
It is clear that the multiple phenomena now increasingly categorized under
the rubric of globalization have both universalizing and fragmenting
tendencies. Emphasizing the simultaneity of the homogenizing and heterog-
enizing thrusts of globalization in the late twentieth-century world, Roland
Robertson points to the twin processes embodied in “the particularization of
universalism (the rendering of the world as a single place) and the universal-
ization of particularism (the globalized expectation that societies … should
have distinct identities)” (Beyer 1994: 28).1 It becomes possible through
Robertson’s analysis to see the universalization of the nation-state as an ideal
cultural–political form of collective identity, one aspect of the homogenizing
thrusts embodied in “the particularization of universalism,” and in that
sense very much a product of globalization. The now globalized expectation
that nations exist and deserve their states provides the normative founda-
tions for most contemporary international organizations as well as
embodying the aspirations and political demands of many disenfranchised
people around the world, despite the recent badgering the nation-state has
taken from many quarters. It is then perhaps less curious that a vast litera-
ture in international relations has accepted so unproblematically this
nation-state framework and has been so notoriously oblivious to the constant
and ongoing production and reproduction of the nation-state as a unique
historical entity. Yet one of the most striking outcomes of this lack of atten-
tion to processes of nation and state production has been the neglect of the
other side of globalization – the heterogenizing thrusts that Robertson has
described as the “universalization of particularism.” We live in a world,
Robertson claims, in which not only has the “expectation of uniqueness”
become institutionalized and globally widespread, but the local and the
particular itself is produced on the basis of global norms (Robertson 1995:
28). In other words, the globalization of international norms has produced
not just the legitimacy of the idea of the nation-state, but also the expecta-
tion that such nation-states should embody unique and distinct identities.
But it is only recently with critical constructivist, postmodern, and feminist
writing in international relations that identity – and in particular the
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cultural constitution of particular nation-state forms – has begun to be theo-
rized.

However, despite this neglect of processes of identity-construction, the
theoretical commitments of mainstream international relations (IR) to a
foundationalist ontology of nation-states have presupposed a particular
imaginary of the nation-state form. The undertheorized and ahistorical
nation-states that inhabit the anarchical “state of nature” within realist IR
have drawn on and sustained particular normative conceptualizations or
visions of the good life – imaginaries that derive from the developmentalist
trajectories and modernization narratives that have undergirded much of the
thinking and writing on the history and future of the nation-state.2 In other
words, my contention here is that the expectation that all societies (should)
aspire to the nation-state form is then also simultaneously an expectation
about the form that such nation-states (should) take – rational, industrial,
democratic, and most important for the purpose of this paper, “secular.” This
is not entirely surprising. Robertson points out that along with the need to
assert an identity, the participation of nation-states in the world system and
the legitimation of their statehood also encourages states to subscribe to the
global norms of secularism. The pressures to conform to a particular nation-
state form – that is, a secular form – can of course only be more urgent in
the context of the liberalizing and democratizing imperatives of contempo-
rary globalizing forces. If the secularity of the nation-state form has indeed
been unspoken and taken for granted in accounts of international relations,
it is then clear why the global resurgence of religious nationalisms has
elicited a certain amount of incredulity from scholars and commentators on
world politics. If the onward march of secularism, so unremarkably accepted
by disciplines like international relations and sociology which were
beholden to different variants of modernization theory, seems to be suddenly
and surprisingly interrupted by this new global upsurge of religion, this
surprise is evidence of the epistemological inability to theorize the contra-
dictory pressures emerging from the need to conform to a particular, i.e.
secular, nation-state form and to formulate a distinct national identity, the
cultural resources of which no doubt often come from religion.

There are two central purposes to this chapter. The first part attempts to
examine how deep-seated ontological commitments to a modernization
paradigm explain why attempts at explaining the “return” of religion find
themselves mired in untenable tradition/modernity binaries and why the
sense of alarm and foreboding on the impending “new cold war” generates
certain kinds of orientalist anxieties. In addition to a tendency of much of
this response to the resurgence of religion to congeal around the “global
threat of Islam,” many such accounts remain framed by what I call a “reactive
epistemology” – explaining religious nationalisms as some form of reactions
to modernity – an epistemology that both presupposes and reproduces a
troublesome and problematic Western secularism/Eastern fundamentalism
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ontology. In taking a postcolonial approach to the study of global politics,
my purpose is to indicate how certain kinds of representational practices are
complicit in the reproduction of international hierarchies.

Problematizing the orientalist biases that emerge from attempts at
explaining religion in global politics, the second part of this chapter interro-
gates the category of “secularism” as it has come to designate a particular
and problematic conceptualization of global modernity. It seems clear that
contemporary religious nationalisms are in many ways as thoroughly impli-
cated in the modernist project as are contemporary secularist agendas, even
when the former speak in the name of an unmodern “tradition.” Yet the
celebrations of secularism as a marker of a progressive modernity are thereby
hardly muted. I claim that such celebrations of secularism derive less from
what one might call the “successes” of secular tolerance, and much more so
from their association with a particular characterization of modernity – the
ideal of a Western liberal-democratic vision that undergirds the ontological
commitments of international relations. Yet, as I demonstrate below, it is
precisely the imbrication of secularism with the liberal-democratic/national
project that reveals its limitations – where religion becomes the arbiter of
different and potentially antagonistic political communities, the “problem”
of accommodating religious difference within a liberal–secular polity
becomes utterly complicated by the workings of structural power, and
brings to the fore unsettled conceptions of (religio-)national identity. In
other words, the rationalized and de-religionized public domain remains a
liberal fantasy in any context where power renders democracy incomplete
and the national imagination hegemonic. In Britain, the politicization of a
marginal and racialized postcolonial Muslim community has radicalized
religio-political differences in a manner that has simultaneously revealed the
limitations of British liberalism and secularism. That the chauvinistic and
exclusivist Hindu nationalist party currently in power in India calls itself
secular reveals both the symbolic resonances of a concept that was critical in
the imagination of a liberal, democratic, modern postcolonial India and its
perverse operations in the contemporary period. Indeed, that one might
draw comparisons between the British and the Hindu Right versions of
secularism reveals certain kinds of originary limitations of the liberal-demo-
cratic national project in the postcolonial world, despite the hasty prognosis
of the “end of history.”

If the history and theory of secularism has been so marred by its imbrica-
tion with power, can we, and should we, attempt to reclaim its democratic
possibilities in the context of the various intolerances and violences that
have also been unleashed by the religio-political visions offered by some
asecular movements around the world? This is a question taken up in the
conclusion to this chapter, which speculates about how one might conceptualize
a postcolonial politics of resistance beyond the deconstruction of the ess-
entialized categories that undergird the ontology of international relations.

S H A M PA  B I S WA S

186
Geeta, C, & Nair, S (eds) 2002, Power, Postcolonialism and International Relations : Reading Race, Gender and Class, Taylor
         and Francis, Abingdon, Oxon. Available from: ProQuest Ebook Central. [23 November 2017].<br>Created from nottingham on 2017-11-23 11:40:00.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

2.
 T

ay
lo

r a
nd

 F
ra

nc
is

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Responses to the global resurgence of religious
nationalisms

At a certain level, it seems clear that religion is back in the reckoning in
international politics. New editions of world politics textbooks have found
it necessary to add chapters and sections on religion and nationalism. It
seems as though the empirical reality of the worldwide resurgence of reli-
gion in politics can hardly be overlooked any more. The rising influence of
the Christian Right in the United States, the growth of Evangelical and
Pentecostal movements in Latin America with various ties to US political
interests, the different varieties of Islamist movements in the Middle East,
North Africa, sub-Saharan Africa, and parts of South-East Asia, the religion-
ization of the conflict in Bosnia–Herzegovina, the increasing influence of the
Orthodox Church in postcommunist Russia, the foray of Hindu nationalism
into mainstream politics in India, and the politicization of Buddhism in the
anti-Tamil Sinhalese politics of Sri Lanka as well as in Myanmar are just a
few prominent examples in a much longer list. This empirical reality led the
MacArthur Foundation to fund a six-year American Academy of Arts and
Sciences project, called The Fundamentalism Project, out of which five volumes
of encyclopedic lengths on a number of empirical studies of religious move-
ments in different parts of the world have been produced.3 How have
scholars and journalists thinking and writing on this subject responded to
this phenomenon? What kinds of questions are being raised about the role
of religion in contemporary international politics?

