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Introduction: Religious 
Pluralism in World Affairs

Thomas Banchoff

To think religion and world politics is often to think violence. The 
attacks of September 11, 2001, suicide bombings in the Middle East, 
sectarian clashes in Kashmir, civil war in the Balkans, bloodshed in 
Nigeria and Indonesia—these are prominent associations. In these 
cases and others, links between religion and violence are not hard to 
fi nd. Political commitments with divine sanction often brook no com-
promise. For fanatical religious minorities, violence for a higher cause 
has a ready-made justifi cation. And members of the wider community 
who identify with the grievances of militants often lend their sup-
port, overt or tacit, to the use of force. Religion is never the sole cause 
of violence. It intersects in explosive ways with territorial disputes; 
unstable and oppressive institutions; economic and social inequalities; 
and ethnic, cultural, and linguistic divisions. But today as in previ-
ous eras, passionate religious identities and commitments have often 
served to exacerbate tensions and promote bloodshed.1

Less visible, but no less signifi cant, is the peaceful engage-
ment of religious communities in contemporary world affairs. At a 
declaratory level, leaders drawn from the world’s leading religious 
traditions—Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Hindu, and Buddhist—have 
long endorsed ideals of peace, human dignity, equality, freedom, and 
solidarity. Today, more than at any time in history, exponents of 
these and other traditions are promoting confl ict resolution, human 
rights, and economic and social development in practice—within 
national borders but also across them. The Good Friday agreement 
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in Northern Ireland, the resolution of Mozambique’s civil war, and support 
for the Millennium Development Goals—all provide examples of transnational 
religious engagement, not in isolation but through interaction with other reli-
gious and secular actors in state and society. Riding the wave of globalization, 
religious actors have deployed new communications technologies and invoked 
human rights norms to mobilize public support, reframe debates, and sup-
port winning political and policy coalitions. Peaceful engagement of this kind 
should not be confused with harmony. It can oppose different interests and 
ethics, generating competition and controversy. But it is nonviolent. Less likely 
to make the newspapers, it has a far-reaching, if underappreciated, impact.

This book examines the intersection of religious pluralism, globalization, 
and world politics from a variety of disciplinary and analytical perspectives. It 
brings together social and legal theorists, historians, political scientists, and 
practi tioners to explore the contours of religious pluralism in world affairs 
across traditions, regions, and issue areas, including peacebuilding, transi-
tional justice, economic development, and bioethics. Taken as a whole, the vol-
ume does not depict religion as inherently more peaceful than violent—either 
in theory or in practice. That long-running dispute will not be conclusively 
resolved one way or the other. Instead, the essays deepen our understanding 
of the constructive role played by religious actors in world affairs, in its vari-
ous dimensions. The volume provides a broader overview of engagement in 
our post–September 11, 2001, world—one that can inform new, collaborative 
efforts to meet pressing global policy challenges.

The balance of this chapter sets out a working defi nition of religious plu-
ralism in world affairs, discusses its relationship with globalization, and explores 
six of its related dimensions: fragile identity politics, strong ethical commit-
ments, international-national-local linkages, interfaith and intrafaith dynam-
ics, religious-secular interaction, and the centrality of the United States. The 
overview of these dimensions serves to introduce the individual essays, com-
pare their arguments, and sketch the overall contours of religious pluralism, 
globalization, and world politics in the contemporary era.

Religious Pluralism in World Politics

“Religious pluralism” is a contested concept across national, political, and dis-
ciplinary contexts. In theology the term often suggests harmony, convergence, 
or compatibility across religious traditions—in opposition to religious exclu-
sivism. In sociology, pluralism can refer to the diversity of different religious 
traditions within the same social or cultural space.2 As deployed in this volume, 
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religious pluralism refers to patterns of peaceful interaction among diverse reli-
gious actors—individuals and groups who identify with and act out of particular 
religious traditions. Religious pluralism, in this defi nition, does not posit dif-
ferent religions on diverse paths to the same truth, as it does in some theologi-
cal contexts. And the term implies more than the social and religious diversity 
explored in much sociological analysis. Religious pluralism is the interaction 
of religious actors with one another and with the society and the state around 
concrete cultural, social, economic, and political agendas. It denotes a politics 
that joins diverse communities with overlapping but distinctive ethics and 
interests. Such interaction may involve sharp confl ict. But religious pluralism, 
as defi ned here, ends where violence begins.

This conception of religious pluralism maps best onto national democratic 
contexts. Where state institutions guarantee individual freedoms, majority rule, 
and constitutional order, the interaction of diverse religious communities is 
more likely to remain peaceful. Recourse to the sword to settle disputes is effec-
tively outlawed. Religious confl ict can be fi erce and has the potential to erupt 
into civil disorder that threatens democratic stability. But day to day, a national 
democratic and constitutional order provides a framework for peaceful in ter-
action within and across religious and secular communities. This has been 
the dominant experience of North Atlantic and other democracies for decades. 
Today, greater religious diversity and the growth of Muslim communities in 
Western Europe, in particular, are generating divisive controversies about how 
best to combine political and social cohesion with respect for minority rights. 
But with few exceptions, those controversies are playing out peacefully, through 
the push and pull of democratic politics.3

World politics is different. The absence of a sovereign authority at a global 
level makes religious pluralism a more fragile construct. Neither the United 
Nations nor the United States nor any group of states can impose the equiva-
lent of a constitutional order or maintain a monopoly on the legitimate use of 
violence. Al-Qaeda’s emergence and survival over the past decade make that 
clear. The weakness of many states and the persistence of autocracy across the 
globe also undermine religious pluralism in world affairs. Failed states cannot 
provide effective protection for religious minorities or transnational religious 
communities. Nor can they prevent religious differences from spilling over 
into bloodshed—as is evident in Iraq, Somalia, and elsewhere. At the same 
time, nondemocracies, while they may keep the peace and afford minorities 
some protection, will often favor some religious communities over others (as 
in Iran) or marginalize religion in the public sphere (as in China). Political 
conditions across much of the globe militate against national religious mobi-
lization or transnational religious activity. Religious pluralism might therefore 
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appear a limited phenomenon in world politics, localized within established 
 democracies—and challenged even there.

To see religious pluralism only within the democratic national context is to 
miss one of the most salient trends of the last two decades—the emergence of 
more agile transnational religious actors, including a global papacy, Evangelical 
networks, the Jewish Diaspora, and a panoply of organizations with roots in the 
Muslim world.4 Faith communities, which claim about four-fi fths of human-
ity as adherents, have attained more organizational strength and transnational 
reach since the 1980s. They have not displaced secular states and international 
institutions as key actors in world affairs—nor are they likely to in the foresee-
able future—but they have begun to interact more with one another and with 
secular forces within state and society across multiple issues.

For example, the Roman Catholic Church, the world’s largest religious 
organization, with more than 1 billion members, has become a much more vis-
ible actor on the world stage since the 1980s. Long international in scope, the 
Church fi rst took up global issues of peace, human rights, and development 
with the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965). Under John Paul II (1978–2005), 
the papacy emerged as a force in international affairs, through personal diplo-
macy, clearly articulated policy positions, and growing engagement within 
UN institutions. Far from a monolith, the Church is home to a variety of reli-
gious orders (including the Society of Jesus) and lay organizations (including 
the Rome-based Community of Sant’Egidio) that have been particularly promi-
nent in pursuit of peace and social justice agendas in Africa, Latin America, 
and around the world.5

Protestant and Orthodox churches, with combined adherents of just 
under 1 billion, have also increased their involvement in world affairs in recent 
decades. The World Council of Churches, founded in 1948, has grown in terms 
of membership to some 340 churches and has expanded its cultural, social, 
and political agenda and policy interaction with governments and international 
organizations. Evangelical Christianity has grown sharply in the developed and 
developing worlds. Widely associated with missionary activities and traditional 
values, Evangelical congregations have increasingly carved out policy stances on 
issues ranging from HIV/AIDS to global poverty to global warming. Since the 
fall of the Soviet empire in 1989–1991, Orthodox churches, too, have emerged 
as more independent political actors. Based in Russia, Eastern Europe, and the 
Middle East and linked to global diasporas, they have increased in size, strength, 
and visibility around issues including education and minority rights.6

Islam, the world’s second-largest religion, with about 1.3 billion adher-
ents, has also emerged as a more powerful transnational force. Islamic mili-
tants, and Al-Qaeda in particular, have commanded the most media attention. 
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But the vast majority of Muslims and Muslim organizations are committed 
to peaceful engagement in social and political affairs—and increasingly orga-
nized in their pursuit. The last two decades have seen the expansion of Muslim 
social movements and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and a much 
higher profi le for the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC). The OIC, 
founded in 1969, brings together fi fty-seven countries with majority or signifi -
cant minority Muslim populations to articulate shared positions on a range of 
global issues including, but going well beyond, ongoing confl icts in the Middle 
East. While Islam lacks any strong centralizing authority, and the OIC itself 
is not a religious actor in any narrow sense, Muslim voices have grown more 
prominent in world politics since the end of the cold war.7

The third of the Abrahamic traditions, Judaism, while small by comparison—
a community of about 15 million worldwide—has a vital international role 
grounded in the strength of the state of Israel and the importance of the Jew-
ish Diaspora. A regional power in military-territorial confl ict with its neigh-
bors, Israel is both a besieged Jewish state and a successful pluralist democracy. 
The Jewish Diaspora, anchored in the United States and Western Europe, has 
a robust transnational identity and organizational expressions, including the 
World Jewish Congress. It provides fi nancial and political support for Israel and 
broader causes, including the Middle East peace, global economic and social 
development, and the struggle against anti-Semitism and all forms of racism.8

Hinduism, the world’s third-largest religious community, while less geo-
graphically dispersed, is also a growing force in world affairs. With perhaps 
800 million adherents, Hinduism is the least monolithic and most inter-
nally diverse of the world’s major religious traditions. There is nothing even 
approaching an actor or organization that can speak for a tradition marked by 
a rich multitude of beliefs and practices. At the same time, however, Hindu 
nationalism—the political identifi cation of Hinduism with the Indian nation—
has been on the rise since the 1980s. While the media have focused on out-
breaks of Hindu-Muslim violence, including the 2002 riots in Gujarat, the 
growth of the Hindu nationalist parties and civic associations and the rise of 
pan-Islamic sentiment among the country’s 150 million or so Muslims mark a 
deeper transformation of political culture in India, one with far-reaching trans-
national and international implications, given the size of the Indian diaspora 
and the country’s emergence as a world power.9

Buddhism, with about 400 million adherents, is also an internally diverse 
tradition with few authoritative organizations. Concentrated in varied forms 
across a range of Asian and Southeast Asian countries, Buddhism has long been 
engaged in politics, as historical interactions between monks and monarchies 
in Cambodia, Thailand, Burma, and elsewhere attest. For much of the twentieth 
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century, colonialism and its legacies, autocratic military rule, and Buddhism’s 
own traditional concern with the enlightenment of the individual have limited 
political engagement around national and international issues. Over the last 
two decades, however, the global diplomacy of the Dalai Lama, the exiled spiri-
tual leader of Tibetan Buddhism, and the “engaged Buddhism” of monks in 
Cambodia and Burma struggling for human rights and social justice have altered 
this picture. Transnational networks involving many Buddhists in North Amer-
ica and Europe have become more active around a host of global issues, rang-
ing from the struggle for democracy in Asia to equitable social and economic 
development and climate change.10

This sketch of religious communities active in world affairs is far from com-
prehensive. Other traditions, including Sikhs and the Baha’i, play an important 
national and international role. Moreover, none of the fi ve leading traditions 
outlined—the three Abrahamic faiths, Hinduism, and Buddhism—represents 
a single monolithic actor in world affairs, or anything approaching one. Par-
ticular religious actors should not be confused with whole religions that are 
internally diverse along lines of geography, class, race, ethnicity, and gender. 
With this caveat in mind, one can explore the increasing global role of reli-
gious actors, defi ned as individuals and groups who identify with and act out of 
religious traditions in the public sphere, nationally and internationally.

The Dual Impact of Globalization

What, if anything, is new about religious pluralism in world affairs? Religion 
has long had a transnational dimension. Major world religions have grown 
and changed as they have spread across borders, generating far-fl ung networks 
with varied regional and local expressions. The migration of Buddhism out of 
India and extended kinship ties within Judaism suggest there is nothing radi-
cally new about religion’s transnational reach. Islam and Christianity, in partic-
ular, have long been global movements. During the Middle Ages and the early 
modern period, fi rst Islam and then Christianity became an intercontinental 
force. Muslim expansion from the Middle East into North Africa and Europe 
and across much of South, Central, and Southeast Asia preceded the conquest 
of the New World and the spread of Christianity to the Americas, Africa, and 
parts of Asia centuries later. The frequent recourse to violence in this process 
of expansion and interaction, most notable in the initial Muslim conquests and 
the Crusades, might appear to draw a sharp line between religious dynamics 
in the past and religious pluralism today. In point of fact, the spread of reli-
gion by peaceful means, and the nonviolent coexistence of different traditions 
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 characterized much of the world over long stretches of time. Medieval Spain 
and the Ottoman empire, for example, were marked by signifi cant periods of 
peaceful coexistence among Muslims, Jews, and Christians.

If pluralism defi ned as peaceful interaction is not new in world affairs, nei-
ther is its political dimension—interaction that engages state power and issues 
of governance. Religious beliefs and practices, embodying certain understand-
ings of right human conduct, inevitably intersect with questions about how 
power should be organized and exercised justly. Church-state struggle in Chris-
tian Europe and secular-religious interaction in the Muslim world, South Asia, 
and China constitute historical legacies of transnational political engagement. 
“Religion and politics have been tied together from the beginning,” Anthony 
Appiah reminds us in this volume. “Athens and Rome had state religions, cults 
of divinities with special importance for the city or the empire. Many places, 
from Pharaonic Egypt on, have had divine kingship. The major empires of 
Eurasia—Mongol, Mughal, Manchu, Roman, Ottoman, British—all took reli-
gion with them.” These political-religious dynamics continued into the modern 
imperial era. During the nineteenth century, John Voll points out in his essay, 
transnational religious engagement was evident in “missionary activity and the 
infl uence of religious organizations on early international advocacy campaigns 
like the one to abolish slavery.”

If contemporary international and political manifestations of religious plu-
ralism are not completely unprecedented, they do mark a break with the post-
1945 era. The growing salience of religion in international affairs contrasts 
sharply with the cold war’s four decades of secular and ideological superpower 
competition. In retrospect one can see the beginning of a shift in the late 1970s, 
with the Iranian revolution, the prominence of Evangelicals in U.S. politics, 
and the onset of John Paul II’s international papacy. With the collapse of the 
Soviet empire and the end of East-West ideological competition, transnational 
religious communities emerged more clearly as sources of identity and engage-
ment in world affairs. The spread of Evangelical social and political movements 
in Latin America, Africa, and Asia attests to this dynamic, as do the rise in 
Muslim middle-class participation in politics and new crises at the intersection 
of the religious and the secular, such as the Muhammad cartoon controversy 
of early 2006 and reactions to Pope Benedict XVI’s remarks on Islam later 
that year. The media and the academy have focused on the violent campaigns 
of Al-Qaeda, the U.S.-led counteroffensive, sectarian violence in Iraq, and the 
Israeli-Palestinian struggle. But the reemergence of religious actors in world 
politics is part of a broader, predominantly peaceful trend.

The return of religion is not simply a result of the collapse of the postwar 
order and its secular, ideological frame of reference. It does not simply take 
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us back to an earlier era. While linked to long-established religious traditions, 
religious pluralism in world affairs is propelled forward by the contemporary 
dynamics of globalization. It is sometimes argued that globalization is neither 
new nor all-encompassing. By some measures, transnational fl ows of people, 
goods, and capital are comparable to the pre–World War I era. And by other 
measures, nation-states have gained, not lost, political and economic leverage 
in dealing with domestic and international forces.11 But two dimensions of 
globalization are undeniably new: the near-instantaneous worldwide sharing 
of information through modern communications technology, and the global 
spread and institutionalization of the idea of universal human rights. One has 
connected and mobilized far-fl ung communities more effectively, while the 
other has enlarged the space for their cultural, social, and political engage-
ment, both nationally and internationally.12

Since the 1980s the proliferation of telephone, fax, television, and Internet 
technologies has fostered the survival and growth of transnational religious 
networks and diaspora communities. With the papacy of John Paul II global 
media and personal diplomacy strengthened transnational Catholic iden-
tity and helped to unravel the Soviet empire in Eastern and Central Europe. 
Over the same period, radio and television were instrumental in the growth of 
Evangelical Christianity in Latin America, Africa, and Asia, and the associated 
spread of American-style individualism and consumer culture and a “Gospel of 
Prosperity.” Global travel and communications have strengthened ties among 
Jews inside and outside Israel and increased support for the Jewish state in the 
United States. And in the Islamic context, the Internet has proved a particularly 
powerful medium in the creation and contestation of transnational identities. 
Within Islam, inexpensive and instantaneous communications are forging vir-
tual communities in the absence of transnational, hierarchical structures of 
authority. Here, Al-Qaeda is one example of a broader trend that is dominated 
by nonviolent Muslim groups, including the Gülen movement explored by 
Thomas Michel in his chapter.13

New communications technologies not only enable the creation and sus-
tenance of transnational religious communities, thereby sustaining a high 
degree of religious pluralism in world politics, but also foster an internal 
diversifi cation of religious traditions. The individualization of religious—or, 
better, spiritual—identities, a trend parallel to the expansion of global con-
sumer culture, is a striking development of recent decades. Suspicion of reli-
gious authority and formal institutions, evident in public opinion polls and in 
some declines in attendance at religious services, is on the rise.14 The waver-
ing strength of many mainline religious organizations, measured in terms of 
members and resources, is undeniable. At the same time, however, new and 
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reformed  religious communities are thriving—including Evangelical groups 
that build on an individualized ethos and Muslim organizations that provide 
an anchor for identity within a churning world. A loose amalgam of faith-
inspired groups, aligned with but not identical to larger religious communi-
ties, is emerging to meet the demand to translate spiritual and ethical values 
into social and political action in areas such as poverty relief, the HIV/AIDS 
crisis, and environmental protection. The same communications technologies 
that advance transnational mobilization, then, are promoting a high level of 
internal diversity and the reformulation of religious identities and ethical com-
mitments at a global level.

The geographic extension and mobilization of religious communities 
through communications technologies also deepen their interaction with one 
another—in society, culture, and politics. And much of that interaction is com-
petitive. “The impact of globalization on religious pluralism is most evident 
in that the quest for religious recognition and competition among religious 
groups has become truly global,” Pratap Mehta writes in this volume. “Transna-
tional linkages of religious groups add to local competition and put a strain on 
local patterns of accommodation.” John Witte argues in his essay that we are 
seeing a “a new war for souls”—in the former Soviet Union, for example, where 
a revitalized Orthodoxy confronts Catholicism, Protestantism, and Islam; in 
Latin America, where an entrenched Catholic Church faces inroads from Evan-
gelicals; and in parts of Africa and Asia, where Christian and Muslim mission-
aries compete.15 This competition has a theological dimension; it is a confron-
tation among beliefs and practices. But it is also a political struggle, as different 
sides seek to mobilize state power, secure rights and resources for themselves, 
and restrict those of national and international rivals. 

