because one of
the unexpected side effects of modernization was a “revenge of God,”
an “unsecularization of the world.”4

In the area of international security, this has most keenly been felt
in the form of an alleged threat from “fundamentalism.”5 This has
meant primarily Islamic fundamentalism, but the increasing influence
of evangelic fundamentalism on U.S. foreign policy is a cause of worry
to others.6 Even observers critical of the rhetoric of (and research on)
fundamentalism, like Peter L. Berger, state with great emphasis that
“[t]hose who neglect religion in their analyses of contemporary affairs
do so at great peril.”7
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The discipline of International Relations (IR) is disturbed by this
for general and specific reasons. It shares with other modern social sci-
ences the general predisposition for secularization, assuming that the
world of tradition gives way to modernity, superstition and religion to
science and rationality.8 More specifically, the “founding act” of much
IR thinking, the peace of Westphalia, is widely seen as the end of an
era in which international relations and wars had been about religion.
Kal Holsti, for instance, states about the period 1815–1914: “The secu-
larization of international politics, begun in 1648 and virtually com-
pleted by the conclusion of the War of the Spanish Succession,
continued without change.”9

We are not going to assess the validity of the claim about a shift to-
ward religiously driven conflicts. Instead we will explore the dynamics
characteristic of security action on behalf of religion. How does secu-
ritization of religiously constituted referent objects happen? Even the
“why” question can to some extent be answered, because by exploring
the structure of discourse constitutive of threats to religious objects,
we can show what makes this form of securitization particularly at-
tractive and under what conditions. Based on the investigation of se-
curity action on explicitly religious objects, we take our insights to a
broader field of security practice, which is commonly seen as “only po-
litical,” but which actually contains important religious dimensions.
Finally, this exploration of religion and securitization has wider impli-
cations for IR theory and security studies, which are explored in the
third main section of the article.

In doing this, we will have recourse to the theory of securitization
(the Copenhagen School), which explores the processes by which
“something” (a referent object) is deemed threatened and security ac-
tion taken in its defense. A central idea of securitization theory is that
the character of the referent object makes a difference. Making the se-
curity speech act in the name of “the state” is different from doing it
on behalf of “the nation,” not to speak of “the whales” or “the liberal
international economic order.” Survival means something different to
different referent objects, and an appeal to a defense of something
triggers different dynamics dependent on the constitution of the ref-
erent object. In the sphere of religion, the first task is therefore to
characterize the nature of religious beliefs and of objects constituted
by a religious discourse. This implies an excursion into the writings of
Søren Kierkegaard and Georges Bataille. On this basis, the first step of
the analysis is to explore the logic of securitization of objects that are
clearly of a religious nature, and the article here mainly uses illustra-
tions from the fundamentalism question. This part of the analysis
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seeks to understand primarily why it is often particularly tempting to
securitize religion, how it is done (the characteristic modalities of se-
curitization in this sphere), and the question of what it does (what
chain reactions are usually activated, for example the role of sacrifices,
myths, rituals).

The second step of the analysis is to notice how what is taken to be
specific to religion is actually present in many political ideologies.
Thus, much securitization that at first would be seen as belonging to
the sphere of politics is better understood if the mechanisms charac-
teristic of the religious sphere are taken into account. This part of the
argumentation draws on the writings of Slavoj Žižek, and pushes the
analysis into its third step: the meta-theoretical implications of reli-
gion for securitization theory (and by inference much of IR theory).

If religion is not to be distilled as a special atavistic anomaly but
seen as integrated into most politics, and with poststructuralist phi-
losophy in recent years veering into ruminations on the necessity of
self-reflection in relation to the religious dimension of the Western
philosophical tradition, religion is rehabilitated as a dimension of (pri-
marily poststructuralist) IR theory. Although the article starts out
quite narrowly looking at what happens when you defend religious ref-
erent objects, its title takes on a more radical meaning when it ends up
defending religion as an important dimension of theory and self-re-
flection in IR. This part of the article draws on—in addition to the
poststructuralist philosophers—some of the older connections be-
tween religion and IR, notably among classical realists and the early
English School.

The relationship between the three parts of the article is uncon-
ventional. In several respects, they build on each other, the way any
cumulative analysis is expected to. However, there are also deliber-
ate shifts of angle where the parts challenge each other. It might be
seen like this: In the first part, religion is contained within the
framework of securitization as one among several sectors. In the
second part, religion and securitization are on par. And of great con-
sequence, in the third part, religion becomes the overarching prob-
lematique from which also securitization—and thus the original
framework—is interrogated.

Securitization and Religion
Securitization is one of the defining elements of the so-called Copen-
hagen School in security studies (other key elements are “sectors” and
“regional security complexes”).10 Where security studies traditionally
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operate in the same schema as the main agents of security policy—
talking about threats as objectively existing, trying to measure their se-
riousness and devise optimal counterstrategies—the theory of
securitization creates a second-order system observing the operations
of the main actors in the field of security studies. It studies how secu-
rity issues are produced by actors who pose something (a referent ob-
ject) as existentially threatened and therefore claim a right to use
extraordinary measures to defend it.

What is at stake in debates over security is the question of lifting
some issue above ordinary politics in order to assign it a special ur-
gency and necessity. Therefore, security takes a specific rhetorical
form: Some referent object is posited as having a demand on survival
and as being existentially threatened; the threat has a swiftness and
drama high enough to make a point of no return credible—if not dealt
with in time, it will be too late—and therefore this issue can not be left
to ordinary practices. The actor that tries to define the situation like
this—the securitizing actor—thereby claims a right to use extraordi-
nary measures, and the success of the securitizing move is ultimately
decided by the relevant audience in its decision to accept or not accept
this operation. Thus, security is neither objective (threats in them-
selves) nor subjective (a matter of perceptions), but intersubjective and
political: Who can securitize what and with what effects?

The process of securitization is a speech act. It is not interesting as
a sign referring to something more real: It is the utterance itself that is
the act. By saying the words, something is done (like giving a promise,
betting, naming a ship). By uttering “I apologize for my behavior” the
speaker actually makes an apology; he does not describe himself apolo-
gizing for his behavior. A sentence like “X is a security question” is not
a “constantive” but a “performative,”11 and therefore, it does not have
truth conditions but felicity conditions. Security is a self-referential
practice. It is by labeling something a security issue that it becomes
one. Thus the exact definition and criteria of securitization is the in-
tersubjective establishment of an existential threat with a saliency suf-
ficient to have substantial political effects.

The approach as such does not push for a widening of the secu-
rity agenda in the sense of securitizing as many questions as possi-
ble. Quite the contrary, the ideal of the securitization approach
is—ceteris paribus—de-securitization, that issues are not lifted
above normal politics with an urgency and “necessity” that often has
antidemocratic effects.

A major importance of the theory is to show the effects of securiti-
zation. When an issue is securitized, this has implications both “inter-
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nally” (for instance by inhibiting debate and democracy) and “exter-
nally,” by often stimulating conflict, security dilemmas, and escalation.
However, different referent objects engender distinct dynamics. This
is an element of the approach that is often underestimated. Because
the theory has served to bring out “the securityness of security”—what
it is that makes a security issue a security issue—there is a tendency to
stress the commonality of security in different sectors and on different
referent objects. However, it is important what the referent object is
securitized as. An alleged threat to state sovereignty in the political
sector has different implications than a threat to national identity in
the societal sector.

To contribute to the avoidance of escalation and security dilemmas
and possibly create constructive dynamics, the theory needs to be
able to understand and to some extent predict patterns of securitiza-
tion as shaped by the different kinds of referent objects and the dif-
ferent sectors. Understanding the nature of identity helps to find
characteristic patterns in the societal sector.12 Now the task is to do
the same for religion. Therefore, the next section starts from the
“what is religion?” question in order to get at the next step, to the
question of what happens when religious objects are articulated in a
security discourse.

Before this, we need in relation to the theory of securitization to
clarify one theoretical issue, the question of sectors. So far religion has
been dealt with in the Copenhagen School as part of the societal sec-
tor.13 The most common identity-based communities in the societal
sector are ethnonational—nations and “minorities”—but also those
with regional identification, clans, extended family, and religions. The
question is whether this does justice to religion or only covers religion
as community and not religion as religion. Thus, it must be contem-
plated whether religion could or should be seen as a separate sector. In
particular, we will focus on the instances of security discourse where
the referent object is constructed in religious discourse, that is, the
confluence of security and religious discourse.

Religion has previously been dealt with as societal, that is, as a form
of identity-based community where “we Christians” is similar to “we
Kurds.” This captures religion in its function as source of community
and identity—just as the political sector occasionally includes “world
religions” when they are sufficiently well organized and “govern” peo-
ple—but this does not do justice to the distinctly religious. Searching
for the religious element in religion, we cannot rest satisfied with look-
ing to religions as forms of communities or identities. Religious dis-
course does not defend identity or community, but the true faith, our
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possibility to worship the right gods the right way and—in some reli-
gions—thereby have a chance of salvation.

Defining Religion
Numerous approaches to the study of religion exist. Among them, the-
ology and philosophy constitute a systematic way of investigating reli-
gion, and this approach will be our prime context of reference. One
cannot understand a phenomenon without considering the way this
very phenomenon is described by those confronting and practicing it.
Amongst these religious men, we have chosen Kierkegaard’s descrip-
tion of faith as our main approach to the study of religion.
Kierkegaard’s thinking is distinctly nineteenth- and twentieth-century
Protestant, and yet the analytical distinctions can be used generally.
Obviously, this privileges Christianity—and probably Protestantism—
in our study. The impossibility of certainty about salvation is explicit,
constitutive, and self-conscious here, and at best the general distinc-
tion between the immanent and the transcendent can be analyzed in
other religions.

Once, in criticizing Kant’s transcendental categories, Hegel ironi-
cally claimed that every time he asked for a piece of fruit at the green-
grocers he got an apple, a pear, but never a piece of fruit. Like apples
and pears, we have only Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, etc., never reli-
gion as such. Nevertheless, Hegel’s argument was not that this pre-
vents comparisons and the introduction of categories. The point is,
however, that one has to accept that our way to the universal (religion
as such) goes through the particular (Christianity).14

The common route out of the dilemma is often to subscribe to a
methodological atheism in conducting a sociology of religion.15 These
sociological approaches nevertheless often ignore that which makes
religion religion. This is most obvious in the functionalist school of
reasoning, which dominated the sociology of religion for decades. Re-
ligion may, as Engels claimed, be opium for the people, but to have this
calming effect it must exactly be religion. Describing religion by its
functions or in a wider perspective as a product of social forces im-
poverishes religion.16

Thus it is difficult to find a sociological approach accepting the
essence of religious discourse. However, we claim to have found one in
Bataille’s Theory of Religion, which in our view enables an under-
standing of the ways the distinction between transcendent and imma-
nent is represented by man.17 In our understanding, religious
discourses share three fundamental traits. First, the principle of dis-
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cursivation is faith; second, faith is coded through the distinction be-
tween transcendent and immanent; and third, religious dogmatics and
religious behavior can be seen as ways to bridge the distance between
the transcendental and the earthly realm through principles of media-
tion. Let us investigate these aspects of religious discourse in turn.

A Question of Faith
A defining aspect of a religious discourse is a claim to uniqueness and
intranslatability. This should be no surprise—the same could be said
about most other discourses. Hence, the relevant task is to investigate
the specific religious version of this claim. In a number of works,
Kierkegaard distinguishes between three main stages: the aesthetic,
the ethical, and the religious. We will discuss these three stages later,
and for now focus only on the idea that the movement between the
ethical and the religious stage has the character of a leap.18 This idea is
of great heuristic value in describing faith. According to this idea, one
has to be within a religious discourse to accept the validity of it: One
cannot enter religious discourse through the work of reason and ac-
cordingly judge religious beliefs as true or false. The same goes for the
experience of religion: One cannot feel the magic of religion without
being religious.

Kierkegaard’s understanding of religion is one of many reactions to
previous attempts to prove the existence of God. The one who is in
need of proof is not truly a believer, or more accurately does not have
faith. Kierkegaard’s argument involves a short circuit between faith
and knowledge.19 Faith must have the character of knowing. In believ-
ing, I am certain that God exists. On the other hand, the lack of as-
surance is absolutely necessary. Although I know that God exists, his
will remains only partly known. To cite the title of one of Kierkegaard’s
most famous books: religion involves fear and trembling.20 Without
fear and trembling we would just be puppets in a mechanical universe.
In this sense, the subject’s freedom is made possible through the posi-
tioning of the distinction between the immanent and the transcen-
dent. God withdraws to make human freedom and faith possible.

Kierkegaard’s metaphor of the leap aims to describe the character
of faith. Faith is different from belief. Belief is informed by expecta-
tions. If a certain occurrence has happened several times, I expect it to
happen again. Or along the same path, faith is different from custom.
If my practice is just a continuation of my parents’ practice, it cannot
qualify as religious practice. Whereas belief is founded on expecta-
tions, faith is founded in a groundless decision. It is my performative
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declaration of faith or my participating in the wonder of religion that
founds faith. Of course, one can have reasons for becoming a believer.
Nevertheless, in following the miracle of faith these reasons are
retroactively posited as superfluous. Arguing that faith is just learned
is in some way being an atheist. Faith involves a subjective conversion
of necessity (social or cultural forming) into faith (originating in a sub-
jectivity). Faith needs through a subjective usurpation to be posited as
my or our faith.

To address the character of faith further, let us investigate
Kierkegaard’s three main stages on the path of life, or three types of
consciousness.21 In the first stage, consciousness is described as aes-
thetic. This consciousness is characterized by the absence of fixed
moral standards and by a desire to enjoy different emotional and sen-
suous experiences.22 Kierkegaard’s example is Don Juan, who sees free-
dom as the absence of any law.23 In this sense the aesthetic
consciousness strives for a bad (i.e., nonreligious) infinity. In contrast,
Socrates, the tragic hero, works as an exemplar of an ethical con-
sciousness. He accepts the moral law and renounces immediate im-
pulses and desires. For Kierkegaard marriage is the perfect example of
such a willingness to constrain sexual impulses and to accept given (i.e.,
external) obligations. The ethical consciousness is ready to give way in
confrontation with the universal moral law. It is important to stress
that the tragic hero is first and foremost a hero. In following the moral
law, his or her consciousness can become pure. In contrast, man ac-
cepts in the religious stage that the moral law cannot be fulfilled, or in
theological terms, that he is a sinner. He acknowledges that he is for-
ever separated from God, and that the moral law can serve only as an
approximation of the highest Good. It is this acceptance of sin and
separation that serves as a foundation for faith. Being religious means
to repeat the gesture of faith again and again. Abraham is the hero of
faith. His readiness to sacrifice his beloved and only son Isaac—an act
of madness confirming his faith in God—exemplifies the essence of
faith.

The distinction between the ethical and the religious stage is help-
ful when distinguishing religion from morals and ethics. Whereas
morality and ethics are given as taxonomies that can be known
through reason, religion is given in abiding a Lord (or gods) whose will
cannot be positively known. It requires an act of faith to bridge the
distance between the human and the divine, a bridging that can be
only temporary. Faith needs to be continuously affirmed. Hence,
Kierkegaard describes religion as a suspension of the ethical.24 The dif-
ference between the law given by man and the one given by God is cru-



In Defense of Religion ? 155

cial. In providing it with a more sociological formulation, we could
claim, following Niklas Luhmann, that religion differs from other so-
cial systems in dealing with and accepting the abyss of faith. Religion
interprets a contingency as transcendence; not just as unfulfilled op-
portunities, overload of information, risk, etc.25

For this reason, narratives about this abyss—about the giving of the
word, the law, the book, and about God’s withdrawal from the world
after giving the law and hence his leaving his people with only faith and
no proofs, etc., are often seen in religious discourse. Religious dis-
course differs from most other discourses by explicitly thematizing
this act of constitution.

The fact that religion creates narratives about the constitutive
abyss, or, in other words, about God(s), implies that it must involve a
kind of Letztbegründung. Religious discourse somehow aims at stop-
ping the threatening regress involved in all acts of constitution. Or
perhaps better, and in less functionalist terms, it is defined by this kind
of “transcendental justification.” Giving a monotheist illustration of
this claim, one could say that God measures up to that which cannot
be reduced any further. Within religious discourse it is absurd to ask
how and by whom God is constituted. God as creator is the absolute
master. He is the one—the only one—who does not owe his being to
others.

The Homogeneous and the Heterogeneous
Moving toward a sociological understanding of religion, we continue
by investigating the ways the distinction between immanent and tran-
scendent is represented by man. Or, differently phrased, we investi-
gate how faith translates into identity. For logical reasons the
otherworldly realm cannot be represented as such. If it could, it
would not be transcendent. Facing an absent God, we are forced to
make man-made images of him. Iconographical images are only one
way of representing the divine. Religion involves a whole range of
ways to approach the divine. We will mention some of these later, and
presently show only how the distinction between the transcendent
and the immanent is translated into a distinction between the sacred
and the profane.

It is our claim that the distinction between transcendental and im-
manent is “translated” into a distinction between what Bataille labels
the homogeneous and the heterogeneous sphere. Heterogeneous phe-
nomena are those that cannot be assimilated into the normal part of
social life. These hyperbolic aspects of social life have various faces. In
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Bataille’s text he mentions four domains of heterogeneity: (1) mana
and tabu or more generally the holy and spiritual; (2) that which is dis-
charged and rejected from the body: faeces, blood, and other evacua-
tions; (3) that which provokes strong affective reactions; and (4)
delirium, madness, violence, and excess.26 Bataille’s distinction can be
seen as a distinction between ordinary and extraordinary activities, or,
when the distinction is applied in the religious sector, as one between
the profane and the sacred. To give a few obvious examples: A church
is a house unlike other houses. Praying is not like working. The reli-
gious festival is not just a party, and the relic not just a bone.

To understand the full importance of the distinction between the
homogeneous and the heterogeneous, we need to understand the
grammar of Bataille’s philosophical system. Bataille’s philosophy is
modeled according to a logic of a double negation. In brief, Bataille
claims that being man is to negate what is considered animalistic.
Man is an animal in so far as he needs a law to constrain him. Bataille
is inspired here by Sigmund Freud’s and Jacques Lacan’s writings on
symbolic castration. Man is castrated in so far as the symbol (lan-
guage, culture, writing, etc.) makes him speak. He cannot as an animal
just follow instincts. Like Freud and Lacan, Bataille argues that the
law is sustained through its transgression (negation). To give an exam-
ple, the primordial negation of nature is confirmed through the anxi-
ety arising in confrontation with our animal “past.” Bataille, for
example, mentions how the body and evacuations from the body give
rise to anxiety.27

Bataille uses this logic to describe religion.28 Again, animality is the
point of departure. When one animal eats another of its own species,
no transcendence is involved, only difference. The animal is pure im-
manence. The eater does not posit the eaten as an object.29 “The ani-
mal is in the world like water in water.”30 It does not experience the
split between subject and object. Man is denied this immanence. He is
a consciousness longing for a self: a barred subject.

Religious activity is for Bataille given as attempts at reinstalling an
immanent universe: a universe where man and God become one, just
like the animal being “water in water.” In Bataille’s view, religion offers
a way to overcome what bars the subject from its primordial (animalis-
tic) being. Nevertheless, this new immediacy is possible only as a nega-
tion of a negation. It cannot be installed as it was: Man has lost his
primordial being for good, and the striving for a new immediacy is thus
always mediated by a primordial negation of nature. To give an exam-
ple: In sacrificing parts of the harvest, man negates the product of his
own negating activity (labor). The sacrifice is antithetical to produc-
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tion:31 One sacrifices what is useful. Only through this second negation
can man reach for God(s).

For Bataille, religion stands in opposition to morality. Morality be-
longs to the homogeneous sphere, while religion is defined by hyper-
bolic gestures transcending law and “thinghood” (the heterogeneous
sphere). Morality is grounded in reason, while religion is grounded in
hyperbolic gestures of faith. The divine order is beyond utility: It re-
quires moments of madness and acts of useless expenditure.

The presentation in this section allows us to discuss the similarities
between the ways Kierkegaard and Bataille approach religion. The
first theorist is considered to be an honest and religious man, while
Bataille was condemned for his pornographic writings. Reading them
more closely, the similarities are however striking. Both understand re-
ligion as given by acts of hyperbolic madness—acts that destroy the
sovereign self and make it tremble before the divine. An even more
striking resemblance is noticed if Bataille’s philosophical grammar, the
logic of the negation of negation, is compared to Kierkegaard’s theory
of stages. Kierkegaard’s aesthetic stage resembles Bataille’s animality.
Here, the self is consumed in the pursuit of enjoyment. The subject is
a subject of an animalistic drive, and hence in this stage no constraints
are experienced. The ethical stage equals Bataille’s idea of the found-
ing negation. The original negation is an act through which one dis-
tances oneself from the world and starts treating it as an object. The
‘before’, the cut is a fantasy in the sense that this founding gesture is
exactly what makes man human. This primordial cut constitutes time,
space, and manhood. Law is installed through a similar founding ges-
ture. It cleaves the subject like a knife cutting.

In Kierkegaard’s third stage, law is experienced as a law given by
God. The religious consciousness acknowledges that purity cannot be
measured according to compliance with the law. Man is a sinner who
is left to approach God through acts of faith. However, they are for-
ever separated. For both Kierkegaard and Bataille, the divine is ap-
proached in a negative way. Kierkegaard wrote about Abraham’s
sacrifice as an act of madness confirming his faith in God.32 For
Bataille religion negates morality in much the same way. For both, re-
ligion is hyperbolic, and hence, for both, sacrifice is the prototype of
a religious experience.

Summing up, we have argued that religion has three main dimen-
sions. It has faith as the guiding principle of discourse. This faith is
possible only due to a distinction between immanent and transcen-
dent, and this distinction is finally reinterpreted as a distinction be-
tween sacred and profane. Now, we will proceed and investigate what
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happens when the religious discourse and corresponding sacred ob-
jects enter the political realm. We are interested in a politics of an ex-
treme kind: security politics.

Securitizing Religion
Previously, the Copenhagen School investigated the nature of a num-
ber of referent objects, most importantly states, nations, the environ-
ment, and firms, and found four corresponding criteria of survival:
sovereignty, identity, sustainability, and avoiding bankruptcy. What is
the candidate for religion? We claim that faith is the referent object,
and that being is the criterion of survival. If the practice of faith is
threatened, one’s very identity as man (one’s being) is endangered.
Being is a kind of fundamental identity. In religion being is basically
being before God, or, in a less monotheistic formulation, being before
a transcendental realm. Man is naked confronting God or similar tran-
scendent entities. Given identities (wealth, sex, employment) are of no
primary importance. Religion deals with the constitution of being as
such. Hence, one cannot be pragmatic on concerns challenging this
being. This is not to say that identity is not important in religions—ba-
sically the distinction between the sacred and the profane is one of
identity. Rather, it is to say that it is faith that makes a specific identity
a religious one.

Faith addresses divinity. Through faith a distinction between the
transcendent and the immanent realm is inserted; or inversely, this
distinction makes faith possible. Nevertheless, divine transcendence
needs to be represented by man. Hence, the distinction between im-
manence and transcendence is recoded as one between the profane
and the sacred. Through this secondary coding a whole number of
objects, persons, and practices are sacralized. These are endowed
with divine power creating a magic aura around them. As spiritual-
ized entities, they present themselves as extraordinary, glorified, in-
tensified objects, persons, and practices. In general, sacred objects
can be described as belonging to the heterogeneous realm. They are
never just objects, persons, or practices. They are spirit manifested in
matter.

These heterogeneous qualities are of great importance in securitiz-
ing sacred objects. The loss of a sacred object is often automatically
seen as a loss, which destroys faith and annuls being. If sacred objects
mediate between the transcendent and the earthly realm, losing these
objects means losing contact with God. Hence, the act of referring to
sacred objects as threatened typically means securitizing an issue (pos-
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sibly implying immediate action by the state). Any challenge or threat
is existential because the absolute and foundational character of the
question of being makes compromise and concessions unimaginable.
Religion easily becomes high politics. But still, never automatically; it
takes political action to articulate a threat in the political realm.

It is crucial to remember that the securitization approach focuses
on the processes through which issues are put on the political agenda
with a claim for urgency in dealing with existential threats. Our main
point is that religion is existential, and hence that threats against sa-
cred objects are often seen as existential threats demanding immediate
and effective action by the state or an entity endowed with similar
power. Hence, it is always tempting to securitize sacred objects. In
general, the possibility of success in making the security move on be-
half of sacred objects is greater than when attempting to securitize
most other objects. It is much harder for a firm arguing that its survival
is at risk to succeed in making the security move, i.e., in demanding the
same kind of action by the state as described above. Whether the se-
curity move succeeds depends crucially on the audience, often most
importantly inhabitants of a state. For these inhabitants a threat to
their being is often more urgent than questions concerning the sur-
vival of a specific firm. And, more importantly, a precondition for the
availability of securitization is that a given referent object is intersub-
jectively understood to have an entitlement to survival, in contrast to
a firm that should only survive if it competes efficiently. With being at
stake, at least a certain audience (typically not a whole national popu-
lation) will accept the necessity of survival of the referent object;
whether they then accept the claim about an existential threat is a sec-
ond empirical question.

Most religious conflicts in international politics are asymmetric.
Often, secular states are attacked by religious groups. A threat from a
religious group known for using terrorist methods is typically seen as a
threat to the sovereignty of the state. In American foreign policy,
threats from religious fundamentalism are considered to be of utmost
importance. The new enemies are driven by faith, rather than power
gains. Hence, threatening them is of no use, since they do not under-
stand reason and knowledge. In the discourse on fundamentalist
threats, it is often argued that the fundamentalists might not be many
in numbers, but their faith makes them highly unpredictable and dan-
gerous. They are seen as freed from any selfish calculation, and hence
even ready to sacrifice themselves. This possibility (a religious attack
on a secular state) can be seen as one of three main ways in which reli-
gion can be addressed within the realm of security politics:
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1. A religious group is considered to be a threat to the survival of
the state.

2. Faith is seen as threatened by whoever or whatever “nonreli-
gious” actor or process (the state, technology, industrialism,
modernism, etc.).

3. Faith is seen as threatened by another religious discourse or
actor.

Religion is involved in all three situations, but different logics are
involved. The first type of security policy can be against the spread of
fundamentalism and the acts following it. Here, threats are seen as
threats against the secular state. The enemy can be either without or
within. The United States fear of Osama bin Laden is obviously a
threat from without, while Islamism in Turkey exemplifies a threat
from within. In Turkey some aspects of the actual practice of religion
are seen as a threat to the raison d’être of the state. The struggle be-
tween secularism and religion is often seen as a struggle between mod-
ern and premodern conceptions of religion. It is a conflict between
“fundamentalists” who do not accept the differentiation of church and
state, and those who argue that religion belongs to the private realm.

Fundamentalism, especially, is often securitized. In fact, the very
term “fundamentalism” often serves to securitize. Mark Juergens-
meyer quotes a Tajiki communist leader justifying antidemocratic ac-
tions: “Islamic fundamentalism is a plague that spreads easily.”33

Juergensmeyer notes that “[m]uch has been written about the religious
fear of secularism, but relatively little about the sometimes irrational
hatred some secularists harbor against the potency of religion.”34 He
cites a number of examples where “secular governments have taken ab-
normal liberties with the democratic process as a way of countering
what they perceive to be a fundamentalist threat”: Algeria, the Israeli
eviction of Hamas supporters, India’s 1992–93 ban on Hindu organiza-
tions.35 Such measures are enabled by a theory that sees “fundamental-
ism” as a “known syndrome,” which is dangerous and infectious. We
“know” what fundamentalists are up to, and they have to be stopped in
time. The rhetoric almost schematically follows the structure of secu-
rity discourse.

The second possibility is to see the practice of faith as threatened.
Israel is a well-known example of a securitization of faith. As the rai-
son d’être of Turkey is secularism, for Israel it is Judaist faith. Other ex-
amples are Pakistan and Afghanistan. One of the official reasons given
for the Serb action in Kosovo was the need to keep a whole range of
churches in the hands of the Serbs.
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Defense of sacred objects does not necessarily imply the use of a de-
fensive strategy. The holy crusades can be seen as practices aimed at
defending faith. Obviously, many discourses and motives are mixed in
these actions. Nevertheless, we claim that religion is an important el-
ement. The holy crusades made sense as attempts to fulfill God’s will.
Religion has being (humanity) as reference, which often implies that
the believer has been given an obligation to disseminate the word of
God. Borders are thus no legitimate hindrance.

In the second category, we find the phenomenon that is usually
called fundamentalism. The term is problematic because it serves to
package a complex host of phenomena as fitting a specific ideal type
that is ascribed a number of negative attributes. To avoid a long dis-
cussion over alternative labels we will take a look at “fundamentalism.”
We ask primarily what it is that is securitized by these movements
around the world, and what can be said generally about the dynamics
of conflicts involving fundamentalists. In the big fundamentalism
project by the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, fundamental-
ism is seen

neither as a “new religious movement” . . . nor as simply “traditional,”
“conservative,” or “orthodox” expression of ancient and premodern
religious faith and practice. Rather, fundamentalism is a hybrid of
both kinds of religious modes. While fundamentalists claim to be up-
holding orthodoxy (right belief) or orthopraxis (right behavior), and to
be defending and conserving religious traditions and traditional ways
of life from erosion, they do so by crafting new methods, formulating
new ideologies, and adopting the latest processes and organizational
structures.36

This duality follows exactly from the focus in fundamentalism on de-
fense, on being under pressure. The self-conception and discourse of
fundamentalists cannot emphasize novelty as such because they are
about defending the original and true form of a religion. But on the
other hand, they often criticize fellow believers who are “not willing to
craft innovative ways of fighting back against the forces of erosion. In
other words, fundamentalists argue that to be ‘merely’ a conservative
or a traditionalist in these threatening times is not enough.”37 The dif-
ference between religious “conservatives” and “fundamentalists” is a
thorough securitization of the situation of (one’s) religion. Reacting to
a perceived erosion of traditional society and a marginalization of reli-
gion by secular modernity, fundamentalists are political activists en-
gaged in a struggle over the proper place of religion in society and
therefore the relationship between religion and politics. Rather than
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working for a particular theological position (i.e., about religious life as
such), they fight for another ideology for the nation-state than that of
the secular elite.38

Fundamentalist movements rise when “some members of tradi-
tional religious communities separate from fellow believers and rede-
fine the sacred community in terms of its disciplined opposition to
non-believers and ‘lukewarm’ believers alike.”39 The securitized nature
of the challenge, the existential threat, allows the leaders to give all the
separate “agenda items” a drama and urgency they would otherwise
not have had:

In many if not all cases, they were able to elevate their mission to a spir-
itual plane in which eschatological urgency informed even the most
mundane world building tasks of the group. All of this unfolded in the
name of defending and preserving a hallowed identity rooted in reli-
gious tradition but now under assault.40

Securitization is therefore almost explicitly part of their definition of
fundamentalism.

Thus, when looking at the second type, we should remember that
although it is about the defense of religion against politics (or other
nonreligious threats), it is not religion as such that acts. The move-
ment is driven by strategic action in a political context by some lead-
ers, and the action program is formulated at the interface of politics
and religion.