Secularism and modernization

At one level, there is a certain amount of incredulity associated with the obser-
vation that religion is back. Much of social theory based on the modern
narrative of progress and reason, whether liberal or Marxist, premised itself on
the inevitability of the regression of religion from public/political life. If the
Enlightenment principle of secularism that banishes religion away from the
public realm of politics had never been as firmly entrenched as expected even in
the Western liberal democracies where it took root, many expected this to be a
sign of an incomplete modernity that had not fully blossomed worldwide.

Sociological theory based on the notion of the one-way trajectory is
modified only to the extent of admitting that special conditions
may delay the death of religion. Death may be postponed but not
averted. Or, alternatively, sociological theory locates the key
element in the one-way trajectory not as outright extinction, but as
a marginalization whereby religion is “no more” than a leisure time
pursuit. 

(Martin 1991: 467)
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The presence of religion in public/political life has been dismissed in the
social science literature as constituting residual vestiges or isolated reactionary
responses. For instance, most early works on political development found
religion to be an obstacle to modernization and expected secularization of
the modern state to be a prerequisite, and hence inevitable, in the process of
modernization and development.4 But the recent intensification of religious
passions, in both the East and the West, has led scholars to question increas-
ingly the inevitability of secularization. This questioning is particularly
marked within the discipline of sociology, where scholars have been
critiquing the Secularization Thesis, which posited that, in the progressive
unfolding of modern history, secularization was to be an accompaniment of
modernization.5 In general, to the extent that these different varieties of
modernization theories were premised on the expectation of progressive
secularization, the resurgence of religious passions and the increasing inten-
sity of religio-political demands been met with some degree of surprise.

The new cold war

At another level, and particularly marked within accounts of international
politics, are those who ask whether the rise of religious nationalisms consti-
tutes a new source of conflict in the post-cold war world. The most prominent
here, of course, is Samuel Huntington’s work on the rise of civilizational
conflicts, in which notwithstanding the confusing array of markers used to
designate civilizational boundaries, religious conflict (and in particular the
division between the Islamic world and the Christian West) receives clear
prominence of place (Huntington 1993).6 But this question is also raised by
several other journalists and scholars, writing at different levels of theoretical
sophistication and from different political positions. But what is most inter-
esting about much of these analyses is that even though the conflict is often
presented as that between secular versus religious nationalism, the analyses
often congeal around the “threat” of Islam. For instance, whether the rise of
religious nationalisms portends a new source of global, binary conflict is also
raised in Mark Juergensmeyer’s book The New Cold War? Religious Nationalism
Confronts the Secular State, albeit with considerably more nuance than
Huntington (Juergensmeyer 1996). Juergensmeyer envisions the possibility
of a new cold war in the future which like the old cold war would be “global in
its scope, binary in its opposition, occasionally violent, and essentially a
difference of ideologies” (Juergensmeyer 1996: 2). This opposition would be
between what he at different places describes as “new forms of culture-based
politics and the secular state” and “religion in its various forms, and the
European and American model of secular nationalism,” but in a telling phrase
he gives away that it is “the West (now aligned with the secular leaders of the
Soviet Union) [that] confronts [this] opposition” (Juergensmeyer 1996: 2–7).
By the end of the book, this opposition is much clearer:
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[O]ne can foresee the emergence of a united religious bloc
stretching from Central and South Asia through the Middle East to
Africa. With an arsenal of nuclear weapons at its disposal and fueled
by American fear of Islam, it might well replace the old Soviet
Union as a united global enemy of the secular West.

( Juergensmeyer 1996: 201)7

Like Huntington, Juergensmeyer also approaches this topic from what
might be called a Eurocentric perspective, but unlike Huntington’s much
more defined prognosis for the future and the call for security preparedness
in the face of such perceived threats to the West, Juergensmeyer leaves the
question a little more open and calls for increased empathy and under-
standing to prevent the possibility of a new cold war along religious lines.
But to reiterate, despite such differences, there is an interesting (and
disturbing) tendency of analyses that find in the rise of religious nation-
alisms a new source of global, binary conflict to congeal around the “threat
of Islam.”8

I turn now to the questions that the global resurgence of religious nation-
alisms have raised with respect to the issue of “modernity.” Much as this
resurgence has unsettled the acceptance of the inevitability of secularization,
commentators have struggled with the implications of the “anti-modernist”
thrusts of religious movements for the progress of modernity. I therefore
explore some of the complicated issues that the rise of religious nationalisms
has raised with respect to modernity by examining how the rise of religious
nationalisms has been explained in the literature. In particular, I would like
to highlight the orientalism9 that undergirds such explanatory attempts.

Explaining religious nationalisms: the orientalism of
“reactive explanations”

A large bulk of the literature on religious nationalisms is premised to a large
degree on a pejorative and unproblematic construction of such nationalisms
as anti-modern or reactionary (reacting to modernity). This is true even in
accounts that recognize the connections of contemporary religious move-
ments to various modernist projects. Even though it is generally recognized
that many such movements are quite adept at the instrumental use of
modernity, especially the use of modern technology, religious nationalists are
generally seen as anti or pre-modern, with the generally benign and progres-
sive character of modernity being assumed even when its problems are
identified.

In the five mega-volumes of The Fundamentalism Project, Marty and
Appleby quite consistently found the central substantive similarity among
the various movements covered in the project to be reactive, described at
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different places as “reaction to secular modernity” (Marty and Appleby 1994:
5; emphasis added), reacting against “the erosion of traditional society and
fighting back against the encroachments of secular modernity” (Marty and
Appleby 1995: 6, emphasis added), and being a “religiously inspired reaction
to aspects of the global processes of modernization and secularization in the
twentieth century” (Marty and Appleby 1993a: 2; emphasis added). But
more specifically, what are the particular aspects of modernity and modern-
ization that these movements are reacting to or against? The editors of The
Fundamentalism Project found that fundamentalisms have to be understood as
responses to certain aspects of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries –
an “unstable era of rapid urbanization, modernization and uneven rates of
development with the withdrawal of Western colonial forces from the third
world,” the “vulnerability to totalitarian dictators and military regimes,” the
“social and economic dislocation and deprivation upon migration to the
cities,” the “conditions of misery and exploitation experienced by millions of
subject peoples,” the “anonymity of city life,” the “weakening of traditional
social controls,” and the “absence of familiar community values.” In their
words,

these conditions of upheaval and disorientation have provided an
opening, an undeniable aggregate need, for alternative philosophies,
structures, and institutions that would retain certain traditional
values even as they reflected adjustments to the potentially over-
whelming pace and shape of change.

(Marty and Appleby 1991: 823)

Or as they point out in another place,

religious fundamentalisms thrive in the twentieth century when
and where masses of people living in formerly traditional societies
experience profound personal and social dislocations as a result of
rapid modernization and in the absence of mediating institutions
capable of meeting the human needs created by these dislocations.