The existence of this (mainly) peaceful competition points up the salience 
of a second, legal-political dimension of globalization—the spread of democracy 
and the institutionalization of a global human rights regime. The conviction 
that all human beings possess an inherent dignity and equality, fundamental 
freedoms, and the right to democratic self-governance is more widespread 
today than at any time in history. It is evident at the level of global public opin-
ion, where support for democracy and individual rights continues to grow. It 
fi nds expression in interfaith documents and initiatives, including the much-
cited Declaration of the Parliament of the World’s Religions (1993). And it is set 
down in international declarations and legal instruments endorsed by the vast 
majority of the world’s governments, beginning with the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights (1948). The international human rights regime, however 
fragmented and imperfect, creates a political space for the free  exercise of reli-
gion, including the opportunity to organize and mobilize in the public sphere 
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around policy issues.16 Global norms of human dignity and human rights 
dovetail with the ethical commitments of majority or mainstream religious 
traditions. And they make it harder for governments to suppress or co-opt reli-
gious actors—local, national, and transnational. “The modern human rights 
revolution,” John Witte points out in his essay, “has helped to catalyze a great 
awakening of religion around the globe.” In regions now marked by democ-
racy and human rights, “ancient faiths once driven underground by autocratic 
oppressors have sprung forth with new vigor.”

The emergent global human rights regime should not be confused with a 
constitutional order. In the absence of a global sovereign, there is no monopoly 
on the legitimate use of violence and no way routinely to punish human rights 
violations on the national model. Legal instruments including the Universal 
Declaration of 1948, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(1966), and the Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and 
of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief (1981) establish rights to have 
and manifest one’s religion. But they bind only their signatories. Some Muslim-
majority countries, including Saudi Arabia, have refused to endorse certain  of 
them. And most include clauses that permit exceptions under certain circum-
stances, such as threats to public order. Still, the growing body of human rights 
law does have considerable moral, and therefore practical, force. Governments 
often feel constrained to abide by declarations and treaties endorsed by the inter-
national community. Accusations of violations are met with efforts to explain and 
justify state actions. To fl out international law is to risk political isolation, which 
entails political costs. It is likely, for example, that hard-liners in Russia and India 
would pursue tougher policies against Christian missionaries in the absence of 
a signifi cant, if still fragmentary and contested, global human rights regime.

More than the abstract endorsement of human rights, the global trend 
toward democracy has created greater leeway for religious communities in 
national and international affairs. Where rights to religious freedom and prac-
tice are not just articulated but set down in constitutions and laws backed by 
effective state power, religious actors have more freedom of maneuver. The 
wave of democratization in Latin America that began in the 1980s loosened 
ties between the Catholic hierarchy and government offi cials in many coun-
tries, creating larger political openings for Evangelicals. New democracies in 
Central and Eastern Europe—and a more precarious democracy in Russia—
created space for indigenous and outside religious communities to strengthen 
their positions. In Turkey, democratization has gone hand in hand with the 
rise of a moderate Muslim party and its successful transition into government. 
 Similar dynamics are evident in parts of Africa and Asia. And in the Arab Middle 
East, limited trends toward economic and political liberalization have enabled 
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a growing educated, pious, and powerful middle class to engage more fully in 
civil society and public affairs. These trends are not universal. In Saudi Arabia, 
for example, non-Wahhabi Muslims face discrimination, and in Burma (Myan-
mar), the junta crushed the protests of Buddhist monks in late 2007. Globally, 
however, the pronounced trend toward democracy has enhanced opportunities 
for religious communities, both national and transnational, to organize and 
enter the public sphere.

Whether global levels of religiosity or spirituality are rising, declining, or 
steady in today’s world is diffi cult, if not impossible, to determine. But the social 
and political expressions of religion have clearly increased overall, if unevenly, 
over the past several decades. Globalization’s dual impact—through communi-
cations technologies and legal-political shifts—has facilitated the mobilization 
of religious communities, within and across countries, and their engagement 
at the level of society and the state. The essays in this volume explore those 
patterns of mobilization and engagement across regions, traditions, and issue 
areas. Together they point to six dimensions of religious pluralism in world 
affairs: fragile identity politics, strong ethical commitments, international-
national-local linkages, interfaith and intrafaith dynamics, secular-religious 
interaction, and the centrality of the United States.

Fragile Identity Politics

Religious pluralism in world politics is an increasingly salient backdrop for 
national identity politics, defi ned as struggles over representation and recogni-
tion in multicultural contexts.17 Historically, where one religion has dominated 
a nation-state—or when an equally dominant secularist ideology has taken 
its place, as in parts of Western Europe—religious pluralism has not always 
proved divisive. The majority tradition, religious or secular, has determined 
the rules of the game and imprinted the national identity, the dominant norms 
and narratives that bind citizens to the state and one another. Today, transna-
tional religious activity, carried by globalization, can generate perceived threats 
to national identity overlaid with emotional passion. Global fl ows of people and 
ideas unsettle majority traditions and create space for political challenges by 
minority communities that invoke human rights. The presence of growing 
Muslim minorities in Denmark and the Netherlands, for example, has gener-
ated sustained controversies about national identity in both countries. The per-
ceived threat posed by an immigrant and transnational religious  community 
has become an axis of confl ict, enfl aming passions around critical events, 
including the murder of fi lmmaker Theo van Gogh by a Muslim extremist in 
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the Netherlands in November 2004 and the publication of Muhammad car-
toons in Denmark a year later.

In his essay, Anthony Appiah asks why domestic and international political 
disputes are so diffi cult to resolve once they have religious stakes. His answer 
centers on the centrality of religious identity and its role in integrating other 
aspects of personal identity, underwriting ethical commitments, and defi ning 
the national community. When it is a salient identity marker, religion is diffi -
cult to sacrifi ce or compromise. The political explosiveness of religious identity 
and national identity is heightened in a world where globalization is unsettling 
the latter. “Nationality—its meaning for each citizen—is the result of cultural 
work, not a natural and preexisting commonality,” Appiah writes. This creates 
“a place for the politics of national identity” in which it matters “very much 
how the nation is conceived, including religiously.” When the contestation of 
national identity is infl ected by religious questions, as is increasingly the case 
in today’s world, a divisive identity politics can result. “Once you want your 
national identity to cohere with your religious identity,” Appiah notes, “you will 
aspire for its rituals to become national rituals, its morals to be embodied in 
law, its gods to be honored in public ceremonial.”

Mehta’s exploration of the Indian case illustrates these dynamics. About 
80 percent of the country’s more than 1 billion citizens are classifi ed as Hin-
dus, but Hinduism itself is marked by incredible regional and ethnic diversity 
that encompasses a signifi cant global diaspora. The country is also home to the 
third-largest Muslim population in the world (behind Indonesia and Pakistan) 
and has signifi cant Christian and other religious communities that are part of 
wider global networks. The growth of Hindu nationalism, evident in the rise 
of the Bharatiya Janata Party, is an assertion of a constructed Hindu national 
identity against perceived threats, external and internal, including the rising 
social and political engagement of a growing Muslim middle class, itself part 
of a global trend. Tensions are most evident in ethnic and religious violence in 
Kashmir on the Pakistani frontier and have fl ared up periodically, most recently 
in Gujarat in 2002, where hundreds of Hindus and Muslims were killed in 
communal bloodshed. India remains a success story—the world’s largest de-
mo cracy managing religious difference in the context of globalization—but its 
religious pluralism goes hand in hand with a fragile identity politics.18

In their essays both Appiah and Mehta propose ways of managing reli-
gious pluralism. Neither suggests removing religion or religious claims from 
the public sphere. That recommendation, associated with John Rawls and other 
classic liberal theorists, fl ies in the face of the pervasive and inevitable inter-
section of religion and politics in today’s world. Appiah’s solution is to call for 
the cultivation of a cosmopolitan ethos centered on the dignity and freedom 
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of all human beings. Such an ethos, he argues, is best cultivated not against 
but within religious traditions. Dialogue between cosmopolitan adherents of 
different communities—those who read their traditions as compatible with 
human dignity, human freedom, and respect for the dignity and freedom of 
others—is the best way to manage religious diversity and avoid violence. Mehta 
makes a compatible institutional recommendation; he calls for a clear separa-
tion of religious identity from political representation. “A political order can give 
space for religious freedom of individuals,” he writes, “but if the political order 
is required to be representative of religious communities,” polarization and 
paralysis are the likely result. In the interest of political stability under religious 
pluralism, groups should “give up the aspiration that a political order will rep-
resent them, qua religious groups in some respect.” Mehta invokes the example 
of contemporary Iraq as a critical country wrestling with these issues.

Appiah and Mehta focus on the fragile politics of national identity. Jean 
Bethke Elshtain and John Witte, in their essays, address a related, and espe-
cially sensitive, issue at the intersection of religious pluralism and identity 
politics—international religious freedom and proselytism. The growth of mis-
sionary activity in the context of globalization, originating mainly in the United 
States and several other countries, including South Korea, and supported by 
worldwide communication networks, has sparked national, regional, and global 
reactions. “Beneath shiny constitutional veneers of religious freedom for all 
and unqualifi ed ratifi cation of international human rights instruments,” Witte 
writes, “several countries of late passed fi rm new antiproselytism laws, cult reg-
istration requirements, tightened visa controls, and various other discriminatory 
restrictions on new or newly arrived religions.” Anticonversion laws in Indian 
states directed against Southern Baptists, described by Mehta, are a prominent 
example, as are Russian regulations designed to protect the predominance of 
the Orthodox Church. Such confl icts between national and regional authorities, 
on the one hand, and transnational religious communities, on the other, are 
increasingly overlaid by international diplomacy. The U.S. International Reli-
gious Freedom Act of 1998, described by Elizabeth Prodromou in her essay, 
makes upholding reli gious liberty an avowed national foreign policy priority. 
Subsequent annual reports sponsored by the U.S. government have criticized 
China, Saudi Arabia, Russia, and other states for not living up to their obligations 
under international law—and often sparked critical and dismissive reactions.19

Where the exercise of religious freedom ends and inappropriate or illicit 
proselytism begins is a hotly contested international issue. Witte expresses over-
all support for the U.S. government position: “Religious expression inherent in 
proselytism is no more suspect than political, economic, artistic, or other forms 
of expression and should, at minimum, enjoy the same rights protection.” But 
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he also acknowledges the complexity of the issues raised by efforts at conver-
sion and how, in some cases, they can threaten existing religious and political 
identities. International covenants reference not only the rights to freedom of 
expression but also rights to have and to hold one’s own religious convictions. 
For Witte this encompasses the duty to “respect the religious dignity and auton-
omy of  the other, and to expect the same respect for one’s own dignity and 
autonomy.” In light of these competing principles, he urges “all parties, espe-
cially foreign proselytizing groups, to negotiate and adopt voluntary codes of 
conduct of restraint and respect of the other.” There is no legal basis or political 
imperative for the restriction of proselytism from sender countries, but trans-
national religious groups should recognize and respect anxieties in target coun-
tries, especially when they come in with superior material resources, and may 
be perceived as an extension of U.S. foreign policy. “Moratoria on proselytism 
might provide temporary relief,” he concludes, “but moderation by proselytizers 
and proselytizees is the more enduring course.”

Jean Bethke Elshtain is less concerned about negative national or interna-
tional political fallout from proselytism. For her, freedom of religion and the free-
dom to proselytize are inseparable. For religious pluralism to be robust it must 
not just encompass religious diversity and interaction but also include efforts 
to knowingly and determinedly set out to change someone else’s mind about 
something basic to his or her identity and self-defi nition. Drawing on Charles 
Taylor, Elshtain argues for a “deep pluralism” that includes the possibility of the 
transformation of the self and the other through dialogical encounter.20 “Any 
strong articulation of a powerful religion or a powerful political position is going 
to make somebody somewhere uncomfortable,” she maintains. Does opposition 
to proselytization “mean we are all reduced to bleating at one another across a 
vast distance?” For Elshtain that would be unacceptable. She acknowledges the 
power imbalances and mutual suspicions that accompany efforts to win converts 
through transnational activity. But she argues that to restrict proselytism, through 
mandatory or self-imposed measures, is to restrict free speech. Nothing should 
compromise open dialogue within and across traditions in a spirit of truth. 

Religious pluralism, then, poses a double challenge for identity politics. 
Domestically, it can unsettle identifi cation of the nation-state with the pre-
dominant religious or secular tradition. In the face of economic and cultural 
globalization—including penetration by new religious ideas and groups—
majority traditions can strive for a closer identifi cation of religious and national 
identity, with divisive political consequences. Internationally, states sometimes 
restrict transnational religious communities as perceived threats to national 
and local identities, effectively curtailing their presence and proselytizing activ-
ities. In the process they internationalize their national identity politics, with 
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consequences for international diplomacy—particularly as the world’s leading 
power, the United States, has made religious freedom an express foreign policy 
priority. These dynamics were illustrated in the 2006 controversy surrounding 
Abdul Rahman, a citizen of Afghanistan threatened with capital punishment 
for converting from Islam to Christianity. U.S. diplomatic pressure and judicial 
discretion ultimately led to Rahman’s release and forced emigration. But the 
case revealed explosive tensions between Afghanistan’s identity as an Islamic 
republic, on the one hand, and the principle of international religious freedom 
and its advancement by the United States, on the other.

Strong Ethical Commitments

A focus on identity politics highlights tensions at the intersection of religious 
pluralism and national and international politics—tensions that most often play 
out nonviolently through the push and pull of politics and diplomacy. Religion 
is more, however, than a powerful source of individual and collective identity. 
It also grounds strong ethical commitments that inform particular actions. For 
some radical minorities, open to the use of violence, the survival and strength 
of the community itself is the ethical good that trumps all others under all cir-
cumstances. But for the religious mainstream across the Abrahamic traditions, 
Hinduism, and Buddhism, other ethical commitments are also in play. The 
fl ourishing of the community is a positive good, but so are values of human 
freedom, equality, solidarity, and peace. Multiplying interfaith initiatives have 
pointed to ethical commonalities alongside theological differences, most notably 
the Declaration on a Global Ethic endorsed by participants in the Parliament 
of the World’s Religions in 1993. Ethical and not just theological questions 
continue to divide religious traditions, as ongoing controversies about the 
rights of women and homosexuals attest, but some convergence across a range 
of overlapping ethical commitments is undeniable.21

In the context of religious pluralism and globalization, the common ground 
increasingly extends from discourse to practice. Exploiting global communica-
tions and national and local trends toward greater respect for democracy and 
human rights, communities across traditions are grappling with core issues 
of confl ict, human rights, and economic and social development. Leaders as 
diverse as the American Evangelical Rick Warren, Anglican archbishop Des-
mond Tutu of South Africa, and Egyptian preacher Amr Khaled are mobilizing 
faith communities in the face of policy challenges at home and abroad. Personal 
agendas and organizational interests certainly shape such engagement. But 
one should not downplay the psychological force and political effectiveness of 
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ethical commitments to peace, human dignity, and human equality grounded 
in particular religious traditions. Secular institutions such as national govern-
ments, the United Nations, and nonreligious NGOs share many of those same 
basic commitments. They often have more resources at their disposal and still 
play the predominant role in formulating and implementing policy. But they 
can rarely invoke embedded ethical traditions or appeal to particular communi-
ties as effectively as religious counterparts.

Confl ict resolution is perhaps the most signifi cant area of religious engage-
ment. In his essay, Scott Appleby takes up the question of peacebuilding: the 
construction of a sustainable peace in societies divided or threatened by deadly 
confl ict.22 He examines three cases spanning three religious traditions and 
three parts of the world: the Catholic lay movement of Sant’Egidio’s engage-
ment in Africa; Buddhist activism in support of human rights in Cambodia; 
and religious engagement in both Sunni and Shiite Muslims across the war-
torn Middle East. An exploration of these cases points to the central role of core 
ethical convictions in driving the pursuit of peace. The experience of several 
decades, Appleby argues, shows that religious peacebuilding works through 
the agency of long-term actors dedicated to the (re)construction of civil society 
and the strengthening of relationships across ethnic and religious bound-
aries. Religious groups have also grown more adept at collaborating with secu-
lar actors—international organizations, governments, and NGOs—in advanc-
ing a peacebuilding agenda.

In their essay, Leslie Vinjamuri and Aaron Boesenecker take up a related 
issue at the intersection of peace and human rights: the achievement of tran-
sitional justice. Truth commissions, war crime trials, lustration, and amnesty 
are all strategies that states have pursued following regime transitions and civil 
wars.23 Religious communities, local, national, and international, have been 
key players in efforts to break with an oppressive and violent past, in countries 
ranging from South Africa to East Timor. One distinguishing characteristic 
of such engagement has been a particular conception of justice anchored in 
religious ethics, in particular the emphasis placed on forgiveness and recon-
ciliation. Differences in religious and secular approaches to transitional justice 
should not be overdrawn, Vinjamuri and Boesenecker argue. But a focus on 
dialogue and restorative justice—alongside and, in some cases in place of, tra-
ditional ways to punish evildoers—is a proven way to heal wounds in the wake 
of some divisive civil confl icts.

Thomas Michel, in his essay, draws our attention to the peacebuilding 
resources in the Muslim tradition, what he refers to as “Qur’anic pacifi sm.” 
Most media attention has centered on the activities of a violent Muslim minor-
ity; larger Islamic movements, dedicated to the principle of nonviolence, have 
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garnered much less of the spotlight. Michel examines three such movements 
in detail—their historical origins, ethical commitments, and social and politi-
cal practices. Two of the movements, centered around the teachings of Said 
Nursi and Fethullah Gülen, have emphasized the importance of education, dia-
logue, and service to the poor as imperatives in a modern, globalizing world. A 
third movement, the Asian Muslim Action Network (AMAN), pools resources 
and expertise across a range of local and national partners in the region and 
supports concrete educational and development initiatives, as well as efforts 
to monitor human rights across East, South, and Southeast Asia. “Precisely 
because such transnational movements unequivocally and emphatically reject 
and condemn violence and even incline toward a radical Qur’anic pacifi sm,” 
Michel argues, “they tend to be overlooked in analyses of contemporary Islamic 
currents of thought, organization, and activity.”

In her essay, Katherine Marshall focuses on religious involvement in the 
world of economic and social development. Here the large faith-inspired devel-
opment organizations, including Catholic Caritas International, Protestant 
World Vision, and Islamic Relief, have long combined an ethical commitment 
to serve the poor and disadvantaged with transnational activities. Churches 
and Islamic charities, and other religious networks, have sustained networks 
of schools and hospitals. The past two decades have seen two new trends. The 
fi rst is greater breadth of participation. In the context of globalization, more 
and more religious groups anchored at the local and national level are now 
active internationally. The catalyst is often a particular disaster that triggers 
relief efforts, such as the tsunami of 2004 or the Pakistan earthquake of 2005. 
The second trend concerns the scope of engagement. Faith-inspired groups are 
increasingly moving beyond humanitarian relief, education, and the provision 
of health care into new issue areas traditionally dominated by secular actors 
and organizations, such as women’s rights, human traffi cking, the HIV/AIDS 
crisis, and global warming.24

It is diffi cult to generalize about distinctive characteristics of religious 
actors in world affairs in the context of peacebuilding, human rights, and 
development. They are marked by tremendous diversity in terms of size and 
approach to the translation of ethical commitments into action. One pattern 
that emerges across the essays is that of relatively low levels of formal organi-
zation. In general, religious groups have fewer administrative resources at their 
disposal than states and international organizations. With exceptions that 
include the Catholic Church and major faith-inspired development agencies, 
religious groups lack extensive transnational bureaucracies and chains of com-
mand. In such circumstances, the strength of collective identity and the depth 
of ethical commitments can help to hold together far-fl ung communities. 
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Michel makes this point in his analysis of the Nursi and Gülen movements, 
which originated in Turkey and now encompass international networks with 
millions of members marked by common vision and shared fi elds of activities, 
but no central organization. The World Jewish Congress (WJC), mentioned by 
Vinjamuri and Boesenecker in their essay, provides another example. Founded 
in 1936, the WJC represents Jewish communities in almost 100 countries. 
Organizational ties and shared resources buttress its support for Israel and 
other policy agendas, but a shared Jewish religious and cultural identity, the 
historical legacy of the Holocaust, and an ethical commitment to human dig-
nity and equality grounded in tradition are also keys to the WJC’s global reach 
and policy effectiveness.