The third possibility is a clash between two religious discourses.
Until recently it was argued that these conflicts characterized mainly
the period before the peace of Westphalia. To give a more recent ex-
ample, one could mention the status of Jerusalem, which for both
Muslims and Jews is (and for Christians previously was) of utmost im-
portance. Access to religious sites is of vital importance for all three
groups and easily attains the character of high politics. Furthermore,
the holy city is also considered to be the political capital for both Is-
raelis and Palestinians. Another example is the conflict over the Ayod-
hya mosque in India. The militant Hindus claimed that the site of the
mosque actually was a holy Hindu site and thus vital for the religious
life of the Hindus. Accordingly, they tore the mosque down with their
bare hands.

Probably, it is the third type that comes first to mind for most peo-
ple if asked to think about religion and security or conflict. The cru-
sades and holy wars function as the template for imagination.
However, this type is most likely the least common of the three. Reli-
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gion clashing with religion is not that common, whereas mutual secu-
ritization between fundamentalists and secularists is at play in many
conflicts around the world. To label this “the new Cold War,” as Juer-
gensmeyer does in the book of the same title (subtitled Religious Na-
tionalism Confronts the Secular State), is however, problematic.41

These various “religious nationalists” are highly unlikely to (be able to)
make common cause against the secular West. Religious nationalism
confronting secular states is a widespread phenomenon, and a type of
conflict that easily gets securitized with dramatic effects. It is there-
fore worth taking it seriously in all of its complexity, rather than re-
ducing it to a simplistic monolith.

A final question at this stage is whether conflicts that make refer-
ence to religion are particularly violent. By now, we have shown why
threats to religion are particularly prone to securitization and thus to
a certain escalation, but religion is widely believed to play an increas-
ing part in terrorism, political assassinations, and the most vicious
wars, including civil wars.42 Is there some special connection(s) of reli-
gion and violence in addition to religion securitization?

A first element of an answer comes from René Girard (and actually
similar arguments in Kierkegaard),43 according to whom an existential
lack of being leads to mimetic desire, which produces an unstable so-
ciety that solves its crises by the identification and killing of a scape-
goat.44 Much violence in relation to religion is thus symbolic and
serves to uphold a community. However, as Juergensmeyer asks:

Why and how are these symbolic presentations of violence occasionally
linked to real acts of violence? Ordinarily they should prevent violent
acts by allowing the urges to conquer and control to be channeled into
the harmless dramas of ritual. Yet we know that the opposite is some-
times the case: the violence of religion can be savagely real.45

Juergensmeyer himself offers an additional layer of explanation: “Most
religious acts are less like sacrifice than they are like war.”46 More
specifically, religions often entertain an idea of a cosmic war, a great
encounter between cosmic forces of ultimate good and evil, of divine
truth and falsehood. The cases where religion offers moral sanction to
violence, and especially to seemingly excessive and ferocious violence,
are characteristically those where the personal, the social, and the cos-
mic levels are connected. At the personal level, there is a struggle be-
tween faith and lack of faith; on the social and political plane, concrete
struggles take place that are finally connected to the cosmic struggle,
and thus sacred legitimacy is extended to worldly causes: “[T]he sense
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of being situated in a religious cosmos leads naturally to images of war-
fare.”47 Juergensmeyer explains this by connecting religion to a lan-
guage of ultimate order, which therefore needs to account for, and
quell, disorder. The particular process that leads to violence thus has as
one element the direct linkage of cosmic war and worldly struggles,
and another crucial move is to interpret this struggle as literal war. Re-
ligiously motivated terrorists, for instance, have acted on the assump-
tion that it was “a widely shared perception that the world was already
violent: it was enmeshed in great struggles that gave their own violent
actions moral meaning.”48

In our framework, we can reinterpret and clarify Juergensmeyer’s
two crucial insights. They are both about a process of securitization in
which the religious referent object loses some religious characteristics.

One element is a desire to overcome the separation of transcendent
and immanent, of order and disorder, to achieve a final victory. The
gap is no longer to be mediated, it is to be traversed. Religion is in this
case impoverished by losing the constitutive distance between the
human and the divine and the ensuing necessity of a leap across the
abyss of faith. The human and divine are made continuous, and a para-
doxical form of certainty replaces anxiety.

The other element, which also pushes religiosity to the back-
ground, is what might be called the Clausewitz effect. If it is charac-
teristic, in Clausewitz’s famous definition, that war is the continuation
of politics by other means, war in another sense overrides politics: The
logic of war (victory as the Ziel of war) replaces the logic of politics
(the specific Zweck of the war). Because the Ziel is polarly defined
(victory/defeat), it produces an extreme intensity whereby the only ra-
tional action is to follow the grammar of war, if need be by defying all
limitations.49 In our case, war is originally the continuation of religion
by other means, but a similar reversal sets in and the logic of war re-
places that of religion. In the words of the (later assassinated) extreme
Jewish nationalist Rabbi Meir Kahane: “War is war.”50

Juergensmeyer has shown convincingly that a specific argument is
crucial to various violent religious activists, from U.S. antiabortion ac-
tivists bombing clinics and killing staff to Jewish, Islamic, and Sikh
radicals to the Buddhist Aum Shinrikyo sect killing twelve and injuring
thousands by releasing poison gas in the Tokyo subway. They believe
they are already at war, and therefore merely responding to a great on-
going struggle, reacting defensively to a threat to religion and faith.
For example, the very term “terrorist” “depends on one’s worldview: If
the world is perceived as peaceful, violent acts appear as terrorism. If
the world is thought to be at war, violent acts may be regarded as le-
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gitimate.”51 A fatwa delivered by Osama bin Laden in February 1998,
months before the bombing of the American embassies in Kenya and
Tanzania, proclaimed: “The world is at war.”52

Both sides to this process securitize religion; they simultaneously
draw on the particular character of religious referent objects and vio-
late their religious core. The gap between the transcendental and the
immanent is denied, and doubt is replaced by the certainty of war. The
nature of such transformation of religion through securitization will
be clearer with the more extreme examples of securitization of quasi-
religious ideologies in the next section.

Understanding the Religion of Politics
So far we have analyzed the nature and dynamics of securitization of
explicitly religious referent objects, i.e., what happens when an object
is simultaneously constituted by a religious discourse and a security
discourse. This is the religious sector of securitization studies. How-
ever, religious as well as quasi-religious discourse is relevant in other
sectors as well, notably the political and the societal.

One of the problems with much of the existing literature on reli-
gion is that it operates with vague definitions that make it unclear
whether, for instance, ideologies are to be seen as religion (since
they often fulfill the criteria). We have proposed an approach that
singles out the distinctly religious about religion and therefore en-
ables us to explore the specific dynamics of the religious sector.
With this approach it is also possible to look beyond the explicitly
religious to understand what role religious discourse plays in sectors
that are ultimately about something else, such as political rule or so-
cietal identity.

The Religious Dimensions of Political Ideologies
It has already been shown elsewhere that the concepts and the think-
ing of IR are influenced by religious semantics, that concepts like sov-
ereignty, state, and nation have (often rather obvious) religious
roots.53 Here, we will deal with the importance of religion in politics
in a more direct way. In a simplified version the argument goes like
this: Religion plus securitization equals ideology. Ideologies can be
seen as attempts to legitimize a given polity and policy by the use of
quasi-religious semantics. By overlaying a religious discourse with a
political one (securitization), certain favored political options are pre-
sented as the only ones, as political actions understood as prescribed
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by a transcendent power and hence as necessary, imperative. Ideology
is religion securitized.

It is important to stress that securitizing religion means impover-
ishing it. By using religion for political gains, one denies the transcen-
dence of the divine call. Instead of being based on fear and trembling,
religion becomes a source of absolute certainty. Religious behavior
stops being driven by, for instance, the acknowledgement of sin (or,
more broadly conceptualized, the distance between the earthly and
the transcendental realm), and becomes political behavior carried out
as though one were God. Ideology is quasi-religion, not religion per se.
Ideology resembles Kierkegaard’s second stage: the ethical stage.
Being “religious” in the political domain implies following a “law,” that
is, the will of the political ruler. In contrast, the will of God in
Kierkegaard’s third stage is known only in a negative way, through the
experience of sin. Ideology is “religious” by staging the subject’s at-
tempt at overcoming the primordial separation (negation) in the striv-
ing for divine immanence. As religion, it attempts to mediate between
the earthly and the transcendent realm. This is done through hetero-
geneous activities (secondary negations as described by Bataille: or-
giastic meetings, rage, burning of books). But in ideology,
transgression and suspension are subsumed as work in the Bataillian
sense. It works for the upholding of a hegemonic project.

Describing ideology as a way of securitizing religion helps us to
stress that politics does something to religion. De-securitization then
means de-securitizing ideology, or in other words respecting religion as
it is. It implies the acceptance of a lack of being, or in other words the
acceptance of the fact that being in religious discourse is essentially
being before a transcendental realm.

Ideology as a Way of Securitizing Religion
In following Žižek, we claim that ideology has three main dimensions.
First, ideology is, as commonly acknowledged, a system of more or
less coherent ideas. Hence, to investigate ideology (as political reli-
gion), one should map the semantic used. Second, ideology has the
character of fantasies, i.e., basic scenarios channeling desires that
provide ways of mobilizing an audience and hence legitimizing a given
policy. Third, ideologies are used in creating relations of submission.
These three concerns correspond to the focus in the Copenhagen
School on fixation of meaning (semantics), securitizing moves, audi-
ence and mobilization (economies of desire), and extraordinary mea-
sures (use of power). Let us briefly investigate these three aspects and
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stress the similarities and differences between religion and ideology,
and accordingly how religion is securitized through the use of ideol-
ogy. First, semantics.

As commonly argued within the structuralist camp, meaning is not
given through ostentation—through, for instance, reference to the in-
trinsic sacredness of objects. Rather, meaning is given in a web of sig-
nifiers that can be combined and recombined in a potentially
unlimited number of ways. How they are actually fixed is a matter of
strategies, previous use, and the like. Religious semantics are often
highly stable and thus can be used to fix and stabilize meaning. Second,
the role of master signifiers should be mentioned. Master signifiers are
those signifiers that knot others together. In knotting together a range
of signifiers, the master signifier itself must remain empty. The best
example is God. In being transcendent, God can be that which every-
thing can gain existence by standing before. As a synonym for the high-
est good, the highest of being, that which cannot be questioned, it
easily pervades other signifiers.

The parallel to the process of securitizing an object should be evi-
dent. Securitization stops the sliding of signifiers, or, perhaps better
still, annuls the “political” character of politics, arguing that there is
only one feasible option, only one interpretation of the current state
of affairs. Security works as a master signifier in much the same way as
‘God’ and other master signifiers do in an ideological discourse. All
being becomes a being referring to an ultimate political goal, such as
the defense of sovereignty. Hence, the signifier ‘God’ can be and is
often used in securitizing an issue. Fixation of meaning through a se-
curity move nevertheless indirectly makes signifiers refer to a specific
political project. They are not really empty signifiers, like those found
in religious discourse—they only pretend to be. In this sense securiti-
zation impoverishes religion.

In Žižek’s view, ideology anchors being. It is not a secondary phe-
nomenon, but rather the possibility of signification as such. To de-
scribe this phenomenon, Lacan (Žižek’s main source of inspiration)
coined the concept of “fantasy.”54 Fantasies are scenarios constructing
objects of desire. These fantasies answer the question: Why desire this
object? Or, more basically, why this desire? Why desire the relics of
Lazar? Because, the fantasy answers, they contain the essence of being
Serbian. Fantasy aims at providing a ground, laying a foundation; and
one thus cannot step outside fantasy, just as one cannot leave religion.
Both deal with the constitution of being.

But again, it is necessary to distinguish between religion and ideol-
ogy. Religion constitutes the naked subject who essentially is as a being
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facing an abyss: the transcendental realm. In contrast, ideology consti-
tutes identity and thus, for instance, dresses the subject in Serbian na-
tionalist clothes. Not unlike religious identities, these identities are
presented as a matter of being, as existential. The subject of religion
and the subject of ideology are, however, different: Ideologies create
an illusion of a fullness of being, while religion stresses that there is al-
ways a higher being barring the subject. The case is that ideology aims
to fool us on that point.

Like Bataille, Žižek argues that negation (law) is primary. He claims
that this primary separation creates a desire to overcome it.55 Fan-
tasies, and hence ideologies, are scenarios of such an overcoming of
the bar separating the subject from his “primordial” being. The paral-
lel to Bataille’s understanding of religion should be clear. For Bataille,
religion is also about overcoming a split (primary negation, law)
through a transgression (secondary negation, sacrifice). For both, the
goal is “divine” immanence, the overcoming of the subject/object split.

Fantasy lives by desires. These desires are different from needs. A
need can be fulfilled, and accordingly disappears when satisfied, while
a desire remains unfulfilled.56 Any desired object is basically just a sub-
stitute for the primordially lost object.57 In other words, we project our
lack onto objects and create illusive fantasies of (re)gaining them.
These posited objects are sublime in the sense of being perceived as a
filler that can heal the subject. To construct an object as threatened is
a prime example of how this is done.58 In other words, ideology com-
monly works through securitization. It uses the security-insecurity
nexus.

It is worth noting the similarities between the sublime object of
ideology and the sacred object of religion. Both objects belong to the
heterogeneous realm. They are objects with extraordinary qualities.
But again, it is also important to stress differences as well. Sacred ob-
jects become sacred primarily through acts of faith, while the sublime
objects of ideology gain their qualities primarily by becoming objects
of desire. The difference is thus that religious objects are seen as me-
diators, while ideological objects are seen as the thing itself. In ideol-
ogy no transcendence is involved, only distance qua projection. Finally,
the confrontation with the sublime object of ideology aims at onto-
logical security, while confrontation in religion produces anxiety (fear
and trembling).

The third aspect of the definition of ideology concerns its function
in sustaining relations of dominance. Not much can be said in theo-
retical terms. It is a matter of historical investigation. Within the
Marxist tradition it has been argued that ideology serves the ruling



In Defense of Religion ? 169

class of owners of the means of production. We do not want to make
such an a priori claim, but only stress the importance of focusing on
the maker of the security move.

So far, we have argued that ideology abuses religious discourse by
presenting itself as religion. It speaks of faith, transcendence, and me-
diation. And, just as important, it uses the same signifiers as religion
does. Or perhaps better still, it uses these signifiers precisely because
they belong to religious semantics. In general, ideology flattens the
transcendence of religious discourse.59

The distinction between religion and ideology is, as argued, crucial.
We do not find, as Huntington does, that religions are necessarily se-
curitized. But, on the other hand, they easily become so due to the na-
ture of religious discourse. Religion has fundamental “structural
affinities” to securitization through the existential question and the
role of decision/leap. If religion is present in politics, the crucial task is
to prevent it from becoming ideology. Hence, the task is to de-securi-
tize ideology.

Bringing Religion “Back In”
The above analysis also has implications for theory, first of all for the
Copenhagen School theory of securitization. One was addressed al-
ready in the first section. The need to open up to an additional sector:
religion. The reasonableness of this has been reinforced by the analy-
sis. A second set of implications are more interesting and of more gen-
eral import outside the school itself.

First, our analysis has shown that religion should be respected as re-
ligion. Much literature on religion is not really on religion but, for in-
stance, on the political functions of religion or (like previous writings
by the Copenhagen School) on religious communities as communities.
In order to include the religiosity of religion, it is necessary to open
oneself to what the academic tradition prefers to avoid or suppress.

Second, in line with the general ethics of the Copenhagen School,
the aim is de-securitization, which in this case means to let religion be
religion, and avoid ideologization.

Third, the concept of securitization has a structural affinity to re-
ligion: The decisionistic nature of securitization is similar to the leap
of Kierkegaard. This was recognized by the leading decisionistic the-
orist, Carl Schmitt: “The exception in jurisprudence is analogous to
the miracle in theology.”60 And so are other performative political
acts, since they by definition include an element of “social magic,”
creating something out of nothing.61 Thus, it might be that the theory
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of securitization itself draws on political theology. Could and should
the approach accept that religion is not only an external object stud-
ied by it but that it is in some sense present within the theory itself?
To understand what kind of IR theory this would produce, we must
look briefly at religion in IR theory.

Classical IR and Religion
Explicitly religious elements in IR theory have appeared mainly in two
places: debates on “ethics and IR” and in classical realism (including
the early English School). The first is the application of various ethical
traditions to questions in IR, especially to questions of war and
peace.62 When religion is mentioned in the context of IR, this will
probably be the connotation that it has to most IR scholars. However,
there are often limits to how far this thinking penetrates into the reli-
gious nature of international thought, because, as R. B. J. Walker has
noticed, this literature usually takes the form of ethics and interna-
tional relations, i.e., an external relationship.63 Religious thought ex-
ists somewhere else; IR is in itself areligious, and then we try to bring
religious-based ethics to IR. More interesting is whether there are tra-
ditions that claim religious dimensions of international relations or IR
theory as such.

Many classical realists did this, and so did the early English School
(Martin Wight and Herbert Butterfield). Religious realism begins with
Augustine, who is “often called the first political realist because of his
emphasis on human limitations.”64 In modern IR, Augustinian
thought was introduced first and foremost by Reinhold Niebuhr. One
of the aspects he upgrades is the tragic element of human action, the
inevitable difference between action and aspiration.65 Partly through
Niebuhr’s influence, Hans Morgenthau also makes explicit arguments
about the implications of religion for IR thinking. The tragic meaning
of life in his version is simply the argument that due to the complex
constellations of interests among actors and the drive for power, we
will inevitably sin whenever we act toward our fellow beings (including
nonaction).66 Partly, this argument is based on a recognition of the lim-
its to human knowledge and understanding, and again is based on a
contrast between full knowledge that only God can have and the lim-
ited nature of humans. Up against scientific aspirations for an unreal-
istic level of knowledge (which he associates with liberalism),
Morgenthau pleads for the tragic art of the statesman.

In addition to Morgenthau’s explicit, self-declared use of religious
arguments, Véronique Pin-Fat has shown in an excellent analysis how
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Morgenthau’s whole theory, and particularly his ethics, hinges on a
basic (“grammatical”) separation of the transcendent and the actual.67

There are universal knowledge and ethics that man senses and longs
for, yet he can in action realize only the particular. What she calls “the
imperfectability thesis” in Morgenthau is possible only with absolute
standards to judge against, and therefore the distinction between the
actual and the transcendental is necessary. Although Morgenthau has
said about his relationship to Niebuhr’s thought that “Reinie and I
come out about the same on politics, but I do not need all his meta-
physics to get where we both get,”68 Pin-Fat shows that Morgenthau’s
realism is still a “Christian realism,” not a fully secular realism. Simi-
larly, the two founders of the English School, Butterfield and Wight,
were led to humility and a sense of history as drama and tragedy by
their Christian inspiration.

In all these cases, the religious impulse led to important differences
between this classical thought and much of current mainstream, ratio-
nalist IR, including contemporary realism. This explains much of the
otherwise quite surprising parallel between realism and the English
School on the one hand and poststructuralism on the other. Religion
for the former produces parallel effects to the view of language in the
latter.69 Our realists and early English School writers emphasize that
structural ironies and tragedy are built into the nature of international
relations. Also, poststructuralism operates with an ultimate paradoxi-
cality by which attempts to fix meaning produce strange effects. To
both it is impossible to subsume the world into thought or speech. The
realists locate their ironies in the constellations of the social, and to a
lesser or greater extent, then derive this from religious assumptions
about the nature of man. The poststructuralists either follow a Niet-
zschean abundance of life or, more radically, stress the complex dy-
namics and mechanisms of language, which operate not only logically
but through, for example, homonyms and are more generally influ-
enced by the presence of the unconscious.

Most current IR scholarship—be it “rationalist” or “construc-
tivist”—is comparatively much more optimistic about the possibility
of knowledge and the “rationality” of practice. When classical realists
and early English School thinkers exhibited a modesty and sensitivity
that is today represented mainly by poststructuralists, it was to a large
extent due to the influence of religious thought on their theorizing.

In this section we have argued as if poststructuralism in a “secular”
way reached parallel effects to the “religious” realism of previous
decades. The pressing question is, however, whether these parallels are
not caused by the religious roots of poststructuralism itself.
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Poststructuralism and Religion
In recent years, poststructuralist philosophy has increasingly opened
itself to religion. This is probably due at least partly to poststructural-
ism’s well-known penchant for provocation. But more importantly,
there are good reasons within poststructuralist thinking for exploring
connections to religious thinking. According to John Caputo, the in-
creasingly obvious religious pronouncements from Jacques Derrida
are derived from deconstruction’s overarching passion for transgres-
sion, which is religious or prophetic. Deconstruction aims at the
unimaginable and unforeseeable. “Deconstruction is a passion and a
prayer for the impossible. By religion, I mean a pact with the impossi-
ble, a covenant with the unrepresentable,” and then Caputo goes on to
discuss Kierkegaard, not unlike our argument above.70

Caputo is right in pointing out the increasing importance of reli-
gion in Derrida’s oeuvre. However, his interpretation is problematic in
overemphasizing the specifically Jewish nature of Derrida’s thought:
its eschatology and messianism. More important is the relationship
between religion and the limit to symbolization that Derrida shares
with much poststructuralist philosophy. Thus, we better return to
Bataille (and Derrida’s reading of him).71 In contrast to almost all prior
philosophical systems (epitomized by Hegel), poststructuralism does
not try to subsume everything into one system, but to respect true
negativity. A major task is therefore to prevent any dialectical Aufhe-
bung. “To be indifferent to the comedy of the Aufhebung, as was
Hegel, is to blind oneself to the experience of the sacred, to the heed-
less sacrifice of presence and meaning.”72

The argument is similar to the role of the Real in Lacan as that which
cannot be represented and which forces its way upon us nevertheless
(punctuating speech, upsetting the identification by subjects), and to
Derrida’s recent writings on politics and ethics. The argument of the
latter can be exemplified by the distinction between law and justice.73

Law is the concrete historical product, whereas justice is the indeter-
minate reference to wider ethical considerations. Thus, the distinction
between law and justice corresponds to the distinction between a law
given by man and a law given by God(s). Even when justice is no longer
explicitly stated as divine, it is universal and in contrast to the always
particular law. Any given, concrete law always rests on violence, while
the necessary distance to the law is created by the concept of justice.
Justice is a call, a reminder of our obligation to a responsibility without
limits, a responsibility that can never be institutionalized. The call of
justice has to be interpreted by the subject. Or in Žižek’s formulation:



In Defense of Religion ? 173

The moral Law does not tell me what my duty is, it merely tells me that
I should accomplish my duty—which means that the subject himself
has to assume the responsibility of “translating” the abstract injunction
of the moral Law into a series of concrete obligations.74

As we explained above, traditional ethics within a moral system is part
of Bataille’s homogeneous sphere, in contrast to the call for the sover-
eign decision of the subject to act on an ethics beyond this system,
which takes us into the heterogeneous (closely linked to religion). Our
argument still follows the logic of the leap in Kierkegaard’s scheme. To
move from the aesthetic to the ethical stage is to succumb to the law;
to move on to the religious, one has to face the abyss, the lack, the un-
founded leap. Poststructuralism is open to religion in this sense due to
its general recognition of a constitutive abyss, acceptance of the lack,
and taking tragedy as the basis for an ethics.

Toward an IR Theory That Acknowledges 
Its Own Religion
Derrida:

And there are signs. It is like a new International, but without a party, or
organization, or membership. It is searching and suffering, it believes
that something is wrong, it does not accept the “new world order.”75

With Derrida’s concept of justice, one is constantly exposed to a double
bind. On the one hand, there is an inescapable call to act; on the other
hand, any attempt to answer this will be different from the absoluteness
of the call itself. It is never “justice” that acts, only some human acting
with reference to it.76 Ultimately, each concrete manifestation of “jus-
tice” becomes “law” and has to be criticized as such. Conversely, it is not
possible to let go of the law and just act in “a spirit of justice”; rather, one
has to “go through the aporia and perform the contradiction.”77 The ten-
sion between the universal and the particular is what keeps ethics alive.
Morgenthau half a century ago formulated it like this:

Whenever we act with reference to our fellow men, we must sin, and we
must still sin when we refuse to act; for the refusal to be involved in the
evil of action carries with it the breach of the obligation to do one’s
duty.78

This is even more relevant in relation to so-called fundamentalism.
The Western perception is that “we” are secularized and they are
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“fundamentalists.” But “we” too are religious in the sense that we are
not the products of abstract universality but substantially given from
our basis. When we act in humanitarian interventions, we hold cer-
tain things sacred (life, human rights). Our fundament too is consti-
tuted in a religious way. Probably, it is easier to meet other religions if
we do not see them as fundamentalist religionists and ourselves as
secular rationalists. De-securitization is easier if we see the paral-
lelism in our differences. This demands that we open up to the reli-
gious in our reflections on ourselves, not only on the Other.

Recently, William E. Connolly has argued in Why I Am Not a Sec-
ularist that modern secularism acting in the name of pluralism actually
restricts pluralism by its exclusion of religious forms of subjectivity, in-
tersubjectivity, and thinking. Against the dogmatism of secularism,
Connolly wants to promote an openness to more diverse traditions,
each of which “contributes something to an appreciation of the indis-
pensability and constitutive fragility of ethics in political life.”79 A sim-
ilar argument was made in the context of IR two decades before:

It has become fashionable for secular political writers and political sci-
entists to speak of religious writers as mere preachers. These judge-
ments throw a shadow as much on those who make them as upon
religionists. Having broken the shackles of religious orthodoxy, modern
secular thinkers run the risk of blinding themselves to what religious
thought has to offer. It is as incumbent on an open intellectual society
to draw upon the truths contributed by the giants in the major religious
traditions as it is to recognize the wisdom of the best secular thinking.
Freedom of thought is imperiled both by religious and secular dogma-
tism; those who seek a viable political ethic must follow truth wherever
it leads them.80

Conclusion: Who’s Afraid of Religion?
Religion deals with the constitution of being through acts of faith. It
contains narratives about that which, according to Bataille’s thinking,
could be called the primary negation. And it gives prescriptions for ap-
proaching God. Religion is a fundamental discourse answering ques-
tions like, why being, why law, why existence? It is difficult not to pose
such questions. Answers to such questions have the character of tran-
scendental justification, and as such anchor being (and societies).

If religion is an inescapable discourse, the question is not whether
religion is important and present in modern societies—it is—but
rather which form it takes. Perhaps the church is no longer the most
important institution in articulating faith. To detect the work of reli-
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gious discourse outside what is commonly seen as the religious sector,
that is, churches and the like, one needs to understand what charac-
terizes religion as a discourse. This we established through the theo-
ries of Kierkegaard and Bataille, and in the second section we showed
how ideologies are the product of a securitization on the basis of
quasi-religious semantics. Such securitization of religion means im-
poverishing it. When mobilized as politics, religion represses the tran-
scendence of the divine. Fear and trembling is replaced by absolute
certainty. In relation to more straightforward security policy in de-
fense of religion, we also find clear patterns: Faith (religion) is a partic-
ularly strong referent object and therefore easily securitized, because
it is already existential. It is not a sphere of a little more, a little less.
Whenever there are challenges, these are easily seen as threats. Fur-
thermore, religiously based securitizations have a special proclivity for
violence due especially to the logic of cosmic war.

Our discussion, especially in the first section, was structured by se-
curitization, where the referent object is religious (and in the second
section quasi-religious); but equally important are religious threats to
nonreligious referent objects. Especially securitization on behalf of
secularization against fundamentalism justifies many violations of
democracy and civil liberties around the world. From a secularist plat-
form, religion as such can be depicted as a threat to political culture.
On this issue, IR theory is not the neutral observer it pretends to be;
it is implicated by its own secularist self-perception. Despite the reli-
gious inspiration in classical IR realism, the rejection of religion has
become even stronger in IR than in most other disciplines. One reason
for this has been explored by Michael Williams.81 The state, the state
system, the narrow concept of security, and philosophical materialism
and positivism are a package deal established in early modern Europe
on the basis of a security argument: to end the wars of religion. There-
fore, politics—and especially security policy—with reference to iden-
tity and worst of all to religion is the ultimate threat to order, security,
and civility.

It is thus a major challenge for IR theory to open itself to religion
as religion and to acknowledge its own religion. To avoid the most vio-
lent and ideologized conflicts is a task that demands first of all de-se-
curitization, which in the present case means to respect religion as
religion.

However, at this point, we might ourselves have become too
schematic and formulaic, more taxonomy than transcendence. There
is no simple “solution,” no way to save religion and avoid conflict by
just keeping categories apart and defining decently. Securitization and
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de-securitization are political processes, not stable formulas. The
drawing of distinctions is a constant political battle. Ayatollah Khome-
ini was probably right: “Life is faith and struggle.”82
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Points of Departure

Even before the September 11 attacks, the relevance of reli-
gion to global governance was a subject of controversy and
confusion: After the Cold War, it was the energies of Islam

that mounted the greatest threat to the sort of world order that the
West was championing, which rested on a domestic governance model
of constitutionalism and a strong private sector economy. The role of
governmental institutions was to become mainly a facilitative one, espe-
cially with respect to the smooth operations of the world economy. This
vision of a future based on liberal values of moderate states and robust
markets was widely promoted as the best path to progress and prosper-
ity, especially as underpinned by a growing willingness of governments
to acknowledge the authority of human rights. Such a vision was no
longer challenged by Marxist/Leninist ideology or by a bloc of states
under the dominion of a nuclear superpower. Indeed, the collapse of the
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Soviet Union, the embrace of the liberal model by the successor states,
and the incredible rate of capitalist growth achieved by Communist
China in the 1990s seemed to confirm the historical weight of a post-
Marxist materialist approach to global politics.

In retrospect, it is evident that such an outlook was a mixture of
wishful thinking and blinkered perception. There were clear indica-
tions even before the end of the Cold War that this Western model
was not universally acceptable, especially in the countries of the
South. The Iranian Revolution in 1978–79 against the Shah’s White
Revolution was one sign of trouble. The emergence on the world
stage of Ayatollah Khomeini suggested the potency of another way of
envisioning governance and human destiny that rested on traditional
values and the primacy of religious leaders and institutions in shaping
the life of society. Beyond this, Khomeini enunciated what amounted
to a declaration of war against the United States and its worldview,
calling America “the Great Satan.” What was most significant about
this challenge was that it mobilized Iranian society to rise en masse
and overthrow a leader who had previously been regarded as strong
and secure. It is worth recalling that the government of the Shah of
Iran enjoyed the ardent patronage of the United States, as well as hav-
ing managed to have positive diplomatic relations with neighboring
states including the Soviet Union. Khomeini’s message seemed also to
resonate powerfully beyond Iran, with “the Islamic street,” the peo-
ples of the Islamic world, even as it frightened their secular leaders.
When youthful Islamic radicals seized the American embassy in
Tehran in late 1979, embarrassing and frustrating the U.S. government
as the TV cameras churned day after day for well over a year, the im-
pression that political Islam conceived of America as its main enemy
intensified.