(Marty and Appleby 1993b: 620)10

Similarly, Emile Sahliyeh, in concluding her introductory chapter on
global religious resurgences, says that the “social upheaval and economic
dislocation that were associated with modernization led to this renewal of
traditional religions” (Sahliyeh 1990: 16).11 In general, in such accounts,
religious nationalisms are presented as (traditionalist) reactions to the dislo-
cations and alienations of modernity. It is this mode of explanation that I
term “reactive explanations” here.12

If the epistemologies underlying such reactive explanation presuppose a
narrative of progressive secularization as part of their commitments to, and
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visions of, modernity, it is not surprising to find that explanations of the
return to religion take recourse at least at some level to the tradition/moder-
nity binary. But to understand religious nationalisms as simply “reactive” is
problematic for a number of reasons. At a certain level, these kinds of expla-
nations derive too literally from the rhetoric of such movements, and can be
too easily dismissive of the particular and complicated challenges posed by
them. Clearly, contemporary religious nationalisms contain within them
certain visions of the “modern” that do not have any simple relationship to
unmodern antiquities, and raise certain kinds of moral questions that derive
from and speak to modernity in a host of different ways. Nor is the question
of the distance of such visions from what one might call Euro-modernity so
easily settled. For instance, in addition to the use of modern technology in
the imagination (and dissemination) of contemporary religious communities
are the compromised relations of many such movements with the nation-
state project or to different aspects of global capitalism – whether it is the
Christian Right in the United States or the Hindu Right in India.

But even more significant for my purpose here is the issue of representa-
tion, such epistemologies carrying within them particular and problematic
self/other constructions. It seems to me that reactive explanations often tend
to slide into orientalist dichotomies that end up connecting two binaries –
First World/Third World (or West/East) with secularism/fundamentalism –
which leads to the problematic and untenable opposition between “Western
secularism” and “Eastern fundamentalism.” It is interesting for instance that
even though the Fundamentalist Project attempts to cover a variety of
different empirical case studies spanning several different geographical areas,
the theoretical overviews that attempt to analyze fundamentalisms as reac-
tions to modernity seemed to focus almost exclusively on the Third World.
It seems almost as though, notwithstanding Marty and Appleby’s attempts
to think of fundamentalisms as a global issue, their theoretical presupposi-
tions as to the connected binaries of the traditional/modern and Third
World/First World creep into their analysis. For if indeed religious nation-
alisms are a reaction to modernity, and modernity is a characteristic
primarily of (and from) the West (as those editors do seem to think), then
such movements should perhaps emerge more “naturally” and more widely
in the West.13 Yet the bulk of the empirical studies in the project are from
the Third World, most notably the Middle East.14 Hence, religious nation-
alisms insofar as they exist in the West become peripheral to Western
modernity, but essential to the East.15

Further, it seems curious in that light that despite this focus on the third
world, the editors of The Fundamentalism Project pay much less explicit theo-
retical attention to postcoloniality. For if religious nationalisms are to be
understood as anti-modern, the articulation of modernity with postcolo-
niality is critical in understanding both the emergence and the appeal of
such nationalisms in the Third World. Religion is often the site that
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provides the symbolic and mythic resources for the construction of tradition,
and if modernity-as-colonialism is to be opposed, religion often proves
invaluable in that opposition. Like Marty and Appleby, Ashis Nandy also
finds the force of religious nationalisms in South Asian politics in the
displacement and alienation that have followed the industrialization and
urbanization of “mega-development” in India. In this scenario, Nandy
points out, religions provide the “metaphor of continuity” that become
“potent myths” in politics (Nandy 1996). This metaphor of continuity, in
other words, is a postcolonial means of recuperating a (continuous) tradition
in the face of a (disjunctive) modernity. For instance, it can be claimed that
the anxieties and dislocations generated by globalization and economic
liberalization have created the “conditions of possibility” for the appeal of
the culturalist discourse of the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), which provides this kind of “metaphor of continuity.” Yet these
conditions of possibility don’t provide an adequate explanation of the success
of the BJP without understanding the discursive mechanisms through
which the party balances the ambivalences that emerge from the contradic-
tory desires for “mimicry” and “authenticity,” which are a fundamental
aspect of the postcolonial condition. Inevitably, such reactions remain
connected to the modernist project in numerous ways, even as they react to
modernity. It can be argued, for instance, that the BJP in one sense enables
Indians to become modern, but in what it interprets as the Indian way. In
other words, the use of religion-as-tradition cannot be understood without
analyzing the complex negotiations of such reactions on and with the turf of
modernity.

One of the central questions raised in the preface of a special issue of
Daedalus on “Religion and politics” is

whether the remarkable capacity of the world religions to survive in
very different social settings, and with quite new dimensions and
forms, does not attest to the fact that modernity, while influencing
all established institutions, cannot destroy those that continue to
respond to man’s [sic] deepest needs, to understand suffering, age,
and death, to respond to new societal cravings, but to do so in quite
distinctive and different ways?

(Daedalus 1991)

Accounts of the world that draw on the tradition–modernity dichotomy
always put religion in the former category. Yet if modernity has influenced
all established institutions, how can we understand the persistence of reli-
gion without understanding how it speaks to, with, and from modernity?
Notwithstanding the different levels of theoretical sophistication from
which they might be posed, “why religion survives” or “why modernization
fails to destroy religion” are questions that ultimately emerge from within a
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modernization paradigm that is founded on the tradition/modernity
dichotomy. One of the most problematic discursive effects of such ontolog-
ical commitments to developmentalist, modernization narratives is the
production of orientalist binaries that reclaim secularism as a marker of a
progressive Western modernity, simultaneously condemning both religion
and the Third World to a “temporal paucity” or an “essential barbarity.” Yet
what might we learn from the history of secularism as a liberal-democratic
modern project? The next section interrogates the category of secularism as
it has come to designate a particular characterization (and celebration) of
progressive modernity.

Rethinking secularism

Secularism raises the issue of the proper relationship of religion and politics
in modern societies, and its birth as a principle of good government is often
traced to the Enlightenment period of European history and its displace-
ment of the authority of the Church in matters of political governance. In
the narrative of progressive modernity, the separation of religion from poli-
tics (and science) forms one of the constituting principles of the modern
condition. The sense of alarm that religious claims to identity cause is partly
because such claims are seen to transgress the “legitimate” sphere of religion
in modern polities (in the private realm), which the idea of secularism
defines and hence constitutes. Jose Casanova points out that in a sense the
principle of secularism is constitutive of modernity (1992). According to
Casanova, as “inaccurate as it may be as an empirical statement, to say that
‘religion is a private affair’ is nonetheless constitutive of Western modernity
in a dual sense.” First, since religious freedom, in the sense of freedom of
conscience, is chronologically the first freedom, and freedom of conscience is
intrinsically related to the right to privacy (in the institutionalization of a
private sphere free from government and ecclesiastical intrusions), it serves
as the precondition of all modern freedoms, and hence constitutes the very
foundations of modern liberalism and modern individualism. Second, the
privatization of religion also refers to the process of institutional differentia-
tion (the separation of the economy and the sphere of politics from
ecclesiastical control) that is constitutive of modernity (Casanova 1992:
17–18). Secularism here refers to the “privatization” of religion – not that
traditional religions lose all social salience (in directing individual lives,
behaviors, beliefs), but that they lose public salience as they are relocated to
the private sphere.16

It is not uncommon to accept unproblematically the success of this priva-
tization of religion in Western liberal democracies. For instance, Marty and
Appleby conclude their third volume in The Fundamentalism Project on the
note that the institutionalization of the public/private distinction, and more
importantly the privatization of religion in Western democracies, makes
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“fundamentalism … less likely to dictate the course of national self-definition”
(1993b: 640).17 The taken-for-granted articulation of Western democracy
with secularism underlies many accounts and commentaries on religion and
politics. However, even if this articulation of secularism with modern
democracy can be taken as self-evident, the extent to which the formal sepa-
ration of religion from politics can restrain the actual influence of religion
on politics is questionable.18

Now, even if Western secularism is in general accepted as a given, the
United States is one case that has always intrigued scholars and problema-
tized that assumption. The question of the religious identity of the
“American nation” has clearly marked public debates about immigration,
alcohol consumption, sabbath observance, and especially public education,
so that Kenneth Wald wrote that religion functions as a “silent cleavage” in
American politics (Wald 1991). Based on the consistently high-church reli-
giosity and the resilience of religious organizations in the United States,
sociologists such as Andrew Greely have been some of the first to argue
strongly against what he called the “secularization myth” (Greely 1972).
Greely argued that religion has always fulfilled certain essential needs of the
human condition, and even with the institutional separation of different
spheres in modern society, religion continued to have significant social and
individual relevance. Coming from the functionalist school within sociology,
the conceptualization of Robert Bellah’s “civil religion” in formally secular
states was an attempt to show that religion in the modern world does not
disappear, so much as it is transformed (Bellah 1992).19 Rather than
banishing religion from the public, public religions take new cultural forms.
In such an analysis, religion is an institution that performs a socially inte-
grative function by creating the normative consensus that holds a society
together. As Bellah has pointed out, the religious accent of secularism in the
United States, as evidenced in the inaugural speeches of presidents and the
rhetoric of other public speakers and the religious nature of public cere-
monies, provides religious legitimacy for the state and gives nationalism a
religious aura.20 It seems to me that it may be useful to understand the
recent resurgence of the Christian Right in US politics as deriving from this
religiously inflected (even if politically marginalized) space. The articulation
of Christianity with the American way of life in the Christian Right
discourse can only resonate if one understands the invisible religious under-
tone of secular US politics.