Ethical commitments anchored in religious traditions not only sustain 
communities across space, sometimes compensating for a lack of high levels 
of formal organization. They can also sustain long-term strategies around 
issues of peacebuilding, human rights, and development. Where ethical com-
mitments constitutive of collective identity inform policy, that policy can be 
easier to maintain in the face of short-term setbacks. Said Nursi’s commitment 
to nonviolence and dialogue amid the hostility of Atatürk’s secular regime 
in Turkey provides an example of steadfastness in the face of adversity. The 
patient growth of the Fe y Alegría program of Jesuit support for primary educa-
tion in poor Latin American communities, described by Marshall, is another. In 
their survey of transitional justice, Vinjamuri and Boesenecker argue that the 
depth of identity and shared commitment to ethical principles often informs 
“inclusiveness, community involvement, and long-term commitment” and an 
“ability to sustain engagement on a personal and spiritual level.” Attention to 
long-term processes of reconciliation, they argue, has become a “hallmark of 
religious actors engaged in transitional justice.”

If religious engagement in world affairs is growing, and ethical commit-
ments serve to cement transnational efforts and maintain involvement over 
time, why have religious communities not had more of an impact on global 
policy agendas? A fi rst, obvious reason has to do with competitive dynamics—
Witte’s “war for souls.” Religious communities struggling for adherents, and 
against one another, in Africa, Latin America, or elsewhere, have less energy 
and resources to devote to peaceful engagement with social, economic, and 
political problems. And where they combine such engagement with proselytism—
or are perceived to be doing so—they can limit their own impact. When in 
2003 Franklin Graham’s Samaritan’s Purse organization distributed care pack-
ages to suffering Iraqi families along with material on salvation through Jesus 
Christ, he was roundly criticized in the media of Muslim-majority countries—
and in the United States. And Saudi-based religious charities that support a 
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network of schools, including the Al Haramain Islamic Foundation, have been 
accused by the U.S. government and others of spreading a hateful, anti-Western 
and anti-Semitic strain of Islam.

There is another reason for this limited impact of religious actors: their 
local center of gravity. In the context of peacebuilding, Appleby points out that 
local religious leaders often lack the practical expertise of secular counterparts 
and, just as signifi cantly, often do not have the time or the inclination to acquire 
it. The core work of most religious organizations is pastoral—tending to the 
spiritual and material needs of their adherents. Here, demand almost always 
exceeds supply, leaving limited energies for activities external to the commu-
nity, including support for broader national and international initiatives. In 
some cases, a failure to move beyond the local, Vinjamuri and Boesenecker 
point out in their essay, is one reason why the work of religious actors on 
transitional justice has gained relatively little attention from secular groups, 
the media, or the academy. The next section explores the intersection of local, 
national, and international dynamics as both a catalyst and a constraint on 
religious actors in world affairs.

International-National-Local Linkages

Even amid globalization, linkages between the local and the international are 
mediated at the national level. States remain the key actors in world affairs—as 
a locus of national identity and political legitimacy and a frame for civil society, 
including religion. As the same time, however, as John Voll points out in his 
essay, “Globalization has challenged the familiar national/international polar-
ity by transforming relationships between what were considered ‘global’ and 
‘local’ aspects of politics, culture, and society.” Members of the same religious 
community, anchored in different parts of the world, have greater capacity to 
increase their cultural, social, and economic links with one another and with 
other religious and secular partners in other parts of the world. They can jump 
beyond the local—a pattern evident in the global reach of the Community of 
Sant’Egidio in Rome, the National Cathedral in Washington, D.C., and Al-
Azhar University in Cairo. Efforts to reach out to global networks within a tra-
dition or to extend infl uence and activity to other parts of the world are often 
constrained by a preoccupation with local concerns, by limited resources, and 
by national laws and regulations at home and abroad. But examples of  local-
national-international uplinks are plentiful.

Linkages also run from the international to the national and local level, as 
governments, international organizations, and transnational religious actors 
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look for allies to mobilize resources, gather knowledge, and implement  policies. 
Local religious actors embedded within communities can often draw on a reser-
voir of trust not available to secular actors. Because religion typically cuts across 
class, ethnic, generational, and cultural divisions, religious leaders can some-
times serve an important, if informal, representative function. “The social loca-
tion and cultural power of religious leaders,” Appleby notes, “make them 
potentially critical players in any effort to build a sustainable peace.” Vinjamuri 
and Boesenecker acknowledge the importance of trust and networks but also 
underscore the local knowledge that makes religious groups valued partners 
for national and international actors. Local actors, they argue, “often possess 
specifi c characteristics that allow them to mobilize support for transitional jus-
tice strategies, including intimate knowledge of  language and culture, access to 
fi rsthand information, political expertise, and long-term vision.”

Specifi c cases outlined in the volume illustrate the dynamics of links up 
from and down to the local level. Marshall’s essay examines the Aga Khan 
Foundation’s support of preschools in Tanzania and its successful efforts to 
apply international educational standards across varied local conditions. The 
Fe y Alegría educational network reaches more than a million people across 
sixteen Latin American countries and emphasizes the Jesuit ideal of ethical 
leadership in service to the wider community. Marshall also mentions Jubilee 
2000, an effort to advocate for debt forgiveness for poor countries grounded 
in religious ethics that began at the local level, morphed into a global network 
of like-minded religious and secular activists, and ultimately impacted govern-
ments and international institutions. Another of her examples, the work of the 
World Faiths Development Dialogue, points to efforts of national and interna-
tional faith leaders, in conjunction with the World Bank, to reach down to and 
support local economic and social development agendas in conjunction with 
the United Nation’s Millennium Development Goals.

The global engagement of religious communities, evident in complex 
international-national-local linkages, does not leave their internal structures 
untouched. Religious identity can serve as a powerful bond amid the vicissi-
tudes of globalization—a bond reinforced by ethical commitments embedded 
within a particular tradition. At the same time, the spread of individualism—a 
cultural thrust of globalization—encourages religious adherents to exercise 
freedom in choosing and defi ning their religious identity. The individualist 
ethos does not necessarily undermine religion or spirituality, but it does under-
cut established religious authorities. A local imam, the Pope, and the Arch-
bishop of Canterbury—all must compete more than ever within traditions for 
loyal followers exposed to new religious ideas, practices, and actors, through 
an admixture of global communications and transnational activities. Within 



introduction  23

the Church, as Appleby points out, “Catholics publicly and vehemently oppose 
other Catholics over everything from birth control to liberation theology and 
armed resistance to political oppression and human rights abuses.” And the 
Archbishop of Canterbury, the head of the global Anglican Communion, has 
recently confronted a diverse community sharply divided on homosexuality 
and by transnational alliances of conservative and progressive forces.

Of these three examples, the local imam is perhaps in the most dynamic 
position. Islam does not have a clearly defi ned clerical leadership. Adherence to 
the Qur’an, the Sunna, and the Sharia is common to the Sunni and Shia commu-
nities, but it allows for a range of religious expressions, ranging from mystical 
Sufi sm to puritanical Wahabbism. For Islam, globalization means the further 
decentralization of an already decentralized religious tradition. The multiplica-
tion of new ideas and new leaders, buttressed by the Internet and other com-
munications technologies, has led to new, unstable authority structures linking 
individuals and religious leaders locally, nationally, and internationally. Efforts 
to defi ne Islam in Europe are a potent example of this trend. Tariq Ramadan, 
a Swiss citizen of Egyptian descent who teaches at Oxford University, has 
emerged as a very infl uential exponent of an Islam that embraces a centuries-
old tradition, on the one hand, and contemporary norms of freedom, equality, 
and rule of law, on the other. Unbound by any local, national, or international 
religious authority, Ramadan articulates an Islam that endorses religious plu-
ralism in a democratic context—provoking criticism from those, within and 
outside the Muslim fold, for whom Islam and democracy are incompatible.25

Ironically, as Voll points out in his essay, the rise of religious pluralism  
amid globalization has also strengthened the hand of Muslim leaders such as 
Osama Bin Laden, intent on destroying pluralism altogether. Al-Qaeda preaches 
peace but glorifi es violence. It claims to be acting in self-defense against the 
imperialist encroachments of the West but endorses suicide bombing—
in violation of long-standing Muslim teaching. Bin Laden’s view that violent 
jihad is an obligation on individual believers isolates him from leading  Muslim 
scholars and jurists. Still, he has been able to gather and hold a sizable follow-
ing, through dramatic actions, but also through the very same communications 
technologies that drive religious pluralism in world affairs. While hostile to 
non-Muslim traditions, both religious and secular, Osama Bin Laden and his 
lieutenants embrace and exploit the global diversity within Islam. Mehta echoes 
Voll’s argument: “If Al-Qaeda calls into question the authority of the sovereign 
state, it equally calls into question any conception of religious authority.”

International-national-local linkages, then, not only empower religious 
com munities but also can dilute their authority structures and undermine 
them internally. Although they are increasingly infl uential actors in world 
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affairs, religious communities are not about to displace states as a repository 
of both collective identity and political authority. Nation-states, not the inter-
national community, remain the primary locus of organization for reli-
gious communities—including those, like the Muslim umma and the Catholic 
Church, whose self-image is transnational. Two of the largest Muslim organi-
zations in the world, Voll points out, are national in orientation: Indonesia’s 
Muhammadiyya (founded in 1912) and Nahdatul Ulama (founded in 1926). 
The Muslim Brotherhood, sometimes viewed as a prototypical global network, 
remains predominantly organized at the national level in Egypt, Jordan, and 
elsewhere. Even the Catholic Church has powerful national forms of organiza-
tion. National Bishops Conferences established in the wake of  Vatican II have 
partially succeeded in maintaining a degree of autonomy vis-à-vis Rome.

Of the essays in the volume, Thomas Banchoff’s exploration of the global 
politics of cloning provides the clearest example of the continued primacy of 
states and national identities in the context of religious pluralism. Scientifi c and 
bioethical questions, by defi nition, have a universal and transnational impetus. 
Scientifi c knowledge fl ows across borders, and basic questions about the dignity 
and protection of human life are a universal concern. In the case of the struggle 
in the UN from 2001 to 2005 over whether to ban human cloning, however, 
arguments from national interest trumped ethical commitments embedded 
in diverse religious and secular traditions. In the years before the UN took up 
the issue, religious communities staked out positions on stem cell and clon-
ing research at the national level and began to articulate them in international 
forums. Within the UN context, the Catholic Church and the administration 
of George W. Bush, committed to a ban on both reproductive and therapeu-
tic cloning, could not win the support of the Muslim-majority countries repre-
sented by the OIC. But they also ran up against arguments from national interest 
articulated by secular West European countries and scientifi c powers in Asia. 
Ultimately it was an insistence on national sovereignty—on a country’s right to 
decide sensitive ethical questions for itself—that carried the day. Religion was 
able to infl ect policy in different ways, but more at the national than at the inter-
national level.

Interfaith and Intrafaith Dynamics

As religious traditions mobilize more globally, within and across nation-states, 
they interact increasingly with one another. The result is a complex mix of com-
petitive and cooperative dynamics. Over the past two decades, a sharpened strug-
gle for adherents and resources has emerged alongside interreligious  dialogue 
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designed to fi nd common ground. The struggle contributes to  fragile national 
identity politics and stokes international controversy. But what of interreligious 
dialogue? The largest international gathering in recent memory was the Parlia-
ment of the World’s Religions of 1993, convened a century after the fi rst such 
parliament was held at the Chicago world’s fair. Thousands of representatives 
and adherents of the world’s diverse faith traditions convened to explore com-
mon ground and discuss world affairs, an exercise repeated on a somewhat 
smaller scale in Cape Town (1999) and Barcelona (2004). Other signifi cant 
gatherings include the Assemblies of the World Conference of Religions for 
Peace and Sant’Egidio’s International Prayer for Peace, which traces its origins 
back to a multifaith gathering hosted by John Paul II in Assisi in 1986. The 
gathering of religious leaders at the UN in September 2000 to mark the turn of 
the millennium was a further important milestone.

The essays in this volume point beyond interfaith dialogue to interfaith 
interaction around global policy challenges. The call for dialogue in the Nursi 
and Gülen movements that Michel describes goes beyond abstract commit-
ments; it fi nds expression in school curricula and educational projects in both 
Muslim-majority and non-Muslim-majority countries that emphasize tolerance 
and mutual respect. Transitional justice after civil confl ict or repressive regimes 
offers another occasion for concrete interfaith collaboration. Vinjamuri and 
Boesenecker provide the example of the truth and reconciliation process in 
South Africa. Interfaith work joining traditional African insights into shared 
humanity with Christian perspectives on forgiveness enabled a choice against 
what Archbishop Tutu called “justice with ashes” and for “amnesty with the 
possibility of continuing survival for all of us.” The World Faiths Development 
Dialogue described by Marshall is aimed precisely at the mobilization of faith 
communities around concrete development challenges. Appleby gives the con-
crete example of Muslim and Catholic leaders cooperating in the context of the 
UN Population Summit held in Cairo in 1994, and again during the UN World 
Conference on Women held in Beijing the following year. Here, shared ethical 
commitments solidifi ed a conservative alliance in opposition to women’s repro-
ductive rights favored by progressive forces, both religious and secular.

As the Cairo and Beijing examples make clear, interfaith interaction should 
not be equated with cooperation. Confl icting interests, ethics, and identities can 
divide traditions internally and from one another. And sensitive issues rang-
ing from abortion and female circumcision to capital punishment and global 
warming can and do generate crosscutting alliances of religious and secular 
forces. Contemporary world politics, Appleby points out, “might feature Catho-
lics, Mormons, Jews, Muslims, agnostics, and atheists forming an ethical alli-
ance against a rival bloc of Catholics, Mormons, Jews, Muslims, agnostics, and 
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atheists.” In the case explored by Banchoff, the alliance forged by the Vatican 
and Muslim-majority countries in the mid-1990s fragmented on the issues of 
cloning and stem cell research. Here, efforts to forge common ground came 
up against irreducible differences in moral theology with deep roots in oppos-
ing traditions—the Catholic view that the embryo should be treated as a person 
from conception, and the Muslim view that full humanity sets in weeks later. 
Both traditions were home to different interpretations of the cloning issue, cre-
ating some space for interfaith work for or against the projected UN ban. But 
dominant positions within each tradition did impose some constraints.

As the cloning example illustrates, patterns of scripture, tradition, and ethi-
cal refl ection internal to religious communities can inform different approaches 
to global policy challenges. The key problem is how to keep the negotiation of 
difference, and the confl ict it entails, from breaking down into discord and 
violence. For Appiah, keeping the negotiation of difference peaceful requires 
the cultivation of cosmopolitanism—an openness to other traditions and what 
they can teach us. He suggests that “decent, respectful engagement” with the 
cosmpolitans of a given tradition can “help them in their struggle to bring 
more of their coreligionists to the side of toleration, just as their conversation 
strengthens our own search for modes of productive cohabitation.” Ultimately, 
however, the course of dialogue within traditions between proponents and 
opponents of intolerance and violence may be decisive. Appleby cites Khaled 
Abou El Fadl, for whom “the burden and blessing of sustaining that moral 
trajectory—of accentuating the Qur’anic message of tolerance and openness to 
the other—falls squarely on the shoulders of contemporary Muslim interpret-
ers of the tradition.”26 A parallel burden falls on leaders and interpreters of 
other traditions, whether Christian or Jewish, Hindu or Buddhist.

Religious-Secular Interaction

Interfaith and intrafaith debates do shape religious engagement in world 
affairs. But religious-secular interaction is probably more important. Secular 
actors tend to set the global agenda. Relations among states, international insti-
tutions, markets, and corporations—almost exclusively nonreligious actors—
determine the overall direction of world politics. The main lines of confl ict and 
cooperation within and across them provide the context for religious involve-
ment in the public sphere. The U.S.-led invasion of Iraq and the unresolved 
Israeli-Palestinian confl ict have an adverse impact on Christian-Muslim-Jewish 
collaboration on peace, human rights, and development agendas. And the fail-
ure of the World Trade Organization to achieve breakthroughs on agricultural 



introduction  27

subsidies and tariff schedules that impede international trade adversely affects 
efforts to build coalitions between religious organizations in the global North 
and South. Struggles for power and wealth infl ect the course of religious plural-
ism in world politics.

Within this broader constellation, it is hardly surprising that most reli-
gious organizations engage other faith traditions far less than they do secular 
actors ranging from local governments and civil associations through interna-
tional organizations. Secular-religious interaction encompasses efforts to win 
resources and protection from government authorities. But it also includes col-
laboration across multiple issue areas. In Cambodia, Appleby points out, Bud-
dhist monks worked with secular NGOs with expertise in organizing peaceful 
movements for social and political change. Appleby notes that such partner-
ships pool expertise but also can support political coalitions for policy change. 
Marshall’s essay also includes several examples of positive religious-secular 
cooperation. The World Faiths Development Dialogue (WFDD) has served both 
as a forum for religious leaders and as a partner for the World Bank, which was 
dedicated, under its president, James Wolfensohn, to deeper interaction with 
faith communities around its poverty reduction agenda.

Religious-secular collaboration in these cases and others is marked by two 
kinds of tension. One might be termed “cultural suspicion”—anxiety among 
religious groups about secular organizations, and vice versa, based on their 
very different core identities and beliefs. Appleby notes that Cambodian monks 
marching for democracy and justice were initially averse to accepting the secu-
lar support that eventually contributed so much to their success. The mixed 
record of the WFDD–World Bank partnership in practice derives in part from a 
clash of cultures: the prevalent view of religion, among World Bank offi cials, as 
irrational, parochial, and therefore dangerous, and hostility in some religious 
circles toward a perceived technocratic, pro-market bias within global economic 
and fi nancial institutions. Such a culture clash can also carry over into different 
strategies and tactics. Tensions between forgiveness and retribution in the con-
text of transitional justice provide an example. “Strategies pursued especially 
by religious capacity-builders,” Vinjamuri and Boesenecker point out, have 
“provided a signifi cant counterweight to the legalism embraced by many large 
international human rights organizations.”

Related religious-secular tension is sometimes also manifest at the insti-
tutional level. As noted previously, religious communities often lack the for-
mal organization of governments and established secular NGOs. They tend to 
rely more on diffuse identities and shared ethical commitments to mobilize 
members for action. As a result, when it comes to following through on par-
ticular initiatives, such groups do not always have the organizational means 
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or specialized knowledge necessary to be effective partners on human rights 
and development issues. Efforts to increase professionalism can improve the 
prospects for effective collaboration with secular actors in practice. Vinjamuri 
and Boesenecker outline the efforts of the Mennonite Central Committee—one 
of the best-organized religious peacebuilding organizations—to build institu-
tional capacity in Latin America through the systematic training of local actors 
over time.27 Marshall notes another success story, the collaboration of the World 
Bank and Sant’Egidio to improve the treatment of HIV/AIDS in three African 
countries. Here high levels of professionalism on both sides helped to defuse 
religious-secular tensions—cultural suspicions that a Catholic group might 
push treatment to the exclusion of prevention, and an institutional concern 
about its ability to implement programs on the ground.

The future of religious-secular interaction will depend in no small part on 
how these cultural and institutional tensions are negotiated across traditions, 
regions, and issue areas. Much will turn on whether religious organizations 
develop a pragmatic problem-solving ethos that does not foreground theo-
logical claims or proselytism, and on the development of the organizational 
capacity and professional skill set to implement particular programs. Here, 
the Mennonite Central Council, Sant’Egidio, World Vision, and other estab-
lished groups provide a model. Another key issue is whether secular actors 
and institutions can abandon views of religion as a purely private affair or as 
a necessarily divisive and destructive force, and acknowledge its powerful and 
productive role across a range of policy challenges, including human rights and 
economic and social development. Religious-secular collaboration is no substi-
tute for governance in the public interest, at the level of states or international 
institutions. In the light of growing religious pluralism in world politics, and 
the passions it can enfl ame, it is critical that the exercise of public authority be 
oriented by concern for the common good. At the same time, however, where 
religion enters the public sphere in a signifi cant way, only political authorities 
that reach out to religious communities and tap their ethical commitments and 
enthusiasm will be able to build sustainable coalitions and govern effectively.