The Iranian Revolution had these two goals: to Islamicize the struc-
ture of domestic governance and to define the historical situation by
reference to a postcolonial struggle of Third World countries against
American-led globalization. Both of these faces found varying parallel
expressions in other circumstances. Even authoritarian China, with its
long antimetaphysical tradition, seemed most challenged from within
by the religious movement known as the Fulan Gong and by the Mus-
lim separatist Uigur movement in Xinjiang province seeking to estab-
lish an independent East Turkistan and alleged to have close relations
with Usama bin Laden and Al Qaeda. Elsewhere also, as in Turkey, Pak-
istan, Russia, the Philippines, Indonesia, and Malaysia, extremist op-
position and separatist movements inspired by Islam pose the main
challenge to public order.
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In the West—especially in the United States—the political leverage
of the religious right was more strongly felt than ever before in the
central citadels of governance, although this influence has been largely
concealed, and the main global perceptions have involved anxieties
about American empire building and global reach. The fear of Ameri-
can cultural and economic primacy was paramount in Asia, where eco-
nomic globalization was being uncritically pursued by most of the
governments, at least until the roadblocks of the Asian financial crisis
of 1997, and the most visible resistance was to be found there, in
mainly a cultural form. Moves to stress “Asian values,” which thinly
masked concerns about U.S. dominance, were seen as upholding civi-
lizational identities while reaping the benefit of the world economy.
Shortly thereafter, first at Seattle and later at various meetings associ-
ated with the management of globalization, climaxing at the Genoa
meeting of the G–8 in the summer of 2001, an antiglobalization move-
ment took shape at the grassroots that went further, and challenged
the American-led market-driven view of global policy as unfair in its
impacts, especially on the poor in the South, and antidemocratic in its
management.

Against such a background it is not surprising that the Huntington
thesis of “a clash of civilizations” caused a stir when it first appeared in
1992, provoking a strong countertendency in ensuing years beneath
the banner of “a dialogue of civilizations.”1 The clash thesis seemed
dangerous and simplistic, drawing ethnic and religious battle lines that
anticipated a new epoch of cultural wars based on intercivilizational
enmity, culminating in the slogan “the West against the rest.” Such an
outlook was at odds with the globalization thesis as well as with the
liberal idea that the American model of state and global governance
was the only relevant model for the achievement of a human rights cul-
ture, and could and should be exported to non-Western countries. By
emphasizing civilizational identities, the clash thesis also rejected the
economic determinism of the globalization model, which seemed to
make markets the new driving force of history, thereby perversely
adopting the basic Marxist hypothesis of materialism at the very mo-
ment when Marxism had lost its historical relevance as an ideological
weapon wielded against capitalism. To counterpose culture to eco-
nomics created an opening for religion that had seemed closed by ref-
erence to either economistic or highly rationalistic worldviews that
were essential features of modernity as shaped by the West. And fi-
nally, by asserting “civilizations” as the unit of primary relevance to the
future, Huntington encouraged the view that the long period of dom-
inance exercised by territorial sovereign states was in the process of
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being superseded, which put into question traditional state-centric
forms of global governance.2 But by linking civilizational identities
with the intensification of conflict, the clash thesis cast a shadow
over the resurgence of non-Western cultural and religious identities,
seeming to suggest that a more peaceful world would result from an
embrace of the technological gifts of modernity and the organiza-
tional benefits of a networked world, the alleged wave of a humanis-
tic future.3

It is against this complex background that the events of September
11 and their aftermath must be taken into account. The character of
the attack, its inspiration deriving from Usama bin Laden’s extremist
views of Islamic faith and his genocidal hostility directed against
Americans, Jews, and “Crusaders” gave this experience of apocalyptic
terrorism religious overtones.4 These were reinforced due to the iden-
tity of the hijackers as militant foot soldiers of Islam fully prepared to
engage in suicidal missions of mega-terrorism. In fashioning a re-
sponse, the U.S. government has been generally careful to designate
the enemy as “terrorism,” and not Islam, and to emphasize that Arab
Americans, and adherents of Islam, should not be singled out for dis-
crimination. At the same time, the wider sympathies evoked by bin
Laden’s outlook, especially its castigation of the United States for its
policies toward Palestinians, its maintenance of sanctions against Iraq
a decade after the Gulf War ceasefire, and its general military en-
croachment on the most sacred Islamic sites, suggest that the risk of
provoking a civilization war and the relevance of religion to this po-
tential encounter cannot be ignored.

Indeed, an unfortunate aspect of the current world setting is the
polarization of views about the relevance of religion to humane
forms of global governance. There are those who view religion as
disposed toward extremism, even terrorism, as soon as it abandons
its proper modernist role as a matter of private faith and is allowed
to intrude upon public space, and especially upon governance. Their
most ardent antisecular opponents insist on the opposite view,
which contends that without basing governance on the dictates of
religious doctrine and values, the inevitable result is decadence, de-
cline, and impotence. This essay seeks to advance a different view of
the relevance of religion. It argues that all great religions have two
broad tendencies (and many shades of variation in each) within their
traditions: the first is to be universalistic and tolerant toward those
who hold other convictions and identities; the second is to be ex-
clusivist and insistent that there exists only one true path to salva-
tion, which if not taken results in failure and futility, if not evil.
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From such a standpoint, the first orientation of religion is construc-
tive, useful, and essential if the world is to find its way toward hu-
mane global governance in the decades ahead, while the second is
regressive and carries with it a genuine danger of a new cycle of reli-
gious warfare carried out on a civilizational scale. The best hope for
the future is to give prominence and support to this universalizing
influence of religion and, at the same time, to marginalize and dis-
credit religious extremism based on a variety of alleged dualisms be-
tween good and evil.

It should also be noted that secular views that hold the line against
the hostile perception of religion also can adopt fundamentalist
canons of belief and view religious affiliation as intrinsically evil. Such
secular intolerance is as unwelcome with respect to informing patterns
of global governance as is its religious counterpart.5 This regressive
secularist trope has resulted in the suppression of religious freedom in
a number of countries, including Turkey and China, where the estab-
lished order perceives any collective expression of religious identity as
dangerous and subversive. Both religious and secular traditions can
contribute to the emergence of humane forms of global governance if
they jointly adhere to an ethos of tolerance, abandon rival metaphysi-
cal claims of certitude, and seek from distinct vantage points to ad-
dress the deep causes of human despair and discontent. It is these
claims that provide the foundation for intolerance and repression of
“the other,” as well as a variety of extremisms enacted in the lifeworld
of political engagement.

While establishing the present context of religious relevance is nec-
essary, it is also essential to take into account antecedent conditions
and longer-term trends. At this point it is difficult to assess the degree
to which the revived preoccupation with “security,” along with its ac-
companying recourse to global war by the United States to address
“terrorism,” will bend these trends in enduring ways. It is currently im-
possible to discern the scope and disorienting effects of the war on
global terror, partly because its goals have not been clearly defined and
partly because the degree and success of terrorist countermoves have
not been established. The remainder of this essay proceeds on the as-
sumption that global normalcy will reemerge within the next year or
so, and with it a renewed preoccupation with global governance in an
era of globalization, almost as if September 11 had not occurred. Possi-
bly, the traumatizing impact of this unanticipated war experience will
even make leaders and social forces more attentive to the reconcilia-
tion of markets and human well-being, the greatest challenge of world-
wide significance before September 11.
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Narrating the Interplay of Religion and Politics: 
The Emergence of Modernity

The religious dimension of human experience has been generally ex-
cluded from the serious study and practice of governance for several
centuries, especially in the West. This exclusion is primarily a conse-
quence of the European Enlightenment and its endorsement of au-
tonomous reason as the only reliable guide for human affairs, as well as
its general tendency to ground politics upon a secular ethos, a princi-
pal feature of which is the separation of church and state. Of course, as
with many questionable moves in history, this development had posi-
tive aspects and was rooted in a particular set of historical circum-
stances in Europe at the time of the formation of the modern states
system, a process whose origin is difficult to locate with precision but
is often, although somewhat arbitrarily, dated to coincide with the
Peace of Westphalia in 1648.6

Without entering into this complex story in any detail, religion was
regarded as inimical to the rise of science and material progress in
human affairs and as the cause of a series of terrible religious wars that
marked the split of Christendom. So, it is first necessary to understand
that the exclusion of religion from political life was seen as a vital step
in the ongoing struggle to establish humane governance, that is, gov-
ernance based on reason, religious and ethnic tolerance, and the indi-
vidual and collective dignity of the human species, as well as
encouraging scientific inquiry and technological innovation. In many
respects Hugo Grotius, a typical Renaissance figure of Protestant Eu-
rope, embodied the passing of medieval Europe to the new Europe of
independent, sovereign, territorial states. Grotius was, in one sense,
seeking to restore the religious possibility for human life by removing
it from the violent rivalries of the political realm. In his vivid, often-
quoted words,

Throughout the Christian world I observed a lack of restraint in rela-
tion to war, such as even barbarous races should be ashamed of; I ob-
served that men rush to arms for slight causes, or no cause at all, and
that when arms have once been taken up there is no longer any respect
for law, divine or human; it is as if, in accordance with a general decree,
frenzy had openly been let loose for the committing of all crimes.7

In adopting this critical stance, Grotius combined two of the defining
characteristics of modernity: a claim of moral superiority associated
with the specific identity of “the Christian world” that should inform
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political life wherever possible and an implicit deprecation of non-
Christian societies as the vast domain of “barbarous races.”8 The first
impulse led to the idea that the relations among states are to some ex-
tent governed by law, while the second gave a sort of underpinning to
the Eurocentric conceptions of world order and hierarchical relations
between Western and non-Western peoples that came to flourish in
the colonial age. Such liberal rationalizations for the politics and
structures of domination were later produced by the most admired
Enlightenment figures: Hegel, Kant, and John Stuart Mill among oth-
ers. Neither led to humane governance for the peoples of the world:
International law was too weak to contain the passions of nationalism
or dreams of empire, and the validation of colonial rule amounted to
little more than a rationalization for the exploitation and domination
of non-Western peoples and generated in many instances deep pat-
terns of resentment and frustration that surfaced in the form of in-
tense intrasocietal violence in postcolonial settings.

There have been recent attempts to draw normative orientations
from existing political realities and pave the way toward more humane
governance on a global level. Hedley Bull, for instance, depicted an in-
ternational society of states that sustained a balance between sover-
eign rule within territorial limits and a kind of prudent moderation,
safeguarded by the benevolence of leading military powers.9 Myres
McDougal, the founder of the New Haven School of Jurisprudence
and International Law, depicted, with a group of collaborators, the
spread of Enlightenment values through the commitment to democ-
ratic types of public order systems as an evolving foundation for a hu-
mane intercivilizational pattern of governance that had the capacity to
produce, by stages, peaceful and equitable governance structures of
benefit to the entire world.10

Both of these normative approaches were premised on the persis-
tence of the states system as the basis of world order and on the role of
power in managing relations among states, and were in these respects
rooted in the antiutopian traditions of political realism.11 Additionally,
building on the heritage of Woodrow Wilson and the experiments in
world organization represented by the League of Nations and the
United Nations, there emerged a more utopian strain of secular
thought that fundamentally believed that the only secure and legiti-
mate form of world order depended upon the establishment of juridi-
cal universalism in the form of world government, a body of thought
that came to be associated with world federalism and is probably still
best represented by the work of Grenville Clark and Louis B. Sohn in
the form of World Peace through World Law.12
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Even the World Order Models Project (WOMP), with its explicit
undertaking to consider the diverse world order perspectives repre-
sentative of the leading regions and ideologies of the 1980s and 1990s,
failed to include in any serious or systematic manner the relevance of
religion, although it did acknowledge that world order values, widely
shared on an intercivilizational basis, provided the normative framing
of any successful project to establish, or even to envisage, humane
global governance.13

Although the perspectives arising from the work of Bull and Mc-
Dougal remain useful within the existing framework of world order,
their regulative capabilities and potentialities seem far too modest to
address the deficiencies of international political life that arise from
the persistence of war and militarism, from the pervasiveness of
poverty and economic deprivation, from the circumstances of political
oppression and religious extremism, from the disregard of environ-
mental decay and danger, and from the neglect of the spiritual sides of
human nature and aspiration, and from predatory market forces asso-
ciated with transnational finance and corporate operations. The advo-
cacy of world government as a normative project seems strangely
discordant with the current weakening of support for even the feeble
efforts to sustain existing world political organizations.14 Such decline
is epitomized by the recent travails of the United Nations, and al-
though there is an increasingly frequent framing of political life
through the metaphor of the “global village,” this is seen primarily as
an expression of the potency of economic globalization, or it embod-
ies intense preoccupations with transnational terrorism, criminality,
and drug trafficking.15 In effect, the best of secular thinking falls short
of providing either a plausible path to travel in pursuit of humane
global governance or a sufficiently inspiring vision of its elements that
would mobilize a popular grassroots movement for drastic global re-
form.16 The paucity of alternatives to capital-driven globalization and
American global hegemony exhibits the absence of plausible agency
for constructive social change; the nihilistic efforts of Islamic extrem-
ists merely reinforce the point both by their dismal image of an alter-
native public order (as prefigured by the Taliban regime in
Afghanistan) and by consolidating, rather than weakening, the Ameri-
can drive toward global dominance.

This failure of political imagination is partially due to the exclusion
of religious and spiritual dimensions of human experience from the
shaping of the vision and practices associated with the quest for global
humane governance. This chapter presents an overview: first, a section
on dominant world order trends and tendencies with respect to global
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governance; then some consideration of the extent to which these re-
cent world order trends, which are shaping the historical situation at
the start of the third millennium, are also creating new, unexpected
openings for religious and spiritual energies, a development that also,
as with the secularist era of exclusion, has deeply disturbing, as well as
encouraging, aspects. This religious resurgence is discussed as part of
the double-edged relevance of religion for the kind of global gover-
nance most likely to emerge. The final section argues for the inclusion
of emancipatory religious and spiritual perspectives in world order
thinking and practice, along with an enumeration of their potential
contributions.17

Current World Order Trends, or 
Pathways to Inhumane Governance

Without entering into a detailed inquiry, it seems evident that there are
several dominant world order trends that are converging in such a way
as to generate a more integrated form of governance at the global level,
but through the emergence of “inhumane” social patterns. Such an in-
dictment is not meant to be a total condemnation.18 There are aspects
of these globalizing developments that represent normative improve-
ments on prior conditions (for instance, a reduction in the prospect for
large-scale nuclear war, a diminishing likelihood of traditional warfare
among states in general, and the alleviation of poverty and economic
deprivation for hundreds of millions of people, particularly those living
in several of the most populous, and previously some of the most se-
verely and hopelessly impoverished, countries of the Pacific Rim), but
the overall impact has been to fracture the peoples of the world, to ne-
glect the plight of those who are most deprived and vulnerable, to place
nonsustainable burdens on the environment that seem likely to dimin-
ish the life quality of future generations, to deepen over time the dis-
parities between rich and poor, and to engender an ethos of
consumerism that forecloses the most fulfilling forms of individual and
social self-realization.19 Despite the mixed picture that emerges, it
seems appropriate to label the current arrangements of global gover-
nance as cumulatively contributing to a variant of “global inhumane
governance.” This assessment is reinforced by the severity and durabil-
ity of the terrorist backlash, which in turn has produced a renewed
phase of global militarism that is taking shape as a continuing war with-
out geographical limits and lacking in a discernible endpoint, being
waged by an American-led coalition of states against the nonstate,
transnational, and nonterritorial Al Qaeda network with operations in
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as many as sixty countries. Such a war of territorial versus nonterritor-
ial political actors is creating an unprecedented crisis of sovereign
rights, where states become targets of potential military intervention
because perceived as havens of terrorists.

To some extent, the preceding paragraphs explain why economic
globalization, while clearly improving the material and social condi-
tions of life for many millions, is still properly viewed as responsible
for a dangerous momentum that is leading in the direction of “inhu-
mane global governance.” Four clusters of adverse normative effects
identify this drift toward inhumane global governance: (1) polarization
and global apartheid: It is undeniable that globalization has fostered
widening income, wealth, and skill gaps, whether these are measured
by class, region, gender, or race;20 (2) neglect of human suffering and
world poverty: While economic growth in recent decades has moved
mainly ahead, the commitment of resources to eliminate poverty and
related deprivations has declined; (3) undermining global public goods:
There has been evident an unwillingness to devote adequate resources
to the protection of the global commons or to provide regulatory ca-
pabilities to avoid the excesses of both the world economy and do-
mestic oppression; (4) menacing technological horizons: the failure to
address the deep problems posed by human cloning, super-intelligent
machines, robots mobilized for violence, and generally to regulate pri-
vate sector initiatives that pose dangers to the human condition.

These negative developments confront us with the likelihood that
the third millennium will witness the fashioning of durable forms of
inhumane governance that include severe risks of ecological and social
catastrophe. This disturbing prospect is the latest, purest, and most
ambitious phase of the fundamental application of the Enlightenment
Project to human affairs, accentuated by the strength of market forces.
The continuous stream of technological innovations adapt to secular-
ized political space in order to achieve the greatest profits for the own-
ers of capital goods. To be sure, there are important contradictory
tendencies and progressive varieties of resistance, described by the
rubric of globalization from below, but the political leverage of such
forces is likely to remain limited to local battlegrounds and has the nui-
sance value of global gadfly unless such dispositions are reinforced by
religious commitments and by support from important sectors of the
organized religious communities around the world. It is this possibil-
ity of a religiously grounded transnational movement for a just world
order that alone gives hope that humane global governance can be-
come a reality. This hope is, of course, currently clouded by the per-
ceived dangers to minimum order and stability associated with
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religious extremism in all its forms. In the West this situation encour-
ages efforts to put religion back in the box constructed by secularism
over the centuries, thereby confusing religious extremism with reli-
gion generally, and failing to recognize that religion generates both in-
tolerance and an ethos of human solidarity.

Why Religion? Openings and Regressions
Among the surprises of the last several decades has been a multifac-
eted worldwide resurgence of religion as a potent force in human af-
fairs. From the perspective of humane governance, this religious
resurgence has a double-coded message: portending the hopeful possi-
bility and necessity of transcending the constraints of economistic sec-
ularism, which has become the signature of a disturbing interface
between late modernity and a nihilistic postmodernity, but also simul-
taneously disclosing a range of regressions in the form of extreme vari-
ants of inhumane governance that arguably, in certain instances, make
the repudiation of secularism a terrifying descent into political ex-
tremism, repression, and violence. On the negative side, I have in
mind the regressive politics that religion has brought to such countries
as Iran, Afghanistan, Algeria, and, to some extent, India and Sudan in
recent years, but also the tragic and gruesome behavior of religious
cults such as Heaven’s Gate and Aum Shinrikyō, which have been
seemingly incubated in the midst of secularized contemporary moder-
nity21—and most of all, of course, the startlingly potent Al Qaeda net-
work apparently formed and led by Usama bin Laden, operating, as
noted, in many different countries, which possesses the will and
demonstrated capacity to shake the foundation of the existing struc-
tures of world order. Historically, then, it would appear that the outer
limits of secularism are giving rise to transformative possibilities that
lead in opposite directions, both toward humane governance and to-
ward regressive potentialities that mix in various ways the most severe
deficiencies of premodernity with the most frightening sequels to
modernity. The dialectical implications of these developments must
not be discounted, giving rise to a space-governed imperial control sys-
tem that is entrusted with facilitating the extension of globalization
from above in its most predatory attributes, while crushing the chal-
lenges of the mega-terrorists.

It is, of course, difficult to give an account of this religious resur-
gence that adequately situates it in the present, but this resurgence
seems closely related to an exhaustion of the creative capacity of the
secular project, especially as it is embodied in the political domain. It
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is within this domain, of course, that modernity has been so closely as-
sociated with the preeminence of the territorial sovereign state.22 The
principle of sovereignty has been virtually unchallenged in this century
with respect to the organization of governance and is powerfully, if
imperfectly, reinforced by nationalism, by far the strongest ideology of
modern times.23 Even the innovations associated with the establish-
ment of the League of Nations and the United Nations were deeply
rooted in a statist system of world order, as epitomized by their mem-
bership rules and participatory procedures. These institutional exper-
iments represented mainly extensions of statism that perpetuated the
allocation of governance capabilities to territorial sovereigns, although
idealistic segments of the public have always believed that more was
possible, or that the League, and later the UN, could be morphed in
the direction of humane global governance. In actuality, the manage-
ment of the whole was entrusted to geopolitical arrangements that
continued to rely on the special governance role of leading states, what
political scientists have called “hegemonic actors.” In other words, a
statist world order, although claiming to respect sovereign equality,
was always based on a series of hierarchies, especially strong against
weak, center versus periphery, Western or Eurocentric versus non-
Western, and, most recently, North versus South.24 It also presupposed
the availability of war as a geopolitical instrument of dominant sover-
eign states, despite a certain lip service given to legal and moral re-
straints on the use of force in this century.

But although this statist world order validated many patterns of
abuse, either by way of immunizing domestic political order from
scrutiny or through the interventionary and exploitative behavior of
dominant states, it also gave rise to important normative ideas: lim-
itations on the legitimate use of force, human rights, humanitarian
intervention, asylum, criminal accountability of leaders. These nor-
mative ideas have been often subordinated to geopolitical manipu-
lations of various sorts, but they provided some encouragement for
liberal perspectives, which were imbued with the idea of progress in
human affairs, and anticipated a gradual evolution of this statist
world in the direction of peace and harmony. This approach to hu-
mane global governance is associated with the “democratic peace”
hypothesis, which asserts that the spread of constitutional democ-
racy brings an assurance of peaceful relations among democratic
states. And by extension, if buttressed by an effective international
law of human rights that include economic and social rights (and not
just civil and political), this world would fulfill the requirements of
humane governance for the planet without requiring either disar-
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mament or the centralization of political authority in international
institutions.25

The main problem, however, with the democratic peace theory is
that it neglects the social impact of economic globalization as en-
acted in an ideological climate shaped by neoliberalism and rein-
forced by geopolitical militarism. To connect this analysis with my
wider argument, then, the secular imagination has long been depen-
dent on the problem-solving capacities of the state, but these have
been increasingly transferred to the main arenas of economistic au-
thority (that is, the World Economic Forum, G–7, WTO, etc.). In the
present setting, the restructuring of governance comes by way of the
market, and, to some extent, is reinforced by the self-organizing,
globalist ethos of the digitalized sensibility that shapes the Internet
world picture. It is generally opposed to the social functions of gov-
ernment, to public goods, and to any deliberate effort to achieve hu-
mane governance. In opposition to this trend lies the diverse
transnational array of networks, coalitions, associations, and initia-
tives that has been earlier labeled here as “globalization from below.”26

It is my contention that this effort to construct a democratic global
civil society is informed by religious and spiritual inspiration, and if it
is to move from the margins of political reality and challenge en-
trenched constellations of power in a more effective way, it will have
to acquire some of the characteristics and concerns of a religious
movement, including building positive connections with the emanci-
patory aspects of the great world religions.27 Without religion,
prospects for global humane governance appear to lack a credible so-
cial or political foundation and, more important, miss the spiritual
character that can mobilize and motivate people much more potently
than can “the market,” “secular reason,” or even “nationalism.”

What is meant by ‘religion’ here requires considerable clarification
in the course of constructing a global civil society and recasting the
meaning of citizenship and democratic practice.28 It is evident that re-
ligion cannot be reduced to any single religious tradition, although it
can draw strength from their collaborative support, and also that some
aspects of certain religious traditions are antithetical, especially those
concerning claims of “the chosen people,” or revealing “exclusive” in-
struments of a divine or sacred design or of the enactment of some
apocalyptic scenario for the ascendance to higher or purer forms of ex-
istence, especially when these are thought to be achieved by way of
holy war or jihad involving struggle to crush the infidels and nonbe-
lievers. Such aspects of the overall religious heritage may authentically
engage the lives and sensibilities of persons of genuine faith, but they
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offer nothing constructive in relation to the struggle to create patterns
of humane global governance for all the peoples on earth. As the global
terror of Al Qaeda exemplifies, exclusivist initiatives are particularly
damaging to the potential contributions of religion, and may
strengthen a regressive statism under the banners of increased na-
tional security and counterterrorism.

Religious Pillars of Humane Global Governance
Having identified the forms of religious expression inimical to the
quest for humane governance, it remains to consider the potentially
positive contributions of religion.29 In setting forth these contribu-
tions, it is necessary that we allow considerable cultural space for a
wide spectrum of interpretations of specific religiously based under-
takings. It is also important to acknowledge that secular thought is
also capable of reaching parallel points of ethical and political refer-
ence but lacks the deep historical foundations and universal roots of
religion in the collective memories and traditions of peoples of varied
backgrounds. The relevance of religion cannot be separated from its
persistence in human consciousness and its historical role in the social
construction of human nature. Religion is understood here as encom-
passing not only the teachings, beliefs, and practices of organized reli-
gions but also all spiritual outlooks that interpret the meaning of life
by reference to faith and to the commitment to that which cannot be
explained by empirical science or sensory observation and is usually as-
sociated with an acceptance of the reality of the divine, the sacred, the
holy, the transcendent, the mysterious, the ultimate. Religion is also
the source of limits, suggesting outer boundaries of acceptable behav-
ior for the human species, a guidance that has great current relevance
with respect to imposing limits on scientific inquiry and technological
innovation, as in the instance of human cloning. Religion, then, must
be understood as providing a rationale for the unconditional, for the
refusal to accept limits to the extent that the divine is being served. In
these respects, religion encompasses belief in God and gods, but does
not depend on such theistic convictions, or for that matter, theologi-
cal dogma of any kind.

The introduction to the complex matter of positive religious rele-
vance offered here is intended only to be suggestive and is designed
mainly to stimulate discussion, reflection, and dialogue in the context
of building a global democratic movement for humane governance. The
negative relevance of religion is not considered, although, as earlier sec-
tions suggest, these detrimental aspects bear upon any comprehensive
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evaluation of religion and its impact on human well-being, past, pre-
sent, and future. In a heuristic spirit, a series of domains associated with
religion and its practice can be identified and described, without suffi-
cient elaboration at this point, nor will reference be made to a wide
spectrum of intercivilizational and intracivilizational variations.

Appreciation of Suffering
The religious path can be strongly associated with a Gandhian ac-
knowledgment of the “least man” (or woman), of the lowliest class,
caste, race, and with a central commitment to lift up those who suffer
acutely, a dedication to those most acutely victimized—it was
Gandhi’s insistence that politics be practiced so as, above all, to lift up
persons at the bottom of the social, economic, and political hierarchy
in society. Jesus and the Buddha were also particularly oriented toward
enhancing the life and stature of those who were poor and outcasts.
Along these lines, religion can embody a social revolution against
worldly injustice, against the societal myths that convey the impres-
sion that hierarchy is intrinsic to the human condition and itself part
of the divine plan.

In contrast, the Marxist rejection of religion was based on its role as
an “opiate,” falsely reconciling the poor and the exploited workers of
the early Industrial Revolution to the cruelties of the human condi-
tion. In many occasions, the religious establishment of the day defends
the status quo, and is itself part of the oppressive social and political
order. Religious institutions find the more radical visions of social re-
formers who interpret the religious path as necessitating justice on
earth for the poor as extremely disruptive and threatening, and tend to
marginalize their impact, or even to align religion against such claims
of justice.

These inherent tensions are important at the present time. To what
extent can religion be a force in the struggle against global poverty, so-
cial injustice, and the inequities of globalization? And, if a positive
force, can religion avoid mobilizing movements that challenge injus-
tice, but from the perspective of rigid premodern traditionalism (as
with the Taliban in Afghanistan or the hardline Islamicists in the un-
folding of the Iranian Revolution)? Much of the recent intellectual tur-
moil in Iran, for instance, has been between those who seek to
interpret the Islamic tradition as consistent with modernity, democ-
racy, and cosmopolitanism (for example, Abdolkarim Sorush) and
those who view the Islamic orientation of the state as entailing ultra-
literal religious practice and constraint.
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Civilizational Resonance
Whereas secular transformative thought tends to appeal mainly to in-
tellectuals not strongly bonded with existing structures of governance,
religious revolutionary language and utopian aspirations enjoy a sense
of legitimacy in popular culture and possess great mobilizing poten-
tials. What the religious resurgence has demonstrated, against all pre-
dictions flowing from Western Enlightenment circles, including its
revolutionary Marxist expressions, is the persistence of religious out-
looks in the body politic of even the most “modern” states—and be-
yond this, the susceptibility of the postcolonial world to a variety of
religiously framed alternatives to the adoption of Western secular
modernism. Part of this susceptibility needs to be understood as the
expression of disillusionment with a series of deforming encounters
with modernity: corruption, the selling out of the national economy to
global capitalists, geopolitical servitude toward the West, the betrayal
of the just causes of their own civilizational brethren.

Iran under Pahlevi rule was the perfect example. The Shah’s White
Revolution promised the people of Iran the benefits of secular moder-
nity, following roughly the path taken more successfully by Atatürk in
Turkey two generations earlier. This path involved major investments
in science and education, the marginalization of Islam, an adoption of
Western lifestyles and popular culture, the subordination of regional
identifications to the foreign policy priorities of the United States
(e.g., supplying oil to such regional pariahs as Israel and apartheid
South Africa), major deployments of American military forces in the
country, and public displays of corruption and decadence by the royal
family and its entourage. The Iranian Revolution, under the inspira-
tion of Khomeini, organized mass discontent around the symbols and
convictions of Islam, revealing to a stunned world the mobilizing
power of religion in the postcolonial world of the late 1970s and 1980s.

An Ethos of Solidarity
Closely related is the uniting feature of religious consciousness, the
oneness of the human family that can give rise to an ethos of human
solidarity, the unity of all creation, and, with it, the sense of both the
wholeness of human experience and the dignity of the individual. Such
solidarity is a sign of religious inclusiveness and celebration of religious
diversity, contrasting with the narrow paths of intolerance traveled by
exclusivist religiosity. Such an inclusive view also bonds the human
spirit with the stranger and the guest, dissolving the sharp boundaries
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of political community engendered by nationalism and patriotic fer-
vor. This inclusivity is particularly important in strengthening global-
ization from below and countering the Westphalian tradition that
overwhelmingly associates solidarity with territorial sovereign states.
The religious vision provides a potential political grounding for hu-
mane global governance that cannot arise otherwise.

Inclusivity that is bounded by culture and religion could induce pos-
itive trends toward regional political arrangements, thereby weaken-
ing the statist character of world order. Of course, regionalism as in
Europe rests primarily on functional considerations of competitive-
ness and war prevention, but its viability as an approach is undoubt-
edly based also on the premodern collective heritage of Christendom.
In Asia, Latin America, and Africa, religious identities both facilitate
and obstruct efforts to forge regionalism. Part of what has made the
postcolonial period so anguishing for Africa is the relative weakness of
transnational, and even national, religious identities, and the compar-
ative strength of ethnic and tribal ties. Such weakness has been accen-
tuated in Africa by the difficulties of postcolonial state building.