Some scholars believe that the secularization thesis holds only for Europe.
Critiquing the “tendency to identify the truly modern moment as what
occurs in Western Europe” so that other places exhibiting vigorous reli-
giosity are somehow behind, David Martin points out that secularization
was a product of the specific historical circumstances obtaining in the battle
between the Church and Enlightenment in Europe, and the sociological
model of secularization best applies to Europe (Martin 1991: 466). Hence,
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even though non-European contexts (and he includes examples from North
America, Latin America, and the Middle East) are influenced by the Euro-
pean experience, they are not determined by it, and should not be expected
to follow some universal social logic encapsulated in the European experi-
ence.21 Similarly, Peter Berger points out that even though the world today
is massively religious, with vigorous upsurges of conservative religions
worldwide, Western Europe, with its “massively secular Euro-culture,” is an
apparent exception where the secularization thesis does hold (Berger
1996–7).22

However, the very exceptions that these authors are forced to note (see
notes 21 and 22) suggest the inadequacy of holding rigidly to the seculariza-
tion thesis, rather than looking at the specific and different ways that
religion and politics are articulated in different socio-historic situations.
Roland Robertson points out that rather than taking literally the term
“separation” (of the Church and state) one needs to examine the “structure of
conjuncture,” which means “paying attention to the ways in which church
and state are coordinated” (Robertson 1987a: 9).23 The theme of civil reli-
gion has been one way of conceptualizing this conjuncture, and even though
it has usually been applied to Western societies, most notably the United
States in which Christianity has been the dominant religious tradition, this
is also true of other formally secular contexts such as India, where a domi-
nant religion coexists with a variety of other religions. Similarly, Talal Asad
has pointed out that the

separation [of religion from the state] has always involved links
between ‘religion’ on the one hand and public knowledge, moral
identity, and political processes on the other (varying, of course,
from one Western country to another). It is not just that the separa-
tion (‘secularization’) has been incomplete, but that even in Western
liberal societies ‘modernized religion’ and ‘secular culture’ have
supported each other in crucial, if often indirect, ways.

(Asad 1992: 3)

Hence, it is important to look at how secularism has been articulated in
particular socio-historic circumstances, and how the principle of religious
tolerance that underlies secularism has fared in practice in the presence of
visible religious minorities.

Let us first look at the West European context. Of the many religious
groups in different parts of Western Europe, Islamic minorities have clearly
problematized the taken-for-granted tolerance of European secularisms.
Starting in particular with the large-scale migrations of postcolonial popula-
tions to meet the labor needs for the reconstruction of post-World War II
Europe, the Muslim presence in contemporary Western Europe has become
both more permanent and visible. There are now sizable settler Muslim
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communities from the Middle East, Africa, and Asia in many West European
countries, with some cities like Bradford in Britain and Marseilles in France
seeing the increased participation of Muslim groups in local politics.24 The
salience of the “Islamic issue” in Europe arises not merely from the growing
physical presence of Muslims, but from the concrete demands that Muslims,
organized largely in mosque institutions, have increasingly come to place on
the state – demands for provisions for burial procedures, worship times and
places, ritualistic animal slaughter, education of children, and so on.
Institutionalized measures for ensuring the building of mosques,25 slaugh-
tering in the ritually prescribed way,26 and having schoolgirls exempted
from coeducation classes have been demanded and to some extent met. Such
demands have also encountered great resistance, but much more signifi-
cantly this resistance is expressed in terms of a challenge to “core” (read
Christian) national values, and is taken as indicative of the marginal relation
of ethnic and religious minorities to mainstream national values.

The “Rushdie affair”27 in Britain was one particularly contentious and
internationalized instance of the numerous episodes within Western
European nation-states involving Muslims that have brought into promi-
nence cultural issues of national identity. If the politicization of Islam within
Britain could at all be ignored until then, the Rushdie affair made the reli-
gious identity of ethnic minorities an irreversibly political question,
revealing the fissures and gaps in a taken-for-granted British secularism, by
bringing the issue of religious difference into the center of political debate.
At a most basic level, the Rushdie affair revealed some of the ambiguities of
British secular law, as for instance with respect to the blasphemy laws that
protect Anglican Christianity, but not other religious communities. At the
time of the Rushdie affair a demand for the extension of these laws to
Muslims met with at least one clearly articulated Conservative position that
argued against the extension on the grounds that Britain was essentially
Christian.28 During the height of the Rushdie controversy, newspapers and
television almost unanimously condemned the “fundamentalism” of
Britain’s Muslims29 – the general brandishing of Muslims as intolerant and
fanatical spanned the political spectrum in the popular press, and the entire
debate became centered around the “fit” of Muslims into a (Christian) liberal
society, sometimes with Christian tolerance clearly juxtaposed against
Muslim intolerance (Parekh 1990; Asad 1993). Rather than raise legitimate
questions about the role of religion in public life, this response to the
Rushdie affair raised two kinds of questions, both of which reflect the limits
of British secularism. First, questions raised about the incompatibility of
Islam with Western liberalism makes one ask whether compatibility is
always rendered problematic in the face of radical difference. On the face of
it, there is no reason why Muslim demands (for the ban on publication, for
the extension of blasphemy laws) could not be accommodated by the British
state, or more importantly, why such demands, even when they could not be
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accommodated, should be seen as external to a liberal-democratic political
system. Second, and related to raising questions on the place of Muslims and
Islam in a Christian and post-Christian society, the response to the Rushdie
affair clearly revealed the cultural core that lies at the heart of a
secular–liberal national imagination, so that the “otherness” of Muslims
became constituted as the radical difference that raised the first question of
compatibility. In bringing up the question of the place of non-European reli-
gious and cultural minorities in the context of a secular hegemony, the
significance of the Rushdie affair lies in pointing to the limits of a taken-
for-granted British secularism. Not only did this episode reveal the gaps in
the existing secular legal structure, but, much more telling, it brought into
prominence the Christian face of British secular hegemony within which
Muslims and Islam remained cultural others.

However, the Western secularism/Eastern fundamentalism framework not
only fails to problematize the questionable articulation of the West and
secularism, but also leaves no epistemological space for understanding the
forms of secularism (and their own perversions) that exist in the non-West.30

It might be easy, for instance, to dismiss the contemporary prominence of
Hindu nationalism in India to a failed secularism, revealing some basic,
backward, traditional Indian-Hindu religiosity lurking beneath an imposed
secularist veneer. The uncertain terrain marked out by the secular Congress
party which held state power for most of India’s postcolonial history before
the BJP came to power – sometimes clearly revealing its Hindu face and at
other times manipulating religious issues for narrow partisan interests –
already makes any accomplishments of Indian secularism somewhat suspect.
Yet it is also unquestionable that the postcolonial imagination of India as a
“liberal-democratic/secular” nation-state has lodged Indian secularism quite
securely both within the existing political discourse and in at least one
dominant version of the Indian common sense (Madan 1993).31 In other
words, secularism is very much a part of the existing political vocabulary in
India with a certain resonance in the Indian political idiom, especially
among the Indian middle classes, and frames much of the imagination of
“modern India” among these groups. Part of this resonance comes from the
articulation of secularism to a liberal-democratic discourse that is seen as
just, progressive, and modern. At the same time, secularism also functions as
an ideological anchor in the Indian imagination that enables the distinction
of “tolerant” India from its authoritarian, military, and religiously “intol-
erant” Islamic neighbors in Pakistan and Bangladesh, and thus helps
demarcate and constitute the “Indian self” from its own “barbaric others.”