The Centrality of the United States

This picture of the new international constellation is incomplete in one major 
respect—it does not acknowledge the vast power asymmetries that frame and 
inform the intersection of religious pluralism, globalization, and world poli-
tics. States remain the most important actors in world politics, and the United 
States towers above the rest in terms of its economic and security infl uence.28 
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The fact that the United States is a Christian-majority country with a signifi cant 
Jewish community has a global impact. For while one might be able to distin-
guish between the United States and Christianity (or the Judeo-Christian) at 
an analytical level, the juxtaposition and interpenetration of material power 
and religious tradition infl ect world politics at the level of perceptions. Most 
citizens in Muslim-majority countries, for example, view the United States as a 
Christian nation. Many further view Christian relief and development organi-
zations as extensions of U.S. power—even when their activities have no clear 
link back to U.S. national interests. (The lens works in reverse as well. Citizens 
in the United States and Europe tend to view the foreign policies of Pakistan 
and Egypt, not to mention Saudi Arabia and Iran, through a religious lens. Per-
haps because religious identity is foundational for so many, it becomes a handy 
category for analyzing interstate affairs, whether it maps on to reality or not.)

By its sheer economic, political, and military weight, the United States 
does multiply the infl uence of Christianity and Judaism as forces in world 
affairs. This happens at the level of civil society, where Protestant missionary 
efforts have been centered for more than a century; where the Catholic Church, 
which accounts for about a fi fth of the U.S. population, has a disproportion-
ate infl uence on the evolution of the global Catholic community; and through 
the national Jewish community, which provides much of the leadership for its 
international counterpart. Increasingly, as Elizabeth Prodromou argues in her 
essay, the intersection of religion and American power is evident not just at the 
level of society and its transnational engagement, but at the level of government 
and policy. Under the presidency of George W. Bush, an Evangelical, religious 
identities and ethical commitments had a signifi cant impact on U.S. foreign 
policy—and an even greater impact on perceptions of that policy abroad.

Prodromou discusses two key historical junctures in U.S. policy: the Inter-
national Religious Freedom Act of 1998 and the attacks of September 11, 2001. 
With the collapse of the Soviet empire in 1989–1991 and the acceleration of 
globalization, religious mobilization in U.S. politics coincided with heightened 
awareness of religious persecution across many countries, and the Sudan in the 
particular. Political entrepreneurs put together a powerful, multifaith, religious-
secular, and bipartisan coalition to secure the passage of the 1998 legislation. 
Religion moved up the U.S. foreign policy agenda, even if it did not play a cen-
tral role in overall U.S. diplomacy around the world.29 The attacks of Septem-
ber 11, 2001, and the U.S.-led invasion of Afghanistan and then Iraq reinforced 
this religious turn. The struggle against Islamic radicalism—what Bush, start-
ing in 2004, termed “Islamofascism”—became both a foreign policy priority 
and a rallying cry in U.S. domestic politics. The worldwide perception of a reli-
gious impetus in U.S. foreign policy was reinforced by Bush’s injudicious use 
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of the term “crusade” and multiple references to the divine as an ally in U.S. 
efforts to rid the world of evil. One result of this trend, as John Voll reminds 
us, was erosion of U.S. cultural infl uence and an increase in the “soft power” 
of Osama Bin Laden and other radicals, that is, their ability to persuade others 
to join their cause.30

Overall, U.S. domestic politics and foreign policy under Bush have shaped 
religious pluralism in world politics along multiple dimensions. Identity poli-
tics in the United States, already fragile in the context of the multiculturalism 
debates and culture wars of the 1980s and 1990s, has grown more fractious in 
the wake of September 11, 2001. Rhetoric about the United States as a Christian 
or a Judeo-Christian nation under siege by the forces of secularism, on the one 
hand, and by Islam, on the other, punctuates American politics. And the Mus-
lim minority, 1 to 2 percent of the population, has faced growing harassment 
and discrimination. In the new millennium U.S.-based religious groups are at 
the center of international-national-local linkages that support both missionary 
activity and transnational mobilization around global challenges such as HIV/
AIDS and global warming. Christian and Jewish groups are active in interfaith 
initiatives and religious-secular partnerships around the world. Across these 
varied dimensions of religious pluralism and world affairs, U.S. infl uence and 
globalization feed off each other, as global communications and an empha-
sis on the rights of individuals strengthen U.S.-anchored agendas around the 
world and across issues.

If the United States, as the world’s only superpower, both exemplifi es and 
strengthens religious pluralism in the world arena, it also threatens to under-
mine it. The recourse to military force, in Iraq in particular, has deepened 
mistrust between the West and the Islamic world, complicating Christian-
Muslim-Jewish efforts to address common policy agendas. And the U.S. em-
phasis on international religious freedom, when combined with support for 
Christians in the Muslim world, China, India, and elsewhere, evokes the specter 
of a superpower throwing its military, economic, and political resources behind 
a particular religious agenda. U.S. offi cials can and do claim that the war in 
Iraq is about peace, stability, and democracy—not about repressing and divid-
ing Islam—and that support for religious freedom is best understood as sup-
port for universal human rights, not the advancement of a worldwide Christian 
agenda. But in a world marked by sharp power asymmetries, colonial and post-
colonial legacies, a festering Israeli-Palestinian confl ict, and the current reality 
of U.S. troops invading and then occupying two Muslim-majority countries, 
the perception of a U.S.-led international crusade is diffi cult to counteract.

Prodromou ends her analysis on a hopeful note. Despite its weakened moral 
authority, she maintains that “the United States possesses material resources 
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that could serve to strengthen international law and global governance in a 
post–cold war order marked by a resurgence of ethnic and religious differences 
and greater cultural and religious pluralism.” The United States will remain a 
Christian-majority nation with a religious political culture. And it will not soon 
be eclipsed as the leading power on the world stage. Tensions at the intersection 
of religion and world politics will continue, as transnational religious mobili-
zation anchored in the United States and American support for international 
religious freedom generate hostility and resistance in some quarters. “But a 
positive redirection of the role of religion in U.S. foreign policy—in the service 
of durable forms of global governance and robust democratic regimes—is pos-
sible,” Prodromou argues. For her it “presupposes a break with the destructive 
combination of religion, unilateralism, and resort to force that characterized 
U.S. foreign policy under the presidency of George W. Bush.”

Conclusion

The essays in this volume cannot provide a comprehensive overview of reli-
gious pluralism at the intersection of globalization and world politics. That 
terrain is too vast. The complexity of the topic also militates against the devel-
opment of a comprehensive theory of religion and world affairs that might 
map on to or explain an emergent international constellation. The ambitions of 
this essay have been correspondingly modest—to defi ne key concepts, includ-
ing religious pluralism and globalization, and to explore their interaction with 
world politics across a variety of traditions, regions, and issue areas addressed 
in the volume. That exploration reveals six interrelated dimensions of religious 
pluralism in world affairs that will likely persist into the foreseeable future: 
fragile identity politics, strong ethical commitments, international-national-
local linkages, interfaith and intrafaith dynamics, religious-secular interaction, 
and the centrality of the United States.

None of those six dimensions is isolated from the other fi ve, as the preced-
ing analysis makes clear. The fragile politics of national identity in India, for 
example, is shaped by international-national-local linkages, including economic 
globalization and the efforts of Christian missionaries. Strong ethical commit-
ments grounded in religious traditions, such as the universal norm of human 
dignity, can sharpen identity politics but also form a basis for interfaith and intra-
faith collaboration. The potential for collaboration around economic and social 
development agendas is conditioned by religious-secular interaction, in particu-
lar the policies and priorities pursued by states, international organizations, and 
nonreligious NGOs. And the United States, with its preponderant military and 
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economic power, can shape identity politics within other countries—most dra-
matically today in Afghanistan and Iraq—and, through its diplomacy around 
human rights and religious freedom, mold the evolution of international-
national-local linkages within and across increasingly trans national religious 
communities.

Two overarching themes that emerge at the intersection of these six 
dimensions are the centrality of states and the problem of violence. Religious 
pluralism in world affairs is a fragile construct because of the decentralized 
structure of the state system. In the absence of a global sovereign, religious 
groups often depend on states for protection and resources. In fact, as Pratap 
Mehta reminds us in his essay, the state determines what counts as religion 
within a particular territory and political domain. Happily, the running debate 
about globalization has moved beyond claims and counterclaims about the 
demise of the state. In the religious context and others, the key issue is not 
whether the state can survive globalization but how it is reacting and changing 
in response to it. Religious-political confl ict and cooperation at the level of the 
state—and not an amorphous clash or dialogue of civilizations—will drive the 
future trajectory of religious pluralism in world politics.31 From this perspec-
tive, the United States is a particularly critical player. But other emergent world 
powers, including China and India, will have a decisive impact on the trajec-
tory of religious pluralism internationally in the years to come.

A second overarching theme, with which this essay began, is the problem 
of violence. Religious pluralism in this volume is defi ned by an absence of vio-
lence, as the peaceful interaction of religious actors with one another and secu-
lar actors in the public sphere. The chapters point up the growth of religious 
pluralism in world politics, as religious communities have become more global 
in their outlook and activities across issues including human rights and eco-
nomic and social development. The spread of religious ideas and movements, 
dramatically accelerated by globalization, is remarkable for its predominantly 
peaceful character. Even proselytism, which engages passions and can provoke 
political tensions, rarely generates bloodshed.

Even as religious pluralism fl ourishes in the context of globalization, its 
very success poses a double threat. On the one hand, the open encounter of 
religious perspectives, on the Internet in particular, provides an opening for 
extremists to preach hatred, intolerance, and violence. Opponents of religious 
pluralism like Osama Bin Laden can exploit pluralism in their efforts to destroy 
it. On the other hand, as religion fi gures more prominently in the public sphere 
around the world, it presents opportunities for political leaders to stir up pas-
sions and exacerbate confl icts in an effort to consolidate power at home and 
extend it abroad. Neither threat to religious pluralism—extremist ideas and 
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political manipulation—is likely to disappear. Violent religious ideologies, how-
ever reprehensible, cannot be effectively suppressed, and the surge of religion 
into public life, with its divisive potential, looks to be part of a long-term trend. 
Under these circumstances, whether religious pluralism in world politics sur-
vives and thrives will depend in large part on interreligious and religious-
secular dialogue and engagement and its capacity to strengthen those within 
and across traditions commited to peaceful coexistence.
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Causes of Quarrel: 
What’s Special about 
Religious Disputes?

Kwame Anthony Appiah

Tantum religio potuit suadere malorum.
Lucretius, De Rerum Natura Book 1, 1. 101 

Memories of Córdoba

In the month of Ramadan in the year 851 C.E., Christian hagiographers 
tell us, there was a disturbance in the splendid city of Córdoba in 
Moorish Spain. A Christian monk—Perfectus, by name—violated an 
unchallengeable edict of Muslim rule: he denounced  Muhammad, 
publicly reviling him as a lecher, a pervert, a false prophet. The 
punishment for such an offense in Al -Andalus, he knew, was death. 
He was brought before the Islamic judge, or qadi, along with many 
witnesses to his blasphemous invective.1 Yet the authorities declined 
to exact immediately the only possible penalty. Perhaps, the qadi 
ventured, the monk had been provoked by the crowd. Perfectus, it 
seemed, sought martyrdom. Instead, he was offered mercy.

More than a millennium later, the politics of blasphemy still 
proves troublesome. Early in 2006, thousands of protesters through-
out the Middle East took to the streets to denounce a  Danish 
 newspaper’s publication of cartoons depicting Muhammad.  Danish 
(and, for that matter, Norwegian) embassies were torched and 
besieged, Danish workers threatened, Danish goods boycotted. Some 
imams called for the cartoonists to be beheaded.
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These violent protests were, on their face, somewhat puzzling. For one 
thing, the cartoons were not aimed at those they offended; and so, while they 
may have been derogatory, they were not strictly speaking, an insult, since insults 
have to be targeted at those they affront. What is more, creeds do not, as a rule, 
expect outsiders to respect their own taboos. (Nor are images of the Prophet 
anathematized in all Islamic traditions; you can fi nd Islamic depictions of him 
in classical illustrated manuscripts in the Topkapi Sarayi library of Istanbul, as 
well as in collections of Islamic art in the West.)2 And it was not entirely clear 
whether the objection was to depictions of the Prophet, as such, or to the asso-
ciation of him, in a couple of the cartoons, with suicide  bombings—bombings 
that, after all, many in the rioting crowds would sometimes have supported.

Plainly, then, the cartoon riots must be understood politically, not just 
religiously. Danish imams launched a campaign to internationalize the offense, 
hoping to make an issue in Denmark of Western hostility toward Muslims. Then 
broadcast television based in Saudi Arabia and the United Arab  Emirates—
 countries where elites of doubtful godliness legitimize their rule by displays of 
piety—brought it to the masses. In Syria it suited an Alawite regime to be seen 
supporting Muslim orthodoxy. But the fury swiftly passed beyond the control 
of those who had sought to orchestrate it, confi rming, therefore, rather than 
confronting, Europe’s anti-Muslim prejudices.

In most cross-cultural conversations about a moral affront, there is a sim-
ple, powerful move to make. You try to fi nd a cultural equivalent: If you want to 
understand how we feel, imagine how you would feel if. . . . Yet the turn-it-around 
approach was, as you might have anticipated, a striking failure in this case. 
Trying to conjure up something that the Danes would fi nd comparably offen-
sive, one mujahid3 commentator wrote, “The Muslims could have made satirical 
cartoons of Danish men and women fornicating openly like the beasts in the 
jungle, refl ecting their crass culture of porn and Viking heritage.”4 Well, quite, 
if they wanted to try their hand at storyboarding the next Lars von Trier fi lm. (In 
2005, after all, the mayoral candidate in Copenhagen for the right-wing nation-
alist Danish People’s Party had been, as she freely admitted, a “pornographic 
starlet” in her youth.)5 When an Iranian paper proposed to match the offense 
by running cartoons about the Holocaust, the Jyllands-Posten editor, Flemming 
Rose, who had published the original cartoons, asked if he could run them, too. 
He might also have pointed out that those cartoons would not have been the 
fi rst; or that, on the whole, the response of most Europeans to anti-Semitism is 
moral revulsion, not personal affront. Denmark’s problem with Islam (like 
Holland’s) is that it is a largely secular country that has inherited a Protestant 
understanding of religion. As a result, Danes would be appalled by attempts to 
enforce religious notions by way of the state.
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One diffi culty was that the concept of blasphemy has relatively little pur-
chase on the contemporary European mind. (Imagine how Catholics would feel 
if, say, someone published a book with the incendiary premise that Jesus married 
Mary Magdalene, and a powerful Vatican faction had been killing people to cover 
up the truth! Oops. They did. Yet somehow the Holy See contented itself with 
bland cautions that The Da Vinci Code should be read as fi ction. No riots there.) 
In the United States attempts at blasphemy seldom prompt much more than 
reproachful words and fulminations about National Endowment for the Arts 
funding practices. The issue is not so much religious obligation as good man-
ners. Blasphemy, Americans think, should not get government subsidy. Beyond 
that, it is between you and the neighbor you offend by it (who will nevertheless be 
arrested if he assaults you in response) or, I suppose, between you and the God 
you dishonor (who, if he exists, has considerably more resources with which to 
punish you than even the mightiest government in the history of the world).

The key to the cartoon riots is to see that they refl ect a sense of relative 
powerlessness among many people of Muslim identity. As that mujahid com-
mentator maintained, “A tiny nation like Denmark would not antagonise a 
population of over one billion, unless it knew that it can do it with impunity.”6 
That is what feeds the fury. And that is why the turn-it-around efforts fail to 
persuade. It is just easier to shrug off expressions of contempt when you are 
feeling powerful. That is one lesson from ninth-century Córdoba. There, Mus-
lims were an advanced, regionally dominant, and self-confi dent civilization. 
Like many Westerners today, they had the magnanimity of the mighty.

But even such tolerance has its limits. A few days later, when Perfectus let 
loose another tirade against the Prophet, the authorities reluctantly gave him 
his martyrdom, a fate they had then to confer over the next decade on dozens 
of others who, beginning in the summer of 851, were apparently inspired by his 
example. To the emir and the qadi, Perfectus and his fellow martyrs were fanat-
ics, extremists, even lunatics. To the Catholic Church, he is a saint—though 
most of the Catholic bishops of Córdoba seem to have regarded people who 
behaved like him not as martyrs (good) but as troublesome suicides (bad).

The tale of the Martyrs of Córdoba raises a general question. Why are many 
moral and political disputes across nations, as within them, made so diffi cult to 
resolve once they have religious stakes? I want to tell a story that weaves together 
three relatively independent strands. One burden of my analysis will be that the 
problem has taken a new shape in the modern world, one that requires new solu-
tions. What Perfectus was doing was different from most modern forms of reli-
gious politics: he was bearing witness for Christ, but he was not trying to change 
Cordovan state practices. It was precisely because Rome had to deal with the poli-
tics of this world that the offi cial Catholic Church ended up trying to discourage 
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the Christians of Córdoba from offering themselves up for execution. In coming 
to terms with religious differences in the modern world, and the problems they 
pose, I will be exploring a particular set of challenges that arise for that combi-
nation of universalism and tolerance that we can call—following Diogenes of 
Sinope—cosmopolitanism. Since Diogenes began a tradition that came to infuse 
various strains of the Abrahamic monotheisms, as we will see, talk of such cos-
mopolitanism places us not outside of religious discourse but within it.

Materials for an Analysis I: Religion as Social Identity

Three strands, then. Here is the fi rst. Religion is an important crucible of social 
identity. Along with Catholic faith, Catholic practice, and Catholic institutions, 
there are people who think of themselves—and are thought of—as Catholic; so 
too, mutatis mutandis, for the great number of other religious traditions human 
beings have come up with. The extent of this phenomenon is a novelty. In the 
past, in places where there was one dominant religious tradition, religion as 
such was not an important source of social identity.

In Asante, in the mid–nineteenth century, for example, when my great-
grandmother was young, people had all sorts of beliefs about Nyame (the sky 
god), Asaase Yaa (the earth goddess), and other spirits of diverse kinds. Still it 
would never have occurred to people to defi ne themselves by an identity based 
in those beliefs. They might have identifi ed others in this way—“Kramo” is an 
old word for Muslim in our language—but precisely because the traditions were 
so widely shared, there was nothing salient for social life about participation in 
these various religious forms, except when it came to those few, mostly strang-
ers, who diverged from them. Being Asante was a serious identity, and Asantes 
shared these “religious” beliefs and engaged in these “religious” practices. But 
“Asante religion” was a constituent of Asante-ness, not an independent source 
of identity; indeed, you would be hard put to fi nd a word in nineteenth-century 
Asante-Twi (as in most of the world’s languages then) to translate the word 
“religion” (or, of course, “identity”).