As with other aspects of the religious resurgence, a counterpro-
ductive religious ethic may seem to be of greater relevance today. Re-
ligious exclusivism has captured the political imagination, especially
in the aftermath of the Iranian Revolution, and even more so, in the
wake of September 11. To the extent that the central issue of human
destiny is posed as resistance to the West (and specifically, to the
United States) and to globalization rather than the wider challenge of
global transformation and humane global governance, the militancy
of exclusivist religious orientations is eschewing some fundamental
struggles. As a consequence, Western powers have mobilized their
own nontransformative response against “terrorism,” and there is a
tendency for their apologists to frame the struggle as one of emanci-
patory modernity against repressive religious fundamentalism. Such
an interpretation, while responsive to aspects of the religious resur-
gence, overlooks its wider role in preparing political consciousness
for humane globalization by encouraging an awareness of human sol-
idarity. Thinking dialectically, the greater the salience of exclusivist
religious outlooks, the more historically significant will be the oppor-
tunities for religious inclusivism.

Normative Horizons
A compassionate response to suffering and the affirmation of human
solidarity imply a belief in the normative horizons that affirm human
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potentialities. Religion thus endorses the transcendence of present
conditions, including the market ethos, which neglects many forms of
acute human suffering. The market ethos tends to elevate the claims of
the part or the fragment over those of the whole, of winners over
losers, and is fraught with the sort of consumerist and materialist pre-
occupations nurtured by mass advertising and franchise capitalism.
Religiously oriented normative horizons embody and converge in
many respects with the secularly defined priorities of a human rights
culture, especially with regard to the economic and social needs of the
most materially disadvantaged individuals and peoples. Such norma-
tive horizons also incline toward the replacement of power as the reg-
ulative basis of order with law and ethics.

It appears to be the case, especially given the seeming irrelevance of
socialist modes of political analysis and influence, as well as the
strength of market forces, that only religion has the possibility of fill-
ing the normative vacuum that exists in settings where extreme ver-
sions of capitalism seem unchallenged. There are other reactions to
this reality, including a rightist backlash that blames adverse change on
immigration and loss of identity, and a religious exclusivist backlash
that promises to restore purity by institutionalizing ultra-orthodoxy.
Only inclusivist religion, with its sense of the sacredness of all human
beings, can provide the political foundation for a global humane gov-
ernance. Only inclusivist religion can give primacy to the fundamental
needs of humanity: food, shelter, health, sustainable environment,
peace, meaningful life.

Although some humanists have advanced the idea that “a law of
peoples” or “a human rights culture” provides the ethical basis of hu-
mane global governance, there has been no convincing way of identi-
fying these agencies of change and reform. References to human rights
as “a secular religion” also miss the point. It is the “nonsecular” char-
acter of religion that accounts for its continuing mobilizing appeal,
that speaks to the human quest for an account of human existence
whereby some sort of reconciliation with mortality is achieved.

Faith and Power
A belief in the transformative capacities of an idea that is sustained by
spiritual energy lends itself to nonviolent forms of struggle and sacri-
fice, thereby challenging most secular views of human history as
shaped primarily by governing elites, warfare, and a command over in-
novative military technology. Especially in the disillusioning after-
math of Marxist experiments in governance and in the face of
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subsequent outbursts of religious fanaticism, the secular imagination
is suspicious of and hostile toward any advocacy of utopian solutions,
whereas the religious consciousness is not so constrained. The reli-
gious framing of reality is rooted in the present, but is also hopeful
about deliverance from suffering and privation. Indeed, the central
founding narratives of the world’s great religions are preoccupied
with liberation from oppressive social and political arrangements,
promising that by adhering to faith, emancipation will be attained. It
is also true that the institutionalization of religions often suppresses
their emancipatory potential.

What has been happening around the world in the last several
decades suggests that a new set of oppressive circumstances for hu-
manity cannot be addressed by secular authority. In this global setting,
the opportunity for and responsibility of religion becomes evident: to
provide hope for emancipation, and in effect give a spiritual grounding
to efforts to move toward global democracy and humane globalization.
Religious hope of this nature can be influential on all levels of social in-
teraction, from the very local to the global.

Human Limits
Religion, in its inclusivist modes, is capable of contributing profound
humility in relation to human thought and action. This modesty is par-
ticularly sensitive to human fallibility, and appreciates the limited ca-
pacity of the inquiring mind to grasp the fullness of reality or to claim
the truthfulness and correctness of any particular interpretation of
what needs to be done in the world. Religion can induce humans to re-
main open at all stages of dialogue with strangers and apparent adver-
saries, which can serve to correct mistakes and insensitivities, and to
experience a sense of awe in face of the divine, which can protect hu-
manity from idolatry and from a false sense of human autonomy.

The primacy of human autonomy was always questioned to some
degree by prophetic cultural voices drawing on ancient myths, such as
the Prometheus story. Goethe’s Faust and William Blake’s “dark sa-
tanic mills” were warnings about the dire consequences of this modern
pact with the devil to replace the spiritual for the worldly promise of
knowledge. These critiques became much more acute after the explo-
sions of the atomic bombs at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, raising the
question of whether limits had been exceeded in a manner that threat-
ened human survival, and of how to find a way to restore such con-
straints. Current debates about genetic engineering and the prospects
for superior robots and elaborate cyborgs give added currency to these
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concerns. The most valuable cultural resources for striking balances
between competing values of gaining knowledge, extending life, im-
proving economic performance, and respecting limits are situated
mainly within religious frameworks. Even the possibilities (on the
Western side) of casualty-free wars, first apparent in the 1990s, raises
profound issues of limits that secular civilization has little to say about,
especially as it has endorsed the idea that whatever power a warring
state can mobilize in support of its security can be introduced onto the
battlefield so long as it satisfies minimal notions of “military necessity”
(provided only that the force relied upon conforms to the rather mod-
est restraints of international humanitarian law). Again, the absence of
a vital political alternative means that such issues go unquestioned un-
less the religious perspective is brought into play.

Identity
Inclusivism strives for a religious identity that transcends the locus of
the sovereign state and the time frame of the present; it alternatively
rests on a future fulfillment. This can be articulated and explored by
replacing the idea of “citizen” with that of “citizen pilgrim”: the dis-
tinctly religious understanding of political identity by reference to a
spiritual journey that is unseen and unlikely to be completed within
the span of this lifetime. Identity is, in other words, a human process,
the value of which is an object of intense faith and dedication that ex-
tends beyond prescribed and instinctive loyalties to nation and state.
It embraces temporal loyalties to a future that bring justice and peace
to the entire human family. The citizen pilgrim can find a home either
within established religious traditions or by a more personalized spiri-
tuality, but the essence of such an exemplary identity is to move ener-
gies and hopes from structure to process, from present to future, from
state to world.

But the challenge of identity is far more complex than this image of
the citizen pilgrim suggests, embracing all forms of participation in
collective experience and responding to the appeals of social move-
ments and regional restructuring, especially for the sake of democra-
tizing the world economy and finding ways to extend the rule of law
beyond the reach of sovereignty. European experience is suggestive of
what is possible under certain conditions. The global efforts to estab-
lish a functioning International Criminal Court and to build support
for a global parliament are indications of the relevance of identities
that can no longer be reduced to state/society relations. Religion fits
into this dynamic by providing support for such efforts through its
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conceptualization of community and authority without being doctri-
nally tied to statist definitions.

Reconciliation
Inclusivist religion can help to diminish the obstacles to a needed and
desirable reconciliation of science, reason, and spirituality. Whether
this reconciling process occurs within the domain of formal religion,
outside it, or in both spheres, is of secondary significance. The need
for reconciliation in the setting of severe conflict is pressing today, and
must be associated with mechanisms of accountability that can ground
gestures of forgiveness in prior political recognition, and within a
process of justice. These complex issues have surfaced in a range of ef-
forts to facilitate a transition from an abusive past to a more democra-
tic future at the level of the state. Truth and reconciliation
commissions in Latin America and South Africa have tried to find
ways to acknowledge past criminalities without relying on punitive
and vindictive responses, but such efforts involve delicate balancings
of competing concerns, especially when past abuse was conducted on
a large scale, for a long time, and had a severe character. Religious tra-
ditions and respected religious leaders have a special capacity to lend
legitimacy to such efforts by articulating both sets of objectives in a
convincing and resonant language.

The challenge is posed more explicitly in cases of conflicts where
the rival parties have a religious character, as in Palestine/Israel, Kash-
mir, and Northern Ireland. There, the role of religion is open; it can ei-
ther fuel the conflictual energies of either or both sides, making
reconciliation an impossibility, or pave the way toward mutual recog-
nition. It is not evident that religious leaders will often play a con-
structive role, being themselves often the voices of polarization, but
the opportunity exists to an unprecedented degree because the strug-
gles are being defined by reference to religious identity, and secular so-
lutions are not fully responsive to the goals of the warring parties.

Finally, religion can bring clarity and charity to debates about a
range of grievances regarding past abuses. There has been much atten-
tion given lately to claims associated with the lost wealth and uncom-
pensated labor of Holocaust victims in Europe and cases related to
Japanese militarism in Asia. Also, reparations claims have been raised
concerning the dispossession of indigenous peoples throughout the
Western Hemisphere and the Pacific and the pain and suffering
wrought by the institution of slavery. Although religion cannot provide
a definitive response to such efforts to reconcile the past and present,
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it can offer a setting in which such issues can be addressed in a manner
that moves toward a terrain of reconciliation rather than recrimina-
tion and mutual dismissal. These are difficult issues that may require
symbolic solutions by way of apologies, museums, or trust funds that
acknowledge the past without burdening and embittering the present.
Religious institutions and modes of thought can encourage such ap-
proaches more readily than can the adversarial character of Western
law, which tends toward either/or outcomes that validate one side
while rejecting the other.

These positive contributions of inclusive religious outlooks provide
an intercivilizational grounding for transnational efforts to improve
the normative and institutional governance of human affairs. Patterns
of governance are situated at all levels of social interaction, from local
efforts to challenge the construction of high dams and nuclear power
plants to planetary concerns about global warming and human cloning.
Religious dialogue can facilitate understanding and the development
of the sort of ethically sensitive consensus that engages popular par-
ticipation in ways that cannot be achieved by intergovernmental
diplomacy and treaty making.

Religion and Humane Global Governance: 
Concluding Observations

The perspective proposed is that a religious/spiritual orientation
needs to inform the energies of globalization from below if it is to have
any serious prospect of effectively launching a political project that of-
fers an alternative to that being foreshadowed and actualized by the
largely economistic and collaborative geopolitical forces associated
with globalization from above. It is not a matter of repudiating state or
market but of insisting that these organizing arenas of authority and
influence be spiritualized in accordance with the generalized attrib-
utes of religion. But it is also not expecting a miraculous rescue from
above (a deus ex machina), whether in the form of a sudden embrace
of world government or the emergence of regional institutions and the
United Nations as political actors no longer constrained by geopolitics
and the reigning neoliberal world picture.

Humane global governance will occur only as the outcome of
human struggle, and in this sense is similar to past efforts to overcome
slavery, colonialism, and apartheid. Each of these struggles was sub-
stantially inspired by direct and indirect religious thought as embod-
ied in the lives and works of devout adherents. Each undertaking
seemed “impossible” at its point of origin, given the array of opposed
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social forces, fixed beliefs, and institutional supports affirmed by the
conventional wisdom of the day to validate and uphold inhumane
practices. In the recent past we have witnessed successful struggles
against oppression carried out by the peoples of Eastern Europe and
the Soviet Union, of many countries in Asia, and of the victims of
apartheid in South Africa. They have enjoyed limited or overall success
against great historical odds, although following through with humane
patterns of reconstruction has not proved easy in any of these histori-
cal instances.

We do not now know enough to conclude pessimistically that hu-
mane global governance is an impossibility. We do know enough to un-
derstand that such an outcome, if it occurs, will not come about
spontaneously or without anguishing struggles, and that given the his-
torical ascendancy of market forces and the widespread acceptance of
the economistic world picture, an alternative orientation can hope to
emerge only if nurtured and guided by inclusive religious energies cre-
atively adapted to the specific problems and concerns that exist at all
levels of social reality. Religion is crucial if the agency problem is to be
solved in the course of seeking justice and sustainability for the peo-
ples of the planet.

The complexity and precariousness of a globalizing world is bring-
ing into being an unprecedented degree of global governance. The
forms of this governance cannot be understood by reference to the
United Nations but are related above all to the efforts by market forces
to coordinate and stabilize their operations on a regional and global
basis, and to some extent by their geopolitical allies, especially the
United States, which provide protection via global policing mecha-
nisms. The extension of this type of global governance is threatening
to human well-being and to the quality of social and political life at the
level of the state. The religious challenge is to infuse the struggles of
the peoples of the world for democracy, equity, and sustainability with
a vision of human existence that is human-centered yet conscious of
the relevance of a surrounding nature, of the sacred, and of mysteries
beyond the grasp of reason and machines. In a sense, religion remains
the best and primary custodian of premodern wisdom that has been al-
most entirely forgotten throughout the experience of modernity.

The difficulty of this undertaking is heightened by September 11
and its aftermath, which has diverted energies and resources from the
policy agenda associated with alternative patterns of globalization and
revived a paralyzing preoccupation with the dynamics of war. Such a
preoccupation freezes the structural character of global governance,
and leads to an underestimation of threats to stability and justice that
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fall outside the domain of the war effort. Such observations seem par-
ticularly true with respect to the war against global terror, which lacks
a clear definition of goals and whose limits cannot be geographically
specified. The territorial base of terrorist activities is fluid, if not
nonexistent. The locus of terrorism can be situated anywhere, even
within the country leading the antiterrorist campaign. A further diffi-
culty relating to the inquiry of this essay is the linkage, real and pro-
jected, between Al Qaeda terrorism and religious commitment. Bin
Laden’s rationale for political extremism is premised on his particular
interpretation of Islam, which Islamic scholars overwhelmingly reject
as wrong and perverse. Despite this, what saves bin Laden’s version
from dismissal as the ravings of a demented and death-fixated mind is
that his words evoke a wide and potent resonance in the Islamic world,
especially with respect to its animating message of anti-Americanism.

This ambiguous reality provides ammunition for those who would
generalize the response to September 11 by taking on the entire Is-
lamic world, especially its Arab sectors, and use this context as an oc-
casion to confront religion as the enemy of modernity and democracy.
From such a vantage point Turkey was until now mindlessly celebrated
for its secularism, generally understood as epitomized by its contain-
ment of political Islam, and no inquiry is made as to whether positive
or negative dispositions of religion, or both, are being opposed in
Turkey. Here, we need to stress that when secular energies suppress in-
clusive religious expression, they operate to diminish the emancipa-
tory forces at the disposal of societies.

In this setting the most sinister renderings of the implications of
September 11 attain a quality of plausibility. An erudite and influential
Middle East specialist has put forward the idea that bin Laden’s chal-
lenge has been mounted so formidably because he was encouraged by
the alleged reluctance of the United States during the 1990s to use its
military power fully to crush any opposition to its strategic goals.
Without a word of criticism of the US role in relation to either the Is-
rael/Palestine conflict or the maintenance of indiscriminate sanctions
against Iraq, Bernard Lewis encourages a maximal approach to an-
titerrorist war in the Middle East, specifically Iraq and Iran. He writes:
“It is difficult for Middle Easterners to resist the idea that this refusal
to implicate Saddam Hussein is due less to a concern for legality than
to a fear of confronting him.”30 According to Lewis, American “squea-
mishness” with respect to the use of force against its challengers
pushes Islam into the arms of the bin Laden worldview, and thus ends
up with a mighty clash of civilizations. This type of thinking effec-
tively argues that the two alternatives prefigured by September 11 are
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either an expansive war now against hostile forces in the Islamic world
or a massive religious war later.

This sort of counterapocalyptic reading of September 11 is danger-
ous and unnecessary. The Al Qaeda attack needs to be addressed by an
effective response that includes warmaking in Afghanistan and intense
law enforcement wherever else the network operates. It also should be
extended to peacemaking with the wider Islamic world, which will de-
pend on a fair solution to the Palestinian ordeal, the internationaliza-
tion of Jerusalem, the elimination of all weapons of mass destruction
from the military arsenals of all countries, and a credible effort to
make globalization operate in a manner that is more equitable and pro-
tective of the most vulnerable peoples in the world. Lifting the gaze
beyond the battlefield will also enable a recovery of the degree to
which Islam, and religion generally, is part of the solution, and not only
of the problem. With consideration of these more distant horizons,
the challenge of establishing humane global governance takes on the
importance it deserves, as well as contributes to our understanding
that defeating terrorism in the world is associated with justice as well
as with the weaponry of counterterrorism and war.

Unfortunately, the September 11 attacks appear to eclipse democra-
tizing tendencies of the 1990s and give ascendancy to a strengthened
marriage of economic and state power, taking the unprecedented form
of a nonterritorial counterterrorist crusade that asserts its interven-
tionist claims throughout the world and seeks to perpetuate this com-
manding role through monopoly control over the militarization of
space. Only the great world religions have the credibility and legiti-
macy to identify and reject the idolatry that seems to lie at the core of
this American project of planetary domination.

Notes

1. Samuel Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of
the World Order (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996); for a collec-
tion of essays on the “Dialogue of Civilizations,” see the Global Dia-
logue’s Special Issue, vol. 3, no. 1 (2001).

2. Others, of course, had also pointed out the emergence of a post-West-
phalian world. For an astute appraisal along these lines see Joseph A.
Camilleri and Jim Falk, The End of Sovereignty? The Politics of a
Shrinking and Fragmenting World (Aldershot: Edward Elgar, 1992);
see also Jean-Marie Geuihenro, The End of the Nation-State (Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993).

3. This thesis is stated in a popular form in Thomas Friedman, The Lexus
and the Olive Tree: Understanding Globalization (New York: Farrar,



206 ? Richard Falk

Straus, Giroux, 2000); for a more academic perspective, see Mehdi
Mozaffari, A Triangle of International Ethics, Law and Politics:
Global Standard of Civilization (Aarhus: Department of Political Sci-
ence, University of Aarhus, 2000).

4. There is reported a scholarly initiative under way to show that bin
Laden’s campaign violates fundamental Islamic principles regulating
the use of force against innocent civilians and the authority to issue
fatwas (religious decrees). See Alan Cooperman, “Scholars Plan to
Show How Attacks Violated Islamic Law,” Washington Post, 20 Janu-
ary 2002, A15.

5. Comprehensive anti-fundamentalism is well articulated in relation to
the United States and Islam by Tariq Ali, The Clash of Fundamen-
talisms: Crusades, Jidhads and Modernity (London: Verso, 2002).

6. This interplay of religion, politics, and world order as established
within the Westphalian frame is a theme of Scott M. Thomas’ chapter
in this volume.

7. Hugo Grotius, “Prolegomena,” in On the Law of War and Peace (New
York: Bobbs Merrill, 1925), 20.

8. For general assessments of the Grotian impact, especially as facilitator
of the transition to modernity by way of the passage from religious to
secular authority, see Hedley Bull, Benedict Kingsbury, and Adam
Roberts, eds., Hugo Grotius and International Relations (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1990); see also Yasuaki Onuma, ed., A Norma-
tive Approach to International Relations: Peace, War, and Justice in
Hugo Grotius (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993).

9. Hedley Bull, The Anarchic Society: A Study of Order in World Poli-
tics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1977).

10. See Myres McDougal and associates, Studies in World Public Order
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1960) and Myres McDougal
and Harold D. Lasswell, Jurisprudence for a Free Society, 2 vols. (New
Haven, CT: New Haven Publishers, 1992), esp. vol. 2.

11. The antiutopian outlook was, perhaps, best articulated by E. H. Carr
in response to the peace settlement of World War I, in The Twenty
Years’ Crisis, 1919–1939 (New York: Harper & Row, 1946).

12. Grenville Clark and Louis B. Sohn, World Peace through World Law,
3d ed. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1966).

13. For representative works from WOMP over the period of its exis-
tence, see Saul H. Mendlovitz, ed., On the Creation of a Just World
Order (New York: Free Press, 1975); R. B. J. Walker, One World/Many
Worlds: Struggles for a Just World Peace (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rien-
ner, 1988); Richard Falk, On Humane Governance: Toward a New
Global Politics (University Park, PA: Penn State University Press,
1995); and Ali Mazrui, A World Federation of Cultures (New York:
Free Press, 1976).

14. For one assessment of this UN weakness, especially relative to the
strength of international financial institutions and European regional-



A Worldwide Religious Resurgence in an Era of Globalization ? 207

ism, see Richard Falk, “Meeting the Challenge of Multilateralism,” in
Foreign Policy for America in the Twenty-first Century: Alternative
Perspectives, ed. Thomas H. Hendriksen (Stanford, CA: Hoover In-
stitution Press, 2001).

15. But see articulate argument in favor of world government in David
Ray Griffin, “Global Government: Objections Considered,” in To-
ward Genuine Global Governance: Critical Reactions to Our Global
Neighborhood, eds. Errol E. Harris and James A. Yunker (Westport,
CT: Praeger, 1999).

16. A more obscure secular theme focuses on the European regional expe-
rience as a prelude to a “world of regions.” Such an image, while more
promising than world government, remains a dim and remote prospect
at present.

17. The emphasis on “emancipatory religious and spiritual perspec-
tives” is premised on a distinction between “inclusive” and “exclu-
sive” interpretations of the meaning of human existence. Inclusive
interpretations are nondogmatic, allowing moral and political space
for alternative interpretations and worldviews. Exclusive interpreta-
tions are insistent that there is only one true path and that the em-
brace of alternatives is inherently false, immoral, and worthy of
destruction. This endeavor is similar in intention to the chapter in
this volume by Fred Dallmayr, who anchors his concern less in ex-
tremist interpretation than in the possibilities that religion be-
comes commodified by the cultural hegemony exerted through the
capitalist marketplace.

18. In this respect, I share the view in Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri,
Empire (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000) that globalizing
tendencies have greater emancipatory potential than did a West-
phalian world, and that the way forward for progressive thinking is not
to suffocate within the straws of a revived statism.

19. For negative assessments of globalization, see John Gray, False Dawn:
The Delusions of Global Capitalism (New York: New Press, 1998);
Richard Falk, Predatory Globalization: A Critique (Cambridge: Polity,
1999); and George Soros, On Globalization (New York: Public Affairs,
2002).

20. For documentation, see United Nations Development Program,
Human Development Reports (New York: Oxford University Press,
1990–1999).

21. Robert Jay Lifton, Destroying the World to Save It: Aum Shinrikyō,
Apocalyptic Violence, and the New Global Terrorism (New York:
Metropolitan Books, 1999); Mark Juergensmeyer, Terror in the Mind
of God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence (Berkeley and Los An-
geles: University of California Press, 2000).

22. See Stephen Toulmin, Cosmopolis: The Hidden Agenda of Modernity
(New York: Free Press, 1990); R. B. J. Walker, Inside/Outside: Interna-
tional Relations as Political Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University



208 ? Richard Falk

Press, 1993); and Hendrick Spruyt, The Sovereign State and Its Com-
petitors (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994).

23. “Imperfectly” to the extent that national identities do not necessarily
correspond with state boundaries.

24. See Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modern World-System, 3 vols. (New
York: Academic Press, 1974–1989); Samir Amin, Eurocentrism (New
York: Monthly Review, 1989); and Samir Amin, Rereading the Postwar
Period: An Intellectual Itinerary (New York: Monthly Review, 1994).

25. See, for example, Bruce Russett, Controlling the Sword: the Democ-
ratic Governance of National Security (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1990), esp. 119–145; and Bruce Russett, Grasping the
Democratic Peace for a Post–Cold War World (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1993); for a critical view, see Joanne S.
Gowa, Ballots and Bullets: The Elusive Democratic Peace (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999).

26. For further clarification, see Paul Wapner, Environmental Activism
and World Civic Politics (Albany: SUNY Press, 1996); Ronnie D. Lip-
schutz, Global Civil Society and Global Environmental Governance
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1996); and Richard Falk, Explorations at the
Edge of Time: The Prospects for World Order (Philadelphia, PA:
Temple University Press, 1992).

27. The work of Hans Küng has moved in this direction in recent years.
See Hans Küng, Global Responsibility: In Search of a New World
Ethic (New York: Crossroads, 1991), esp. chap. 6.

28. For a closely comparable revisioning of religious consciousness, see the
important book by Charlene Spretnak, The Resurgence of the Real:
Body, Nature, and Place in a Hypermodern World (Reading, PA: Ad-
dison-Wesley, 1997).

29. In many respects the approach adopted in this section is complemen-
tary to and parallel with what Scott M. Thomas is proposing under the
rubric of “virtue-ethics” as embodied in the great world religions,
which is also seeking to turn the energies of the religious resurgence in
the direction of what I have been calling humane global governance. It
is also similar in intention to the chapter by Fred Dallmayr, who de-
picts vividly the ways in which religion in practice can shape behavior
and outlook in humanly positive directions.

30. Bernard Lewis, “The Revolt of Islam,” The New Yorker, 19 November
2001, 63.



Chapter 7

A Global Spiritual

Resurgence?

On Christian and Islamic Spiritualities

Fred Dallmayr

At the time of his visit to the 1893 Parliament of the
World’s Religions in Chicago, the great Indian swami
Vivekananda is reported to have told a journalist inquir-

ing about his impressions: “I bring you spirit, you give me cash.” His
response reflected the sentiment of a deep cultural divide between
East and West, a sentiment according to which Western culture is
synonymous with a crass materialism, while Eastern culture is deeply
imbued with spirit or spirituality. One can doubt that the cultural di-
vide between East and West was historically ever as neat and rigid as
Vivekananda suggested; it certainly no longer corresponds to experi-
ences in our time. Under the aegis of globalization, Eastern or Asian
societies—without entirely abandoning their traditions—have been
anxious to develop their material resources and thereby to catch up
with Western lifestyles; on the other hand, Western societies in re-
cent times have been invaded and literally inundated by new forms of
spiritualism promising to satisfy peoples’ deeper needs for meaning
beyond the material cash-nexus. Perhaps one can say that, on a global
level, we witness today both a striving for material “development” and
a resurgence and growing fusion of spiritual aspirations—a fusion
that, in the North American context, has been described as the emer-
gence of a “spiritual marketplace.”
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In an essay on contemporary religiosity in North America, the the-
ologian Matthew Ashley reaches some discomforting conclusions. “If
one peruses the sections on ‘spirituality’ or ‘inspiration’ in a Barnes and
Noble or Borders bookstore,” he writes, “one comes away with the im-
pression that spirituality is something that relatively secure middle- or
upper-middle-class North Americans do in their spare time.” As part
of the pervasive culture of consumerism, spirituality appears here as
another marketable item designed to relieve a lingering sense of bore-
dom—an item readily supplied by a culture industry that has discov-
ered that “spirituality sells.”1 Although not without a point, the
theologian’s assessment appears overly harsh and dismissive. While
capturing some trendy features, it fails to grasp a more recessed moti-
vation and significance: the deep (albeit inchoate) sense of longing or
yearning for meaning pervading large numbers of people in our world
today. A hundred years after Vivekananda’s statement, in 1993, another
meeting of the Parliament of the World’s Religions took place in
Chicago, attended by nearly seven thousand delegates from nearly all
the religions around the world. In a declaration adopted at the end of
the meeting, the delegates pledged themselves to work for a worldwide
“transformation in individual and collective consciousness,” for “the
reawakening of our spiritual powers through reflection, meditation,
prayer, or positive thinking”; in sum, for “a conversion of the heart.”
The sense of this pledge was more clearly spelled out by Robert Muller
(a former deputy secretary-general of the United Nations) in his
keynote address, which pleaded for “a world cathedral of spirituality
and religiosity.” As Muller stated at the time, in part paraphrasing an
earlier leader of the United Nations, Dag Hammarskjöld:

Religions and spiritual traditions: the world needs you very much! You,
more than anyone else, have experience, wisdom, insights, and feeling
for the miracle of life, of the earth, and of the universe. After having
been sidelined in many fields of human endeavor, you must again be the
lighthouse, the guides, the prophets and messengers of the one and final
mysteries of the universe and eternity. You must set up the procedures
to agree, and you must give humanity the divine or cosmic rules for be-
havior on this planet.2

The statements cast a different light on the upsurge of spirituality in
our time, by underscoring its possible contribution to the fostering of
global or cosmopolitan peace. To be sure, recognition of this contribu-
tion does not entirely obviate Ashley’s misgivings. Even while appreci-
ating the unleashing of new spiritual energies in our time, one may still
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wish to guard against their commodification and especially against a
possible slippage into “pop” psychology and private self-indulgence. In
an effort to avoid or reduce this danger, the following presentation
seeks to retrieve a sense of “spirituality” as it has been handed down
and preserved in older traditions of religious and mystical experience.
From the vantage of these traditions, spirituality is not (or not princi-
pally) a form of psychic subjectivism, but rather involves a mode of
transcendence and self-transgression—more precisely, an effort to
rupture self-centeredness by opening the self toward “otherness”
(which is variously described as God, the world-soul, or the ground of
being and nonbeing). For the sake of brevity, my discussion will focus
on the two traditions of Christianity and Islam, with only a few side-
glances devoted to other religious legacies. Within the confines of the
two selected traditions, a distinction will be introduced between two
major and often competing types of spirituality—a distinction that in-
evitably shortchanges the rich diversity of spiritual life over the cen-
turies. The two types will be described here as “gnostic” spirituality on
the one hand, and “erotic-mystical,” or agape, spirituality on the other.
Following some initial comments on the meaning of “spirituality” and
its major forms, the presentation will explore prominent examples of
the two kinds of spirituality taken from the traditions of Christianity
and Islam. Returning to the contemporary “spiritual marketplace,” the
concluding section asks which mode of spirituality may be most com-
mendable in our present, globalizing context.

Traditional Meaning of Spirituality
Before proceeding to concrete examples of spirituality, it seems advis-
able to reflect briefly on its meaning. As the word indicates, spiritual-
ity derives from “spirit” and hence designates (or is meant to designate)
some manifestation of the work of spirit. Most of the great world reli-
gions have terms akin to “spirit” or that capture some aspect of it.
Thus, we find in the Hebrew Bible the term ruach, in the Arabic of the
Qur’an ruh, in the Greek version of the New Testament the word
pneuma (and/or logos), translated in the Latin Vulgate as spiritus—and
the list could probably be expanded to include the Sanskrit brahman
and the East Asian tao. Unfortunately, this concordance or parallelism
of terms does not yet offer clues for unraveling their meaning. All the
mentioned words are inherently ambivalent and open to diverse read-
ings. Thus, to take the nearest example, the English “spirit” is closely
related to “spirited,” “spiritistic,” and even to “spirit” in the sense of an
alcoholic beverage; in turn, the French equivalent esprit conjures up
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other connotations (of wittiness, intellectual cleverness, or virtuos-
ity)—not to mention here the profusion of meanings associated with
the German Geist.3 How to make headway in this multivocity? Here it
is good to remember the core feature of religion or religious experi-
ence: the transgression from self to other, from immanence to tran-
scendence. When viewed from this properly religious angle, spirit and
spirituality must somehow participate in this transgressive or trans-
formative movement. Differently put: They must be seen as bridges
or—better still—as vehicles or vessels suited for navigating the trans-
gressive journey.