Hence it is the case that in more than half a century of postcolonial
Indian nationalism, secularism has been successfully articulated to the
Indian “nation” within a liberal-democratic discursive framework, from
which its unsuturing becomes difficult at best and politically futile at worst.
Even the BJP – the Hindu nationalist party currently wielding governmental
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power – cannot forsake the claim to secularism without impairing its political
image. It is not unsurprising, then, that the BJP – whose antipathy to
minority religious communities in India is hardly in doubt – claims to be a
secular party, rejecting what it names as the alien and anti-Hindu “pseudo-
secularism” of prior governments, and claiming the essential tolerance of
Hinduism as a cultural resource for its own version of “positive secularism.”
However, that the category of secularism is not rejected is not simply a
cunning manipulation of a political symbol. Without dislodging the critical
articulation of secularism with the imagination of the Indian nation-state, the
BJP rearticulation of secularism is simultaneously the reproduction of a
modern identity and a renewed process of othering – a rearticulation made
possible only by tapping into a larger common sense among middle- and
upper-class Hindus in India about the cultural core (read Hindu) of India and a
prejudice about the democratic, pluralistic, and tolerant thrusts of Hinduism
vis-à-vis Islam and Muslims. That the “self” of Indian secularism has always
existed by virtue of the “other” of Islamic fundamentalism has made possible
what is the more clearly chauvinistic and intolerant version of BJP secularism.

The category of secularism, carrying with it the authorizing signature of
the West, has been used to mark out, condemn, and constitute the Third
World as the space of an unmodern religiosity – whether it be the British
liberals responding to the Muslim “fanatics” in the wake of the Rushdie
affair, or the BJP secularists celebrating their modernity vis-à-vis Pakistanis
or Indian Muslims. Indeed, it has been done in the name of, and in defense,
of tolerance and justice – the normative commitments of a progressive
modernity and history. But clearly therein lie the dogmas and exclusions that
have been carried by secularism itself – not only marginalizing all those
diverse peoples, modes of being and living, and visions of utopia that remain
inflected with religious orientations, but also denying the possibilities of
being secular in ways not transcribed through a discourse of Enlightenment
rationality. The imbrication of secularism with an impoverished liberal-
democratic/national project that remains impervious to the operations of
power clearly renders it suspect. Any simple demarcation of public secularity
from a private religiosity can hardly be expected to settle the exclusions of
vulnerable religious minorities (the real problem of democracy) or make the
nation representative (the question of religion in national identity). Yet secu-
larism as the signifier of a liberal-democratic/national project of modernity
continues to bear the badge of honor, a pride of place that also then allows it
to exclude and hierarchize. This is what calls us to rethink secularism.

Religious othering through race, class and gender

As inadequate as it may be epistemologically, the reproduction of the
Western secularism/Eastern fundamentalism binary yet serves interests and
carries material consequences at many different levels. It is clear that the
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discursive processes of othering explored in this chapter are marked by the
multiple intersections of race, class, and gender. It may be argued for
instance that the prejudices of Western secularism make religion a new kind
of racio-cultural marker – whether it be in marking out the bodies of an
immigrant underclass of color in the New Europe or in marking out the
contemporary face of underdevelopment, i.e. those not yet assimilated to, or
those marginalized by, the current trends of globalization. As demonstrated
with respect to the Rushdie affair, and as evidenced in the increasing
severity of European immigration regulations for people of color, the ques-
tion of Islam’s ability to co-exist with secular/liberal-democratic principles
has become yet another state device to enforce racial exclusions. It is no acci-
dent that the signifier “immigrant” still signifies “black” in a Britain where
most immigrants are in reality white, and where most blacks called immi-
grants are in reality British-born (see Gilroy 1993). In the United States, the
image of the Islamic terrorist that has become well entrenched in everyday
common sense through the media and popular culture has made the Arab-
American population particularly vulnerable to nationalist frenzy during
moments of crisis (see Said 1997). Hence, the immediate aftermath of the
Oklahoma bombing saw on the one hand the extremely irresponsible
speculation by political leaders and journalists on the Middle-Eastern char-
acteristics of the event and explanations for Islamic Jihad in the United
States, and on the other hand, and partly as a result, cases of abuse and
violence directed at ordinary Arabs and Arab-Americans, not unlike the ones
unleashed during the Gulf War.

While gender has not been an explicit part of the analysis of this chapter,
it is also clear that the secularism/fundamentalism divide has often signified
the celebrations of Western modernity via a measure of the position of
women. For instance, it is the sign of the “woman in veil” that still marks
the face of backward patriarchy, masking the myriad of gendered and racial-
ized practices and effects of contemporary (secular) globalization – the
feminized labor force of color of export-promotion transnationalism, the
feminization of Third World poverty as a result of structural adjustment
programs, the new modes of commodification of Third World women’s
bodies and sexualities as in the sex-tourism industry, and so on. The veil as a
signifier of Muslim women’s oppression has had a very long history in the
imagination of the West, symbolizing in Western eyes “the most visible
marker of the differentness and inferiority of Islamic societies” and has func-
tioned as a powerful symbol for a variety of colonialist, nationalist, and
feminist interventionist projects (Ahmed 1992: 152). Uma Narayan has
suggested that while practices affecting women have always served the
process of defining “the Self in contrast to the Other” in colonial encounters,

[p]ractices affecting women that involve a significant measure of
the “spectacular” (such as sati) or a significant amount of “hidden-

S E C U L A R I S M  A N D  O R I E N TA L I S M  I N  I R

199
Geeta, C, & Nair, S (eds) 2002, Power, Postcolonialism and International Relations : Reading Race, Gender and Class, Taylor
         and Francis, Abingdon, Oxon. Available from: ProQuest Ebook Central. [23 November 2017].<br>Created from nottingham on 2017-11-23 11:40:00.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

2.
 T

ay
lo

r a
nd

 F
ra

nc
is

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



ness” (such as the seclusion of women in the zenana, purdah and
veiling) seem to provoke a special interest and fascination in the
projects of contrasting cultural self-definition.

(Narayan 1997: 66)

Contemporary representations of Muslim women in the veil, not
uncommon in the Western media and commentary, only bolster the image
of the “liberated First World” woman vis-à-vis the “oppressed Third World
woman” – a combined product of gendered and racialized difference as has
been pointed out so well by Chandra Mohanty. These representations not
only efface the multiple meanings of the veil as understood by veiled
Muslim women, but also conceal the less spectacular and hence many
mundane varieties of modern–secular gender oppressions that continue to
exist (Mohanty 1991b). Just as the feminization of factory labor in off-shore
multinational production can be individually empowering while structurally
exploitative for Third World women, the veil has been adopted by Muslim
women for a variety of reasons that are not reducible to the state-enforced
coerced veiling (or de-veiling) in many other situations. Yet in the secu-
larism/fundamentalism binary the Third World woman, determined and
oppressed by religious fundamentalism, can only be rescued through secular
modernity, rather than seeing such interventions as what Leila Ahmed in a
different context called “the substitution of the garb of Islamic-style male
dominance for that of Western-style male dominance” (Ahmed 1992: 161).

Orientalist constructions that continue to treat religion as an atemporal,
essential, static realm of backward patriarchy, implicitly if not explicitly,
rely on a Western-style secular modernity, usually imagined along liberal-
democratic lines, as the harbinger of racial and gender equality. Yet, it is
these very constructions that mark out new exclusions, and are deployed in
new exclusionary ways – exclusions with clear racial and gendered implica-
tions. Neither religion nor secularism, as they take political shape within
particular socio-historic conditions, are devoid of the traces of race, class, and
gender. But the Western secularism/Eastern fundamentalism binary, and the
progressivist teleology that undergirds it, masks and indeed reproduces a
racialized and gendered construction of the Third World that has real mate-
rial effects for people of color in the First and the Third World.