But most religious people in the world today live in societies where there 
are signifi cant numbers of people of other religions, and even when they do not, 
they mostly know they live in a world of other religions. Let us say that a collec-
tion of people is religiously diverse when

1. its members adhere to a number of distinct religious traditions, and
2. more than one of those traditions has adherents who make up a 

sig nifi cant minority of the population, and
3. none of the traditions is adhered to by an overwhelming majority.
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I am going to keep the word “diverse” to refer to this sort of situation and 
keep “pluralism” for later use as the name of an ideology. America is obviously 
diverse in this way: no Christian denomination makes up more than half of the 
U.S. population, and there are many non-Christian denominations whose num-
bers make them a signifi cant presence in public life. Other cases are harder. 
Is Denmark, home to those planet-circling cartoons, religiously diverse? Not if 
you believe the CIA World Factbook, which tells us that 95 percent of Danes are 
Evangelical Lutheran.7 But one scholar argues, after reviewing the recent litera-
ture, that anywhere from 2.3 to 4.3 million of the 5.5 million or so Danes are, in 
fact, atheists or agnostics.8 So, while a vast majority is formally Lutheran, most 
are not practicing, and perhaps 15 percent are avowedly atheist. Lutherans are 
not, in fact, an overwhelming majority, then. There are all those agnostics, along 
with the Catholics, Jews, and Muslims, as well as various other kinds of Prot-
estants and the odd Buddhist, Hindu, and Taoist; but there are also some real 
Lutherans—believers—as well, and together these people make up enough of 
the population to guarantee that agnosticism, which is the commonest position 
on religious matters, does not overwhelm this diverse group of believers.9

Because religious differences go with differences in behavior—some of 
which is open to public scrutiny—most religious people today, unlike my Asante 
forebears, have religious identities as well as religious habits and beliefs. What 
Frederick Barth argued for ethnic identities—that they are the product of pro-
cesses of social boundary formation—is largely true of modern religious identi-
ties, too.10 While the content of the identity is hugely important for many of 
those who hold it, its social function depends mostly on its distinguishing other 
people as either in-group members (coreligionists) or out-group members (infi -
dels, heretics, gentiles). I will come back to what I mean by religious identity and 
why it is a source of so many troubles. Before I do, however, I want fi rst to sketch 
in the two other elements of my analysis.

Materials for an Analysis II: Religion 
as Psychologically Integrative

Sir Edward Tylor began the modern anthropology of religion by borrowing the 
word “animism” to discuss a “general belief in spiritual beings.” Animism pro-
vides, as he famously put it, the “minimum defi nition” of religion.11 There is, 
no doubt, much this proposal misses. But I am going to proceed in a roughly 
Tylorian vein, stipulating that the religions I am interested in involve a belief 
in a world beyond the everyday world and a being or beings whose power tran-
scends the quotidian powers of ordinary people.
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But what matters most about religions in answering the questions we are 
pursuing is not their Tylorian core. It is, rather, what I am going to call—this is 
the second strand of my analysis—the integrative character of religious world-
views. This is the one part of the analysis that has to do with something that 
is not new in religious life. The basic insight here is Durkheim’s, but a more 
infl uential formulation these days is Clifford Geertz’s, in his well-known essay 
“Religion as a Cultural System”:

Sacred symbols [he writes] function to synthesize a people’s ethos—
the tone, character, and quality of their life, its moral and aesthetic 
style and mood—and their world view—the picture they have of the 
way things in sheer actually are, their most comprehensive ideas of 
order. . . . Religious symbols formulate a basic congruence between a 
particular style of life and a specifi c (if, most often, implicit) meta-
physic, and in so doing sustain each with the borrowed  authority of 
the other.12

This integration of the cognitive and the affective, the moral and the meta-
physical, is part of what makes the symbolic dimensions of religion a particular 
challenge for modern politics. And it is the only one of the three features of 
religion today that is not new.

Materials for an Analysis III: Religion 
and Epistemological Dissensus

The third and fi nal strand of the analysis has to do with the social context of 
the claims made by contemporary religions, claims I have just suggested give 
religions their distinctive psychological power. The point is a simple one: distinc-
tively religious claims—about the nature of God (or gods) and the demands he 
(or they) makes upon our behavior—are not nowadays widely thought to be sus-
ceptible to confi rmation by the ordinary empirical means that we can appeal to in 
trying to persuade fellow citizens of claims about the world. The God of modern 
Christianity does not show up in obvious ways in photographs or X-rays; you can-
not ask him a question and expect everyone to hear the same answer. He speaks 
to you in pectore, and so only you hear him. Or he speaks through the church’s 
magisterium, but its authority is doubted by outsiders. This, like the pervasive-
ness not of religion but of religious identities, is a modern phenomenon.

Theological claims could once be settled in many societies by methods that 
were relatively uncontroversial. Oracles and other sacred texts might require 



causes of quarrel  47

interpreting, but that they mattered was not in doubt. The epistemic authority 
of priests was not widely doubted either, which did not mean you could always 
be sure they were truthful. There is an old Asante proverb, whose point is that 
some things are completely obvious: No one, it says, needs to show God to a child 
(Obi nkyer ē abōfra Nyame). The existence and character of divinities is no longer 
a paradigm of the self-evident. And, equally important, because of the context of 
diversity, disputes about religious matters are carried on without shared stan-
dards for the evaluation of claims.

Many past religious disputes—including those that led to some of the blood-
iest confl icts in the last millennium—were about the meaning of texts that all par-
ties agreed were sacred. If the text required something, everyone thought, that 
was indeed a valid command. But a great deal of religious dispute today in the 
United States, as in the world, is different. Everyone knows there is massive dis-
agreement among the majority who believe in traditional texts about which texts 
have authority. The Bhagavad Gita? The Torah? The Talmud? The Qur’an? The 
New Testament? The Book of Mormon? The Gospel of Thomas? Having picked 
our texts, we will swiftly run into disagreement over how they should be inter-
preted. Some people, meanwhile—at least 40 percent of Danes, for  example—
doubt that there are authoritative texts or sources of revelation, publicly available 
mechanisms for adjudicating religious claims, at all.

Those, then, are the three elements of the analysis: religion as (1) a basis of 
social identity; (2) an integrative system of symbols, and (3) a source of claims 
that have to be evaluated without socially shared epistemological standards. 
Once we see what social identities are and why they create political problems, 
we can go on to say something about what is distinctive about religious identi-
ties, which is where the other two strands of analysis will come into their own.

A Theory of Identity

I think the best account of social identities proceeds by explaining how social 
labels operate, rather than by trying to say more directly what the identity itself 
is.13 Take some identity label. Let’s call it “R,” for “religion.” The proposal has 
four parts:

“R”—the label—will have criteria of ascription; some people will 
identify as Rs; some people will treat others as Rs; and being-an-R 
will entail norms of identifi cation.

I want to make a few brief points about each of these italicized phrases.
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So far as the application of religious labels goes, the key point is that crite-
ria of ascription can be contested; there may not be consensus about who falls 
under the label. Now, as in the past, contest over labels is a central source of 
social confl ict: between Sunni and Shia, between Protestants and Catholics, 
between some Evangelicals and the so-called mainstream churches. In these 
cases people are particularly contemptuous of those who make a claim on the 
label they claim for themselves—here, Muslim or Christian—but disagree with 
them over matters of morals or religious practice or doctrine.

What makes a classifi cation a social identity of the relevant kind is not 
just that some people are called “Rs,” however, but the way being-an-R fi gures 
in their thoughts, feelings, and acts. Identifi cation of this kind is central to the 
dynamics of social identity. When a person thinks of herself as an R in the rel-
evant way, she identifi es as an R, which means she sometimes feels like or acts 
as an R. Some American Christians, for example, support attempts to redeem 
slaves in the Sudan because they think (misleadingly, at best, in my view) of the 
slaves as fellow Christian victims of Muslim slavers.

But identity labels do not only fi gure in how we think about ourselves. 
They matter, too, to how we treat others. To treat someone as an R is just to do (or 
abstain from doing) something to her because she is an R (where her being-an-R 
is one of your reasons for treating her that way). Kindness to people who share 
the label is a common form of treatment directed toward in-group members, 
people seen as sharing a social identity. Indifference and many more actively hos-
tile forms of behavior are equally frequent forms of treatment directed toward 
out-group members. Here is room for politics as people try to use the govern-
ment to enforce their likes and dislikes. And the politics can be very serious: 
think of the struggle against apartheid in South Africa or the Catholic civil 
rights movement in Northern Ireland.

Now, identities are useful, in part, because once we ascribe an identity to 
someone, we make predictions about her behavior on that basis. This is not just 
because the criteria of ascription entail that members of the group have, or tend 
to have, certain properties. People who identify as Rs do things because they 
are Rs, as we saw, and what they do for this reason is not just an individual mat-
ter. There are norms of behavior for Rs. People do not only do and avoid doing 
things because they’re Rs; often they do them because they—and most other 
people in their society—believe there are things that, as Rs, they ought and 
ought not to do. The “ought” here is not some special moral one, and examples 
are easy to come by. Negatively: Muslims ought not to eat pork. Positively: Mus-
lims ought to make the hajj. To say these norms exist is not to endorse them. 
The existence, in a particular society, of a norm that Rs ought to do x amounts 
only to its being widely known that many people think Rs ought to do x.
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The Politics of Identity

Political philosophers have written a good deal recently about one particular 
way in which social identities have fi gured in politics, namely, in what is called 
the “politics of recognition.” The responses of other people obviously play a 
crucial role in shaping one’s sense of who one is. Unfortunately, our societies 
have not treated certain individuals with respect because they were, say, homo-
sexuals or Catholics. Because our identities are “dialogically” shaped, as Charles 
Taylor puts it, people who have these characteristics fi nd them  central—often 
negatively  central—to their identities. The politics of recognition starts when 
we grasp that this is wrong. One response involves seeing these collective iden-
tities anew, not now as sources of limitation and insult but as valuable parts 
of one’s identity. And so people move next to demand social recognition as 
homosexuals or Catholics. It is a short step to asking to be respected as gays or 
as Catholics.

This is a demand that others may or may not accede to personally: I do not 
mind calling social negotiations of this sort a kind of micropolitics. But what, if 
anything, does it have to do with the state? Well, there can be laws against hate 
speech or verbal harassment in the workplace, state education for tolerance, 
public celebrations of the heroes of the formerly oppressed. But it is important 
to see that, while members of previously disadvantaged groups may indeed 
need new social practices in order to fl ourish, what they are seeking is not 
always recognition. When the largely Catholic civil rights movement in North-
ern Ireland made claims for Catholics, it was not that they were asking for posi-
tive recognition as Catholics in public life. They were asking to be treated by the 
state without regard for their identity as Catholics: they wanted, for example, to 
be eligible for government jobs that had largely been reserved for Protestants. 
Being seen as Catholic by state offi cials—policemen and civil servants—was 
a large part of the problem; they wanted to be seen less as Catholics, more as 
citizens. They wanted less recognition, not more. And to the extent that they did 
care about recognition, it was because they were asking for respect in response 
to the years of contempt. The point is not just that recognition is not all that 
matters. It is, rather, that we can be confused about our overall interest when 
we focus too narrowly on our need for recognition. One obvious example is 
this: the politician whose identity we share is not necessarily going to pursue 
the politics we care for.

We identify with people and parties for a variety of reasons, including 
identifi cations of this prepolitical sort, and then we are rather inclined to sup-
port all the policies of that person or party. This is, in part, for a good rea-
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son: sensible people have better things to do than work out by themselves 
what the proper balance should be between, say, property, sales, and income 
taxes; and people suffi ciently like you may actually pick policies, when they 
do think about them, that you would pick, if you had the time. That used to 
work by creating political identities—left, right, small-l liberal, Labour, Tory, 
big-l Liberal, Democrat, Republican, Christian Democrat, and Marxist. But 
in many of the advanced democracies, party affi liations are less strong than 
they used to be, and other identities are bearing more political weight. That 
is in part because many of the older party affi liations were class-based, and 
social class as defi ned by one’s work has declined in signifi cance in people’s 
identifi cations. In that very profound way a new kind of identity politics, based 
in the declining social salience of class, has been on the rise since the 1960s. 
And the politics of both gay activists and Evangelical conservatives fi ts right 
into that trend.

Now, as I said at the start, my fi rst answer to the question why religion 
poses problems for politics is that religious identity can raise political problems 
in all the ways that other social identities do. We have identifi ed at least six such 
ways already: let me itemize them and offer examples of their application to 
religious identities.

1. There are political confl icts about who is in and who is out, the politics 
of ascription. If you want a religious example, consider the Israeli 
debate about whether the Ethiopian Jews—the Beta Israel or Falasha—
were really Jews. Yes (which, it turned out, was the winning answer) 
meant they had the right of aliyah (emigration to Israel).

2. Politicians can mobilize identities, shaping norms of identifi cation. 
A religious example: Sri Lankan Buddhism has been mobilized to 
shape Sinhalese identity, which is part of why the Tamil resistance is 
deliberately conceived by the Tamil Tigers in ethnic and not religious 
terms. Although most Tigers are Hindus, some of their intellectual 
leaders have been Christian, a fact to which they like to draw attention.14

3. States can behave differently toward people of distinct identities. We 
can call this “the politics of treatment.” I have already offered the 
example of Northern Ireland in the period up to the early 1970s.

4. People can pursue a politics of recognition. A religious example: les-
bian and gay Episcopalians seek acknowledgment within the Anglican 
Communion.

5. There can be a social micropolitics enforcing norms of identifi cation. 
A religious example: Jewish groups that aim to draw secularized Jews 
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back to a more religious life. “Are you Jewish?” they ask. And if you 
are, they want to persuade you that you have obligations to return to 
orthodox practice.

6. There are inherently political identities like party identifi cations, social 
identities that are about our relationship with the state, entailing 
commitments as to what the state should and should not be doing. 
There are many religious examples in Lebanon, where almost all 
the political parties are associated with religious identities: Catholic, 
Sunni, Shia, Maronite, Druze, and so on.

The fi rst step, I have claimed, in understanding how religion gets to 
be so regular a source of diffi culty in political life is to see it as a form of 
social identity and to apply the general account of why social identities are 
important. In the cases I have just offered, religion as social identity serves 
two deep functions central to all forms of social identity. One is the strate-
gic function of providing bases for pulling together, for forming coalitions 
in pursuit of resources. The second is the ethical, psychological function 
of underpinning what I earlier called “identifi cation.” Religious identities 
serve both these functions very well. But the fi rst, strategic, function is of 
particular importance in contexts of scarcity, where working with some and 
against others is the only way to acquire resources.15 It is not surprising that 
religious identities resurfaced in the Balkans just as the Yugoslav economy 
collapsed.

One fi nal point about what I just called identity’s strategic function: 
religious identities are normally acquired through families. Even in tradi-
tions—like the Mennonites—that insist on adult baptism, the values, beliefs, 
practices, and attachments that go with the identity are acquired at home or 
in churches and temples whose membership is shared with parents and sib-
lings. Religion provides, in most places, what we might call a default identity: 
you get your family’s religious identity unless something special happens to 
interfere. So, obviously, one shares one’s religious identity with the people 
with whom one has the most intimate and enduring relationships, and reli-
gious practices are invested with the distinctive emotional aura of family life. 
Since the family is the basic institution of solidarity—the basic coalition and 
the basic center of relationship—religious affi liations are always likely to be 
salient when it comes to seeking a group with which to identify for struggles 
over resources. And, if you have a religious identity and are engaged in a 
struggle for resources in a context of religious diversity, it is likely to be one of 
the fi rst to suggest itself.
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The Specifi cities of Modern Religious Identity: 
The Connection with Nationalism

We need, now, to take the next step and see why religious identities are an 
especially important source of political confl ict in the contemporary world. The 
general considerations I have so far offered do not, as I said, distinguish religion 
from race or ethnicity—and, as everybody knows, all three of these kinds of 
identity are associated with long histories of political trouble. Race and ethnic-
ity, too, are inherited in families and are associated with the distinctive emo-
tional aura of the familial. Both can be the bases of coalitions and sources of 
ethical rewards. But I want now to suggest that it is features that they do not 
share with these and other social identities that help to explain why religious 
identities have their current salience, even in societies, like our own, that are 
plural but whose politics is not dominated by scarcity of resources.

Of course, religion and politics have been tied together from the beginning. 
We started with the example of Córdoba, which was in the end a caliphate, 
where religious and political authority were united. But Athens and Rome had 
state religions, cults of divinities with special importance for the city or the 
empire. Many places—from Pharaonic Egypt on, have had divine kingship. 
The major empires of Eurasia—Mongol, Mughal, Manchu, Roman, Ottoman, 
 British—all took religion with them. But to understand what is distinctive 
about the modern situation of religious identities, you need to start with some-
thing that is modern. And that is the combination of religious diversity with 
modern nationalist politics.

It requires a spectacular feat of imagination to step outside the framework 
of modern nationalism. Almost everyone, everywhere today on the planet lives 
with a picture of the world in which it is as natural as could possibly be that 
the world is divided into a couple of hundred nation-states.16 But the idea in 
fact took form only slowly and only recently. The Treaty of  Westphalia of 1648 
essentially turned the Holy Roman Empire into a collection of states, each with 
its own sovereignty; in so doing, it set in motion a signifi cant shift in the heart 
of Europe. These newly independent states inherited the principles of religious 
freedom established in the Reformation by the Peace of Augsburg (1555), which 
granted each ruler the right to determine his own sovereign religious affi lia-
tion. And so we speak of a Westphalian model, where each nation-state has its 
own sovereign, subject to no higher secular authority, independent both of the 
empire and of Rome. The Westphalian settlement did not, by itself, produce the 
modern nation-state. For that at least one more development was crucial: what 
Arjun Appadurai calls “the idea of a national ethnos” had to take hold. And 
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that is new. “No modern nation,” Appadurai says, “however benign its politi-
cal system and however eloquent its public voices may be about the virtues of 
tolerance, multiculturalism, and inclusion, is free of the idea that its national 
sovereignty is built on some sort of ethnic genius.”17

The thought is one that was fi rst philosophically developed in the Euro-
pean Enlightenment in the writings of Johann Gottfried Herder. What Appadu-
rai calls the “ethnic genius” of the nation, Herder called its Volksgeist: the spirit 
of its people. And Herder taught that every member of a people shared that 
spirit with every other. That spirit found its expression above all in the language 
and the literature of the Volk: its poetry and song, its tales and myths, as well 
as in the music, art, and literature produced both by the common people and 
by its leading creative spirits. It was in the name of recording the spirit of the 
German people that the Brothers Grimm set out to collect those German fairy 
tales the world now knows; it was with the aim of recording, preserving, and 
purifying the spirit of the German language—its Sprachgeist—that they began 
the great German dictionary, the Deutsche Wörterbuch. And a nation, with its 
shared mental life, was the natural unit of government.

So far, though, this was all the doings and saying of intellectuals. The mate-
rial preconditions for giving reality to the idea of the national ethnos—and 
for its uptake by ordinary people—were complex. But, as Benedict Anderson 
points out, a critical factor was the rise of print. Books, which formerly had 
required a great deal of time and money to copy—and had therefore been lim-
ited to the possessions of governmental and ecclesiastical institutions and the 
very rich—were now accessible to a wider public, and that led to an explosion 
of works in the vernacular languages of Europe.

Once a text like, say, the Luther-Bibel (1534), the King James Bible (1611), or 
the Bible de Port-Royal (1693) became more widely available, there developed 
in popular consciousness the idea of the community of its readers. Print also 
created pressure to develop standardized versions of languages like French and 
German and English, which had hitherto been collections of often mutually 
unintelligible dialects. And that in turn made possible the rise of modern mass 
media—the institution, in the fi rst case, of newspapers and magazines—in which 
speakers of a printed language could read of the doings of their nation. Britain 
or France or Spain could become protagonists in a narrative of world history. It 
also allowed rulers to address vast national publics, almost directly—or, at any 
rate, more directly than ever before. Modern national identity was born.

This is the picture it takes a great leap of imagination to escape. And the 
fact that it is hard to escape should be puzzling. Literature and music and mass-
mediated culture are all, in fact, quite transnational in their infl uences and 
their effects. History left us a world in which hardly any nation-states fi tted the 
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Herderian picture of the homogeneous monocultural nation living under a sin-
gle government. Those few states that do fi t roughly have usually been forced 
into it over a couple of centuries of violent civil strife: the homogeneous nation 
is the result, not the precondition, of modern statehood. Eugen Weber taught a 
generation of students of French history that as late as 1893, roughly a quarter 
of the then 30 million citizens of metropolitan France had not mastered the 
French language. So much for the Sprachgeist.18 Linda Colley argued somewhat 
later in her marvelous book Britons: Forging the Nation, “The sense of a common 
identity here did not come into being, then, because of an integration and homog-
enization of disparate cultures. Instead, Britishness was superimposed over an 
array of internal differences in response to contact with the Other, and above all in 
response to confl ict with the Other.”19 So much for the Volksgeist. There are no 
doubt candidates for Herderian states. I will give you Japan, where 99 percent 
of the population identify as Japanese—though I cannot forbear adding that 
their script is Chinese, their largest religion Indian, and ethnologue.com lists 
fi fteen Japanese languages, including Japanese sign language. By and large, 
people do not live in monocultural, monoreligious, monolingual, nation-states, 
and, by and large, since large states arose, they never have.