Descending from the level of metaphor, it should be clear that spirit
and spirituality cannot simply be equated with or reduced to a human
“faculty,” as the latter term has been understood in traditional anthro-
pology and psychology. Traditional teachings about “human nature”
commonly distinguish between at least three main faculties or attrib-
utes: the faculties of reason (or mind), will (or willpower), and emotion
or sensation (a tripartition reflected, for example, in the Platonic divi-
sion of the human psyche into nous, thymos, and appetite). While rea-
son enables us to “know,” will—in this scheme—enables us to “act,”
and emotion or sensation to “feel.”4 Located squarely in human nature,
none of these faculties can be directly identified with spirit or spiritu-
ality—although none of them should be construed as its simple nega-
tion or antithesis. Thus, without being antirational or irrational,
religious spirit cannot be equated with human rationality because it is
the work or breath of the spirit that allows reason to reason and to
know anything in the first place. Likewise, spirit cannot be collapsed
into will, for the simple reason that divine grace and transformation
cannot merely be willed or unwilled (although it may require a certain
human willingness or readiness). Finally, spirit cannot or should not be
leveled into sentimentality or emotionalism—despite the fact that it
cannot operate without engaging human sentiment or feeling in some
way. It is in order to guard against such equations that the religious tra-
ditions previously invoked typically insist on terminological distinc-
tions. Thus, the Hebrew ruach is set over against binah (rational mind)
and nephesh (organic life); the Arabic ruh over against ‘aql (reason or
intellect) and nafs (desire); the Greek pneuma over against nous and
thymos; the Latin spiritus over against ratio and voluntas. None of
these distinctions, it is important to note, should be taken in the sense
that spirit is elevated into a kind of super- or hyperfaculty: Far from
being another, though higher, property or attribute, spirit basically su-
pervenes and unsettles all properties by virtue of its transformative-
transgressive potency.
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What this means is that spirit not only resists terminological uni-
vocity; it also unsettles ontological and anthropological categories or
compartments. As a transgressive agency, spirit addresses and trans-
fuses not only this or that faculty, but the entire human being, body
and mind, from the ground up. In traditional language, the core of the
entire human being tends to be located in the “heart” or the “soul”
(corresponding to the Chinese hsin, meaning “heart-and-mind”)—pro-
vided these terms are not in turn substantialized or erected into stable
properties. To this extent, one might say that spirit and spirituality are,
first of all, affairs of the heart (or heart-and-mind).5 This means that,
without being an attribute or faculty, spirit also cannot be defined as a
purely external or heteronomous impulse; rather, to perform its work,
it necessarily has to find a resonance or responsiveness “inside” human
beings—which is the reason why spirituality, quite legitimately, is com-
monly associated with a certain kind of human inwardness. Looking at
the development of religious traditions, one can probably say that re-
ligious history shows a steady deepening and also a growing complex-
ity of inwardness.

Thus, during the early phases of Christianity, spirituality was closely
linked with doctrinal theology, which, in turn, was mainly the province
of a clerical or ecclesiastic elite. Church historians speak in this con-
text of a “spiritual” or “mystical” theology linking this term with such
names as Pseudo-Dionysius and Jerome, and later, Bernard of Clair-
vaux and St. Bonaventure.6 In many ways, the Reformation brought an
intensification and also a growing popular dissemination of spiritual-
ity. Martin Luther, for example, differentiated between an “external”
and an “inner” man (or human being) and clearly associated spirit—
chiefly the Holy Spirit—with human inwardness.7 At the same time,
the Reformation released spirituality from its earlier clerical confine-
ment (in accordance with the motto of “the priesthood of all believ-
ers”). Still more recently, partly as a result of Romanticism and
progressivism, spirituality has been further democratized. Leaving
aside fashionable forms of contemporary spiritualism (criticized at the
beginning of this chapter), Charles Taylor is surely correct when he
states that religion cannot simply be an external form or constraint,
but has to find some kind of personal “resonance” among people
today.8 Viewed from this angle, the heart (or heart-and-mind) might be
described as the great resonance chamber constantly open or attuned
to new religious or mystical experiences (in a mode of fine tuning or
“high fidelity”).

To be sure, to perform its task, this resonance chamber cannot be
self-contained or resonate only within itself, but must remain attentive
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to an address or supervening appeal. Here we need to return to the
central point of spirituality: its role as a great vessel (or mahayana) nav-
igating the straits between immanence and transcendence, between
the human and the divine.9 Obviously, there are different ways of nav-
igating these straits; in fact, the history of religions reveals a great va-
riety of spiritualities. For present purposes, two kinds are singled out
for special attention: What I previously called the gnostic and erotic-
mystical varieties. To grasp their difference, one needs to recall again
the “in-between” character of spirituality, its placement between the
two shores of worldly finitude and infinity. Basically, one can interpret
the image of the two shores in two different and even opposite ways.
One can construe their relation as starkly hierarchical or vertical; in
this construal, the divine shore (so to speak) differs from the worldly
shore in the same manner as higher relates to lower, or as light stands
over against darkness, spirit against matter. On the other hand, one
can construe the two shores as more analogous and laterally differen-
tiated; in this case, the finite and infinity are linked in the mode not of
negation or strict subordination, but of sublimation and transforma-
tive analogy. As one should note, both varieties affirm a kind of dis-
tinction or difference; but in the first case, the distinction is radical
and ontological (or cosmological), while in the second case it is medi-
ated and dialectical. Notwithstanding the shared assumption of a cer-
tain duality, both versions also endorse a certain kind of
“monism”—though it is important to recognize its different meanings.
In the one case, it is precisely the insistence on hierarchy that ulti-
mately leads to the victory of one shore over the other, the absolute
triumph of the divine over the finite world; in the other case, the du-
ality is bridged and mediated through the unifying bond of love.

The idea of spiritual hierarchy—combined with the insistence on
oneness through ultimate divine victory—is chiefly linked with the
traditional teachings of gnosticism (or at least prominent strands in
gnosticism).10 Most of the great world religions evince traces of gnos-
tic beliefs; however, as a full-fledged doctrine, gnosticism seems to be
a specialty of the Middle East or of West and South Asia. As is well
known, a major example of gnostic spirituality was Manichaeism,
which can be traced to the Babylonian sage/prophet Mani; but its ori-
gins seem to be much older and to go back to ancient Middle Eastern
and Persian forms of light worship. During the Hellenistic period,
older types of gnosticism became fused or infused with elements of
Neoplatonism as well as Jewish and Christian forms of logos-mysti-
cism. A basic assumption in traditional gnosticism is the notion of an
initial division or contradiction in the divine or the godhead, a division
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that became manifest with the creation of the outer world, a creation
ascribed to a Demiurge. Since the time of this creation, a basic duality
(or “dyotheism”) has operated: the distinction between the hidden, un-
known, and nonmanifest God and the overt, knowable, and manifest
world. Hellenistic gnostic texts described God variously as the Great
Absence, the Supreme Void, or the Abyss (bythos)—a void covered
over by the manifest world (the creation of the Demiurge) and into
which that world eventually needs to be “emptied.” Corresponding to
this cosmic duality is a division of modes of knowledge: While the
manifest or external world can be known exoterically by everybody,
knowledge of the godhead is necessarily esoteric and reserved in stages
only to the select few endowed with the divine spark or spirit—a fea-
ture that tends to lend to gnostic movements a secretive or hermetic
character.11

In essence, gnostic spirituality culminates in the recognition of
one’s own basic unity or identity with the godhead, hence in a form of
deification. It is chiefly on this point that erotic-mystical or, agape,
spirituality demurs. By not accepting the radical dualistic scenario,
erotic spirituality also refuses to endorse its telos or cosmic teleology.
In lieu of the eventual conquest or erasure of the world by the divine,
agape stresses the mediated and covenantal relation between the two
shores; accordingly, the gnostic path of deification or self-deification is
here replaced by the ascending path of loving redemption.

Christian Spiritualities
Throughout its history, Christianity has provided a fertile ground for
many kinds of spirituality.12 To be sure, relations with the official
church (or churches) have always been uneasy or tense, frequently giv-
ing rise to oppression or persecution. As a form of personal religious
resonance, spirituality by its nature tends to be suspect in the eyes of
scriptural literalists and clerical traditionalists. Suspicion and hostility
overshadowed the lives of most of the illustrious medieval and early
modern mystics. Thus, the great mystic and Dominican preacher
Meister Eckhart (1260–1328) was accused of heresy by Rome and sub-
jected to Inquisition proceedings, first in Cologne and later in Avignon
(then the papal residence); after his death a large number of his views
were condemned as heretical. Likewise, the Spanish Carmelite mystic
John of the Cross (1542–1591) was harassed by the higher clergy and fi-
nally imprisoned in a cloister, just as at an earlier time Mechtilde of
Magdeburg (1207–1282) was hounded by the same clergy whom she
criticized for their worldly ambitions. Even such a relatively orthodox
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thinker as Ignatius of Loyola (1491–1556) was interrogated by the In-
quisition and accused of being a member of the Alumbrados (a sect of
free thinkers). Tensional relations continued after the Reformation
and gave rise to recriminations between orthodox Lutherans and
Calvinists, on the one side, and Pietists, free sects, and Schwärmer (en-
thusiasts), on the other. Still more recently, recriminations took on a
confessional or denominational slant. Thus, the Protestant theologian
Adolf von Harnack denounced mystical spirituality as a typical out-
growth of Catholic faith; intensifying the invective, the Swiss Emil
Brunner wrote even more pointedly: “Christian mysticism is a blend-
ing of faith and mystification, of Christianity and paganism—a blend-
ing which characterizes Catholicism as a whole.”13

Leaving aside surface skirmishes or polemics, it seems advisable to
return to the two main types of spirituality mentioned before. Of the
two types, gnostic spirituality has undoubtedly suffered most severely
at the hands of official Christianity (or Christendom). Although there
were many motives, this hostility was chiefly due to the official view re-
garding the centrality of Jesus as the Christ and redeemer—a centrality
that is likely to be sidelined by an accent on esoteric illumination. This
does not mean that Christianity is devoid of gnostic strands. As one will
recall, early Christianity emerged in the context of late Roman and Hel-
lenistic civilization, which, in many ways, was a vast spiritual market-
place bringing together a multitude of religious traditions and beliefs;
one of the prominent currents in this marketplace was gnosticism. As
historians have shown, the very birth of Christianity was attended, and
even assisted, by a host of sectarian movements (inside and outside of
Judaism) with gnostic or semignostic leanings. Students of the period
are familiar with the Merkaba mystics of Palestinian Judaism, with the
teachings of the Essenes (known through the Dead Sea Scrolls), and
with the Nag Hammadi documents discovered in upper Egypt (in
1940). These and other findings give evidence of a broad illumination-
ist ferment gripping the Middle East at the time. Surrounded by this
ferment, the early Christian church was the arena of intense struggles
dedicated to sorting out official from unofficial or heretical beliefs.

These struggles proved difficult because of the absence of clear
boundaries and the frequent intermingling of religious ideas. Sometimes
gnostic views were propounded by reputable church leaders, such as
Basilides in the East and Valentinus and Marcion in the West.14 Slowly
solidifying their doctrinal position, the early church fathers—led by Ire-
naeus and Tertullian—launched a concerted offensive against heretical
beliefs and successfully expunged or marginalized gnostic spirituality
(Marcion and Valentinus were excommunicated around A.D. 150).
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This, of course, was not the end of Christian gnosticism. During
the Middle Ages and early modernity, many new gnostic or semignos-
tic movements arose in Western and Eastern Christianity. Students of
history recall such names as Catharism and Bogomilism, and also such
sects as the Albigensians, Waldenses, and the aforementioned Alum-
brados. Links with gnostic teachings can also be detected in the spir-
ituality of the Knights Templar (Knights of the Temple of Solomon)
and of the Rosicrucians—movements that in later centuries were suc-
ceeded by Masonic lodges and, still more recently, by the networks of
theosophy and anthroposophy. It was chiefly in the fight against me-
dieval and early modern gnostic sects that the Inquisition gained its
reputation of persecutionary zeal and religious intolerance. During
the thirteenth century, larger-scale crusades were mounted by the
church against heretical sects, in the course of which large numbers of
Cathars, Albigensians, and others were massacred. Often the church
could rely on the complicity of temporal rulers, especially in France.
Thus, during the reign of Philip le Bel (1268–1314), Jacques de Molay,
Grand Master of the Templars, and thousands of other Templars were
arrested throughout France (Friday, 13 October 1307). A few years
later, the Grand Master and another leading Templar figure were pub-
licly burnt on a slow fire as heretics.15 In this respect, the Protestant
Reformation signaled an end to large-scale physical persecution, but
not an end to polemical invective. It was against the semignostic spir-
ituality of the Schwärmer that the Pietist and student of Luther,
Count Zinzendorf (1700–1760) uttered his scathing words of con-
demnation (which probably should not be extended to Christian spir-
ituality as such). Such mystical spirituality, he stated harshly, leads to
“arrogant conceit” [Einbildung von sich selbst] and “self-righteous-
ness” without Christ, and hence to a form of human “self-deification,”
which is “a dangerous and miserable doctrine opposed to the very
core of creation.”16

Although generally hostile to gnostic teachings, Christianity—de-
spite many reservations—has always been relatively hospitable to
erotic mysticism, or agape spirituality. Notwithstanding his strong de-
nunciation of the Schwärmer, Martin Luther himself repeatedly re-
sorted to erotic symbolism to portray the relation between Jesus and
Christian inwardness: namely, the image of bridegroom and bride.
This symbolism, of course, is much older than Luther and, throughout
the Middle Ages, served as a vehicle for expressing the relation be-
tween Jesus and the community of believers.17 In Christian agape spir-
ituality, the loving relation between bridegroom and bride is first
initiated by Jesus and only then reciprocated by human beings. As we
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read already in St. Paul’s letter to the Galatians (2:20): “I live by faith in
the son of God who loved me and has given Himself for me.” A similar
sentiment is expressed in the fourteenth-century text Imitatio
Christi, which states: “If you rely on yourself alone, nothing is accom-
plished; but if you rely on God, heaven’s grace redeems you.” Heaven’s
grace here is Jesus, the suffering redeemer whose love invites us to
share in his suffering (again in the words of the Imitatio: “For without
pain you do not live in love”).18 In every case, Christian agape spiritu-
ality involves a loving relationship between an “I” and a “You” or
“Thou,” between humans and the divine. And like every genuine love,
this relationship is basically ambivalent and cannot be captured either
in a rigidly dualistic or a synthetic or monistic formula. “I and You”
here implies a twoness or duality (or difference) that can be mediated
or bridged through love, but cannot be abolished, either through ap-
propriation of the “other” by the self or the dissolution of the self in
the “other.” As Gerhard Ebeling has correctly noted: “Even in the most
intimate union with Christ a difference remains. For although genuine
love unites, it does not cancel duality in an indiscriminate fusion de-
void of language and communication.”19

These comments can be illustrated by a brief glance at some promi-
nent Christian agape mystics. Thus, the “spiritual poetry” of John of
the Cross is in essence a series of love songs exploring the depth and
ecstasy of the human encounter with the divine. As he states in one of
these songs:

Oblivious of created things,
recollecting the Creator alone,
the depths of inwardness we plumb,
by loving lovingly the Beloved.

“Plumbing inwardness,” one should note, signifies here neither a re-
treat into solipsism nor a gnostic-intellectual union with the divine. As
John himself elaborates: “Our soul becomes unified with God not
through cognition or mental representations, nor through passive en-
joyment or anything sensual, but intellectually only through faith, rec-
ollectively through hope, and actively through love”—where love
means an ek-static movement toward the “You” of God and also later-
ally toward the “You” of fellow human beings (again in John’s words:
With love of God, “love for fellow beings likewise grows”).20 A similar
orientation is manifest in John’s compatriot Teresa of Avila
(1509–1582). In Teresa’s case, love of God means love for the crucified
Jesus—which translates concretely into loving care for the needy and
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the sufferings of humankind. As it happens, this linkage or translation
was not present from the beginning. In fact, during her early monastic
life, Teresa was strongly attracted to a kind of superspiritual (and
quasi-gnostic) union with the divine, disdainful of worldly concerns.
However, in 1554 a religious experience of the “mortally wounded
Jesus” changed her outlook. The impact of this experience is recorded
in her Autobiography, where she writes that under the influence of
certain spiritual teachers, she had initially believed

that everything bodily [or worldly] was only an obstacle to complete
contemplation, which is a purely spiritual exercise. . . . God willing, this
[contemplative] mode of prayer is indeed very tasty and pleasurable. . . .
Hence, nobody could have prompted me to return to a consideration of
the humanity of Jesus which appeared to me then as a mere distrac-
tion. . . . Had I remained in this stance, I would never have reached my
present position; for I now consider that [earlier] stance an error. . . .
Lord of my soul and my highest good: crucified Jesus! I never remember
without pain my earlier delusion which now appears to me as a great be-
trayal of you.21

Examples of this kind could be multiplied; for present purposes, how-
ever, a few additional illustrations must suffice. As indicated, for
Christians—whether Catholic or Protestant—agape spirituality is
centered on the encounter with Jesus, and, in light of Jesus’ suffering
and death, this love relation spills over into a loving engagement with
fellow humans and their sufferings. For the Dominican Johannes
Tauler (fourteenth century), love involved a radical transformation (or
periagoge), a move through self-denial and mortification to a rebirth
affected by Christ’s love. This rebirth in and through Christ, however,
could not lead to a complete fusion—which would negate human hu-
mility and longing. At the same time, abandonment of selfish attach-
ments freed the heart for the imitatio Christi and for the co-suffering
with Jesus and the world (the mystical compassio taught earlier by
Bernard of Clairvaux). As Josef Zapf concisely formulates Tauler’s
teaching: “Abandon self-centeredness and be guided by the life and suf-
fering of Christ. . . . Ponder God’s will and your own nothingness. . . .
Then God works in all your works and deeds.”22 In a similar vein,
Count Zinzendorf emphasized the need to anchor Christian spiritual-
ity in the life and suffering of Jesus. After an initial flirtation with mys-
tical enthusiasm, Zinzendorf returned to the more sober Lutheran
conception of Jesus as bridegroom and the redemptive quality of his
suffering. As he wrote at one point: “If there is a genuine mystic, it is
Jesus. For a mystic is someone who lives a hidden life. . . . which one
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might call a statum mortis, away from the praise and vituperation of
this world.” In order to share in this mystical life, it is necessary to die
and be reborn in Christ, a rebirth through which—as in a feast of
love—the soul joins Jesus as “your redeemer, your best, your first and
last friend.” By gaining Jesus as best friend, however, the soul also joins
in his suffering and the suffering of the world: “All one can do in this
life is to have daily contact with the crucified.”23

Before proceeding, a few additional comments seem in order. An
important point to note is that the distinction between gnostic and
agape spirituality is not watertight (and probably not as categorical as
the preceding discussion suggests). As mentioned before, Christian
spirituality through the centuries is not devoid of gnostic or semi-
gnostic strands; occasionally, the two kinds are mingled or interpene-
trating—although, on the whole, the agape theme tends to prevail. A
case in point are the writings and teachings of Meister Eckhart. What
might be considered gnostic or semignostic features in Eckhart’s work
have to do mainly with his notion of a hidden godhead beyond or be-
neath the personal God, a godhead variously described as Being or be-
yond Being, or else as Emptiness and Abyss; closely linked with this
notion is the accent on an intellectual plunge, a self-emptying submer-
gence of the intellect in the divine abyss.24 Although prominent, these
features probably should not be taken in isolation or as a denial of
practical agape. What one can hardly forget is that Eckhart was also a
Dominican cleric and as such deeply involved in preaching and pas-
toral care. Some of his finest insights are to be found in his Latin and
German sermons. Thus, his famous sermon “Beati pauperes spiritu”
calls into question precisely the gnostic ambition to “know” and fully
plumb God’s mystery through our rational intellect or “spirit”; at the
same time, it questions our ability to reach God through willpower and
mental exercises—counseling instead a “releasement,” allowing God
to work in and through us. It is in this sense that one should probably
also understand his celebrated sermon on the respective merits of con-
templation versus active life—or, biblically expressed, the respective
merits of Mary and Martha (Luke 10:38–42). Deviating from tradi-
tional treatments eulogizing Mary, Eckhart gave the palm of piety to
Martha; for, while Mary desired to be unified with Jesus through pas-
sive illumination, Martha was content to do God’s work in everyday
life. Through her unpretentious “business,” Eckhart stated, “Jesus is
united with her and she with Him, and she shines and glows with
Him . . . as a pure light in the fatherly heart.”25

The other Christian mystic frequently associated with gnostic spiri-
tuality is the Silesian Johannes Scheffler, who wrote under the name of
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“Angelus Silesius” (1624–1677). In his long and meditative essay titled
Sauf le Nom, Jacques Derrida devotes considerable attention to Schef-
fler’s work, emphasizing particularly its more intellectualist or quasi-
gnostic features. Thus, he gives pride of place to such (gnostic-sounding)
verses of Scheffler as these:

To become nothing is to become God.
Nothingness swallows everything before it:
And if it does not swallow you,
You can never be born in eternal light.

Or again these lines:

I am like God, and God like me.
I am as great as God; He as small as I;
He cannot be above me, I not under Him.

Derrida expressly accentuates this quasi-gnostic outlook—called here
an “apophatic” mysticism—while distancing it as far as possible from
Christian philia, or charity or love. As he states pointedly:

The question arises here: what does friendship of a friend mean if one
frees friendship—together with negative theology as such—from all the
dominant definitions of Greek or Christian origin, that is, from the fra-
ternal and “phallocentric” scheme of philia or charity?26

As in the case of Eckhart, one needs to guard here against a certain
one-sidedness that would sideline or neglect Scheffler’s deeply Christ-
ian (or Christ-centered) spirituality in favor of pure contemplation. As
it happens, Scheffler himself distinguished between two kinds of spir-
ituality, an intellectual and an erotic-mystical type, and he associated
these two kinds with two angelic choirs: the Cherubim, representing
knowledge or intellect, and the Seraphim, representing love. Although
one of his main collections of poems is called Cherubinic Wanderer
[Cherubinischer Wandersmann], he basically wanted to keep the two
spiritual paths tied together. As he wrote: “Blessed are you if you are
able to make room for both and if, in your earthly life, you sometimes
burn with heavenly love like Seraphim, and sometimes focus your
mental eye steadily on God like Cherubim.” As a wanderer or pilgrim,
Scheffler basically followed in the footsteps of St. Bonaventure’s itin-
erarium mentis in Deum; this path, for him, involved a purifying
movement, an itinerary from humanity to divinity (“durch die Men-
schheit zu der Gottheit”)—but in a manner that never forgets human
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finitude and the mediating role of Jesus. Thus, the bold sentence “I am
like God, and God like me” needs to be balanced against these other
lines:

The mediator is Jesus alone.
I know no other medium but my Jesus Christ;
It is His blood through which God flows into me.

And probably one should also not forget the following lines, so far re-
moved from gnostic illumination:

Highest knowledge it is
Not to know anything
But Jesus Christ
And Him as Crucified and Risen.27

Islamic Spiritualities
When turning from Christian to Islamic spirituality, one notices
many familiar themes, but also a kind of sea change. A prominent
similarity resides in the rich profusion of different spiritualities—va-
rieties that are only loosely bundled together under the umbrella
label of Sufism. Another similarity derives from the Abrahamic
legacy shared by the two religions, a congruence manifest in the in-
vocation of similar biblical stories and religious symbolisms. The sea
change, on the other hand, has to do with the relatively greater
prominence of gnostic or quasi-gnostic tendencies in the Islamic
context. Several reasons may account for this divergence. One may
be the relatively late arrival of Islam in the Middle East, at a time
when gnosticism had already taken firm roots and acquired a broad
religious following. Another important reason has to do with the
centrality of divine oneness (tawhid) and the absence of mediating
features in Islam—a centrality that may encourage gnostic aspira-
tions toward ultimate unification or fusion. Closely connected with
this aspect is the different statuses of Jesus and the Prophet Muham-
mad in the two religious traditions. On this score, it is perhaps more
difficult to link the messenger of Islam with agape-style spiritual-
ity—although resources for such a linkage are surely not lacking. In
this context, greater attention should probably be given to the
Prophet’s recorded sayings (hadith) than is often done in Islamic the-
ology. Thus, precisely with regard to the nature of faith and spiritual-
ity, one might usefully remember his response to the question “what
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is faith?”: “self-restraint and gentleness”—a response that exudes
sympathy but makes no claim to esoteric knowledge.28

As indicated, Islam has historically displayed a variety of spiritual
orientations; however, as in the Christian case, two stand out: a knowl-
edge-based and a love-based variety. Notwithstanding numerous inter-
nal modulations, gnostic spirituality aims at the unification or
identification of the human knower with divine Being or else with the
empty “abyss” of the divine—an identification that, by its nature, is re-
served for a select group endowed with the spark of gnosis. Given the
restrictedness of this spark and its separation from the ordinary world
of ignorance (jahiliyya), gnostic spirituality favors esotericism and a
relatively secret transmission of doctrines, in accord with its accent on
privileged insight or knowledge (ma’rifa). In contrast with this restric-
tive type, ordinary Muslim spirituality comprises and relies on a num-
ber of ingredients. In mainstream Sufism, knowledge or illumination is
by no means ignored, but it is amplified and counterbalanced by rev-
erence for God (makhafa) and compassionate love (mahabbah). Gen-
erally speaking, one might say that the latter two ingredients take the
place of the focus on Jesus and his suffering in Christian agape mysti-
cism. Fear or reverence of God, in particular, guards against intellec-
tual conceit and a self-righteous self-deification or identification with
the divine. Pride of place in ordinary Sufism, however, goes to love
(mahabbah), a love whose target—God or fellow human beings—re-
mains ambivalent and undecided, since sensible and supersensible, vis-
ible and invisible realms are here seen as analogous and lovingly
reconciled in their difference.

In the Islamic (as in the Christian) context, intellectual spirituality
is not a compact movement, nor does it subscribe to a unified doctrine
(such as Manichaeism). Moreover, its social stance varies, adopting
sometimes a more reclusive or purely contemplative and sometimes a
more activist or intrusive (occasionally even millenarian) cast. An ex-
emplar of the former kind is the Great Sheikh: Abu Bakr Muhammad
Muhyi-d-Din, known as Ibn Arabi (1165–1240). The point here is not
to claim that Ibn Arabi was a gnostic in any formal sense of the term,
nor that his spirituality was exclusively of an intellectual or illumina-
tionist type. The opposite is the case. As in the case of some Christian
mystics, one can say that Ibn Arabi’s outlook was multifaceted and
comprised a variety of strands, including the strand of love mysticism.
As he actually stated at one point, for him love (mahabbah) and not
knowledge (ma’rifa) was the summit of mysticism, because it is love
and not knowledge that truly reflects divine union (tawhid). And in his
Tarjuman al-Ashwaq we read:
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Mine is the religion of love.
Wherever His [God’s] caravans turn,
The religion of love
Shall be my religion and my faith.29

Yet, it is commonly agreed that among Muslim mystics, Ibn Arabi is
the most intellectual or that his thought places a strong, perhaps pre-
eminent accent on intellectualism. This accent is evident in his key
concept of wahdat al-wujud (unity of Being) according to which there
is only one divine reality in comparison with which all other finite be-
ings are ultimately nothing or nonexistent. The task of the Sufi mystic
honoring this doctrine is to recognize his/her nonexistence as a finite
being and to accept his/her fusion with the divine.30

For present purposes, it must suffice to consider briefly one text in
which the intellectual element clearly prevails. The text is “Whoso
knoweth Himself . . .” taken from Ibn Arabi’s Treatise on Being
[Risale-t-ul-wujudiyyah]. The point of the title is that “whosoever
knows himself ” properly knows himself as integral to, and cotermi-
nous with, divine reality or Being. Commenting on the saying of the
Prophet: “I know my Lord by my Lord,” Ibn Arabi states:

The Prophet points out by that saying that thou art not thou: thou art
He, without thou; not He entering into thee, nor thou entering into
Him, nor He proceeding forth from thee, nor thou proceeding forth
from Him. And it is not meant by this that thou art anything that exists
or thine attributes anything that exists; but it is meant by it that thou
never wast nor wilt be, whether by thyself or through Him or in Him or
along with Him. Thou art neither ceasing to be nor still existing. Thou
art He, without any of these limitations. Then if you know thine exis-
tence thus, then thou knowest God; and if not, then not.

In this text, in his zeal to celebrate the absolute unity (tawhid) of di-
vine being, Ibn Arabi goes even beyond traditional gnostic formulas,
stressing the need for a self-emptying or a cessation of self in God.
“Most of those ‘who know God [al ‘urraf],’” he writes,

make ceasing of existence and the ceasing of that ceasing a condition of
attaining the knowledge of God; but that is an error and a clear over-
sight. For the knowledge of God does not presuppose the ceasing of ex-
istence nor the ceasing of that ceasing. For things have no existence, and
what does not exist cannot cease to exist. . . . Then if thou knoweth thy-
self without existence or ceasing to be, then thou knoweth God; and if
not, then not.31
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Aware of the boldness of these formulations, Ibn Arabi’s text proceeds
to answer some questions raised by skeptically inclined readers. One
such question concerns precisely the idea of an absolute unity devoid
of duality, twoness, or difference. “How,” the questioner asks, “lies the
way to union, when thou affirmest that there is no other beside Him,
and a thing cannot be united to itself?” Ibn Arabi answers:

No doubt, there is in reality no union nor disunion, neither far nor near.
For union is not possible except between two, and if there be but one,
there can be no union nor division. For union requires two either simi-
lar or dissimilar. Then, if they are similar, they are equals, and if they are
dissimilar, they are opposites; but He (whose name be exalted) spurns to
have either an equal or an opposite. . . . So there is union without union,
and nearness without nearness, and farness without farness.

Elaborating further on this thought, he explains:

Understand, therefore, that the knower’s knowledge of himself is God’s
knowledge of Himself, because his soul is nothing but He. . . . And who-
ever attains to this state, his existence is no more, outwardly or inwardly,
any but the existence of Him (whose name be exalted). . . . So if one say
“I am God,” then hearken to him, for it is God (whose name be exalted)
saying “I am God,” not he. . . . [Here] our discourse is only with him
who has sight and is not born blind; for he who does not know himself
is blind and cannot see. And until the blindness departs, he will not at-
tain to these spiritual matters.32

What one may notice in this statement is the surreptitious reemer-
gence of a duality or difference: the duality between knowledge and ig-
norance, between the knowledgeable few and the unknowing
multitude. But even assuming radical nonduality, how can divine self-
knowledge—as celebrated by Ibn Arabi—be reconciled with makhafa
and mahabbah (reverence for God and compassionate love)? Does
God fear and revere Himself? And more importantly: Does love here
mean God’s self-love or love for Himself—and how far is this kind of
love removed from narcissism and self-indulgence?