Conclusion

There is no dearth of scholarship and commentary on world politics now
announcing that “religion is back.” Not only is the empirical reality of the
worldwide upsurge of religion in politics increasingly recognized, but there
are some who have called this upsurge “the new cold war.” However, an
analysis of the scholarship and commentary on the new cold war reveals the
orientalist biases that frame such analyses – the celebrations of (Western)
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secularism as a marker of a progressive modernity are made possible through
the simultaneous constructions and denunciations of (Third World) funda-
mentalisms. Such analytical predispositions are reflective of deep-seated
ontological and epistemological commitments to modernization and devel-
opmentalist frameworks of analyses – commitments that undergird much of
what is taken for granted in international relations orthodoxy.

Much of this chapter has focused on the issue of representation as it
pertains to accounts of religion in global politics. The production of knowl-
edge through which the Third World once again is condemned to an
unmodern barbarity is clearly reflective of the operations of power in a post-
colonial world. Darby and Paolini point to the impoverished conceptualization
of power in international relations orthodoxy, despite the prominent status
assigned to the analysis of power in the relations among states (Darby and
Paolini 1994). However, even critical-postmodern approaches to IR with
their focus on representational and discursive power have been curiously
inattentive to the Third World.32 This paper has looked at the production of
international hierarchies through the representational practices of communi-
ties of scholars and commentators writing on religion in global politics,
pointing to the ontological and epistemological commitments shared and
reproduced through this process. However, to focus on representational
devices in the reproduction of hierarchies is not to ignore or underestimate
the material and structural bases of international power. Indeed, it is the
very existence of such material inequities in the global distribution of
economic and political resources – inequities being notoriously widened in
the current context of economic globalization (the final triumph of the
modernization paradigm?) – that makes it imperative to focus on the
cultural and discursive processes through which such inequities are
sustained and reproduced. Discursive processes of “othering” have very real
effects, and these must be revealed and resisted.

The Western secularism/Eastern fundamentalism binary that frames
much of the writing and thinking analyzed here is problematic because both
fundamentalisms and secularisms exist in Western industrial democracies as
they do in the postcolonial world – each taking different hues and shapes in
different contexts. To take the postcolonial notion of “hybridity” seriously
would be to pay more attention to the complexities of the modern condition
as found in an increasingly interconnected (but unequal) world. But the
celebrations of (Western) secularisms are also problematic because it has
been the very imbrication of secularism with the liberal-democratic/national
project, along with their mutual articulation with a certain vision of
progressive modernity, that has also rendered its workings suspect – an issue
demonstrated with the British and Indian cases mentioned above. A post-
positivist approach to IR might then possibly see the project of secularism as
one more grand, totalizing, Enlightenment narrative that simultaneously
enables and renders invisible a whole host of exclusions and marginalizations
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– of the Third World, of religious minorities within secular hegemonies, and
religiously inspired or asecular visions of the good life. I see this deconstruc-
tionist stance implicit in any postpositivist approach – questioning and
problematizing the discursive presuppositions and teleological narratives
underpinning a discipline – as critical to a postcolonial approach to IR,
carrying within it a radical and subversive position that is inherently political.

Yet one is confronted at once with the politically urgent task of recog-
nizing the exclusions and marginalizations (against religious minorities,
women) that also lie at the heart of many different religiously inspired polit-
ical visions – whether they be Christian, Islamic, Hindu, or Buddhist. My
purpose in highlighting the epistemic violence conducted via the celebra-
tions of secularism is not then to privilege that over the physical violence
and other exclusions effected in the name of religious nationalisms around
the world. To point out that religion has become the way to mark the Third
World (or any non-rationalist, asecular version of modernity) as the site of
otherness is not to condone the forms of intolerances committed in the name
of religion, whether in the First or the Third World. Wherever such intoler-
ances exist, they must surely be resisted, a resistance only more urgent in the
context of the violences that have also accompanied the resurgence of reli-
gion around the world.

Can the category of secularism be used as a tool of such resistance? How
might the democratic potentialities of the category be excavated against the
violences of religiously based movements and orders? Here I find the
concept of “strategic essentialism” as theorized by many scholars – postcolo-
nial, post-Marxists, feminists, and others – very useful (see Krishna 1993).
To the extent that secularism can be deployed as a political-oppositional
category, contingently and strategically, to resist the effects of power, there
are surely grounds for its deployment. For instance, it makes political sense
for Muslims in Britain to seek certain kinds of legal protections from the
state in the name of secularism, as it does for activists in India resisting the
rising influence of the BJP to lay claim to a certain vision of the secular.
Here, the association of secularism with the ideals of justice and democracy
can be a resource of resistance. But to fix this category in the name of, or for
the purpose of, resistance must be done provisionally and contingently,
recognizing the dogmatisms, exclusions, and violences that have also
occurred in and through secularism. Trying to carve out a new political
space between or beyond what he calls the “the conceits of secularism” and
forms of religious or theocratic dogmatisms, William Connolly has recently
suggested “not to eliminate secularism, but to convert it into one perspec-
tive among several in a pluralistic culture” (Connolly 1999: 11).33 Indeed it
seems to me that political circumstances in many parts of the world make it
necessary to both retain some notion of secularism, and simultaneously
guard against its hegemonizing effects in the context of power.
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Notes
1 See also Chapter 6 (“The universalism–particularism issue”) in Robertson

(1992). In his more recent work, Robertson has offered the concept of “glocal-
ization” to emphasize this simultaneity. See also Robertson (1995).

2 Darby and Paolini seem to point to this co-construction of international rela-
tions theory and modernization theory in suggesting that “the discipline (of IR)
was shaped by the interests and ideals of the Enlightenment, and … has been
deeply involved in the global elaboration of Western reason and modernity,”
modernity, as they point out, being “deeply implicated in the nation-state and
development projects” (Darby and Paolini 1994: 390).

3 See Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby (eds), volumes 1–5 (1991–5). Even
though the project claims to be global in scope, the emphasis on the Middle
East across the volumes is unmistakable.

4 See Donald Eugene Smith (1970) for one of the most systematic comparative
accounts of the process of secularization that accompanies the process of political
development in the course of modernization. Smith draws on the work of
scholars like Lucian Pye and Gabriel Almond who posited that differentiation
and specialization of social and political spheres was a prerequisite for modern-
ization and development, which leads to the assumption that “religion is in
general an obstacle to modernization” (Smith 1970: xi). In the face of the
contemporary surge of religious movements, Smith continues to emphasize the
limits of religious resurgences, claiming that the contemporary reality is less of a
generalized religious resurgence and more a part of a cyclical movement that
will eventually witness a downswing (see Smith 1990). For a brief and general
survey of the literature on political development, and in particular for an
account of the diminishing role of religion in modernization theory, see
Wuthnow (1991).

5 For a well-known early statement of secularization theory within sociology see
Peter Berger (1967). Related to his work (with Thomas Luckmann) on the social
construction of reality, Berger argued that religion as a type of overarching
symbolic universe (a meaning-system) can provide integration, legitimation,
and most important, meaning, to the chaos, complexity, tragedy, injustice, and
uncertainty of “everyday reality.” Yet he argued that as modern (industrial capi-
talist) society became structurally differentiated and rationalized, it set in
motion an irreversible process of secularization (both at the level of conscious-
ness or “subjective secularization” and at the social-structural level or “objective
secularization”). Further secularization also sets in motion “pluralism” (or
“demonopolization”) and the competitiveness of the market leads to the
“bureaucratic rationalization” and commodification of religions, which in its
turn contributes to the “crisis of credibility” of religions in modern societies as
the authority of established religions to provide integration, legitimation, and
meaning declines. For a good overview and critique of Berger’s views on religion
and secularization, see Wuthnow (1986). But more recently, Berger has himself
come to question his earlier work, arguing now that the secularization theory to
which he himself contributed, was “essentially mistaken.” See for instance
Berger (1996–7). See Hadden and Shupe (1989) for a very good collection of
essays that question secularization theory from several different perspectives. For
a review of theories on secularization, see Casanova (1984). For an early critique
of the secularization thesis based on the persistence of American religiosity, see
Greely (1972). For an attempt to rework secularization theory in the light of
religious resurgences, see Chaves (1994).
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6 Huntington’s article was clearly an attempt to substitute the old cold war
paradigm with a new post-cold war one. In his words, “Civilizations are the
natural successor to the three worlds of the Cold War” (Huntington 1993: 187).