On the one hand, then, nationality, for better or worse, has become an 
increasingly central feature of the identities of modern men and women; but, on 
the other, the content of nationality—its meaning for each citizen—is the result 
of cultural work, not a natural and preexisting commonality. That means there 
is a place for the politics of national identity. And once people care about their 
nationality, it matters to them very much how the nation is conceived, including 
religiously. Once you want your national identity to cohere with your religious 
identity, you will aspire for its rituals to become national rituals, its morals to be 
embodied in law, its gods to be honored in public ceremonial. Even in the agnos-
tic haven of Denmark, many people cannot imagine their nationality clothed in 
Muslim garb.

Epistemological Dissensus

It is here that the third strand of the analysis comes into its own, as we turn to 
the peculiar cognitive situation religions face in the contemporary world. Let 
me say fi rst, however, that it is important not to describe this situation in ways 
that beg the question on substantive religious claims. Some people think, for 
example, that the diffi culty with religious identities is the irrationality of reli-
gious belief. Of course, they will say, you cannot have reasonable discussions 
about which moral prescriptions should be enforced by the state with people who 
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think that the truth about those questions can be settled by interpreting texts they 
think were dictated by a god, who, in fact, is not there. If the gods do not exist, the 
mechanisms for determining what they want are bound to be unreliable. I think 
there are at least three reasons for not basing an analysis on claims like these. 
One is political. These are issues we want to be able to discuss in our political 
life, at least if religious disputes are causing problems. But you cannot have a 
respectful civic exchange on this basis. A second reason is that irrationality is 
simply not the prerogative of the religious. And a third is that whether these 
claims are reasonable depends on what the truths are about these metaphysical 
questions: and metaphysical questions are very diffi cult. Fallibilism about our 
own views on these matters is very much in order. So there is much to be said, 
as John Rawls, for one, famously argued, for getting on without controversial 
metaphysical presuppositions if we can.

The key insight, I believe, is not about the diffi culty of rational debate about 
religious matters. It is, rather, that modern societies are not only diverse (this 
is not historically unusual) but also ideologically pluralistic. It is now widely 
accepted—for a great variety of different reasons—that even where a society 
has a majority of one religious identity, it does not follow that all questions should 
be settled according to the view of that religious tradition. More than this, in 
the world as a whole, it is understood that no religious group has the power to 
settle things on its own terms; even more interestingly, most people do not 
think that they should be settled that way even if they could. I know that there 
are people who deny this and places where this is not a mainstream view. One 
kind of modern fundamentalism aims to force a universal Christianity or Islam 
(in each case of a particular sect) or atheism (of their own particular variety) on 
the world. But many people, in religious majorities and in religious minorities, 
believe in an ideological religious pluralism that does not accept—as majorities 
in the past from Córdoba to Amsterdam demanded and minorities conceded—
giving a dominant place to the religion of the majority.

That, I believe, is the new situation. The emir of Córdoba tolerated Chris-
tians and Jews no doubt in part for reasons of policy. (The people who appar-
ently goaded Perfectus into his fi rst blasphemies did not share that offi cial 
tolerance.) But he could tolerate them—provided they did not blaspheme—
because there was a Muslim reason to do so: they were Ahl al-Kitâb, People of 
the Book, for whom, as the Holy Qur’an says, there should be “no compulsion in 
religion.” Toleration of people of minority religious identities began in places 
where the majority religion recommended it, and the minorities, though grate-
ful, never expected religions to be treated equally. Once the Christians took 
over in Spain, in fact, they treated Muslims and Jews with a great deal less 
tolerance than the infi dels had once offered them. As in ninth-century Córdoba, 
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so in Rembrandt’s Amsterdam, where modern Jewish toleration fi rst emerged 
in western Europe.20 Because Protestantism taught that only the confession of 
a free conscience was worth anything, coercing religious conformity was point-
less. So, as I say, as in Córdoba, it was possible to give an account in terms of the 
dominant religion of why the minorities should be tolerated. Locke’s Protestant 
toleration of Catholics was similarly grounded in Anglican moral theology; and 
even Voltaire’s toleration was based in his substantive religious view, which was 
a kind of skeptical deism, and endorsed a state religion with civic disabilities 
for those who were not Catholic.

The example of Asante, which I mentioned earlier, underlines the relative 
modernity in global terms of the “institution” of religion: of the self-conscious 
church. The ancient Israelites did not have “religion”; they had a form of life, 
which was self-consciously different from other forms of life they were famil-
iar with. They had a cult with temples, in which certain acts of propitiation 
were to be performed. They had domestic rituals. But there was not agriculture 
and textile weaving here, and religion over there. As with the Asante in more 
recent times, Hebrew was who they were, not (save derivatively) what they did. 
Toleration fi nally requires that other religions be recognized as religions, not just 
heresies, delusions, defections from the true path. It requires the degree of 
abstraction that allows you to see that other people’s views and practices (wrong 
as they may be) are alternatives to your religion: that what they have is relevantly 
like what you have.21 And that requires recognizing yourself as having a reli-
gion fi rst. But toleration can be combined, as it was in Holland and England 
and in the American colonies, with establishment and the political dominance 
of one religion. Now, however, we live in a world where tolerance has made the 
further step to pluralism: to the view that people with different religions must 
still be equal as citizens—equal, that is, in the eyes of the state.

Once you have the pluralistic ideology, though, against the background of 
the sociological fact of modern religious diversity, you have the beginnings of 
a substantial problem. Because now the mere fact that the majority believes 
something is right for religious reasons will not do as a political reason: and so 
you must discuss what is right across religious traditions within a single politi-
cal order. And how can you do this reasonably when—to invoke the third strand 
of my analysis—the religious claims that ground people’s ambitions to identify 
nation and religion have to be evaluated without socially shared epistemologi-
cal standards?

Sir Edward Evans-Pritchard, one of the greatest anthropologists of the 
twentieth century, wrote a wonderful book called Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic 
among the Azande, about a people of that name who live largely in the Sudan. 
Having explained their ideas about witchcraft in great detail, he observes at one 
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point that sometimes, in the evenings, when he saw a fl ash of fl ame in the bush 
around the Azande settlement where he was living, he found himself thinking, 
“Look, a witch.” Of course, he did not believe it, really. He knew it was prob-
ably someone from the village going off to relieve himself, carrying a fl aming 
torch to guide him on his way. But what he was teaching us is that what you see 
depends on what you believe. What it is reasonable for you to think, faced with 
a particular experience, depends on what ideas you already have.

This is a fortiori true when it comes to the sorts of beliefs that are central 
to religion. Suppose I pray each evening and, as it seems to me, God answers. 
How are you going to persuade me that I have got the wrong God? And if God’s 
answer to my prayerful refl ection on his Holy Book is that a man that lies with a 
man “as with a woman” should be put to death (as it seems to say pretty clearly 
in Leviticus 20), how will you (who have other texts or other interpretations) 
persuade me that this should not be the law of the land?22

The problem is deepened by what I called the integrative character of reli-
gion, the way in which it coheres psychologically. The picture of the world and 
the prescriptions as to how we should behave come together, work together, and 
together help make sense of the universe and my place in it. Giving up a sin-
cerely held element of the picture or a practice that the picture underwrites will 
be hard. Racial and ethnic identities, by contrast, do not attach to integrative 
symbolic systems in the way that religions do; and so, unless the ethnicity is 
itself conceived in religious terms, disentangling them from political positions 
is easier, at least in principle. And so, while the identities themselves are often 
the source of deep commitments, they do not usually generate the diffi culty for 
public deliberation that religions do.

The Persistence of Religious Difference

In spite of what so many Enlightenment thinkers would have predicted, reli-
gious identities are still central to ethical identity. And there is a profound 
political fact about that centrality: it is extremely hard for states to change. In 
the period after the Peace of Augsburg, when the principle cuius regio, eius reli-
gio governed relations between the Holy Roman Emperors, on the one hand, 
and the Protestant German princes and free cities, on the other, sovereigns 
of various sorts—from the republic of Geneva to the papacy to the kingdom 
of France—attempted to enforce religious uniformity. Notwithstanding the 
Saint Bartholomew’s Day massacre of thousands of Huguenots; the burning 
of Servetus at the stake (by Calvinist Geneva) and in effi gy (by the Inquisi-
tion in France); the repeated expulsions of Jews and the disabilities imposed 
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on Catholics and non-Conformists in England—notwithstanding a long suc-
cession of such enormities—men and women stuck stubbornly to faiths their 
states abhorred. Cuius regio was proposed as a normative principle; as a descrip-
tion it was always preposterous. This obstinate fact of religious obstinacy is what 
makes sense of the view that, where possible, we should tolerate other religions 
rather than trying to bring people over to ours. It is largely a matter of accept-
ing the inevitable. Outside Scandinavia, there are only three countries in which 
scholars largely agree that a majority of the population is atheist or agnostic: two 
of them—Vietnam and Japan—have long histories of Buddhism (which makes 
doctrinal adherence to atheism consistent with a religious identity), and in one, 
the Czech Republic, where 54 percent of people in one survey denied believing 
in God, only 20 percent of people were willing to call themselves “atheist.”23

Accepting that Enlightenment practice of toleration in the contemporary 
world—a world of empirical diversity and ideological pluralism—requires us all 
to try to persuade people not to rely on controversial religious claims in political 
argument within or across societies. Here the real divides are not between one 
religion and another but between what you might call cosmopolitan and counter-
cosmopolitan forms of religiosity. And by cosmopolitanism I mean only this: an 
attitude that combines moral concern for all people with a willingness to let oth-
ers live their own lives. Universality plus difference is the cosmopolitan slogan.

Developing cosmopolitan responses to countercosmopolitan tendencies 
requires detailed engagement with the particulars of a tradition; that is why the 
best chance of moving the countercosmopolitans is often to get their cosmo-
politan coreligionists to begin the conversation. We live in a world in which 
various countercosmopolitan fundamentalisms—Buddhist, Christian, Hindu, 
Jewish, and Muslim—are at work in religious traditions that also have cosmo-
politan adherents and traditions. It is this fact that gives me hope that we can 
work our way toward a world in which diversity and pluralistic tolerance are 
possible both within and among nations.

For the problem I have identifi ed—that disputes grounded in controversies 
about metaphysics are unlikely to be resolved—has been solved in the past in 
part because ordinary believers were willing to live without worrying about the 
theoretical resolution of the contradictions. A life can be psychologically inte-
grated by religious narratives and practices without being logically integrated. 
Attendance at church (or temple or mosque) and prayer in everyday life can go on 
in company and harmony with others of different faiths. Historically, what has 
made the growth of toleration in the Christian West possible has not been the 
growth of agreement about the metaphysical claims of religion. Protestant toler-
ation of Catholics and Catholic toleration of Jews, for example, developed in con-
texts where there was a continuing conviction of the error of the tolerated: that is 
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why it was a form of toleration, of bearing with others despite their failings. Nor 
has toleration required the explicit abandonment of the authority of scripture. 
Many contemporary Christians insist still on the authority of scripture, even on 
biblical inerrancy. As a result, many of them, taking this claim seriously, know, 
for example, that Exodus 22:18 says: “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” 
This may lead them to worry about their children participating in Halloween 
festivities. Nevertheless, it does not lead them to go out looking for followers of 
Wicca to lynch. Similarly, those Anglican congregations that have welcomed gay 
priests could hardly be unaware that there are passages that suggest that (at least 
some kinds of) sex between men is an “abomination.”

In understanding the possibilities of cosmopolitan cohabitation with peo-
ple of different faiths, we need always to recall that toleration is a practice, and 
that, like most practices, it can survive despite theoretical incoherence. Given 
the actual texts and the actual histories of most of the world religions, people 
consumed by religious certainty and bent on coherence will likely fi nd them-
selves unable to live at peace with others because they will insist that everyone 
ought to recognize a singular truth. But if we look at the religions that face each 
other in our country or our world, we see that each of them has resources—in 
its moral and textual traditions—for underwriting a life in peace with neigh-
bors whose faiths are different.

Of course, they also have the resources for underwriting wars of conver-
sion or massacres of unbelievers. But it is foolish to point to bellicose passages 
in the texts of one religion and declare it, and all its sects, essentially anticos-
mopolitan, when there are also such passages in the texts of other religions, 
which have sects that practice toleration. By themselves these passages enforce 
nothing, just as the more pacifi c passages require uptake if they are to do their 
cosmopolitan work. It is, no doubt, an entertaining parlor game for outsiders to 
point to passages in people’s scriptures that they do not seem to live by: in the 
First Epistle to the Corinthians 11:14, Saint Paul writes, “Doth not even nature 
itself teach you, that, if a man have long hair, it is a shame unto him?” which is 
something that might have surprised you if you hung out, as I did, in the sixties 
with Christian hippies. Knowing this, why think that because some Muslim 
texts explicitly require women to cover their faces no devout Muslim woman 
could enter the public world unveiled?

Taking up the cosmopolitan texts and traditions requires more than just 
pointing to them. It requires, as the peacemakers of every tradition know, cour-
age, persistence, and appeals to those elements of human psychology that draw 
us to kindness and concern for others and away from cruelty. Practicing tolera-
tion ourselves, putting it into practice as those peacemakers seek to do, helps 
create a global community each of whose local branches strengthens the work 
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of the others. There is little hope for direct dialogue with the anticosmopolitans 
of any faith. They are against conversation save in the service of conversion. But 
we can be in touch with them indirectly through our dialogue with their more 
cosmopolitan brethren. And we strengthen the hands of the cosmopolitans by 
our decent, respectful engagement with them; we help them in their struggle 
to bring more of their coreligionists to the side of toleration, just as their con-
versation strengthens our own search for modes of productive cohabitation.

Identifying the resources for peaceful coexistence requires what I just now 
called a “detailed engagement with the particulars” of each of the traditions of 
faith with which we live. I want to insist, in closing, against those who regard 
religion itself as the problem, on the cosmopolitan traditions of Christianity 
and Islam, whose struggle with each other is seen by many as the greatest reli-
gious challenge faced by politics today. The fi rst person we know to call himself 
kosmou polites (a citizen of the world) was, as previously mentioned, Diogenes 
of Sinope, Sinope being a trading city on the Black Sea founded by the Ionians. 
It was he, as I say, who began a tradition in the classical world that was inher-
ited by both Hellenized Judaism and Christianity, and thus, later, by Islamic 
philosophy.

Nor is Muslim cosmopolitanism something that existed only among its 
philosophers. The history of Islam includes the sixteenth-century Mughal 
emperor Jalaluddin Muhammad Akbar—a descendant both of  Timur or Tam-
burlane, the fourteenth-century lord of Central Asia, and (it is said) of Genghis 
Khan, the twelfth- to thirteenth-century Mongolian emperor—in whose capital 
there was a fl ourishing culture of intellectual debate with infi del traditions. 
Over the last two centuries, one can identify distinguished Islamic scholars 
who have engaged seriously with ideas from outside Islam.24 Ahmed al-Tayeb, 
president of Al-Azhar, the world’s oldest Muslim university (in fact, the old-
est university, period), has lent the Archbishop of Canterbury his pulpit. And 
he has said, “God created diverse peoples. Had He wanted to create a single 
ummah, He would have, but He chose to make them different until the day of 
resurrection. Every Muslim must fully understand this principle.”25

Christianity, too, from its earliest days, echoes Stoic cosmopolitanism. You 
hear it in the language of the Greek-speaking Saul of Tarsus, another town in 
Asia Minor, in what is now southern Turkey, about halfway between Sinope and 
Jerusalem. Saul was a Hellenized Jew and a Roman citizen—known to history 
as Saint Paul, the fi rst great institutional architect of the Christian church. Here 
is a typical passage: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor 
free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gala-
tians 3:28). Much of Saint Paul’s evangelism took place in Asia Minor, where 
he was born. These well-known lines are from the Epistle to the Galatians. 
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Here is a fact you could not make up: Sinope, Diogenes’ hometown, was in 
Galatia. So Saint Paul, when he wrote those very cosmopolitan words, was writ-
ing to Diogenes’ people—to the very people who gave the world the fi rst known 
cosmopolitan.
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On the Possibility of 
Religious Pluralism

Pratap Bhanu Mehta

One of the great perplexities of our age is this: we seem to think that 
religion matters a great deal to politics but are unsure about just why 
it matters, how it matters, or indeed even what religion is. Certainly, 
reference to religious language seems to pervade politics, moral 
argument, and social confl ict around the world. But what are we to 
make of this “return” of religion? Is it merely “fl otsam on the sea of a 
post-religious age,” to use a phrase of Charles Taylor’s?1 Or does the 
rise of religion represent something more fundamental? What would 
count as evidence for or against these views? Religion is a trope 
around which a good deal of confl ict seems to be organized; but it 
is equally true that for every confl ict that is attributed to “religion,” 
there is a rival explanation that traces the root of the confl ict to 
some other cause altogether: misdirected class confl ict, failed states, 
incomplete nationalisms, repressed sexual needs, or even unmet 
social aspiration.

We are, at one level, profoundly ambivalent in how we under-
stand the place of religion in collective life. We premise a justifi cation 
of liberal society on the thought that it allows different religions to 
fl ourish, but worry about the limits that need to be placed on what 
thus fl ourishes. While the social functions of religion seem to dissolve, 
in that religion cannot order the world as an unbroken totality, its 
subjective functions seem to acquire a new intensity. In an age of 
subjectivism, we want to grant religion some special status—we want 
to affi rm it as something important, an act of choice that is somehow 
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more signifi cant than choosing between fl avors of ice cream—but are unsure 
about how to affi rm its status. We want to be open to the possibility that religion 
will be a source of meaning, yet at the same time worry if the needs and de-
mands of society are subject to any imperatives that come from outside the 
realm of the social, something that subordinates the social to something per-
haps more transcendent. Religion is something we cannot seem to affi rm or 
disavow. We are not sure quite what to do with it.

This dilemma over the status of religion may be endemic to modernity. But 
two particular historical developments make this dilemma existentially more 
vivid for citizens of modern democracies. The fi rst is the challenge of plural-
ism, the fact that many liberal democracies are now composed of citizens who 
profess a variety of beliefs. In a way, there is nothing new about this predica-
ment. But the challenge of pluralism is exacerbated by the fact that there is a 
fairly thick range of normative restrictions on the kinds of argument that are 
acceptable when accommodating diversity. Many early modern societies have 
a wonderful history of toleration, with different faiths and ways of life coex-
isting, sometimes even intermingling. But this toleration usually exhibited 
two features. First, it was hierarchical, with the political superiority of one or 
another of the faiths being openly acknowledged. The second feature was that 
this form of toleration was what might be called segregationist: different ways 
of life were given their own space and domain, without it being assumed that 
members of different groups would speak a language of common citizenship. 
The modern challenge arises because all citizens have to be treated equally—
prima facie hierarchical conceptions of toleration are suspect—and because all 
modern states have a conception of common citizenship that involves citizens 
making decisions over collective life together. Therefore, “to each community 
its own practices,” is not always a normatively viable solution. The challenge 
for modern democracies is not pluralism per se but reconciling pluralism with 
a common political identity.