Ibn Arabi’s teachings have left a strong imprint on Islamic spiritu-
ality over the centuries. For the most part, his legacy has been con-
templative and reclusive, giving rise mainly to esoteric Sufi orders
hermetically sheltered from, and disdainful of, the mundane world.
However, intellectual (ma’rifa) spirituality can also take a different
turn: Especially under the impact of a more traditional gnostic dual-
ism, the distinction between the “knowers” and the ignorant, between
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the “godlike” and the ungodly, can foster violent aggression and quasi-
millenarian militancy. An example is an early version of Ismailism, a
gnostic-dualistic branch that flourished mainly during the late Abbasid
reign. In line with older Manichaean teachings, this sect—according to
some historians—sharply distinguished between the hidden, unknow-
able God, or divine abyss, on the one hand, and the material-bodily
world seen as the work of an inferior Demiurge, on the other. The task
of gnostic believers was to achieve deification through affirming their
superior knowledge while attacking and, if possible, eradicating the in-
ferior world. The latter aim was particularly the goal of the esoteric
order of the so-called Assassins, a secretive group of militants (also
known as batiniyyah [“people of the inner truth”] or fida’iyyah [“self-
sacrificers”]). According to historical reports—which are perhaps bi-
ased and certainly contested—the Assassins wreaked havoc
throughout the Muslim world, killing two Abbasid caliphs, several sul-
tans, and hundreds, perhaps thousands, of others. Whatever the his-
torical accuracy, the great al-Ghazali (1058–1111)—though himself a
Sufi mystic, but of a very different persuasion—felt moved to de-
nounce the teachings of this sect and their leaders.33 During more re-
cent centuries, ma’rifa spirituality has assumed many diverse shapes,
often entering into symbiosis with more recent intellectual develop-
ments, such as theosophy. An example of the mingling of Islamic gnos-
ticism and newer theosophical teachings is the work of Frithjof
Schuon, especially his book Gnosis: Divine Wisdom (first published in
French under the title Sentiers de gnose). As Schuon writes in that
book, in a passage reminiscent of Ibn Arabi and other ma’rifa mystics:
“Esotericism looks to the nature of things and not merely to our
human eschatology; it views the universe not from the human stand-
point but from the standpoint of God.”34

Without denying the role of intellectual insight or ma’rifa, major
strands in Islamic Sufi spirituality have always accorded a central role
to makhafa and mahabbah. For present purposes, it must suffice to
focus briefly on the mystical poetry of Jalal ad-Din Rumi, the great and
justly revered “mevlana,” or “maulana” (1207–1273, a bare generation
after Ibn Arabi). Rumi’s work, especially his Mathnawi, is a rich and
multidimensional tapestry of ideas, symbols, and metaphors. Some of
these ideas are surely gnostic or intellectual (perhaps Neoplatonic) in
character. Thus, one recalls his famous statement: “Every form you see
has its archetype in the divine world, beyond space. If the form per-
ishes, what does it matter, since its heavenly model is indestructible?”
Or this other statement: “Appear as you are, be as you appear. You are
not this body, but a spiritual eye—what the eye of man contemplates,
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it becomes.” Occasionally, one also finds in Rumi traces of the doctrine
of the unity of ultimate reality (wahdat al-wujud). Thus, we read:

I am filled with you—
Skin, blood, bone, brain, and soul.
There’s no room for lack of trust, or trust.
Nothing in this existence but that existence.

Or consider these Zen-like phrases, echoing Meister Eckhart:

Praise to the emptiness that blanks out existence. Existence:
This place made from our love for that emptiness.
Yet somehow comes emptiness,
This existence goes.
Praise to that happening, over and over!

Or again:

Dissolver of sugar, dissolve me,
If this is the time.35

Yet, as in Eckhart’s case, this is not the whole story. In Rumi’s work,
celebration of unity and of ultimate disappearance in the divine is al-
ways counterbalanced, and perhaps outweighed, by mahabbah—a lov-
ing devotion that never forgets a remaining twoness or difference,
even in the very urgency of overcoming separation. For without a
recognition of twoness, and hence of human finitude, how could Rumi
have written: “Love must have a little pain?” Or these lines: “O love,
everyone gives thee names and titles—last night I named thee once
more: ‘Pain without remedy.’” In this connection, we may also wish to
remember these verses:

When I remember your love,
I weep, and when I hear people
Talking of you, something in my chest,
where nothing much happens now,
moves as in sleep.

And here is his celebration of unity in twoness, a poem dedicated to
his beloved friend, Shams of Tabriz:

All our lives we’ve looked
into each other’s faces.
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That was the case today too.
How do we keep our love-secret?
We speak from brow to brow
and hear with our eyes.36

As is clear from his poetry, Rumi’s mysticism—his agape spirituality—
was all-consuming and all-embracive. Setting aside rigid boundaries,
he did not confine his love to God, nor to his friend Shams (who ulti-
mately vanished), but allowed his love to grow and percolate and ulti-
mately include all his fellow creatures in the world. As he stated at one
point: “How can one profess love for God if one does not love and ac-
tively show love to fellow-beings?” Love (mahabbah) here begins to
shade over into service and compassion—an engaged commitment to
the well-being of humanity at large. Here are some of Rumi’s truly ec-
umenical verses, reflecting an ecumenism of loving service—though
verses unlikely to be well received by clerical literalists in any religion:

Tell me, Muslims, what should be done?
I don’t know how to identify myself. I am
neither Christian nor Jew, neither Pagan nor Muslim.
I don’t hail from the East or from the West.
I am neither from land nor sea . . .
This being human is a guest house:
every morning a new arrival . . .
Be grateful for whoever comes,
because each has been sent
as a guide from beyond.37

Toward Global Spirituality?
By way of conclusion, it seems appropriate to reflect briefly on com-
peting spiritualities and their social relevance, especially in the context
of the contemporary spiritual marketplace on a global scale. The issue
at this point is not so much the compatibility or incompatibility of
Christian and Islamic spiritualities (although one might wish to ex-
plore this in greater detail). The main issue emerging from the preced-
ing discussion is the comparison and respective assessment of gnosis
and agape, of esoteric-intellectual spirituality and of love- or service-
based spirituality, respectively. Loosely speaking, one might say that
the former is more vertical and inner-directed, while the latter is more
horizontal and other-directed. Still speaking very loosely—and ne-
glecting possible overlaps—gnostic spirituality may be said to invite
solitary contemplation and a solitary merger with the divine (a merger
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reserved for the privileged few); by contrast, agape spirituality has a
more active and outgoing slant, a slant potentially rupturing or trans-
gressing all boundaries based on status, race, and ethnic or religious
background. The former type insists on a worldly division or hierarchy
(hence the pronounced dualism of traditional gnosticism), while the
latter type seeks to combine or balance integration and difference.

Both kinds of spirituality have merits and also demerits. Esoteric
spirituality fosters a withdrawal from social bonds, from the busy-
ness of worldly affairs; it encourages a retreat into the kind of
Abgeschiedenheit so dear to Eckhart, Angelus Silesius, and many
other mystics—a retreat that alone seems able to shield the human
spirit against consumerism and rampant commodification. Seen from
this esoteric vantage, agape spirituality stands accused of promoting a
meddlesome, managerial attitude—a danger that indeed inhabits
many contemporary forms of pragmatism and social “welfarism.”
Still, the respective dangers are probably not equal or symmetrical.
Although valuable in many ways, retreat into inner solitude can also
shade over into solipsism, which in turn can engender selfishness or
haughty self-indulgence. Martin Luther’s and Zinzendorf ’s invectives
against the arrogant conceit of self-righteous “knowers” should prob-
ably not be forgotten in this context—and actually deserve increased
attention in an age exposed to the lure of technocracy and “expertoc-
racy.” Moreover, in our globalizing era, technocratic rule tends to be
compounded by the worldwide prevalence of neo-liberalism, with its
stress on rugged economic individualism—an emphasis that, in the
eyes of many observers, conjures up the danger of a global class divi-
sion between North and South, rich and poor (a division resonating
uncannily with a radical gnostic dualism between good and evil). In
the prevailing global situation, gnostic retreat also signals—or can be
perceived to signal—an exit from global moral and political responsi-
bility. In the words of Matthew Ashley (the theologian quoted at the
beginning of this chapter), such an outlook readily becomes “a spiri-
tuality of the status quo, a spirituality that has very little good news
for the poor.”38

In light of these and related perils, intellectual or ma’rifa spiritual-
ity, in my view, urgently needs to be counterbalanced by, and perhaps
subordinated to, more sober and world-open perspectives—especially
the demands of makhafa and mahabbah. Regarding the linkage be-
tween knowledge and makhafa, it is well to remember the words of the
Psalmist (111:10): “Initium sapientiae timor domini” [fear/reverence of
God is the beginning of wisdom]—words that act as a firm barrier
against gnostic conceit. Fear/reverence of God, however, quickly
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opens up the wellspring of love, agape or mahabbah—a wellspring
that, for most Christian and Muslim mystics, constitutes the core of
genuine spirituality. In the words of St. Paul again (1 Corinthians 13:2):
“And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all
knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have
not love, I am nothing.” As readers of his letter know, this statement is
followed almost instantly by Paul’s great paean to love/agape (1
Corinthians 13:4–13), which begins with these words: “Love is patient
and kind; love is not jealous or boastful; it is not arrogant or rude”—
and continues with these lines: “Love never ends. As for prophecies,
they will pass away; as for tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it
will pass away.”

There is an old Christian tradition—with clear parallels in Islam—
called contemplation in action or mysticism of everyday life. In the
words of Ashley, such comtemplative action deserves affirmation, es-
pecially in our world today, insofar as it is able to overcome social bar-
riers between rich and poor and also to break down an “elitist division
of labor” that privileges the life of monks or clerics while leaving ordi-
nary lay people religiously or spiritually destitute or unemployed.39

Fortunately, there are many examples in recent history illustrating the
breakdown of this kind of division. One particularly prominent exam-
ple of contemplation in action or mysticism of everyday life is the
work of Dag Hammarskjöld, the renowned secretary-general of the
United Nations (1953–1961). Addressing an assembly of the World
Council of Churches soon after assuming office, Hammarskjöld pin-
pointed the meaning of contemplative action by stating that we must
approach global issues from two angles: first, there is “a need for prac-
tical action, helping underdeveloped countries to achieve such eco-
nomic progress as would give them their proper share in the wealth of
the world”; and second, there is an equal “need for inspiration, for the
creation of a spirit among the leaders of peoples which helps them to
use the forces which they have to muster, for peace and not for war.”
Roughly at the same time, Hammarskjöld penned a statement of per-
sonal faith that admirably linked traditional agape spirituality with
commitment to contemporary service. “The explanation,” he wrote,

of how man should live a life of active social service in full harmony with
himself as a member of the community of spirit, I found in the writings
of those great medieval mystics for whom “self-surrender” had been the
way of self-realization, and who in “singleness of mind” and “inward-
ness” had found strength to say yes to every demand which the needs of
their neighbors made them face, and to say yes also to every fate life had
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in store for them. Love . . . for them meant simply an overflowing of the
strength with which they felt themselves filled when living in true self-
oblivion. And this love found natural expression in an unhesitant fulfill-
ment of duty and in an unreserved acceptance of life, whatever it
brought them personally of toil, suffering or happiness.40
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Chapter 8

Islam and the West

Muslim Voices of Dialogue

John L. Esposito and John O. Voll

Conflict and dialogue are frequently seen as the alternatives
in relations between Islam and the West. In the months
following the destruction of the World Trade Center by

terrorists on 11 September 2001, conflict visions received much atten-
tion. The words of Muslims like Usama bin Ladin, who proclaim the
necessity of violent conflict with the West, gained high visibility and
were regularly repeated in the global mass media. Those Muslim voices
advocating violent jihad were frequently matched by continuing West-
ern pronouncements of a “clash of civilizations.”

Beyond the visions of conflict, there are also significant advocates
of dialogue in both the West and the Muslim world. The thought and
political careers of three prominent Muslim activist intellectuals illus-
trate the transformations of Islamic visions of international politics
and the high level of advocacy of global dialogue that exists in the Mus-
lim world. Anwar Ibrahim, a former Islamic student activist, became
deputy prime minister of Malayisa, and although he is now in jail, his
ideas continue to be an important political force. The president of the
Islamic Republic of Iran, Mohammad Khatami, is a scholar-politician
whose policies reflect the rearticulation of the ideals and goals of the
Islamic revolution in Iran. Abdurrahman Wahid, the intellectual leader
of one of the largest Islamic organizations in the world, served as the
elected president of Indonesia for a time in the transition to democ-
racy following the end of the Suharto regime.
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Activist religious intellectuals throughout the world have helped to
transform the dynamics of international relations as well as the nature
of politics within their own societies. As intellectuals, they are creat-
ing the new concepts and vocabulary in which policies and programs
are articulated.

This chapter argues that Muslim activist intellectuals like Anwar,
Khatami, and Wahid were especially significant in the final decades of
the twentieth century in creating new perceptions of global interac-
tions. In particular, reacting against the jihadist view of the world, they
have been especially important in defining the terms of interciviliza-
tional dialogue from an Islamic perspective. In differing ways, their
ideas and careers reflect the major dynamics of both the clash of civi-
lizations and intercivilizational dialogue.

Like other ideologically committed intellectuals throughout the
world, thinkers in explicitly Islamic organizations and movements do
not present a monolithic vision of the world. There is much dis-
agreement and debate, and the lines of argument parallel the lines of
intellectual conflict elsewhere. However, even in their disagree-
ments, they provide an emerging Islamic discourse (not a single ide-
ology) that works to redefine the international role and position of
Muslim communities.

In policy debates and in the disagreements over interpretation of
policies, two significant perspectives for viewing international rela-
tions have emerged. One can be defined as the “conflict vision” of
global relations, and the other is the more complex vision of “dia-
logue.” The most widely known expressions of these perspectives, es-
pecially as they relate to the place of the world of Islam in the
international system, are portrayed in the debates over what Samuel
Huntington argues is the inevitable clash of civilizations and what his
critics advocate as the necessity for “the dialogue of civilizations.”
Among Islamic intellectuals in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury, advocates of both clash and dialogue visions had strong and
highly visible voices. Their debates within the Muslim world are part
of the broader dynamic of the significant role of religion and religious
faith in defining the nature of international relations in the contem-
porary world.

Political Islam and International Relations
One of the major global developments of the late twentieth century
was the “resurgence of religion,” a major and highly visible part of the
phenomena of civilizational clash and dialogue. This development ran
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counter to a vital part of what had been the accepted vision of the
processes of modernization: The theory that described seculariza-
tion—that is, the personalization of religion and the separation of “re-
ligious” activity from the secular/political public arena—as an inherent
and inevitable part of the process of modernization. The seculariza-
tion hypothesis has important implications for understanding the sys-
tem of interstate relations that emerged by the middle of the
seventeenth century. The Treaty of Westphalia (1648) “is generally rec-
ognized as the beginning of the modern system of nation-states.”1

Within this system, there is a “Westphalian presumption” that is fun-
damentally secular, assuming that “religious and cultural pluralism can-
not be accommodated in international society, but must be privatized,
marginalized, or even overcome.”2 There are now major challenges to
this presumption. The recognition by prominent scholars like Peter
Berger, who was a key figure in articulating secularization theory, that
“a whole body of literature by historians and social scientists loosely la-
beled ‘secularization theory’ is essentially mistaken” has profound im-
plications for understanding contemporary international relations.3

This “desecularization” becomes an important dimension of the intel-
lectual and historical context in which the

very notion of ‘international relations’ seems obsolete in the face of the
apparent trend in which more and more of the interactions that sustain
world politics unfold without the direct involvement of nations or
states.4

In this new context, religion becomes an increasingly important factor
in transnational and “international” relations.

Because of the continuing and generally increasing significance of
‘religion’ in the public political arena, the Islamic resurgence in the
final quarter of the twentieth century has been frequently viewed as
the rise of “Political Islam.” As a consequence, while the Islamic resur-
gence involves many different dimensions, its political impact has re-
ceived the most attention. Political Islam involves many different
types of movements. There have been movements advocating internal
legal reform, the transformation of social institutions through legisla-
tion as well as social persuasion, and at times, revolutionary change of
the political regime or political system. In these and other areas, resur-
gent Political Islam represents a direct challenge to the existing status
quo. This is a challenge to political systems, socioeconomic institu-
tions, and their moral and intellectual foundations. Islamically com-
mitted intellectuals were essential in defining and presenting these
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formidable challenges to the “secular-modern” status quo that had de-
veloped as a result of the “modernizing” reform programs of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. The impact of their efforts is clearly
visible in the policies of virtually every Muslim majority country and
every Muslim minority community in the world. In other words, there
has been a significant desecularization of politics and policies and a
“re-Islamization” of the modes of political discourse.

This renewal of religious consciousness in the political arena is ex-
pressed in terms of international relations as well as domestic policies.
The world visions of activists in Political Islam are directly tied to their
goals and aspirations for Muslim societies. There are those who might
be called the jihadists, whose vision of the world is similar to Hunting-
ton’s. In the jihadist visions, the world is divided into two clearly de-
finable camps: those who are true followers of Islam and those who are
not. The latter includes both non-Muslims and those Muslims whose
beliefs and practices are not in accord with the interpretations of the
particular group defining the vision.

One of the most widely known expressions of this jihadist vision is
in the writings of the Egyptian Islamist Sayyid Qutb. In this vision,

Islam only knows of two types of societies: the Islamic society and the
jahili [willfully ignorant of Islam] society. The “Islamic Society” is the
society in which Islam is followed—in creed, practice, rules of life, in-
stitutions, morals, and behavior. The jahili society is the society in
which Islam is not followed.5

In this perspective, the willful ignorance or active opposition to true
Islam “surrounds” the true Muslim, and for that person, “the battle is
continuous and jihad continues until the Day of Judgement.”6 Qutb
presented this struggle, in the book that he wrote shortly before he
was executed in 1966, explicitly in terms of the clash between civiliza-
tions, with Islam identified as the only truly “civilized” society, in con-
flict with false or incomplete civilizations.7

Qutb’s articulation of a conflict vision of international relations did
not initiate the jihadist vision in the Muslim world any more than
Huntington’s vision created the Manichaean perspective within West-
ern policymaking communities. However, Qutb, like Huntington, did
articulate the conflict vision in a distinctive way that has continuing
influence. Each of them put religion at the heart of the definition of
civilizations, and therefore, at the heart of the clash of civilizations.
“Qutb is widely acknowledged as the father of militant jihad. . . . For
those Muslims who, like bin Ladin, were educated in schools and uni-
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versities with Islamist teachers, Sayyid Qutb was a staple of their Is-
lamic education.”8 This religion-based conflict analysis stands in con-
trast to earlier discussions in which such global clashes might be
defined in terms of economic systems—capitalism versus commu-
nism—or nationalism against imperialism. However, the basic frame-
work of the conflict vision in which the world is divided into large
clashing camps has deep roots in both the Muslim world and the West.
A scholar’s conclusion regarding the reliability of that vision is an es-
sential part of the foundation of any interpretation of international re-
lations. Among Muslim intellectuals, the issue is focused on the
relationships between Islam and the West and Islam and modernity.

The alternative, dialogue vision also has deep roots in the Muslim
world, as it does in the West. In medieval times, the spirit of Roger
II’s Sicily and those who made convivencia (constructive living to-
gether) between Muslim, Christian, and Jew possible in the Iberian
Peninsula reflects the deep roots of cultures, communities, and civi-
lizations in positive interaction. In the modern Muslim world, the
Westernizing reformers clearly believed in civilizational dialogue,
even though it usually meant one-directional “borrowing.” Still, ex-
plicitly Islamic responses were not always articulated in the jihad
mode. The influential Islamic modernist Muhammad Abduh affirmed
that an effective synthesis between the Islamic tradition and Western
modernity was possible. In the era of the late twentieth century Is-
lamic resurgence, few Islamist intellectuals argued that Islam and
modernity were incompatible, and even jihadists like Qutb noted, for
example, the advantages of modern Western science. The issue for
the jihadists, though, was the degree to which effective civilizational
dialogue would undermine the authenticity of the faith, practice, and
institutions of Muslims. In contrast, those supporting the dialogue vi-
sion oppose violence and argue that “an ethical and humane Islam is
the only legitimate Islam.”9 In broad historical terms, the struggle is
not between older tradition and modernity, but a conflictual process
of defining “multiple modernities” in which “modernity and Western-
ization are not identical.”10

The tension between the dialogue and conflict world visions pro-
vides an important foundation for the different understandings of in-
ternational relations in the contemporary world. For most Islamic
activist intellectuals, the understanding of international relations is
just a part of a broader worldview related to the Islamic resurgence.
Their lives and ideas reflect many of the factors that shape interna-
tional politics in the Muslim world. None of the major politically ac-
tive Muslim intellectuals set out to formulate a comprehensive theory
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of international relations, but each has contributed in important ways
to the emergence of a new Islamic discourse on world politics.

Islamic Intellectuals and World Visions
Prominent activist intellectuals like Anwar, Khatami, and Wahid pre-
sent very different individual histories. However, the international di-
mension of the life and work of each of these men reflects critical
aspects of the development of international relations in the Muslim
world and globally. There is a little jihadist in each of them as they pro-
vide a critique of unquestioning acceptance of Western concepts of de-
velopment, especially as those concepts appear to demand a
Western-style secularism in Muslim-majority societies. However, in
their thinking, it is not civilizations that are in conflict, but lifestyles
and attitudes toward religious faith. The broader community of Mus-
lims (ummah) is seen as bringing together people from many different
civilizations into a large community of faith. In this way, their world vi-
sions are conflictual primarily in terms of power conflicts among states
or sensitivity to the moral impact of some aspects of contemporary
globalization.

Dialogue is receiving increasing emphasis in the visions and policies
of Islamically committed intellectuals at the beginning of the twenty-
first century. Most have had important experience in Western soci-
eties and thus developed an informed understanding of the strengths
and weaknesses of Western-style modernity. They are convinced, like
Khatami, that this informed understanding is necessary and will
strengthen rather than undermine the strength of authentically Is-
lamic societies. This makes essential the establishment of an active
two-way dialogue between civilizations, especially between Islam and
the West. How this dialogue is defined represents one source of diver-
sity among leading Islamic intellectuals.

A second source of diversity is the degree to which these intellec-
tual leaders accept the context of global diversity and multiculturalism
as a reality to live with, rather than as a jahiliyyah to oppose. This be-
comes crucial in determining the vision of international relations that
underlies their recommendations for their respective countries’ for-
eign policies and their general definition of their own political sys-
tems. The diversity and tensions reflect different understandings of
the faith tradition and its relevance to contemporary conflicts. The
importance of these differences becomes clear if we follow the “con-
structivist” approach to understanding the impact of faith on political
conflict proposed in this volume by Hasenclever and Rittberger. In
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this theoretical perspective, “the impact of religious traditions on con-
flict behavior is deeply ambiguous: They can make violence more
likely, insofar as a reading of holy texts prevails that justifies armed
combat. On the other hand, they can make violence less likely, insofar
as a reading of holy texts prevails that delegitimizes the use of violence
in a given situation.”11 This defines quite clearly the mode of differ-
ences between the advocates of global jihad and the supporters of civ-
ilizational dialogue. Anwar, Khatami, and Wahid provide significant
examples of the dialogue perspective and how it is defined.

Anwar Ibrahim: 
Asian Values and Global Convivencia

Anwar played a significant role in the transformation of Malaysian pol-
itics and society both as a “charismatic fundamentalist” and a “liberal
political reformer.” When he organized a demonstration in Kuala
Lumpur in 1980, he and his supporters were called “Malaysia’s own Is-
lamic zealots”;12 Anwar was described as the leader of one of the largest
“fundamentalist” groups in the country.13 Eighteen years later, when he
was tried on politically inspired charges, Malaysia’s former deputy
prime minister had earned the reputation of “an unabashed globalist
well suited to the modern world of markets and media”14 and a liberal.15

Anwar’s transformation from the charismatic leader of an Islamic fun-
damentalist group into a globalist liberal advocating Southeast Asian
reformasi (reform) appeared inconsistent and opportunistic to some
but quite authentic and logical to others. In fact, it reflected the
changing mainstream of Malaysian politics and identities. At the same
time, Anwar was also a significant force in causing these changes, an al-
most prototypical activist intellectual, articulating new conceptualiza-
tions and paradigms, fulfilling the classic role of the intellectual in
times of great historic changes.16 As a leader of a significant student or-
ganization, a major Malaysian political figure and government official,
and later the symbol of reformasi in his country, Anwar has also been
the classic political activist.

Reformasi and Ijtihad
Anwar played a pivotal role through both his organizational leadership
and his charismatic articulation of the goals and aspirations of
Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (ABIM), founded in 1971. ABIM
brought together students and younger professionals concerned as
Malay Muslims with issues of social and economic justice in their
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country. During the 1970s, he also became more visible internationally,
as a part of the developing global network of Muslim activist intellec-
tuals. He served as a member of the United Nations Advisory Group
on Youth (1973–74). After an interim two years (1974–76) in detention
for his role in domestic political opposition, he served as a representa-
tive for Southeast Asia in the World Assembly of Muslim Youth
(1976–82) and was among the first Muslim leaders to visit Iran after the
revolution in 1979.

Like many Islamic activists, Anwar and the leadership of ABIM
were influenced by the writings of major founders of twentieth-cen-
tury international Islamic renewal movements, notably Hasan al-
Banna, Sayyid Qutb, and Abu al-Ala Mawdudi. In particular, they
embraced a belief in “the comprehensiveness of Islam as ad-deen
(way of life),” a concept that is at the heart of the Islamist under-
standing of Islam.17 He was influenced by others with whom he had
personal contact, among them the prominent Malaysian scholar
Naquib al-Attas and the Palestinian Ismail Ragi al-Faruqi of Temple
University in Philadelphia, Taha Jabar Alawani of the International
Institute of Islamic Thought and later the School of Islamic Social
Sciences in Virginia, and Fathi Osman and Shaykh Yusuf Qardawi
from Qatar.18

In the early 1980s, Anwar stunned friends and foes alike by sud-
denly joining the government of Mahathir Mohammed. In subsequent
years, he evolved from an activist intellectual leader of opposition to a
deputy prime minister and finance minister who defined policy princi-
ples and implemented national reforms. During that period, he was re-
sponsible for important conceptualizations of major domestic and
global issues. Among the more prominent were: (1) the need for a
broad new paradigm for sociopolitical and economic development, in-
formed by religious and moral values; (2) a new understanding of the
nature of pluralism in multireligious societies and the world as a whole;
and (3) an emphasis on the importance of intercivilizational dialogue as
the only possible alternative to a deadly clash of civilizations.

Convinced that the older Western understanding of the processes
of development represented an outmoded paradigm, in the mid-1980s
Anwar argued that “a new paradigm in development studies has slowly
emerged,” necessitated by the failure of both Marxist and secular ma-
terialist paradigms.19 Following the collapse of communism in Eastern
Europe, he developed this argument further, noting that

Marxism failed precisely because of its flawed vision of man. It severs
man from his moorings in faith, viewing him as nothing more than a ci-
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pher, a cog in a brutal machine called the state. There was no place for
ethics, morality or spirituality.20

Older Western modernization theory had a similar gap in its emphasis
on the secular development of economics:

Much of the definition of development originating from the West has re-
jected any reference to moral and ethical considerations. Cultural preser-
vation is regarded as retrogressive in the march for development.21

Western paradigms did not recognize that the final aim of economic
pursuit is the development of man—not the Promethean man of secu-
lar humanism who relentlessly seeks to conquer, but rather man as en-
visaged by the great traditions of East and West.22 The solution, Anwar
maintained, was to define a new paradigm that would be properly
rooted in local traditions and not simply be blind borrowing from the
West. He developed this new paradigm on two levels, one specifically
Islamic and the other Asian.

Anwar’s Islamic paradigm was different from the programs and ap-
proaches advocated by many Islamist groups. It did not start with ad-
vocating the implementation of Islamic law as defined in medieval
Muslim society. He rejected the more conservative Muslim approach
to tradition, which advocated emulation or following (taqlid) of the
precedents set by previous generations. Instead, he advocated in-
formed independent analysis, or ijtihad. In Anwar’s view, Islam is es-
sentially a pragmatic religion whose real strength and dynamism is in
the continuing revitalization provided by ijtihad.23

Anwar’s priorities were economic and social justice rather than the
imposition of an Islamic state and law:

The proponents of the imposition of Muslim laws or the establish-
ment of an Islamic state are confined to the periphery. . . . [Southeast
Asian Muslims] would rather strive to improve the welfare of the
women and children in their midst than spend their days elaborately
defining the nature and institutions of the ideal Islamic state. They
do not believe it makes one less a Muslim to promote economic
growth, to master the information revolution and to demand justice
for women.24

This new paradigm was not to be exclusively Islamic but constructed
more broadly and indigenously in “Asian values” to respond to the re-
alities of religious and ethnic pluralism in Malaysia and in Southeast
Asia. However, Anwar emphasized that he did:
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not follow a policy of discarding the West. We are not anti-West. We
have strong views against some Western attitudes and policies. We be-
lieve in engagement between the East and the West.25

Rather, a crucial part of the new paradigm would be the establishment
of a new consciousness of Asian values, so that “Asia could take the lead
in engaging the West in continuous dialogue.”26

The keystone of this new paradigm would be a cultural renaissance
that would provide the foundation for giving a more meaningful role to
traditional concepts and values in the society of the future. Recogniz-
ing that this would involve a dangerous balancing of the affirmation of
separate identities with a sense of the universal human community,
Anwar noted the need for constant effort to avoid falling into the traps
of religious fanaticism and ethnocentrism in the revival of the grand
civilizational traditions of Asia. In addition, local cultures must be de-
fended against homogenization due to the impact of globalization. He
also developed a special conceptualization of pluralism to understand
how to balance the global and local elements of contemporary affairs.

Transcending Tolerance toward 
a Global Convivencia
Anwar’s understanding of pluralism starts from the recognition of the
reality of diversity in human society and the pluralistic context of
Malaysia:

Nations can actually grow and prosper by accepting the fact of cultural
diversity, strengthening themselves by learning about their differences
as well as by reinforcing the values they share in common. Malaysia is a
case in point. It can justifiably claim to be Asia in microcosm—a coun-
try with a truly diverse population in terms of ethnicity, culture, and
faith. Admittedly this has not come about by choice. One might even
say that we were forced by circumstances and history to become a na-
tion, not by dissolving our respective identities and loyalties, but by
transcending them.27

Toleration of differences is, in Anwar’s view, an important starting
point, but only a beginning. Diversity is not simply a challenge but rep-
resents a major positive resource for Malaysia in particular and for
Asians of all religious and ethnic backgrounds in general. People need
to transcend their differences but not eliminate them.

Transcending tolerance is thus a crucial part of this new paradigm.
Going beyond mere tolerance is not just virtuous, but is, in the long
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run, a necessity for human survival. The strength of democracy rests
upon the existence of diversity. Authoritarian regimes, according to
Anwar, forget “that dissent is also a true barometer of the democracy
we uphold. A case can be easily made, not for mere tolerance, but
rather for the active nurturing of alternative views.”28 In this context,
pluralism becomes an essential foundation for a strong democracy and,
even more, it is a necessary part of a healthy and dynamic society. Lack
of diversity becomes a weakness.