7 In the very next paragraph, Juergensmeyer went on to add that

[s]uch a conflict might be compounded by the rise of new religious radicals
in Europe and the United States, including not only politically active
Christians but also members of newly immigrant communities of Muslims,
Hindus, and Sikhs who might support their comrades at home. A nascent
cult of cultural nationalists in Japan and elsewhere in the Far East might
also be in league with what could become the West’s new foe.

(Juergensmeyer 1996: 201)

It is still interesting that all of these religious radicals, regardless of where
they are located, would be the West’s new foe.

8 Why this rise of religious nationalisms might take a cold war form is less thor-
oughly analyzed by most scholars who point to the emergence of a new cold war
along religious nationalist lines. This “global threat of Islam” scenario recurs
with some regularity in the popular media, and sometimes shows up in the
public pronouncements of state leaders and policymakers in the West. It is
important to point out here that there have always been critical voices in the
Western academy and the media that have also resisted this demonization of
Islam. John Esposito (1992) has been one of the most consistent and vocal voices
in this group. In general, the critiques take several different expressions. There
are those who argue that Islam is expansionary only within the umma (the
community of believers) and seeks neither confrontation, nor domination of the
non-Muslim world. See for instance, Karabell (1996). There are others who
argue that Islamic fundamentalism lacks the military or economic strength to
pose a threat to the Western world. See for instance Rubinstein (1994). The
Economist has taken a fairly conventional complex-interdependence approach in
downplaying the significance of an Islamic threat and arguing for the need to
build better trade relations and economic ties with Middle Eastern and other
Muslim countries, as well as urging Muslim countries to liberalize and democra-
tize. See “Living with Islam” (Economist 1995b) and “Islam and the West”
(Economist 1994b); both cover stories explicitly attack the Islamic threat argu-
ment. John Esposito, through his numerous writings and public lectures, has
perhaps done the most in empirically discrediting the notion of a monolithic
Islam in the Western media, and has pointed to the many differentiations
among Islamic organizations, movements, countries, and cultures. See also
Piscatori (1986) for a similar critique of the threat of Islam. The book by New
York Times foreign correspondent Judith Miller (1996) makes a similar point
about the heterogeneity of Islamic movements in the Middle East, but remains
framed by, and serves to reproduce, many orientalist stereotypes.

9 My use of the concept of orientalism is drawn from Edward Said’s (1979)
groundbreaking work on the construction of the East through the representa-
tional devices of Western canonical literature.

10 I would like to point out, though, that as far as these different volumes of The
Fundamentalism Project are concerned, this is less a critique of individual chap-
ters, some of which are quite theoretically sophisticated, but more of the overall
theoretical framework within which the project is situated, as laid out in the
editorial commentaries in each of the volumes.
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11 It is interesting that an account such as Emile Sahliyeh’s which attempts to
correct such reactive explanations does not seem to move significantly beyond
that framework. Sahliyeh proposed “to advance a more sophisticated explanation
to the phenomenon of religious resurgence,” by moving “beyond viewing reli-
gious renewal as being primarily a response to grievances and deprivations”
(1990: 300). The combination of four factors that she listed as part of this
explanatory framework include: (1) the failure of secular ideologies to provide
solutions to socioeconomic and political problems; (2) the uneven impact of
economic modernization within and among Third World countries in exacer-
bating poverty and unemployment; (3) outside threats to group identity and
political integrity; and (4) the availability of organizational resources for effec-
tive mobilization (see her “Religious resurgence and political modernization”
and “Concluding remarks”). The first three in the list clearly seem part of a reac-
tive explanation and the fourth does not significantly move us beyond that level
by focusing almost entirely on an instrumental use of modernity.

12 The reactive nature of such explanations is also evidenced to a degree in the defi-
nitions of modernity in such analyses. The question of “what is modernity” is
rarely, if ever, addressed in most studies of religious nationalisms. For Marty and
Appleby, modernity by default is whatever fundamentalists claim to oppose.
Hence to whoever “listens to the rhetoric of the ayatollahs, rabbis, priests, and
pastors who call attention to religion and who often exploit it, ‘modernity’ is a
kind of code word for any of the erosive forces that threaten self-identity”
(Marty and Appleby 1997: 9) or modern “is a code word for the set of forces
which fundamentalists perceive as the threat which inspires their reaction”
(Marty and Appleby 1991: vii). It is interesting that in introducing the first
volume the editors clarified that “[m]odern cultures include at least three
dimensions uncongenial to fundamentalists: a preference for secular rationality;
the adoption of religious tolerance with accompanying tendencies toward rela-
tivism; and individualism” (Marty and Appleby 1991: vii). Yet these three
aspects do not receive much theoretical explication in the rest of the volumes.

13 Regardless of the genealogies and historical origins of particular modernist
projects, I find the conflation of modernity with the West problematic. Here I
find Eric Wolf’s (1997) monumental work on the study of modern (capitalist)
history through understanding the mutual encounters of the European and non-
European worlds (without erasing questions of power) quite illuminating. In
exploring the contemporary resurgence of Islam worldwide in the context of
globalization, Pasha and Samatar (1997) also emphasized the need to move away
from Eurocentrism by locating the place of Islam in the “coconstruction of glob-
ality.” In other words, my own analysis is sympathetic to understanding
modernity as global, shaped by a variety of different interactions in different
parts of the world, but influenced by multiple and overlapping levels (from local
to global) of power hierarchies.

14 This is not an empiricist argument about indicating bias through counting the
number of cases devoted to a particular topic, but rather is a larger claim about
epistemology that enables writers to see the world in particular ways (where
does religion exist?) and pick cases accordingly. While many works on global
religious nationalisms have tended to focus overwhelmingly on the Middle East,
David Westerlund (1996) attempted to redress the balance by bringing together
articles that look at the rise of religious nationalisms in North and Central
America, Europe, Africa, and Asia. Yet it is interesting to see that the authors of
the different articles in the book often got caught up in the attempt to differen-
tiate Christian fundamentalism from anti-secularist movements in other
religions.
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15 Even a book such as Mark Juergensmeyer’s, which pays close attention to the
self-descriptions of religious nationalists in the Third World and is conscious of
the many modernist aspects of such movements, ultimately remains wedded to
this secularist/fundamentalist–East/West dichotomy. It is common for journal-
istic commentary on Third World religious nationalisms to reflect this
East/West dichotomy – whether it be the “centuries-old hatreds of Hindus and
Muslims” in the coverage of Hindu fundamentalism in India or the “fanatical
Islamic terrorists” in the coverage of elections in Algeria. Islam in particular
continues to receive this kind of journalistic treatment.

16 See Casanova (1992) for an excellent discussion on the variety of ways in which
the public/private distinction is drawn with respect to religion. Casanova
pointed out that since the liberal conception of politics tends to confuse state,
public, and political, the disestablishment of religion is understood and
prescribed as privatization as well as depoliticization. He has also drawn on the
feminist critique of the public male/private female split to show how the histor-
ical process of the privatization of religion is a process of feminization in which
religion (and morality), exempt from public rationality, is consigned to the
sentimentalized sphere of the private (see especially pp. 20–37).