The second source exacerbating the dilemma of religion is globalization. 
Globalization and the challenge of pluralism are connected most straightfor-
wardly in many ways. Patterns of migration have made the dilemma of plural-
ism more urgent; transnational religious movements are possible in a new and 
unprecedented way. But perhaps most important, globalization has created all 
kinds of identity dilemmas in which religion plays a complicated part. In short, 
the functions that religion or religious identity perform in the public sphere 
have been made vastly more complicated as a result of globalization. It makes 
rather more complicated questions such as Is religion about belief ? Is it about 
a way of life? Or is it a marker of identity? Or what combination of the three? 
This observation is the starting point of this essay.
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A fi rst section problematizes the concept of religion, not with a view to 
debunking the concept but in order to underscore that it is not always clear what 
we are invoking when we invoke “religion” in contemporary argument. A set 
of distinctions about what is at stake in religious pluralism provide a starting 
point. A corollary of these distinctions is that the line between religious and 
secular can often be a function of politics and not at all self-evident. The second 
section argues that what counts as a religious motive is indeterminate, but that 
is the source of religion’s potency in politics. It is precisely because religion is 
not easily available as a way of life that it becomes a self-conscious ideology. 
The third and fi nal section of the essay takes up the case of India in order to 
illustrate the complex relationship between religious pluralism, globalization, 
and world politics in the contemporary era.

The Stakes of Religion

What is at stake in invoking religion ? Is it a way of life or a “true belief”? Per-
haps the best introduction to these issues is provided by two classic passages 
from antiquity that lay out the stakes.

In the fi rst century B.C.E., Cicero wrote in De Natura Deorum:

for religion has been dissociated from superstition not only by phi-
losophers but by our own ancestors as well. I may mention as to 
these two terms that men who used to spend whole days in prayer 
and sacrifi ce in order that their children might survive them (essent 
superstites), were called superstitiosus, a title which afterwards extended 
more widely, while such as heedfully repeated and, as it were, “regath-
ered” (relegerent) everything that formed a part of divine worship, 
were named religiosus from relegere, in the same way that elegans is 
derived from eligere, diligens from diligere, and intellegens from intel-
legere, for in all these words the force of legere is the same as in religio-
sus. It was in this way that with the words superstitiosus and religiosus 
the one became the designation of a fault, the other of an excellence.2 

Lactantius, a Christian writing more than three centuries later, responded:

We are fastened and bound to God by this bond of piety, where religion 
itself takes its name. The word is not as Cicero interpreted it from 
“re-reading,” or “choosing again” (relegendo). . . . We can know from 
the matter itself how inept this interpretation is. For if superstition 
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and religion are engaged in worshipping the same gods, there is light 
or rather no difference . . . because religion is a worship of the true; 
superstition of the false. And it is important, really, why you worship, 
not how you worship, or what you pray for. . . . We have said that the 
name of religion is taken from the bond of piety, because God has bound and 
fastened man to Himself of piety, since it is necessary for us to serve Him as 
Lord and obey Him as father. . . . They are superstitious who worship many 
and false gods; but we, who supplicate the one true God, are religious.3

The contrast could not be more striking.4 For Cicero, religion is more akin to 
tradition, a body of practices inherited from ancestors. It is an ongoing way of 
life. For Lactantius, religion is ultimately about worshiping the correct God in 
the appropriate way. It involves two thoughts. First, that the believer be sincere 
in his belief for it to qualify appropriately as religion. Second, mere worship is 
not enough: the God being worshiped must be the true God, not any God but 
one who is truly our creator. For Lactantius, the distinction between religio and 
superstitio is marked by the opposition between true and false. This distinc-
tion is not particularly germane to Cicero’s understanding of religion. Like the 
Romans, he too contrasts religio and superstitio, but the grounds of the distinc-
tion are quite different. The relevant contrast is not between true and false 
but between excess and moderation. For him superstitio consists in an act of not 
choosing rightly from tradition; it does not refer primarily to belief. For Lactan-
tius, the focus of religion primarily is: Whom do you worship? For Cicero, it is 
almost as if the real question is: How do you worship?

It is often thought that a religion more concerned with truth will lend itself 
to persecutory ideologies. But this claim should not be overstated. Pagan reli-
gions like that of Rome, or occasionally religions like Hinduism can generate 
their own politics of persecution. But the grounds of these ideologies are surely 
different. It is unlikely that Roman religion or Hinduism is worried about the 
falsity of other religions. What are a few more Gods among the numerous 
that already exist? They rather become persecutory when they link the pres-
ence of rival doctrines as a palpable threat to their way of life. In other words, 
the bound aries between doctrines, practices, and beliefs that are tolerated and 
those that are not are marked politically rather than theologically. Whereas for 
Lactantius, those boundaries of toleration are clearly marked theologically, for 
Cicero they were more political.

These contrasts have great consequences for how the distinction between 
the religious and the nonreligious gets drawn. For Lactantius, this distinction 
marks the boundary between Christians and others, especially pagans. But this 
rather commonplace observation poses a serious challenge. Can the boundary 
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between the religious and the nonreligious be derived independently of particu-
lar theologies? Does the term “religion” pick out a universal domain of experi-
ence? Is it possible to have a “religion” and for it not become your “identity”? 
What is the relationship between identity and belief, and which way does the 
causation run? Conversely, is it possible for a “religion” to become your identity 
without subscription to any particular set of beliefs? This is the phenomenon 
known as the ethnicization of religion, where participants come to participate 
and share in a religious group identity in an abstract sense. I identify as a Hindu 
or Sikh or whatever without any beliefs associated with a religion whatsoever. 
(In Cicero’s case this was clearly a possibility: he could disbelieve Roman theol-
ogy yet practice Roman religion—most commentators see this as an instance 
of Cicero being inauthentic in the profession of his priestly duties. But why do 
we suppose that that relation between belief and practice has to correspond to 
a classical Christian model?)

Perhaps we are living in an age where the two models of religion that Cicero 
and Lactantius represent are no longer available to us as distinct models. In part 
this is because even the so-called customary itself is, in some sense, an act of 
choice, governed by complex principles and considerations; it is subject to the 
demands of justifi cation and can no longer claim authority on the ground that 
it is customary. It seems no longer possible to identify religion with a particular 
way of life, or a set of customs; nor can our usage simply restrict it to identi-
fi cation with a true theology. Arguably, the term “religion” is invoked because 
neither custom nor theology is self-validating, as they were for Cicero and Lac-
tantius, respectively. So what are we talking about when we invoke religion?

Attempts to defi ne religion often miss an interesting question. Who draws 
the boundaries around what counts as religious? What makes something reli-
gious rather than not religious?5 Can the concept of religion be used across 
traditions? Can the concept be taken to refer unproblematically to the same phe-
nomenon? It seems here that there are two options that are tempting but pose 
problems. The fi rst option is an expansive notion of religion that makes it almost 
synonymous with culture. It was this sort of defi nition that would allow scholars 
to assert things like: For Hindus all aspects of life are religiously regulated. But 
if a religion can pervade the entire domain of activity of a particular culture, the 
whole concept becomes meaningless. On the other hand, if we defi ne religion 
by listing certain essential attributes, it is not always clear by whose authority 
a particular set of attributes are thought to be essential to a defi nition of “reli-
gion.” Why should we include beliefs but not moods and motivations? How do 
we classify particular acts as being religious?

In contemporary discussions of the challenges posed by religious plu-
ralism, many different things are at stake. At a fi rst approximation we should 
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distinguish three different issues. The fi rst issue is this: What are the grounds 
for belief ? For liberal theory, such as that of John Rawls, this is the central issue. 
Should reasons derived from religious conceptions be acceptable in the public 
sphere, given that not all citizens can subscribe to those grounds for belief ? 
Are such reasons compatible with the idea of citizenship based on reciprocity 
and fairness? The fi rst line of contest is therefore this: Should arguments based 
on appeals to religion be legitimized in the public sphere? Or should concep-
tions of political morality always depend upon freestanding arguments? This 
is a large philosophical question that is perhaps more germane to academic 
discussions of secularism than to the global politics of religion and pluralism.

The second set of controversies arises from the scope of religious belief. 
There are some religious movements where religion has been more effectively 
privatized. This does not mean that beliefs are not sincerely held, or important 
to their adherents. It simply means that these beliefs do not apply to vast areas 
of social life. The extent to which religion poses a challenge depends upon how 
much area of social life comes under its jurisdiction. The more the religion is 
an effective way of life rather than simply a set of beliefs, the more germane 
this issue. Typically matters pertaining to the “family” are the last to be emanci-
pated from religious jurisdiction. Many of the confl icts are over issues such as: 
Should family law or gender relations still be governed by religious precepts? 
Who decides where the boundaries lie? How far can religion dilute its scope 
without being rendered irrelevant? On this view the issue is not the legitimacy 
of religious argument; it is the scope of these arguments. This is a question 
haunting many religious adherents and is discussed at greater length in the 
next section.

The third set of controversies arises from the intensity of religious belief. 
This has two aspects. The fi rst is the thought that there is often a passion asso-
ciated with religious belief that is the source of political instability. This pas-
sion itself may immobilize reason and civility. Here the issue is not so much 
philosophical as psychological, rooted in the Enlightenment fear of what the 
eighteenth century called “enthusiasm.” The second aspect has to do with iden-
tity. The passions associated with religious belief can be particularly destructive 
when religions construct images of nonadherents that are often the source of 
confl ict. Under modern conditions of globalization, these images may have 
less to do with actual beliefs or ways of life. Rather, members of a particu-
lar religion are marked out as posing a threat because of who they are. This 
intensity of distrust of members of other religions is often exacerbated where 
religion becomes the basis of a national identity that marks out other religions 
as a possible threat. A prominent example of this is interreligious violence in 
India. This has less to do with disputes over the grounds of belief, or the scope 
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of religion. But it has more to do with the fact that some groups want to make 
religion the basis of national identity. These sorts of disputes have more to do 
with particular histories of nationalism than religious arguments as such.

It is important to keep these distinctions in mind, since they require differ-
ent sorts of responses. The challenge posed by religion to liberal theory is not 
exactly the same as the challenge that arises out of the conjunction of national-
ism and religion.

Whatever one’s views on defi ning religion, there is something useful in 
thinking of religion as a politically constructed category. A full-blooded nomi-
nalist line on religion has its advantages: what religion is depends upon who is 
defi ning it. Hobbes made the persuasive suggestion that the line between the 
religious and the secular is itself a function of sovereign power. Hobbes’s radi-
calism was not simply to subordinate religion to politics; it was to assert emphat-
ically that what counts as religious was itself a function of political power. The 
issue then becomes not “What is religious?” but “What is at stake in marking 
something as ‘religious’?” Is it a stratagem to marginalize an argument, or a 
device to claim authority for it? Perhaps rather than obsessing with what reli-
gion is, we should be more attentive to the contexts in which the term is invoked 
and the purposes it serves. Perhaps we should look for its effects rather than its 
essence.

Hobbes may have been right that the distinction between the sacred and 
secular emerges only as a result of the advance of sovereign power. But this claim 
has two enormous consequences to which we have not paid suffi cient atten-
tion. First, if this claim is correct, then there is something profoundly mis-
leading about the dominant “church-state” metaphors we use to describe the 
relationship between religion and politics. Our prevalent metaphors for talking 
about regimes of religious toleration often disguise the stakes. No secular state, 
as is now familiar, can be neutral or impartial among religions because the 
state determines the boundaries within which neutrality must operate. Simi-
larly, another metaphor used by Amy Gutmann, which describes the separation 
of church and state as a two-way accommodation whose purpose is to protect 
religion from the state as much as it is to protect the state from religion, does 
not adequately acknowledge the fact that the two-way accommodation meta-
phor works only when vast areas of what might be considered religious have 
already been ceded to the state, arguably to the point where religious practice 
becomes socially less consequential.6

The two-way accommodation metaphor also belies the fact that all states 
extensively regulate religion; one might say that they defi ne the normatively 
permissible boundaries of religion. Particular aspects of religion are given pro-
tection, recognition, and support; others are the subjects of indifference, and 
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many aspects are curtailed and proscribed. But the most crucial point is that 
the boundaries between the permissible and impermissible will be set by the 
state. It is therefore a little misleading to argue that the point of normative the-
ory is to fi gure out the balance between “two realms,” where religion does not 
encroach upon politics, or politics does not encroach upon religion. There is no 
such thing as “two realms” independent of where politics draws the lines.

If this is indeed the case, then it calls into question at least one move that 
liberal theorists are inclined to make in response to challenges from “religion.” 
This is to invoke what you might call the sovereignty of the political. This is 
the idea that there is some freestanding realm of the political, which trumps 
the claims of the so-called comprehensive views that characterize religions. 
But invoking the political does not answer the question about who draws the 
boundaries of the political. This itself is a political question, in that there is no 
self-validating answer to it. The return of “religious” politics can therefore be 
read another way: When religion challenges politics, it is not so much a way of 
the transcendent disrupting the social as it is simply a reminder of the inherent 
instability of the political. Religion is invoked to destabilize the boundaries, and 
the secular is invoked to secure them. But can either realm be self-referential, 
self-instituted, self-suffi cient, and self-validating?

But we can look at the problem from the reverse angle as well. If politics is 
not a self-validating realm, neither is religion. The sense in which the distinc-
tion between the secular and the sacred, or the religious and the nonreligious, 
has become problematic is this: Our dominant picture of talking about this rela-
tionship comes from thinking of the “church” and “state” as two different and 
independently identifi able institutions. But modern politics is characterized by 
a profound fragmentation of authority. Yes, institutions like the church—or 
their functional equivalents in other “religions”—still exist, but none can be 
unproblematically identifi ed as a locus of authority within the religions they 
came to represent. In a way, it is characteristic of our times that the contest 
over authority goes all the way down, even within so-called religiously inspired 
movements. It has been argued, with some plausibility, that Al-Qaeda, far from 
being a return to religion in any conventional sense, represents the breakdown 
and a perverse kind of democratization within Islam. For what it has done is 
called into question the whole idea of authority within Islam. But if there is no 
locus of authority, how can the boundaries of the “religious” be defi ned? When 
George Bush claims that he has some intimations of God’s plan for the world 
and his own role in those plans, what conception of God’s authority is being 
invoked? If the political is not a self-validating realm, neither is religion. Per-
haps it is not an accident that we are tying ourselves in knots trying to charac-
terize contemporary religious movements. If Al-Qaeda calls into question the 
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authority of the sovereign state, it equally calls into question any conception of 
religious authority. Perhaps it is not an accident that we are endlessly searching 
for what Islam or Hinduism or Christianity’s true teaching is, trying valiantly 
to assure ourselves that Islam or Hinduism does not really teach this or that. 
This search, as a response to political challenges, is distinctly odd because it is 
premised upon the hope that there is a necessary truth of a religion, that this 
truth will be benign, and that this necessary truth once apprehended will move 
those who claim adherents of that religion. But the fact that we are engaged 
in this search itself suggests that the question of authority in matters “reli-
gious” has been opened up to an unprecedented degree.

The point of the foregoing is found in the following thought: what marks 
our predicament is not the return of the religious but the fact that neither so-
called politics nor so-called religion appears to carry self-validating authority. 
What we can expect, therefore, is not the confl ict between religion and politics 
but a deep politicization of fundamental questions all the way down; not a con-
test of authority between “religion” and “politics,” as two identifi able realms, 
but as an unsettling of authority that cuts deep into both politics and religion.

This interpenetration of religion and politics is evident in the rhetoric of 
Osama Bin Laden himself. As Charles Glass has argued,

His message is plain: leave the Muslim world alone, and it will leave 
you alone. Kill Muslims, and they will kill you. “America won’t be 
able to leave this ordeal unless it pulls out of the Arabian Peninsula, 
and it ceases its meddling in Palestine, and throughout the Islamic 
world,” bin Laden told the al-Jazeera correspondent Taysir Alluni six 
weeks after the 11 September attacks. “If we gave this equation to 
any child in any American school, he would easily solve it within a 
second.” When Bush said in 2004 that his was “a war against people 
who hate freedom,” bin Laden responded: “Perhaps he can tell us 
why we did not attack Sweden, for example.”7

Of course Bin Laden is, to put it mildly, being disingenuous, but quite revealing 
as well. Is this a religious argument or a political one? Or both? What will hang 
on this classifi cation? The same question can be posed for literally any phenom-
enon. Is the headscarf affair in France a religious or a political affair? Is Falun 
Gong a religious or a political movement? When Hindu nationalists mobbed 
a fi fteenth-century mosque, was it a religious frenzy or an articulation of a 
warped kind of political nationalism? The very fact that in all these instances 
the line between the political and the religious remains precarious suggests 
that religion is also an extremely politicized concept: it is not a natural kind.
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What Is a Religious Motive?

If the question “What is a religion” is diffi cult to answer, determining what 
exactly a “religious motive” is, is even more so. David Hume thought that the 
peculiarity of religious politics stemmed from just this fact. How can religios-
ity be embodied in this world? What counts as a display of religion? Hume 
thought that religious believers would be consistently haunted by this anxiety. 
Most human beings conduct their ethical lives according to a variety of motives 
drawn from different sources: self-interest, social relationships, and so forth. 
A truly virtuous man might be drawn to righteousness as a matter of duty. But 
they might all still worry whether they had acted religiously, acted, that is, from 
a special motive that was an expression of their genuine piety toward God or 
fi delity toward their faith.

One might be tempted to think that the search for a religious motive is akin 
to what Gilbert Ryle once called a “category mistake.” It is a bit like a man who, 
having visited all the Oxford colleges, asked where Oxford University was. A reli-
gious motive, it might be said, is not a special kind of motive. It is simply a 
functional ordering of all our normal motives; it does not pick out a special class 
of actions as much as a form of organizing all our actions. This leaves open the 
possibility that one could be religious, as it were, without acknowledging oneself 
to be such. But Hume suggested that this answer would not suffi ce, at least for 
those who were superstitious about their religion. Hume wrote:

He considers not that the most genuine method of serving the 
 divinity is by promoting the happiness of creatures. He still looks 
out for some immediate service for the Supreme Being in order to 
allay those terrors with which he is haunted. And any practice recom-
mended to him, which either serves no purpose in life, or offers 
the strongest violence to his natural inclinations; that practice he 
will most readily embrace, on account of those very circumstances 
which should make him absolutely reject it. It seems like the more 
purely religious, because it proceeds from no mixture of any other 
consideration.8

For Hume this quest to prove that one was acting on a purely religious motive, 
undistorted by any other consideration, led to the most unnatural and self-
denying behavior. This is what prompts the religious to extreme austerity and 
sacrifi ce, to look for a site where his devotion or piety can be embodied. Ordi-
nary actions and morality are not suffi cient because a religious person thinks 
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he is bound to perform them—as everybody else does—irrespective of God. On 
the other hand, as Hume put it, “If he fast a day or give himself a sound whip-
ping,” this has, in his opinion, direct reference to the service of God.

For Hume the problem with the quest to embody a religious motive is this: 
other motives have a clearly specifi ed objective. Someone who wants to make 
money makes money, even though he can engage in an excess of it. In our 
motives, the objects that will satiate them are clearly defi ned. But how exactly 
would a religious motive manifest itself? Hume thought such a motive was a 
motive necessarily without a specifi ed objective, or at least without an objective 
that can be clearly specifi ed. Second, this is precisely what makes a religious 
motive protean: it can express itself in serene self-possession or an anxious drive 
to mastery; a religion of momento vivere or a religion directed toward some 
future world. Third, this motive was insatiable, in that there were no limits 
to what would count as fulfi lling it. Thus the minute persons become anxious 
about whether or not they are being religious, that anxiety will weigh pitilessly 
upon those unfortunate enough to be under its grip. It will saturate their lives 
with great exaction. (Perhaps that is why Nietzsche was to say that the love of 
one thing is bad—even or especially God.)