Anwar believed that this acceptance of pluralism that transcends
tolerance is a clearly Islamic position. In a speech on civilizational di-
alogue, he cited the verse in the Qur’an that states: “Oh mankind! Ver-
ily we have created you all from a male and a female, and have made
you into nations and tribes that you may come to know one an-
other.”29 Thus, constructively recognizing the implications of this di-
vine revelation involves both affirmation of distinctiveness and global
humanity:

We believe that a revitalization of tradition, with all its cultural and in-
tellectual richness, is the most effective countervailing force against re-
ligious fanaticism and ethnocentrism. In the context of Islam, this
process of revitalization comprehends the reassertion of the values of
justice (al-adl), tolerance (al-tasamuh) and compassion (al-rahmah).
These values have enabled Muslims, throughout history, to accept di-
versity not merely as a fact but as an essential feature of human civiliza-
tion to be celebrated. Because of diversity, man becomes richer through
the impetus of the quest to know and understand one another.30

This creates, in Anwar’s view, a context of constructive living together
by diverse groups of people, both in individual societies and in the
broader emerging global community. He describes this condition with
a term that was developed to describe the religiously pluralistic society
in the Iberian Peninsula under Muslim rule, convivencia. In its histor-
ical sense, and as Anwar uses it, the term

is loosely defined as “coexistence,” but carries connotations of mutual
interpenetration and creative influence . . . [In Spain] it is the coexis-
tence of the three groups [Muslims, Christians, and Jews], but only as
registered collectively and consciously in the culture of any one of
them.31

In Anwar’s proposed paradigm, convivencia is seen as the Islamic form
of pluralism, but this is a vision that is quite different from the typical
Islamist programs of making a place for non-Muslims in a traditionally
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conceived Islamic society. Primacy is given to the values of social and
economic justice and equality, which are recognized as being funda-
mental to other great traditions of religious faith as well as Islam. This
represents a special balancing of the particular and the universal.
Anwar defines it in his call for an “Asian Renaissance”:

Its societies must be prepared to transform themselves and discard the
harmful residue from the past—tribalism, narrow-mindedness and fa-
naticism. It is not the case that Asia must lose its identity, but it must
renew its commitment to core values such as justice, virtue and com-
passion, that are in themselves universal. Creativity, imagination, and
courage is [sic] needed to translate these values into reality.32

This pluralist vision becomes the key to Anwar’s understanding of the
future global role for Islam and for Asia. It is the foundation of his call
for civilizational dialogue.

In 1993, Huntington popularized the notion of “the clash of civi-
lizations” and set the terms of much discussion and debate in the
1990s.33 Although Huntington’s analysis was global in its coverage, it
concentrated attention on the relations between Islam and the West,
and did so in a way that emphasized stark contrasts:

The problem for Islam . . . is the West, a different civilization whose
people are convinced of the universality of their culture and believe that
their superior, if declining, power imposes on them the obligation to ex-
tend that culture. These are the basic ingredients that fuel conflict be-
tween Islam and the West.34

Anwar, like many Muslim intellectuals as well as analysts in the West,
rejected the clash of civilizations paradigm. He argued that

the psyches are different, the cultures are different. Many things about
America I like to emulate. But I don’t need to be an American. . . . We
should be modern; we should be democratic. We should not condone
corruption or oppression in any form, or deny basic rights. . . . But don’t
tell me that democracy and freedom can only be preached by some
countries and political leaders in the West.35

Both as an intellectual and as a political leader, Anwar joined with oth-
ers who called for an emphasis on civilizational dialogue rather than
clash. He identified common positions of advocacy that had emerged
in the encounter between the West and “the civilizations of the East.”
He noted that the intelligentsia of the East faced the choice of
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whether to remain loyal to one’s traditions or to depart for a way of life
perceived as superior. They generally fall into two categories. There are
those who forswore everything from the West because of their passion-
ate and tenacious hold on everything from their own traditions. And
then there were those who, overwhelmed by the dazzling light of West-
ern civilization, became renegades to condemn their own.36

Both of these types of intellectuals, he maintained, had essentially ac-
cepted Huntington’s fundamental premise of profound and unbridge-
able differences between civilizations. Instead he argued for an
authentic process of synthesis. The rediscovery of tradition in cultural
rebirth

must inevitably involve a synthesis with other cultures, including those
from the West. Genuine renaissance would not be possible without our
rediscovery, reaffirmation and renewed commitment with the univer-
sals within our culture.37

Civilizational dialogue is the necessary framework for Anwar’s con-
ceptualization of pluralism:

For us, the divine imperative as expressed in the Qur’an is unambiguous.
Humanity has been created to form tribes, races and nations, whose dif-
ferences in physical characteristics, languages and modes of thought are
but the means for the purpose of lita’arafu—“getting to know one an-
other.”38

In a world of dangerous confrontations, civilizational dialogue is a ne-
cessity for human survival and progress. However, this dialogue “must
be an encounter among equals, between cherished ideals and values
that will serve to challenge our pride and end our prejudices.”39 Old
imperialist attitudes of the civilizing mission and fundamentalist re-
jections of the West as an enemy are not appropriate and only threaten
human survival. But civilizational dialogue is a means to a goal, not the
goal itself:

Dialogue has become an imperative at a time when the world has
shrunk into a global village. For it is a pre-condition for the establish-
ment of a convivencia, a harmonious and enriching experience of living
together among people of diverse religions and cultures.40

This means that the “primary motif of civilizational dialogue must be
a global convivencia.”41
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Mohammad Khatami: The Dialogue of Civilizations
The Islamic revolution in Iran is one of the major events of the Islamic
revival of the late twentieth century and has become for many people the
symbol of that resurgence. The occupation of the U.S. embassy in Tehran
by revolutionary militants and the support that the action received iden-
tified the new Islamic Republic of Iran in many peoples’ minds as a mili-
tant state. The frequent demonstrations chanting slogans like “death to
America” and the identification of the United States as the Great Satan
confirmed the revolutionary movement and the government as being
dedicated to a jihad vision of world affairs. The process of demonization
was mutual, with Iran becoming one of the prototypical “rogue states” in
U.S. policy formulations by the 1990s. The conflict between the United
States and the Islamic Republic became, for many, the classic case of the
more general global clash of civilizations in the late twentieth century.

Although this image continues to persist, there have been signifi-
cant changes in the policy realities. In one of the remarkable develop-
ments of the late 1990s, the newly elected president of the Islamic
Republic of Iran, Khatami, stated in his inaugural speech to the Is-
lamic Consultative Assembly on 4 August 1997 that “in our world, dia-
logue among civilizations is an absolute imperative.”42 President
Khatami has become one of the major advocates for the dialogue of
civilizations in the contemporary world. While he articulates it within
the framework of the Iranian revolutionary tradition, his position rep-
resents a distinctive new phase in both the evolution of the Islamic
resurgence and the debate about the clash of civilizations.

Khatami is in many ways a typical member of the Islamic scholarly
elite associated with the revolution in Iran. He was born in 1943 to a
family of distinguished scholars. He received a traditional education
and was associated with the Ayatollah Khomeini through both his
family and his studies. He speaks Arabic, English, and German in ad-
dition to Farsi and spent a short period of time as head of an Islamic
center in Hamburg, Germany. As a young student and scholar he was
identified with the opposition to the Shah and, following the revolu-
tion, was elected to the national assembly. From 1982 until 1992 he
served as minister of culture and Islamic guidance, and in that position
encouraged the development of the film industry in Iran and became
an advocate of limiting censorship of the press and other media. As a
result of pressure by conservatives advocating more restrictive poli-
cies, he had to resign from this ministerial position.

As a middle-level cleric of some political prominence, Khatami was
able to run for president of the republic in 1997, and he won a landslide
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victory. His major opponent, Ali Akbar Nateq-Nouri, represented the
conservative religious establishment that had assumed real political
power in the Islamic Republic in the later years of Ayatollah Khomeini’s
life and in the early 1990s. The 1997 presidential election campaign pro-
vided an important opportunity for presenting jihadist and pro-dialogue
views of world affairs. Nateq-Nouri represented the militant, jihadist
view of the world that set the tone for the first decade of the Islamic Re-
public. In his campaign, he took “a hard stand against the West” and
“was faithful to the Islamist approach which rejects all aspects of West-
ern life as materialist and decadent.”43 In contrast, in interviews during
the campaign, Khatami said, “I think the West has a superb civilization
which has influenced all parts of the world,” and noted that “having a
deep knowledge of the West has always been very important to me.”44

In the months following his election, Khatami defined a new stage
in the relations between Iran and the United States, and in doing so,
articulated a distinctive approach to relations between Islam and the
West. The old-fashioned jihad/clash of civilizations perspective pre-
sented relatively stark alternatives of victory or defeat in the struggle
among civilizations to establish dominance and to maintain an au-
thentic identity in the face of foreign cultural attacks. The alternative
view of the interaction of civilizations saw dialogue and exchange as
leading to increasing similarity and global multicultural homogeneity.
Khatami put forward a view that combined a relatively jihadist de-
fense of Islamic identity and values with a call for civilizational dia-
logue by which all societies could benefit through the exchange of
information and ideas. This emerging perspective advocates a position
that goes beyond the thinking of both old-fashioned “fundamental-
ists” and old-fashioned modernizers.

In the late 1990s, the balancing of the jihad and dialogue dimen-
sions of this approach often took the form of alternating statements
and indirect debates between the newly elected president, Khatami,
and Ayatollah Khamenei, who was Khomeini’s successor as Supreme
Guide of the Islamic Republic. A major conference in Tehran in De-
cember 1997, for example, was opened by a keynote address by
Khamenei in which he outlined the jihadist charges against the
“global arrogance” of the United States, and then provided the forum
in which Khatami called for “a thoughtful dialogue” with the United
States and a broader dialogue among civilizations.45 Soon after,
Khatami made a major gesture toward civilizational dialogue. He
provided a long interview with Christiane Amanpour of the Cable
News Network (CNN), which was broadcast over American tele-
vision as well as globally.46 In this discussion, he elaborated on his
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earlier call for “thoughtful dialogue.” He again argued that Western
civilization and the United States were worthy of respect, noting the
experience of the Pilgrims at Plymouth as an important event in af-
firming religious freedom, and the importance of the example of
Abraham Lincoln. The interview became a major symbol of advocacy
for civilizational dialogue.

In the interview, Khatami also took strong positions criticizing
Western policies, especially those of the United States, speaking of a
U.S. flawed policy of domination. This position was more strongly
stated by Khamenei in a Friday sermon the following week that pre-
sented the jihadist, antidialogue position. Khamenei said, “The regime
of the United States is the enemy of the Islamic Republic. They are the
enemy of your Islam.” He added, however,

I listened very carefully to that [CNN] interview and I have to say that
all of Iran’s principal positions about relations with the United States
and Israel were being expressed very well. He addressed all the matters
that needed to be mentioned.47

A few days later, Khatami repeated his strong criticism of American
policy, saying that in its policies of sanctions the United States sought
“to impose their own domestic law on the world . . . [but the] world
will not tolerate a master any more—not only will we not tolerate a
master, neither will the world.”48

Many observers at the time saw these two lines of thought as re-
flecting a power struggle between the newly elected president and the
Supreme Guide or as representing a major contradiction within
Khatami’s own thought. One observer said that Khamenei’s remarks
reflect his “deepening power struggle with moderates,”49 while an-
other said that Khatami’s later remarks critical of the United States
were “sharply different in tone from his recent public statements”; the
New York Times headline proclaimed, “President Switches Tune on
U.S.”50 In the following years, however, it became clear that the strong
affirmation of the principles of the Islamic revolution and critique of
U.S. policy would be maintained, along with emphatic advocacy of the
dialogue of civilizations in general and improved Iranian-U.S. relations
in particular.

The Dialogic Creation of a New (Islamic) Civilization
Khatami has combined the two dimensions together into a broader
synthesis that goes beyond the conflicting rhetorics of the old jihadist
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perspective and “modernizing dialogue” discourse. While the conflicts
of the 1980s have not been resolved, Khatami worked in the final years
of the 1990s to articulate a new framework for conceptualizing the
emerging global context in ways that could continue to affirm special
particular identities, but in the context of a dialogue rather than a
clash of civilizations. One of his early books, Az Donya-ye Shahr ta
Shahr-e Donya [From the City-World to the World City], involved a
survey of a number of Western philosophers, with some emphasis on
Plato and Aristotle. He wrote: “No intellectual who studies philosophy
and politics can deprive himself of these two sources.”51 The heart of
Khatami’s perspective is the conviction that Muslims must learn from
the successes and achievements of the West if the Islamic community
is to itself succeed. Khatami’s reframing of the issues is quite clear. He
argues that

we must concede that the incompatibility of modern civilization with
our tradition-bound civilization is one of the most important causes of
the crisis in our society. What is to be done? Should we insist on re-
maining immersed in our tradition, or should we melt fully into Western
civilization? Or is there another way of removing this contradiction?52

Much of his thought and work is aimed at defining this alternative way
of responding to the crisis. Looking at the past, he notes that “the sad
experience of the Westoxicated and the tradition-bound is before us,
and we must learn from their mistakes so that we do not repeat
them.”53 The constructive alternative is to use both the experience of
Western modernity and the resources of tradition to create a con-
structive program for the future:

Tomorrow is a time when humanity transcends today’s civilization, and
those who get there sooner will be those who are familiar with the past
and focus on the future, not the rigidly tradition-bound, nor the super-
ficially modern who understand only the facade of today’s civilization.54

The reform program that Khatami gradually began to put in place fol-
lowing his election in 1997 is built on this conceptualization of a syn-
thesis that is neither tradition-bound jihad nor acquiescent dialogue.
These policies were legitimized through Khatami’s broad vision of in-
tercivilizational relations, in which specific bilateral relations between
Iran and the United States are only a small part.

In Khatami’s view of long-term global relations, civilizations are
constantly changing and evolving. They are not fixed entities. In this
view, one sees
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the West as the latest but not the ultimate human civilization, which,
like all other human artifacts, is tentative and susceptible to decay. . . .
Civilizations change and there is no such thing as an ultimate and eter-
nal civilization.55

This does not imply that one can ignore the West, but neither does it
mean that it is necessary to adopt a complete program of Westerniza-
tion. Instead, it proposes that all peoples should learn from each other
in a dialogue of civilizations in order for the next phase of civilizations
to emerge. In this world historical perspective:

Civilizations rise and fall. . . . Unless they are completely unaware of
each other’s existence, civilizations ordinarily affect and transform one
another. . . . Give-and-take among civilizations is the norm of his-
tory. . . . Thus “new” civilizations are never new in the true sense, for
they always feed on the work of previous civilizations, appropriating
and digesting all that fits their needs, dispensing with all that does not.56

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, there is again need for the
creation of a new civilization.

Khatami’s call for dialogue must be seen within the context of this
worldview. This is not a proposal for more liberal toleration. People in
the West also tend to assume that “dialogue” means that eventually the
non-Western peoples will see the advantages of Western civilization
and become more Westernized. This conceptualization leads to an al-
most complete misunderstanding of Khatami’s vision of dialogue. Di-
alogue transcends a militant vision of jihad and provides a way to avoid
destructive conflict. It also is a long-term policy alternative of learning
in order to strengthen civilizations as they evolve in constant change.
Dialogue with the West, in this perspective, becomes an important
way of strengthening Islam, because, as the West itself evolves and
possibly declines, there is the opportunity for Islam to regain its posi-
tion as the leading progressive world civilization. Dialogue is not a pas-
sive policy of accommodation; it is a competitive strategy for
strengthening and transforming Islamic civilization and possibly the
whole global context of clash and dialogue. It is in this context that
Khatami argues that Iranians can think of their revolution as giving
rise to a new civilization only if they are able to absorb the good qual-
ities of the West while rejecting its negative aspects. If that can be
done, then the coming new great civilization will be Islamic.

In this long-term interpretation of international relations, the
“clash of civilizations” becomes an active interaction and dialogue
among competitive civilizations. Khatami reflects an important new
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interpretation of the foundations of international relations in the
twenty-first century. It represents a perspective that is significantly
different from those of both Western analysts like Samuel Huntington
and old-style Islamic advocates of militant jihad like Qutb and, more
recently, Usama bin Ladin.

Abdurrahman Wahid: 
Cosmopolitan Islam and Global Diversity

In October 1999, Wahid, leader of Nahdatul Ulama [Renaissance of
Religious Scholars], the biggest Islamic organization in the world’s
largest Muslim country, became the first elected president in Indone-
sian history.57 Nahdatul Ulama (NU) is a predominantly conservative,
rural-based sociocultural organization with some 35 million members
headed by a man best described as a modern, urban liberal Muslim in-
tellectual. Wahid, popularly known as Gus Dur, is an intellectual/ac-
tivist whose admirers and detractors have included modernists and
traditionalists alike. For decades he has held the role of religious leader
and social/political reformer; his activism has been based upon an in-
dependent-mindedness and pragmatism that have generated and in-
formed new paradigms and conceptualizations of religion and
development. Head of Indonesia’s largest Islamic organization, he
nevertheless has staunchly warned against those Islamic reformers
who would reassert Islam’s role in politics and against the dangers of
fundamentalism. Both as an intellectual/activist and then as president,
he supports an Indonesian state that reflects and respects Indonesia’s
multireligious and multiethnic society and traditions.

After completing his studies in the pesantren (Islamic boarding
schools) and state educational systems, Wahid traveled to the Arab
world and Europe for higher studies. At Al-Azhar University, Cairo
(1964–66), and then at the Arts Faculty of the University of Baghdad
(1966–70), he studied Arabic literature and culture as well as European
philosophy and social thought. During that time, his studies and expe-
riences led to his conviction that Islam had to be reinterpreted (ijti-
had), that change in Islamic teachings was necessary to bring it into
conformity with modern science and knowledge.

After completing his studies, Wahid occupied a variety of positions
in the pesantren network, including dean at the Hasyim Asyari (Hasan
al-Ashari) University (1972–74) and secretary-general of the Pesantren
Tebuireng in Jombang (1974–80). He joined with others in creating the
Committee for the Development of Pesantrens to revitalize the pe-
santren religious educational system through expanding its economic
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base and impact. Networking with other pesantrens, they persuaded
government agencies to fund development projects, from those for
clean water and energy to mathematics and technology projects. Mov-
ing to Jakarta in 1977, Wahid became active in intellectual and religious
circles, participating in forums with prominent progressive Muslim
thinkers as well as with non-Muslims. He quickly emerged as a public
intellectual and national commentator on current events, visible in na-
tional and international meetings, the media, and the press.

In many ways, Wahid appears an enigma. He is neither a conserva-
tive traditionalist nor an Islamic modernist. A liberal thinker, he is
leader of the largest traditionally based Islamic organization. An inno-
vative intellectual with the air of a lay professional or intellectual, he
presided over an association of ulama, religious scholars, whose orga-
nization, NU, had been founded in 1926 to defend the interests of tra-
ditional Islam and counter the threat of modernism. Bridging the
worlds of traditional Islamic scholarship and “modern” thought, he es-
poused a reformist intellectual synthesis and social agenda that distin-
guished between unchanging religious doctrines or laws and legitimate
accommodation to social change. This ideal was reflected in his com-
ments on an independent-minded pesantren religious leader (kiai) who
could be inflexible on some religious issues but accommodating in
many other social situations:

The answer lies with the ability of Kiai Ali to discern between issues
which are of essential importance to religion and those which are not;
the ability to arrive at an accommodation with the demands of the day
without forfeiting the original persona that is the source of the pro-
foundest religious values.58

Wahid is among a generation of Islamic neomodernists (including
Nurcholish Madjid, Jalalludin Rakmat, Dewan Rahardjo, and Amien
Rais) who advocate a progressive Islam, one that is democratic, plural-
istic, and tolerant. In contrast to those who have advocated the Is-
lamization or re-Islamization of Indonesian society, Wahid emphasizes
the Indonesianization, the indigenization, or contextualization (pribu-
misasi) of Islam. He alludes to the blending of religion and culture, Is-
lamic belief and values, with local culture:

The source of Islam is revelation which bears its own norms. Due to its
normative character, it tends to be permanent. Culture, on the other
hand, is a creation of human beings and therefore develops in accor-
dance with social changes. This, however, does not prevent the mani-
festation of religious life in the form of culture.59
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There are three pillars of Wahid’s thought and activism: (1) a cos-
mopolitan Islam, the product of his conviction that Islam must be cre-
atively and at times substantively reinterpreted or reformulated in
order to be responsive to the demands of modern life; (2) the belief
that Indonesian Islam must reflect and respond to its diverse religious
and ethnic history and communities; and (3) the conviction that in the
Indonesian context, Islam should not be the state religion but rather
an inclusive religious, democratic, pluralistic force.

A Response to Legal-formalism and Fundamentalism:
The Southeast Asian Exception
Wahid believes that contemporary Muslims have two choices or paths:
to pursue a more traditional, statically legal-formalistic Islam or to re-
claim and refashion a more dynamic cosmopolitan, universal, pluralis-
tic worldview. The universalism of Islam is reflected in its monotheism
(tawhid, oneness of God), law (fiqh), and ethics (akhlaq). These result
in Islam’s universal concern for human dignity:

The principles of being equal before the law, of protection of society
from despotic powers, of the maintenance of the rights of the weak and
of the limitation of the authority of political power are reflections of Is-
lamic concern with human dignity.60

In contrast, Islamic legalism is the product of the past but based upon
a distorted historical reality. Islamic history reveals the movement or
transition from dynamism to legal formalism as Islam became institu-
tionalized primarily through law. The early tendency to formalize and
institutionalize Islam’s message produced a rigid, oppressive reality.

Idealizing Islam as a social system seeks to impose and implement
past Islamic law albeit superficially on the present with little concern
for change and cultural pluralism, generating a fortress mentality that
proves socially disruptive.61 This comprehensive reassertion of Islam
as a total way of life, which increasingly has taken the form of an “Is-
lamic fundamentalism,” runs the risk of degenerating into a religious
sectarianism that alienates other national groups and becomes a sepa-
ratist movement.62

In contrast to many “fundamentalists” today, Wahid rejects the no-
tion that Islam should form the basis for the nation-state’s political or
legal system.63 He regards the enshrining of Islamic principles in law as
a Middle Eastern tradition, alien to Indonesia.64 Instead, he believes
that Indonesian Muslims should apply a moderate, tolerant brand of
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Islam to their daily lives in a society where “a Muslim and a non-Mus-
lim are the same” in a state in which religion and politics are separate.65

Wahid rejects legal-formalism or fundamentalism as an aberration
and a major obstacle to Islamic reform and to Islam’s response to
global change.66 The concept of the Muslim as simply a subject of the
law must be broadened to that of a multifaceted Muslim and a dy-
namic Islamic tradition. This requires a transformation based on fun-
damental values such as free will and the right of all Muslims, both
laity and religious scholars (ulama) to “perpetual reinterpretation” (ijti-
had) of the Qur’an and tradition of the Prophet in light of “ever-chang-
ing human situations.”67 This process will produce a dynamic (rather
than statically legalistic) cosmopolitan Islam more suited to and capa-
ble of responding to the diverse realities of modern life.

The cornerstone of Wahid’s worldview is pluralism, the diversity of
peoples and civilizations that form the context of modern life. The
new global outlook of cosmopolitan Islam is one that recognizes the
need for a substantial reformulation of “existing civilizations,” that is,
institutional as well as spiritual frameworks of moral and human be-
havior. The challenge for contemporary Muslims is to articulate and
preserve an authentic identity informed by their Islamic heritage but
open to the cosmopolitan realities of a global environment:

to find an identity that will develop a sense of belonging to Islam, but at
the same time still retain a sense of belonging to a larger and wider as-
sociation with groups motivated by world ideologies, other faiths and
global concerns.68

This outlook responds to universal basic rights and the recognition of
and respect for other faiths, ideologies, and cultures, and absorbs the
best that modern science and technology have to offer.69

Cosmopolitan Islam, Wahid believes, produces a more flexible for-
mulation of Islam, whose pluralism and tolerance are more appropri-
ate to the modern realities of Indonesia. He has practiced what he
preaches. He was the first official figure to publicly denounce the riots
of 1996, in which most of the participants were NU members. In ad-
dition to advocating tolerance toward Christians, he called for official
recognition of Confucianism as a religion in Indonesia.70 But his polit-
ical pluralism seemed to test the limits of many Muslims when, in mid-
1994, he visited Israel and called for establishing relations with that
state. He further aggravated traditionalist Muslims and the ulama
(many of them members of NU) when he criticized, as meddling in
politics, the Indonesian Council of Ulemas for their call for Muslims
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to vote for parties with Muslim candidates. Moreover, he insisted that
the Indonesian government should be a secular coalition rather than a
coalition of Islamic parties.71

Like Anwar, Wahid sees Southeast Asian Muslims as sharing many
common problems of Muslims throughout much of the Islamic world
but facing them in their quite distinctively diverse and pluralistic con-
text. Indonesia, in particular, with its 3,000 islands, is a vast collection
of religious and cultural groups. It is significantly influenced by the
pre-Islamic, Hindu-Buddhist legacy and diverse Islamic orientations
of its peoples: the militant conservatism of the Muslims of Acheh, the
more nominal, syncretistic approach of Java, and the more militant
brands of contemporary Islamic activism. Throughout the years,
Wahid has championed the belief that Indonesia can and must provide
an example that counters the stereotypes of Islam and Muslim states
as radical, antimodern, antidemocratic, and intolerant:

All that the West sees in Islam is radicalism and its incompatibility with
modern, open, democratic politics. Indonesia, however, has the oppor-
tunity to show that politics based on confession—as it is in Algeria and
Iran—is not the only way. Not only can modernity and open politics
exist in a Muslim-majority society, as it can here in Indonesia, but it can
be nurtured so that democracy can flourish well in Islam.72

The relationship of Islam to the nation-state has been a major issue
for modern Muslims. In the several decades since national indepen-
dence, a cross section of Muslim countries have struggled with issues
of political legitimacy, national identity/unity, and the relationship of
religion to national development in a world in which the presupposi-
tions of development and modernization theory presumed a Western,
secular path. Wahid identifies many issues and realities in nation
building: the need to create national integration in the face of com-
munalism, to establish the rule of law, and to develop viable economic
frameworks for the equitable distribution of wealth. At the same
time, he maintains that many governments rely on sociopolitical en-
gineering, authoritarianism, political suppression, and violence to im-
pose their vision. Governments that rely on social control, rather
than consultation, and increasingly employ violence and repression
create a climate that contributes to radicalization and violence
against the state. Thus, Islamic movements are faced with “the choice
of following either a radical approach or a gradual response in their
struggle for social justice, equal treatment before the law and free-
dom of expression.”73



260 ? John L. Esposito and John O. Voll

Wahid believes that in the postindependence period, the Southeast
Asian experience contrasts with much of the Muslim world. Many
Muslims initially opposed modern nationalism and continue to debate
the compatibility of Islam and nationalism. However, in Southeast
Asia what clearly emerged from the independence movement was an
acceptance of the nation-state, and the recognition by the majority in
Indonesia and Malaysia of the bond between Islam and nationalism.
Over the years political parties and organizations continued to play an
“informal” role in society, while social organizations flourished in In-
donesia and Malaysia. In contrast to many parts of the Muslim world
where the resurgence of Islam has been primarily political, Wahid ar-
gues that the movement for greater Islamization of society in South-
east Asia has been occurring for some time and that it has been
primarily cultural rather than political. In Indonesia, organizations
like the Muhammadiya developed a network of more than 15,000
schools as well as hospitals and clinics; while NU, in addition to its pe-
santren educational system, also turned some 7,000 pesantrens across
Indonesia to development projects.

Political Engagement: 
Social Justice and Democratization
Central to Wahid’s cosmopolitan Islamic worldview and work is his
bottom-up strategy and thus significant involvement in development
projects. His ideology is the product of diverse religious and cultural
currents: e.g., his Indonesian Islamic background and experience, the
influence of Muslim thinkers and activists in the broader Muslim
world such as Egypt’s Hasan Hanafi and Iran’s Ali Shariati, his direct
experience with liberation theology in Latin America. These had a sig-
nificant impact upon his view of Islam and its role in the world as well
as of religion and Third World development in general.

Influenced by liberation theology’s notion of “conscientization,”
Wahid speaks of the need for Muslims to develop a “new conscience,”
one that responds to the dire social realities of the majority. Thus, his
cosmopolitan Islam includes a pronounced emphasis on the relation-
ship of religion to development and to social justice: “Social justice
should be made a religious as well as a political paradigm.”74

The antithesis to cosmopolitan Islam is portrayed by fundamental-
ism. Wahid distinguishes between militant Islamic movements and fa-
natics or fundamentalists. Islamic movements draw their strength
from the extent to which religion informs and transforms their ideol-
ogy and activities. They are concerned with fundamental issues of self-
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identity but accept and work within the social and political system.
Many combine modern education with a conscious reappropriation
and reformulation of a religiously informed identity to respond to the
failures and problems of the modern nation-state:

As long as those efforts constitute attempts to reiterate Islamic values,
without totally abandoning the process of modernization in the whole
region, it is impossible to apply the label Fundamentalism to them.75

In contrast, fundamentalists are a minority of extremists or fanatics
who reject the very idea of a social and political framework. They op-
pose not just a specific government but the very idea of the nation-
state itself. They are small and sporadic movements, often confused
with the majority of Islamically oriented but more mainstream youth.
Though they challenge and disrupt the system from time to time,
Wahid believes that they continue to have only local significance and
are incapable of developing nationally or regionally.76

Wahid maintains that most governments close their eyes to a fun-
damental social issue of development when they reduce national prob-
lems solely to political, socioeconomic, and technical factors. The
failure of governments to address deep-seated issues of the relation-
ship of faith to national identity/ideology and institution building con-
tributes to greater instability, “risking the dangers of massive social
explosions.”77 Marriages of convenience are short-lived; long-lasting
creative solutions are needed to determine the relationship of religion
and the state.