17 This is immediately contrasted with the lack of such distinctions in Islamic
thought.

18 When thinking of the relation between religion and politics, most analyses
remain tied to the dichotomy between secularism and theocracy. Sometimes, a
third category is added to accommodate the “gray areas.” For instance,
Hallencreutz and Westerlund (1996) made distinctions between a “confessional
policy of religion” (where a particular religious tradition or community is politi-
cally privileged, and religion and politics are in close interaction, this including
theocracies such as Iran), the “secular policy of religion” (which presupposes at
least a formal separation of the religion and the state, with individual and corpo-
rate religious freedoms granted to more or less extent), and the “generally
religious policy on religion” (where the state is guided by religion, but not
institutionally attached to any particular religion, such as in Indonesia).

19 The title of Bellah’s book The Broken Covenant reveals his belief in the contin-
uing erosion of religious and moral values in American society in the face of the
rational, technical, utilitarian ideology of self-interest.

20 The institutionalization of this norm is evidenced in the decision in the 1950s
to amend the Pledge of Allegiance to refer to the United States as “one nation
under God.” But this concept of “civil religions” has been looked at differently
by other authors. In Robertson’s analysis for instance, civil religions have to do
with identity issues experienced by formally secularized societies. In his words,
the “globally legitimated secular state,” even though lacking the “aura of the
genuinely sacred,” and with religion being constitutionally denied, has often,
even if unintentionally, drawn religious interests into it to give expression to its
particularistic identity (Robertson 1987a: 43–7).

21 But, as he pointed out in the course of the article, there are three factors that
qualify the applicability of the secularization thesis even to Europe. On the one
hand, the particular historical conditions that gave birth to the principle of
secularization in Europe no longer obtain in contemporary Europe, and with the
discrediting of liberal and Marxist views of history, perhaps a new kind of space
for religiosity is opening up. Second, even within Europe, major national
communities or subnational communities that had experienced alien and
external rule had often found their major resource and source of identity in
historic faiths. This is true for instance in the cases of Poland and Ireland, and in
the Basque country, Croatia, and Brittany. Third, similar to the second group
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are the new migrant Muslim communities in contemporary Europe (Martin
1991: 465–74). One could add to this list the protracted conflict in Northern
Ireland.

22 But even he recognized the survival of religion in Western Europe, mostly
Christian, despite widespread alienation from organized churches, which to him
indicates “a shift in the institutional location of religion, rather than seculariza-
tion” (Berger 1996–7: 8). He also pointed to an international subculture
composed of “secularized” people with Western-type higher education, espe-
cially in the humanities and social sciences, that even though a minority, are
very influential, and provide the official definitions of reality (through the
education system, the media of mass communication, and the legal system).
Hence, he pointed out, religious upsurges “have a strongly populist character,”
being also “movements of protest and resistance against a secular elite,” sharing
a “globalized elite culture” (Berger 1996–7: 8).

23 In his words, “for if church and state were truly – as opposed to constitutionally
– separated, there would be no society at all” (Robertson 1987a: 9).

24 In Britain, for instance, the demographic concentration of Asian Muslims in
particular areas gives them significant political leverage at the level of the ward
in local council elections, and in particular constituencies in parliamentary elec-
tions (although due to the absence of a proportional representation system, the
latter may not translate into significant influence at the national level). Both the
Conservative and the Labour parties have departments to deal specifically with
Asian (and black) voting issues, and have had to increasingly address Muslim
issues.

25 See Eade (1993) for an excellent analysis of case studies in two areas of London
in which the public debate on the issue of the construction of mosques led to a
discourse on community belonging that took a religio-cultural form, pitting the
white residents of the areas or the “real locals” (uniting “well heeled gentrifiers
and working class ‘Cockneys’ in a defence of tradition”; p. 40) against the
“alien” encroachments of Muslim outsiders or the “foreigners.” Eade’s analysis is
excellent in demonstrating how the physical presence of Muslims and Islam
politicizes space and community around a discourse of race. Mosques in partic-
ular have been politicized because they have served not just as places of worship,
but also for building of community, organizations, and networks providing
services and organizing issues and demands for Muslims in Britain and else-
where. See Nielson (1989, especially pp. 230–3) for a discussion of different
mosque-based and other organizations and political movements of British
Muslims. See also Joly (1995) for a detailed discussion of such organizations in
Birmingham, and Lewis (1994) for a comprehensive account of such resources in
Bradford. (Birmingham and Bradford contain some of the heaviest concentra-
tions of British Muslim populations, and the majority of this population is
concentrated within a few inner-city electoral wards.) Gilles Kepel (1997) has
argued that the mosques that sprang up in the early years of post-world war
immigration were encouraged by the British state to stabilize these communi-
ties and make them into a more efficient and compliant workforce, and worked
as well as a form of communalism that marked off the proletarian Muslim popu-
lations from the native working class, thus preventing class solidarity (see
especially Part II, “The Britannic Verses”). It is only later that mosques became
problematic as they started becoming centers for political activity.

26 See Husbands (1994) for a brief anecdotal account of the introduction of halal
meats into two local education authorities’ schools, which raised outcries across
the spectrum from animal rights activists to those who expressed cultural revul-
sion at barbaric practices. Interestingly, as Husbands pointed out, much of the
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anti-halal rhetoric made possible an easy slippage from the argument that ritual
slaughter was barbaric to the implicit corollary that Muslims were barbaric.

27 The Rushdie affair refers to the huge response to the publication of Salman
Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses. The publication of the book despite objections
made to Penguin by Muslim groups, the resulting demonstrations in many
parts of the world including the celebrated Bradford book-burning episode, and
the issuing of the fatwa (religious edict) by Ayatollah Khomeini against
Rushdie, brought up much public debate and commentary in the Western
world. The Rushdie affair had important policy implications, as diplomatic ties
with Iran were severed by many European countries, soon after diplomatic and
trade relations between Iran and Europe had been strengthened after the cease-
fire in the Iran–Iraq war in August of 1988.

28 There had been an attempt in 1978 to abolish the blasphemy law, but the
House of Lords rejected it on the grounds that Britain, its institutions, and the
monarchy were still essentially Christian and deserve protection by the law, and
that abolition could lead to an abundance of blasphemous publications (from
Dyson 1990: 68).

29 For a collection of press articles on this issue, see “The international response”
and “Reflections,” in Appignanesi and Maitland (1990). For an analysis of the
press coverage of the Rushdie affair, see Cottle (1991) and Parekh (1990).

30 It might be argued that one of the political implications of analyses that end up
constructing a Western secularism/Eastern fundamentalism opposition is that
they create the basis for the easy rejection of secularism in the postcolonial
world as alien and imperialist. For many religious nationalists in the postcolo-
nial world, secularism can be rejected less for its substantive content and more
for its association with Euro-Christianity.

31 Madan argued that regardless of its genealogy and despite its contestations, it is
still possible to talk of something unique and particular called “Indian secu-
larism.” However, this is not to argue that the Indian meaning of the term is
innocent of its Western genealogies, or that modernizing elites in India no
longer find its reference in a Western discourse on modernity. It is true, as
Chatterjee pointed out, that the continuing “use of the term secularism is … an
expression of the desire of the modernizing elite to see the ‘original’ meaning of
the concept actualized in India” (1995: 13–15). In many ways, as Sankaran
Krishna pointed out, the use of neologisms like “Indian secularism” reflects the
ambivalences of an imitative nationalist discourse that simultaneously attempts
to stake out its unique historical significance (1994: 195). See Chatterjee (1986)
for a fuller discussion of some of the contradictions of a “derivative nationalism”
for postcolonial societies.

32 See Krishna (1993) for an eloquent demonstration of this point.
33 Connolly’s suggestion to engage the thought-imbued visceral register of subjec-

tivity and intersubjectivity within a (disenchanted) public/secular domain that
has been both impoverished and rendered dogmatic by its insistence on a de-
religionized public rationality/ethics is to take seriously and critically engage
with the multiple visions and passions of the good life offered by religiously
inspired groups and movements, while also recognizing why the commitment
to secularism (albeit not as a singular, authoritative arbiter of public reason)
remains critical.
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