The politics of the 1990s proved a challenge that often put Wahid at
odds with the government, the military, and fellow Muslim intellectuals
and politicians alike. President Suharto in the 1990s broadened his base
by appealing to Islam, introducing new legislation and programs on reli-
gious education and religious courts and approving the creation of the
Association for Indonesian Muslim Intellectuals (ICMI), an organiza-
tion of intellectuals and government officials that included Nurcholish
Madjid, a prominent intellectual and leader of Paramedina, a reformist
organization; and Amien Rais, a U.S.-trained political scientist and head
of the Muhammadiyah. In contrast, Wahid charged that the ICMI’s
agenda to create an Indonesian society in a 90 percent Muslim-majority
country infused with Islamic values would reconfessionalize Indonesian
politics, undermine national unity and religious/political pluralism, and
contribute to sectarian strife. He regarded the creation of an Islamic so-
ciety in Indonesia as “treason against the constitution because it will
make non-Muslims second class citizens.”78
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To counter ICMI, Wahid joined 45 other intellectuals and created
the Forum for Democracy, which provided a platform to promote his
secular democratic vision. This was based upon Pancasila, the political
philosophy that recognizes the equality of all religions and advocates
separation of religion and the state as the sole national ideology. Be-
cause religious tolerance is a prerequisite for democratization, he ar-
gued that only nonpolitical, pluralistic, Indonesianized Islam
recognizes the equality of all citizens necessary for the promotion of
true democracy in a Muslim-majority society. Wahid warned that
ICMI’s Islamization of Indonesian society would mean inequality, sec-
ond-class citizenship for minorities, and religious fanaticism. At the
same time, he charged that Suharto’s New Order had been secular but
not democratic, dependent on a military-derived vision of an “integral-
istic secularism” lacking separation of powers, a system of checks and
balances, and the independence of civil society from state control.79

Balancing his role as an Islamic leader/scholar and chairman of NU
with that of a progressive reformer and political leader required com-
promise and shifting alliances, often seeming to move from one mar-
riage of convenience to another. At times a strong critic of Suharto’s
military-backed government, Wahid was also willing to make substan-
tial compromises. Nowhere was political pragmatism more pro-
nounced than in the late 1990s, when Wahid willingly worked closely
with both Megawati, former president Sukarno’s daughter, who op-
posed Suharto, and Tutu, Suharto’s daughter, who was a potential vice
presidential nominee. In the aftermath of national elections, he con-
tinued to move easily among contending political leaders and forces:
state officials, the military, and the opposition—at one point calling
for a trio to lead the country (Megawati, who had garnered the most
votes, Amien Rais, and himself), at others distancing himself from
Megawati. In the end, Wahid, a compromise candidate between B. J.
Habibie and Megawati, was elected president of Indonesia by the par-
liament and Megawati was appointed vice president in October 1999.
Wahid’s presidency reflected his flexible, and often unpredictable, ap-
proach to politics. Although he was forced from office in 2001 by the
parliament that had elected him, he succeeded in reducing the politi-
cal influence of the military and maintaining the democratic momen-
tum. His nonjihadist approach meant that the transition of power to
Megawati Sukarnoputri was peaceful, despite reports that thousands
of Wahid’s followers were prepared to declare jihad and march on the
capital.80

In the months following the destruction of the World Trade Center
in New York, it became clear that there were in Indonesia a number of
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well-armed, if small, militant Islamist groups with ties to international
jihadist groups. In the context of Indonesia’s efforts to move beyond
the legacy of military authoritarianism, Wahid’s vision of a more cos-
mopolitan and pluralist Islam gains significance in the struggle to de-
termine the shape of Indonesia’s future.

Conclusion
The context of international relations has been experiencing signifi-
cant transformations. At the beginning of the twenty-first century,
many older slogans, ideologies, and paradigms that had shaped con-
ceptual frameworks have been discredited or replaced. The collapse of
the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War have prompted many to
look for and identify “new global threats,” new enemies, and sources of
global conflict. For some, “Islamic fundamentalism” or Political Islam
became the “next threat.” The violent acts and militant rhetoric of ex-
tremists fueled visions of clashes of civilizations, concerns of Muslim
jihads against the West, and global terrorism. In fact, the realities of
Muslim politics reflect a far more complex and dynamic reality. Voices
of conflict and confrontation are accompanied in significant ways by
those of dialogue and cooperation.

The resurgence of religion and ethnicity, and of religious and ethnic
nationalism, has been global in scope. Contemporary Islam and Mus-
lim politics have reflected these realities, from the emergence of new
Islamic republics to the proliferation of Islamic movements and oppo-
sition politics. Relations between Islam and the West, in particular be-
tween the United States and major Muslim countries, demonstrate a
dramatic process of conflict and change. Islamic visions of militant ji-
hads and Western visions of the clash of civilizations face new realities.
By the 1990s, the diversity of Political Islam became apparent. Along-
side a militant minority of extremist voices and terrorist organiza-
tions, one could see the mainstreaming and institutionalization of
Islamic political and social activism. From Cairo to Jakarta, Islamically
inspired schools, medical clinics and hospitals, social services, and fi-
nancial institutions proliferated. In electoral politics, Islamic candi-
dates and parties demonstrated their ability to participate within the
system and provide a political alternative to entrenched regimes. Is-
lamic activists were elected mayors and parliamentarians, they served
in cabinets, and became speakers of national assemblies, prime minis-
ters, and presidents. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, it
was possible to argue that “the future of Islamic activism” was with
“movements that are willing to exercise tolerance and adopt pluralism
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as both tactics and ideals.”81 In recent years, “Many Islamic move-
ments . . . have eschewed violence and terrorism. Alongside the terror-
ist trail of unholy wars, there exists a democratic track record of
Islamically oriented candidates . . .The performance of Islamist
groups in national and municipal elections defied the predictions of
those who insisted that Islamic movements were unrepresentative and
would not attract voters.”82

An important type of Muslim leader-intellectual became promi-
nent, playing a significant role in Muslim reconceptualizations of reli-
gion and international relations. People like Anwar in Malaysia,
Khatami in Iran, and Wahid in Indonesia have been and are in posi-
tions to articulate and sometimes to implement new concepts and par-
adigms in domestic and international politics. All demonstrate that
there is no essentialist or monolithic Islam or Muslim society. All may
share a common faith, at times articulate an Islamically inspired
worldview, and use Islam as a source of legitimacy and mobilization.
Still, their visions, goals, and strategies are shaped as much by specific
historical and sociopolitical contexts as by faith.

It has been convenient for some in the West and in the Muslim
world alike to selectively view contemporary Islam and Muslim poli-
tics through the prism of “militant Islamic fundamentalism” and to
speak of historic conflicts between Islam and the West. However, at
the dawn of a new millennium, Islamic activist-intellectuals are break-
ing new paths in domestic and international politics that emphasize
engagement and dialogue, diversity and pluralism. President Khatami
and his supporters have swept Iranian elections on such issues; at the
same time, Khatami has broken new ground in the politics of the Is-
lamic Republic of Iran by calling for a dialogue of civilizations. Anwar
and Wahid in differing ways have articulated and pursued pluralistic
paths of development emphasizing cultural coexistence and coopera-
tion rather than conflict. Anwar’s primary focus on an Islamic para-
digm as leader of ABIM became broadened and situated in later years
within his vision of an Asian renaissance and an emphasis on shared
Asian values. He rejected an international relations based upon a clash
of civilizations and instead emphasized convivencia, a realism based
not only upon shared beliefs or values but national and regional inter-
ests. Wahid, as leader of possibly the largest Islamic organization in
the world and then as president of the largest Muslim-majority coun-
try, has been a persistent champion of a liberal Islam. His cosmopoli-
tan Islam is inclusive rather than exclusive; it promotes Islamic faith
and identity within the Muslim community but religious and political
pluralism in domestic politics, as well as a vision of international rela-
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tions that is based upon cooperation and mutual interests rather than
conflict.

The terrorism of 11 September highlighted the significance of the
struggle within the Muslim world between the violent jihadist vision
and the visions of pluralism and dialogue. Any effective “war on ter-
rorism” must recognize this diversity and not transform the legitimate
war on terrorism into a clash of civilizations that gives little recogni-
tion or support to the advocates of pluralism and dialogue. In the long
term, “as Islamic history makes abundantly clear, mainstream Islam, in
law and theology as well as in practice, in the end has always rejected
or marginalized extremists and terrorists, from the Kharijites and As-
sassins to contemporary radical movements such as al-Qaeda.”83

The reconceptualizations of Islam and activist politics of Khatami,
Anwar, and Wahid reveal and reflect differing responses to their di-
verse political and cultural contexts. They challenge those who see the
world of the early twenty-first century in polarities, either confronta-
tion-and-conflict or dialogue-and-cooperation, to appreciate the limi-
tations and failures of old paradigms. Ultimately, they demonstrate the
need and ability to develop paradigms for governance and policy that
are sensitive to the importance of religion and culture in domestic and
international affairs.
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Epilogue

Terry Nardin

My aim in this epilogue is to identify what seem to me to
be the most important questions that emerge from this
book and to express some reservations about how the

other contributors answer these questions. I write as a political theo-
rist interested in religion and international affairs, one whose outlook
is decidedly secular and liberal. Three main topics stand out, roughly
corresponding to the three parts of this book. Let me take them in re-
verse order.

The first is the place of religion in the modern world and more
specifically in an international order being transformed by the forces
of globalization. Is the alleged revival of religion in a secular world an
atavistic reaction against a global market economy and a global culture
increasingly shaped by the English language and by American com-
mercial and popular culture? Or must we view religion, in its diverse
forms, as an essential part of this new global order? What are the
prospects for a productive dialogue between religions and for avoiding
a “clash of civilizations” with an apocalyptic struggle between Islam
and the West as its centerpiece? Will the postmodern era be postsecu-
lar as well? We ask these questions because we want to understand the
place of religion in the emerging global order and especially in an eth-
ical global order. And the motivation behind them is practical: What
can we do to bring about a world in which religion is on the side of such
an order and not its enemy?

This leads to the second area of concern investigated in this book:
the relationship between religion and war. It is evident that this rela-
tionship must be complicated, given the diversity of things labeled “re-
ligion” and “war” and the diversity of situations in which they are
brought together. Should we view religion as a perennial source of dis-
cord, sedition, and violence, and therefore as a force that must be con-
tained for the sake of peace, order, and justice? Or is religion merely an
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incidental aspect of wars that have their true sources elsewhere, in na-
tional rivalries or economic frustration? In the latter view, religion can
exacerbate conflict but also ameliorate it. How compelling is the argu-
ment, important in the theory of the modern state, that in claiming ul-
timate authority over conduct, religion potentially subverts all
government except its own and must therefore be constitutionally
limited or even excluded from public life? Is this argument, expressed
in doctrines like the separation of church and state, a relic of the past,
irrelevant to present conditions? Or is it an achievement of Western
political culture that is being undermined, with catastrophic conse-
quences, by the absorption into the global order of cultures in which
this argument is either not understood or not accepted?

The third issue discussed in these pages is the significance of reli-
gion for the study of international relations. The concern here is with
religion not only as an object of inquiry but as an essential element in
our understanding of it. To put the question bluntly, must the study of
religion itself be religious? Must theorizing, when it is about religion,
in effect be theology? More broadly still, is it the case that all theory,
all understanding—not only of religion, but also of morality, politics,
history, nature, and art—must reflect in some way the truths of reli-
gion? Or does identifying theory with theology constitute an intru-
sion of religion into inquiries in which it has no proper business? If
religious experience is itself a source of knowledge, will the study of
international relations, when it gives religion its due, be transformed
not only by an expansion of its subject matter but also in the way it
understands that subject matter? What, exactly, is involved in “taking
religion seriously”?

I recapitulate these questions as a way of summarizing the agenda
for future inquiry and debate that this book proposes. Much of what it
has to say about this agenda is sound. Religion has indeed acquired re-
newed significance in world politics. If it sometimes leads to conflict
or fans the flames of conflicts arising from other sources, it also offers
resources for resolving conflicts. And the field of international studies
does need to pay attention to religion and to do so in ways appropriate
to this subject matter. As Scott Thomas suggests, the field’s neglect of
religion has begun to look bizarre. But rather than endorse or amplify
these conclusions, I want to focus on two issues concerning which dis-
cussions of religion and international affairs are apt to go astray: the re-
lationship between religion and morality and the relationship between
religion and the study of religion.

In discussing these issues, religious scholars often oppose the in-
sights of religious experience to Enlightenment rationalism, in some
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cases bolstering a brief for religion by drawing on postmodern antira-
tionalism. At the same time, they rely on Enlightenment values—on
critical rationality and an ethic of pluralism, mutual respect, and au-
thentic dialogue—to distinguish defensible from indefensible reli-
gious views. They reasonably contest simplistic and hostile
understandings of religion. But to call these understandings “Enlight-
enment” understandings, as some do, is to offer an equally simplistic
view of the Enlightenment and the complex perspectives on religion
that spring from it. These include not only the historical and compar-
ative study of religion but also the enlightened forms of religious faith
espoused in this book.

Religion and Morality
A pervasive assumption in discussions of religion is that religion is in-
trinsically moral. But there are reasons to doubt this assumption.
Common sense suggests that religious practices can be immoral and
religious beliefs false. A moment’s reflection is sufficient to establish
that the scope of religion is more inclusive than that of morality. A
moral system, whatever its principles may be, is concerned to pre-
scribe human conduct. Religion, as a system of belief, is concerned
with many things besides conduct. It purports to explain the origin of
the universe and the place of human beings in it. It competes with his-
tory and science in explaining events. It postulates powers that make
things happen and that can be influenced by ritual, prayer, or other be-
havior. In so far as religion is seen as a way for human beings to get
what they want, its significance is instrumental, not moral. Asking a
god to supply one’s needs or to destroy one’s enemies is an exercise in
prudence, not morality. Most religions provide moral guidance, and
their principles often converge with those that can be defended on
other grounds. But sometimes the guidance a religion provides is erro-
neous, either because the premises on which its precepts rest are mis-
taken or because they have been misinterpreted. The relationship
between religion and morality is a complicated one marked by stark
differences as well as by agreement.

People identify religion and morality because they want to recon-
cile their religious beliefs with moral conclusions arrived at indepen-
dently of those beliefs. But defining religion in such a way as to
reconcile its claims with those of morality merely results in circularity.
To avoid this circularity and the confusions it generates, we must dis-
tinguish religion and morality as systems of belief and conduct. Some
religions do just this. In Christian societies, for example, there long
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ago emerged an understanding of morality as a set of principles bind-
ing on all rational beings, principles that could be discovered not only
by faith but also by reason. Aquinas and his school held that, besides
the laws of conduct revealed by God, there is an independently dis-
coverable natural law—a moral law that human beings can discover for
themselves by the exercise of reason. For Grotius and other seven-
teenth- and eighteenth-century Protestant moralists, this natural law
constitutes a “thin,” or minimum, morality--one that can be distin-
guished from the “thick” morality of Christianity. As Grotius put it,
Christian morality imposes “a greater degree of moral perfection” than
does natural law. Jewish and Muslim thinkers, too, distinguished the
duties of the faithful from the duties that are binding on all human be-
ings. There are many today who are engaged in efforts, by means of
comparative inquiry and interreligious dialogue, to identify a common
“global ethic” resting on what John Rawls and Hans Küng call an “over-
lapping consensus” among diverse moral and religious traditions. They
join Grotius, Kant, and other moral philosophers in distinguishing a
rationally based common morality from the religious traditions in
which it has been historically embedded, for these traditions contain
much that is religiously specific and distinguishable from this common
morality.

Sometimes, however, religions teach doctrines and practices that
are not morally justifiable according to the precepts of natural law or
common morality. Slavery, torture, conquest, terrorism, and genocide
have all found warrant in religious traditions, but such practices have
no place in natural law, or, even more conclusively, in Kantian morality
understood as a system of precepts based on a fundamental principle
of respect. Morality, so understood, must condemn any action or prac-
tice that fails to respect human beings as rational beings equally enti-
tled to think and choose. When religion and morality clash, it is
religion that must give way if its claim to be moral is to be sustained.

Writers on religion implicitly acknowledge this conclusion when
they distinguish faiths that are “tolerant,” “inclusivist,” “progressive,”
or “humane” from those that are not. Since, clearly, some kind of moral
test is being applied here, the distinction implies a gap between reli-
gion and morality. All we can say, then, is that religion has a moral po-
tential that it sometimes fails to realize. When the failure is dramatic,
as in the case of at least some kinds of religious fundamentalism, it is
necessary to emphasize this potential. This leads to a genre of writing
represented by John Esposito and John Voll in their account of how, in
contrast to the advocates of jihad against the non-Muslim world, cer-
tain politically engaged Muslim intellectuals have urged pluralism, co-
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existence, and dialogue with other religions and with secular moral and
political perspectives. These examples suggest that Islam is not univo-
cal and that a humane, tolerant, and intellectually open Islam is possi-
ble. It suggests that Muslims can join the adherents of other faiths in
identifying shared moral principles to define a common global ethic.
But it also recognizes that there are variants of Islamic tradition that
are hostile to these interpretations, and that Islam and morality are
not synonymous. Similar tensions can be found in other religions.

Why, then, insist that religion is indispensable in creating a morally
defensible global order? The argument is essentially pragmatic. When
the confusions that arise from equating religion and morality have
been sorted out, that argument can be seen to rest not on the (false)
premise that religion is inherently moral but on the reasonable pre-
sumption that the effort to articulate a global ethic cannot succeed un-
less that ethic resonates with the moral teachings of the world’s major
religions. Unless there is some basis for that global ethic within these
religions, their adherents will have no motive to accommodate it. As
Scott Thomas puts it, “the Grotian legacy” of separating morality from
religion has reduced “the thick practices of international relations em-
bedded in the social traditions of the world religions and civilizations
to thin practices (as procedural rules)” and thereby undermined “the
social bond” that secured their observance in international society.
The problem, then, is to find a way of recruiting religion to support
the thin, or minimal, morality that is necessary for a pluralist world
order. Religion is necessary, in this view, to motivate people to treat
one another according to the precepts of a common morality.

That the significance of religious experience is essentially prag-
matic is reinforced by Fred Dallmayr’s discussion of spirituality,
though we must read that discussion against the grain to reach that
conclusion, for it is one he would surely disagree with. Spirituality,
Dallmayr suggests, is a frame of mind in which the believer leaves the
self-centered world of ordinary experience and enters a realm in
which the self participates in something larger and truer than every-
day life. Spirituality, in this sense, is an experience of transcendence in
which the boundaries between the mundane and the divine, between
self and not-self, dissolve. In Christianity and Islam this transcendent
spirituality involves being at one with God. It takes two main forms:
gnostic (“esoteric-intellectual”) spirituality and agape (“erotic-mysti-
cal”) spirituality.

Dallmayr distinguishes spirituality from both “reason” and “will.”
The distinction between spirituality and reason (logos, speech or argu-
ment) is clear enough, given the close identification of spirituality not
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only with gnosis (knowledge of reality arrived at not by discussion or
reasoning but by intuitive or mystical insight, perhaps achieved by
prayer, meditation, or hallucinogens) and also with agape (love or care,
which is an emotion, a disposition, not a cognitive faculty). But spiri-
tuality, so defined, is closer to “will” than Dallmayr realizes because the
significance of gnosis is practical as well as intellectual. Gnosis, I
would argue, is more than esoteric-intellectual spirituality. Its signifi-
cance is not merely cognitive. An esoteric practice that unites its prac-
titioners with the divine makes real to them what, by reason alone,
they can know only externally. It makes present what is distant, visible
what is invisible, and, in doing so, brings it into the human world of
choice and action. Even when a religious faith invites us to retreat
from “the world” and its affairs, it is inviting us to choose and act—to
reject consumerism, for example. And if gnosis has practical implica-
tions, so of course does agape. Love implies action, not mere contem-
plation. For Christians, the meaning of agape spirituality is a love for
Jesus that is also, in Dallmayr’s words, “a loving engagement with fel-
low humans and their sufferings.” To love thy neighbor as thyself is to
act on that love, respecting others and assisting them when they need
assistance that you are in a position to provide. Both gnosis and agape,
then, motivate us to act, and they do so in proportion to our success in
achieving the kinds of spirituality they represent.

The assumption that spirituality necessarily motivates people to act
morally is, however, unwarranted. What spirituality motivates is ac-
tion, and action can be either moral or immoral. Religiously inspired
action can be misguided or partisan, and spirituality can be an excuse
for immorality. A believer who dies for his fellows is not necessarily
acting morally if he dies in an unjust war. Those who stress the moti-
vating power of religion must recognize that it can motivate just about
anything. Tyrants and terrorists know that religion is motivating.
Those who argue that religion is necessary to motivate support for
“humane global governance” are offering a latter-day version of the
case for “civil religion” made by Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Rousseau.
Like these philosophers, they adopt an instrumental attitude toward
religion that emphasizes its political utility rather than its intrinsic
truth or moral value. Religion is needed to sustain the “virtue” re-
quired for global citizenship.

If it is a mistake to equate religion with morality, it is also a mistake
to equate the secular with immorality. Religion can contribute to imag-
ining an ethical global order and it can motivate people to support
such an order. But does it follow, as Richard Falk suggests, that secular
thought is necessarily impoverished and that only religion can fill the
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gap left by the “exhaustion of . . . the secular project”? Can it be more
than vacuously true to assert, as Falk does, that efforts to promote
human rights and global democracy are “religiously inspired”? He may
be right that such efforts cannot succeed without mobilizing religious
energies. But the problem with that, as the philosophers of civil reli-
gion well understood, is keeping those energies within moral bounds.

What emerges from the book’s discussion of the relationship be-
tween religion and morality, then, is that religion has two moral per-
sonas. The first I would call “enlightened” religion—a label I choose to
counter endemic religious hostility to the eighteenth-century Euro-
pean Enlightenment. Enlightened religion is tolerant of other faiths.
It is open to interreligious dialogue and to accommodating secular
ideas and institutions. It can, for these reasons, contribute to the proj-
ect of connecting the secular and liberal ethic of Europe and America
(expressed in ideas like natural law, human rights, and the rule of law)
with the ethical outlooks of religious communities throughout the
world. The other persona, that of “exclusivist,” “intolerant,” “inhu-
mane,” “regressive,” or “securitized” religion, is antirational and an-
tiliberal. It is the enemy of enlightened religion. I find it telling that
scholars who argue that religion can make a positive contribution to
international affairs must recruit Enlightenment rationality and
morality to their side in choosing between the religious alternatives
they have identified.

Religion and Theory
What are the implications of a new awareness of the importance of re-
ligion in international affairs for the study of international relations?
Does it require revision of accepted modes of International Relations
theory? Do we need new interpretive categories and analytical frame-
works? Is it really the case, as some of my fellow contributors suggest,
that proper attention to religion might revolutionize International Re-
lations theory? If their arguments are sound, taking religion seriously
has implications not only for what International Relations scholars
study but for how they study it.

The claim that International Relations theory must reflect as well
as study religion is asserted most explicitly by Vendulka Kubálková,
who argues that if international political theory is to take religion into
account, it must become an “international political theology.” Theol-
ogy—literally, the study or theory (logy) of the gods or God (theo)—is
the activity of reasoning systematically about religious objects, the ef-
fort to establish rational coherence within a world of religious ideas. It
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is an inquiry that, like any other, has truth as its goal and its criterion.
And, like any other inquiry, it rests on certain premises that determine
the kind of inquiry it is. The premises of a theology are religious
premises. Theology begins with certain articles of faith and works out
their implications to generate a systematic doctrine that may depart in
significant ways from the naive understanding of the ordinary believer.
But it does not question those articles of faith. It aspires, in short, to a
theoretical understanding of religion while grounding itself in reli-
gious assumptions. For this reason theology has been condemned as
circular and self-validating, but that accusation might be made against
any inquiry, for every inquiry rests on premises it does not challenge.
No inquiry can get under way without making assumptions. Theology,
then, is inquiry into religious questions that rests on religious
premises.

It comes as a surprise to discover that Kubálková does not use the
word “theology” in this way. “Theology,” she writes, refers to “the sys-
tematic study of discourses [that seek] a response, transcendental or
secular, to the human need for meaning” (emphasis added). In other
words, any inquiry that is concerned with meaning—any hermeneutic
inquiry—is a ‘theology.’ The argument seems to be this: Because reli-
gion is a matter of meaning, and theology deals with religion, theology
deals with meaning. Political theory, when it shakes off the prejudices
of positivist social science, also deals with meaning. Political theory is
therefore theological, even when it is not concerned with religion or
based on religious premises.

That there is a logical fallacy here is evident. The argument
Kubálková really wants to make, in my judgment, and in which she is
joined by other contributors, is not illogical, but it has nothing to do
with theology. It is simply that because religion involves meaning, it
cannot be studied by the methods of positivist social science, for these
methods exclude the element of meaning. Positivist social science im-
itates the natural sciences, which deal with objects treated as manifes-
tations of natural processes, not as expressions of mind. To understand
mind and its products—the ideas our thinking generates and uses—we
must adopt an approach that does not ignore the world of mind, which
is a world of meanings. The appropriate method for studying religion
in its various manifestations—as a system of beliefs, a set of doctrines,
precepts, or rituals, an institution, a kind of experience, or a way of
life—is therefore hermeneutic. But this does not mean that the study
of religion must itself be religious. Hermeneutics may have originated
in efforts to interpret scripture but it long ago outgrew its original mis-
sion to separate the word of God from the all too human words of the
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corrupted historical texts in which that word is embedded. The effort
to find the divine message in historically contingent scriptures was, in
fact, a decisive step toward the Enlightenment view of religion as a
human construct—one that is as open, and as vulnerable, to objective
historical, anthropological, and philosophical scrutiny as any other
human construct.

Embracing a latter-day version of this Enlightenment insight,
Kubálková identifies hermeneutic approaches to understanding
human conduct with “constructivism.” Religions, she observes, are so-
cial constructs, complex webs of social meaning, and these meanings
must be understood before they can be explained. (Kubálková cor-
rectly observes that in the hands of some of its self-declared practi-
tioners, constructivism has reverted to a positivist social science that
must not be confused with the “rule-oriented constructivism” atten-
tive to meaning.) But this preference for constructivism is unnecessar-
ily limiting. As the chapters by Cecelia Lynch and several other
contributors suggest, there are hermeneutic approaches besides con-
structivism that can illuminate religious ideas and practices. Con-
structivism does not exhaust the possibilities for interpretive
understanding in the human sciences unless we stretch its meaning to
encompass anthropology, jurisprudence, ethics, political theory,
philology, literary studies, and every other kind of hermeneutic in-
quiry. Nor does constructivism provide ammunition for the struggle
against secularism, given how well it fits with enlightened biblical crit-
icism. It might be said to spring in part from the writings of Spinoza,
Hume, and other “enlightened” students of religion. Among them was
David Strauss, whose 1835 Life of Jesus portrayed its subject (Jesus, not
Christ) as a historical figure. Applying the critical tools of German his-
torical scholarship, Strauss treated the gospels as ordinary, and there-
fore partly corrupted and unreliable, historical sources. This historical
picture of Jesus was converted by Ludwig Feuerbach, whose ideas in-
fluenced Marx and Engels, into a systematic critique of religion. Feuer-
bach’s aim was to explain Christian belief by revealing it to be
myth—specifically, as a confused attempt by human beings to ratio-
nalize their suffering. Theologians, he wrote, say that God has created
man, but in fact it is man who has created God. Christian belief is
nothing but a reflection of the human condition—an infantile projec-
tion by human beings of their fears and hopes on the imagined figure
of God. Before embracing constructivism, the religious scholar would
do well to see where it comes from and where itcan lead.

Another point at which the effort to link hermeneutics with the-
ology goes astray is in characterizing hermeneutic understanding as
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inherently subjective, a matter of empathy or imaginative reconstruc-
tion of the experience of other human beings. Interpretive social sci-
ence is concerned with ideas, not psychological experiences. ‘Mind’
means not only the inner, private experience of individual conscious-
ness. It also means the outer, public world of collective consciousness
that is expressed in languages, customs, laws, sciences, and culture
generally. When we inquire into the meaning of a poem, a law, a ritual,
a gesture, a scientific theory, or any other “text,” we are concerned
with a mind-created object, not the psychological processes that pro-
duced that object. The object takes on a life of its own and becomes
entangled in and altered by webs of meanings that are independent of
the minds of the persons in whose thinking it originated. Under-
standing ideas does not depend on empathy—on the “insider’s per-
spective” or “emotional identification,” as Kubálková puts it—which
requires us to re-create in our own minds the thoughts of those whose
ideas and expressions we are studying. We are not barred from at-
tempting empathetic reenactment of religious or other experience.
But neither are we required to reenact that experience, because ideas
have meanings that are distinct from the thoughts or intentions of
particular persons. Those we are studying may not, in fact, under-
stand the significance of what they are thinking or saying. The mean-
ing of a law is not necessarily what a particular legislator, lawyer,
judge, or administrator believes it to be. What it means to any indi-
vidual person is an aspect of its meaning but not the whole of it. In-
terpretation must be distinguished from empathy because ideas
depend on the shared meanings that constitute cultural practices.

It is a mistake, then, to distinguish “explanation” and “interpreta-
tion” on the grounds that interpretation, unlike explanation, is subjec-
tive. Ideas draw upon shared meanings and are in that sense
intersubjective. Furthermore, what those meanings are can be ascer-
tained by objective methods. The hermeneutic disciplines have their
own intersubjective canons of inquiry and criteria for verifying hy-
potheses about historical events, religious practices, and other cultural
objects. For this reason, we can reject the claims of poststructuralism
to have demolished the possibility of objective knowledge. And if that
is the case, we can also reject the suggestion, made by Derrida and en-
dorsed here by Carsten Bagge Laustsen and Ole Wæver, that post-
structuralism opens the way for a return to religion. This might be our
conclusion if, after deconstructing reason, we were left with faith—ir-
rational belief, belief that cannot be justified—as the only alternative.
But the suggestion that International Relations theory can now con-
tinue only by substituting faith for reason—that it must “acknowledge
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its own religion”—is unduly pessimistic. It is also self-contradictory,
for only by retaining its commitment to systematic reasoning can In-
ternational Relations theory retain its claim to being ‘theory.’ Theol-
ogy, after all, is systematic as well as religious. Pure faith may confer
gnosis but it cannot generate a theology.

It is important to distinguish between taking religion seriously as a
subject of study and treating it as a set of truths or way of life that dic-
tates how the study of religion must proceed. Fields like the history or
philosophy of science could not exist if historians or philosophers
were simply to accept the self-understanding of scientists. By the same
token, there must be some distance between religion and the study of
religion. To say this is not to challenge religion as such, though it does
challenge certain religious self-understandings. It is no more antireli-
gious to reject the claim that all truth is ultimately religious than it is
antiscientific to reject the view that science alone can yield knowledge
worthy of the name. To reject such claims is to repudiate the founda-
tionalism of those who think their own understanding of what is ‘real’
is identical with reality itself. It is to reject religious fundamentalism,
certainly, but also more moderate arguments for the essentially reli-
gious character of morality and truth. It is equally to reject the uncrit-
ical faith of secular realists, social scientists, and pragmatists of all
sorts that the world is what they take it to be.

The implications of these conclusions for the study of religion
and international relations are straightforward. That study must
give more attention to religion and it must do so in ways that take
account of its manifold diversity and complexity. To do that, it will
have to abandon the reductionist approaches to explaining human
behavior that prevail in the discipline of International Relations and
cultivate the interpretive skills of historians, anthropologists, and
other students of culture. This book provides examples of such in-
terpretive approaches and their application to international rela-
tions. The study of religion in world affairs must “listen” to the
forms of religious experience it studies, avoiding the temptation to
filter that experience through its own preconceived categories. But
it must also avoid privileging the categories of those it studies. It
cannot simply assume that religious beliefs are true, that religion
must play a central role in global governance, or that a global dia-
logue must be a conversation among religious voices. Religion is cul-
ture but it is not the whole of culture. Cultural pluralism involves
more diversity than religious pluralism. The study of religion needs
not repudiate the achievements of Western liberalism, the Enlight-
enment, or secular modernity; doing that, even under the banner of
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an advanced and sophisticated postmodernism, is simply reac-
tionary. And that repudiation, I have argued, is in any case often in-
authentic. Above all, the study of religion must not confuse
understanding religion with the experience of religious faith. It
must distinguish religion as a subject of inquiry from the inquiries
that are brought to bear on it.
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