This piece of moral psychology is pertinent to understanding what we nor-
mally call religious politics. In some ways the anxiety “Am I being religious?” 
would not occur in quite the same way when the social order or natural world 
is seen teleologically as embodying God’s purposes. It is possible to imagine 
social structures where God’s presence is palpable and direct in every aspect 
of social relations: the quest for a religious life fi nds social expression in an 
ongoing way of life. But when social life is not itself structured by religious 
rhythms and teleologies, when it is diffi cult to comprehend the world as a 
single religious totality, the question of where religion is embodied becomes 
more insistent. This is not to suggest that it is impossible to hold on to the 
view that the social world is or ought to refl ect God’s purposes. But under con-
ditions of modernity, endowing an ongoing way of life with religious signifi -
cance is an altogether more abstract gesture. As many observers have noted, 
religious identities are no longer connected to participating in distinct cultural 
practices. In fact, cultures and nations have, for good or for ill, ceded so much 
space to the modern economy, the modern state, and often the egalitarian aspi-
rations of modernity that it is more diffi cult to hold on to a sense of difference 
that is embodied in a concrete way of life. Or to put it slightly more precisely, 
much of the realm of public collective action, especially the polity and the econ-
omy, is not the site for expressing such differences in ways that become the 
cornerstone of identities. Rather, the differences are expressed more in private 
spaces or social spaces.
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It is precisely because substantive values and horizons of meaning are 
shrinking that greater and inordinate weight is placed on markers of difference. 
As Valentine Daniel put it, “Nationalism is the horripilation of culture in inse-
curity and fright.” Finally, in the realm of culture, it is often argued that culture 
is to be valued because it is constitutive of someone’s identity. This alignment 
of culture with identity can be misleading in a couple of ways. First, the minute 
we are talking of identity, we are talking of difference rather than diversity. It is 
possible for individuals or groups who are more like each other in most respects 
to have a profound sense of having a different identity, a different sense of who 
they are. Indeed, as many have argued, we see more and more identity con-
fl icts not because of the objective diversity between people but because of their 
increasing likeness. Stress on difference becomes a way of defi ning identity in 
the face of narrowing differences in other spheres of life.

It is a commonplace experience of the modern world that, contrary to what 
Arjun Appadurai argues, culture, politics, and economy get disembedded from 
each other. After all, it is not an accident that when defending religious diversity 
very few are defending the right of a society to be governed by a Hindu view of 
the division of labor, or for central banks to run on Islamic principles of usury 
or power to be allocated by Confucian conceptions of elite. While it is true that 
religion is not simply an add-on to material resources, it is palpably misleading 
to argue that the culture, economy, and politics cannot to some degree be dis-
embedded from each other. This is a greater functional differentiation that 
modern societies produce.9 In this context, it is quite possible that individuals 
and groups are sharing more and more; they are embedded in similar matrices 
of political and economic institutions, yet want to assert their sense of differ-
ence. In fact, as Michael Ignatieff has argued, following Freud’s insight that 
confl icts born of the “narcissism of small differences are most acute,” identity 
differences do not by themselves signal greater diversity. Rather, invocation of 
identity may be a sign that diversity is decreasing.

This is an old anxiety about modernity. Bhudev Mukhopadhyaya, the nine-
teenth-century Bengali poet, enjoined Indians to strenuously hold on to their 
toilet habits because in the long run this would be the only site at which they 
could assert a real sense of a different religious identity. This was a bit indeli-
cately put, but not far off the mark. If the economy and politics are governed 
by their own logic and imperatives, where in concrete ways of acting will a 
religious life be embodied? This is a pressure that most religiously based con-
ceptions of identity are facing under conditions of globalization and modernity. 
It is not an accident that almost all religions of the world—Christianity, Islam, 
Hinduism, Judaism, Buddhism—have constructed a narrative for themselves, 
in which they appear beleaguered, as ways of life get more disembedded from 
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their dictates. There is an old saying that “we put ourselves under God’s yoke 
most when we feel his presence least.” And there is something to the thought 
that effective secularization of society will increase religiously based assertions. 
In a world where it is no longer clear how one’s convictions can be embodied 
as a way of life in large spheres of social action, people look toward willful acts 
of assertion to embody those convictions. This quest can take many forms: it 
can take the return to a nonpolitical orthodoxy that many religious groups all 
over the world are experiencing. If our customary social practices differentiate 
us less, more observances are called for. So the heroism of religion consists 
in a strict private regimen of observances. Or it can take a more overt political 
form: an attempt to endow forms of collective existence with religious signifi -
cance. Arguably, the United States is undergoing such a political phenomenon, 
even though its full strength is mitigated by the enduring power of American 
 institutions. I mention this only to signal the fact that the politics of religious 
assertion is likely to remain a feature of organized political life in many coun-
tries, and India is no exception. But as religion ceases to be called upon to con-
trol directly the natural and social world, as many vital areas of activity lose their 
religious coloration, Hume’s question becomes more rather than less pressing: 
Where concretely can a religious motivation be embodied? Is it enough to hold 
on to it as a matter of private belief or personal sensibility? But if not, where 
will religion express itself?

Another way in which this struggle for affi rming the status of religion is 
expressed is philosophical. What does it mean to affi rm the status of religion 
under the conditions of pluralism? Ask a value pluralist the question: What 
makes something valuable? The diffi culty in answering this question is not 
because there is not much to be said on this score. One can give a whole range 
of answers. A given practice may contribute to human fl ourishing, or the sat-
isfaction of desire, or it may be intrinsically a good and so on. But none of 
these considerations are decisively authoritative for any given individual. For 
any individual can deny that those reasons are authoritative for him or her. Ulti-
mately the value of an action or a practice will be due not to its intrinsic proper-
ties but to the valuation of the one who puts value upon them.

Thus liberal society is left in the awkward position of saying that the value 
of religion—or most other things that are valuable—will ultimately depend 
upon the individual who values it. In short, such valuation will be subjective. 
The experience of pluralism may lead not just to the realization that one’s 
conception of the good is simply one good among many; it may threaten the 
authority of the idea of the “good” itself.

So it would be futile for liberal societies to pretend that they can protect 
and respect anything other than the rights of individuals, within certain limits, 
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to value whatever it is that they value. This is why there is something awkward 
about a public discourse that claims to “respect” religion; one can respect the 
rights of individuals who made particular choices, but it seems that it will be 
impossible to affi rm some special epistemic status for “religion.”

This point is important because, there has been something of an infl ation 
in the expectations about what liberal societies can do for religion. Obviously, 
by preventing persecution, they can make room for all kinds of individual prac-
tices, beliefs, and faiths. But this is no more than the freedom given to every 
individual compatible with a similar freedom to all others. But many believers 
are coming to the view that while a liberal society acknowledges them qua indi-
viduals, it does not adequately acknowledge the force of their beliefs. Take, for 
instance, the controversies around free expression, when religious sentiments 
are ostensibly offended. More than an affi rmation of rights, the believer looks 
for respect of his beliefs. But it is not easy to articulate what exactly counts as giv-
ing such respect. It has been said, not entirely without justifi cation, that liberal 
societies take the right to expression seriously, but only by not taking expression 
itself seriously; similarly, it has to be said that liberal societies can do no more 
than take the right to religion seriously, but in the end religion will be nothing 
more than one among many choices its citizens make.

So whatever the doctrinal content of a religion, it will hugely underdeter-
mine its relationship to the world. A religious consciousness often tries to fulfi ll 
itself, practically speaking, in visible, historical, and concrete ways and cannot 
remain purely at the level of intellectual abstraction or personal piety. In a way, 
the conjunction of religion and political formations should not therefore sur-
prise us. Apart from the fact that often religious identities, in their ethnicized 
forms, are markers around which there is a legacy of social and historical sub-
ordination, a religion that tries to express itself materially will relate to the insti-
tutional formations of its time. Christian fundamentalism in the Untied States 
latches on to the mythology of America as the chosen nation, just as Hindu 
nationalism can harp on the theme of an Indian exceptionalism. The question of 
the relationship between religion and the world will likely be negotiated through 
a complicated set of lived experiences, not argumentative refi nement.

Religion, Pluralism, and Globalization in India

India is, at fi rst glance, a wonderful illustration of the ways in which these larger 
trends in the global politics of religion are playing out. India has always been at 
the forefront of the conjuncture between religious pluralism and globalization. 
Although more than 80 percent of its citizens are legally classifi ed as Hindu, 
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India is also the second-largest Muslim country in the world, with a sizable num-
ber of Christians and members of other communities. Indeed, it could be argued 
that its identity has been profoundly shaped by the conjuncture of globalization 
and religion in its successive formations. It was one of the earliest countries to 
receive Christian missionaries, and the expansion of Islam and the formation of 
successive Muslim empires have left a deep imprint on Indian culture. The onset 
of modern colonialism brought a heady mix of Evangelical Christianity, Enlight-
enment values, and a modern state. And alongside all this, there remains the 
continued vitality, inventiveness, and adaptability of Indic religions. It is a hugely 
successful liberal democracy, but also one that has experienced intense religious 
violence. How is this complicated landscape being shaped by contemporary glo-
balization? What are some of the emerging fault lines?

Most scholars would agree that in India religious confl ict has arisen not 
from disputes over permissible grounds of belief in the public sphere, or even 
because of deep confl icts over ways of life. In Indian history, there is a striking 
absence of any articulated discourse of intolerance, the idea that the state can 
legitimately persecute someone for his beliefs. The reasons for this are complex. 
In part they turn on the character of Hinduism as a religion, which has never 
had a single locus of authority or ideas about the relationship between belief and 
salvation that would give succor to persecutory ideologies. Islam in the Indian 
subcontinent has had a varied history, but it too has experienced the imprint of 
India’s religious pluralism, accommodating itself to the imperatives of a plural 
society. This mode of religious accommodation was not liberal in the sense of 
acknowledging the worth of individuals as free and equal citizens; yet it allowed 
groups not only to pursue their ways of life (with all their internal contradic-
tions) but also to generate creative new synthesis as well. Therefore, the challenge 
to religious pluralism has seldom come from persecutory religious ideologies.

Despite this propitious cultural ground for accommodating religious plu-
ralism, India has experienced serious confl ict among religious groups. What 
is the source of this confl ict? How has globalization exacerbated it? To answer 
these questions we need to reexamine the way in which modernity itself has 
shaped the character of religious confl ict. The discussion focuses fi rst on struc-
tural dilemmas that the modern conception of citizenship brings forth for reli-
gious pluralism and then on ways in which globalization is mutating religious 
identities.

Religious Confl ict and Citizenship

The fi rst and perhaps most paradoxical fact we have to acknowledge is that 
challenges of religious pluralism in India are shaped profoundly by modern 
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conceptions of citizenship in at least two different ways. The modern conception 
of citizenship shapes religious confl ict by posing two pointed questions. First, 
what should be the scope of religious belief or ways of life? Second, how can reli-
gious differences be made compatible with modern ideas of representation?

Modern conceptions of citizenship raise the question of the scope of belief 
in the following way. Much of the legitimacy of the modern state is founded on 
the fact that it liberates individuals from oppressive intermediate communi-
ties. But in order to do so, it has to take more and more domains of social life 
under its sovereignty. The most common example of the state expanding its 
sovereign domain over social life is its attempt to delegitimize a whole series of 
personal laws that, say, govern marriage and inheritance. Modern states argue 
that laws that violate gender equality, for instance, or institutionalize practices 
that do not acknowledge that all citizens are free and equal, should be pro-
scribed. Like many liberal constitutions, the Indian constitution was premised 
upon progressively moving toward a condition where the more morally egre-
gious aspects of social life (caste, or gender inequality) would no longer get 
legal recognition. The process by which this social reform was carried out, fi rst 
under the aegis of the colonial state, and then under a liberal constitution, 
is a complicated story. But the central point was that the state had to assert 
authority over areas of social life that traditional religious practices had claimed 
as their own. So the state could intervene and abolish the practice of disal-
lowing untouchables from entering temples, or reform personal laws to bring 
them more in line with a liberal egalitarianism. The immediate question that 
this program of social reform raised was how should the state claim author-
ity over these domains of social life? Legislatures and courts, dominated by 
Hindus, could at least claim a modicum of authority in relation to Hindu prac-
tices. They could argue that the legislature was the institution through which 
Hindus were collectively and democratically reforming their traditional prac-
tices. In the absence of any authoritative source to settle questions of reform, 
Hindus had opted to democratically reform their institutions.

But it was diffi cult to apply the same logic to reform of Muslim personal 
laws. Would a legislature dominated by Hindus have the same authority in rela-
tion to Muslim laws as it did in relation to Hindu laws? It was partly in rec-
ognition if this conundrum, and also because of the imperative of reassuring 
Muslims about their place in independent India, that the state came up with 
a modus vivendi. It deferred the question of the reform of Muslim Personal 
Law. The courts incrementally tried to reform these laws, and there have been 
important attempts by the Muslim Personal Law Board to reform laws relating 
to marriage, divorce, and property. But state authority over Muslim personal 
law remains largely undefi ned. This issue remains very much alive in Indian 
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politics. Right-wing Hindu groups charge the state with double standards: too 
ready to intervene in Hindu laws, but reluctant to assert authority over Muslim 
law. On the other hand, from the point of view of Muslim identity there is the 
reverse dilemma. If the state exercises sovereignty over a domain that was left 
for Sharia, where would Muslim identity be embodied? The issue is not so 
much what the content of Sharia should be. The issue is, rather, should the 
scope of state sovereignty be extended over a domain traditionally reserved for 
Sharia? This conundrum has not been formally resolved.

But this brief illustration is instructive for the relationship between religious 
pluralism and globalization in the following way. On the one hand, it highlights 
the way in which the modern discourse of equal citizenship requires the state to 
enlarge the scope of its authority to all domains of social life. This has the poten-
tial for creating new forms of social confl ict. On the other hand, the dilemma 
for religious groups is this. If they cede even these remaining areas governed by 
traditional laws to the state, where will vestments of their identity be embodied? 
This is the process of disembedding religion from thick ways of life addressed 
earlier. What would the authority of Sharia mean? And what would remain of 
Muslim identity without the Sharia? It is perhaps not an accident that many 
states, from Europe to India, are experiencing a version of this dilemma.

The second and related way in which modern conceptions of citizenship 
can produce a crisis of citizenship is around the issue of representation. The 
introduction of representative government introduces a large question. How is 
this representation going to be organized? This question becomes more rather 
than less acute under conditions of universal suffrage. If there is a signifi cant 
minority, with some legitimate vestment in its identity, it fears being swamped 
by simple numerical majority rule. It therefore seeks forms of representation 
that can protect its interests, or give expression to its identity. But here arises a 
dilemma. If minorities are given representation in excess of their numbers or 
some special protections, there is the danger of a majority backlash. The major-
ity fears the entrenchment and institutionalization of what it thinks are unfair 
concessions to the minority. Minority representation turns out to be in tension 
with the majority’s vestments that the state be its own. Take, for instance, the 
case of prepartition India.

What we think of as Hindu-Muslim politics in India was born squarely in 
the crucible of representative politics—an underappreciated fact. To simplify a 
complicated story for the purposes of illustration, Syed Ahmed Khan had early 
on sensed that the gradual introduction of representative government might 
prove to be a threat to Muslims, because it would naturally advantage Hindus 
numerically. Thus began a complex debate over Muslim representation that was 
never quite resolved. Various proposals were fl oated: separate electorates, the 
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grouping of Muslim-majority provinces, and so forth. But in retrospect it is clear 
that no stable solution to this conundrum was forthcoming. Any “extra” con-
cessions to safeguard minority interests would provoke a backlash from some 
section of the Hindus. Why give Muslims representation in excess of their num-
bers? This was the crux of the Hindu Mahasabha’s and the Congress Party’s 
own right-wing critiques of various representative schemes. A different, more 
regionally oriented solution was also proposed. This was premised on some-
thing like a mutual hostage theory. The interests of Muslims in Hindu-majority 
provinces would be safeguarded by the fact that there would be a Hindu minor-
ity in Muslim-majority provinces. But the question then arose: What about the 
center? If Muslims did not have something close to parity or some veto power 
at the center, would not the center be partial to Hindus? But if some such pro-
visions were made for Muslims, some cried back, would not that violate some 
principle of equality, giving Muslims special status in excess of numbers? Why 
should they get parity at the center?

And so the argument went back and forth. Whatever one may think of the 
history of Hindu-Muslim relations, the almost sixty years of negotiations did 
not produce a single representative scheme that was internally stable and fair, 
that did not run the risk of leaning in one direction or the other. Meanwhile, 
the aspiration had been unleashed that the state that succeeds empire be repre-
sentative. But who shall it represent? “All Indians” would be an obvious answer. 
But that answer would not solve the problem: How would the identities that 
differentiate Indians be represented, at least along this axis? Partition was a 
nonsolution, but a nonsolution to a problem that had proved insoluble. That 
it resulted in the context of an empire of long duration, and on the backs of a 
nationalist movement as liberal and progressive as they come, does not augur 
well for similar problems elsewhere. Alfred Cobban’s pithy formulation—India 
could be neither united nor divided—remains an unassailable account of the 
postcolonial condition, from Cyprus to India, from Iraq to Sri Lanka.

Contemporary Iraq is an uncanny rerun of an analogous dilemma. One can 
take chapter and verse from royal commissions from the 1920s—the Donough-
more Commission for Sri Lanka, for example—and fi nd the same is sues at play, 
in more or less the same terms. To simplify a bit, the dilemma is structurally 
the same. The Shia majority want numerical democracy because it favors them; 
too many veto powers to the Sunnis (and Kurds), and the Shias cry discrimi-
nation. Too little veto power to the Sunnis, and their interests in a numerical 
arithmetic are not protected. This arithmetic may be made all the more precari-
ous by the fact that Sunnis might be targets of resentment. It is true that the 
added fear is that Shias want a more orthodox regime, but even if that were not 
the case, the dilemma of minority representation would remain. In short, the 
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dilemma is the same: If special provisions are granted to protect minorities, 
the majority uses a simple notion of one person one vote to cry discrimination; 
if, however, we go for a simple rule such as one person, one vote, the minority 
remains unprotected.

There is a cautionary tale in all this. It has proved to be almost impos-
sible to fi nd a solution to the conundrum of representation in societies where 
groups think of themselves as permanent majorities or permanent minorities 
and demand that representation protect the vestments of these identities. Can 
there be representative arrangements that allow all parties concerned to feel 
that those arrangements are, in some senses, their own, and protect the vest-
ments they have in their identities? Unfortunately, the only stable answer to 
this question turns out to be paradoxical. Representative institutions function 
best when there are no permanent identities to be protected, when the ques-
tion of identity becomes detached from the question of citizenship. Structures 
of representation can be most trusted when they are least tested by the bur-
den of identities. From India to Iraq, from Fiji to Sri Lanka, the structure of the 
dilemma is uncannily the same. There are many paths to the detachment of 
identity from citizenship: sheer coercion, gradual evolution, or forced territo-
rial consolidation that makes the question of representation irrelevant by com-
pletely fusing identity and citizenship. But none of them has ever been brought 
about by a straightforward democratic solution.

The lesson for religious pluralism is this. A political order can give space 
for religious freedom of individuals, but if the political order is required to be 
representative of religious communities, then there is no solution to the prob-
lem of representation. In short, conditions of modernity entail that religious 
groups give up the aspiration that a political order will represent them, qua reli-
gious groups in some respect.

Independent India is, in some senses, struggling between two competing 
questions. On the one hand, there is the modern aspiration that what rights 
people have should be independent of any religious identity they may have; on 
the other hand, identities should be given political recognition. What India has 
produced in the process is a messy but workable modus vivendi that sometimes 
breaks down (as it did horrifi cally in the Gujarat riots of 2002). But the crucial 
point is that Hindu-Muslim confl ict emerged out of the crucible of modern 
politics itself in a contest over the scope of the authority of the state, and in a con-
test over the terms of fair representation. Both Hindu nationalism and Muslim 
nationalism in India were offshoots of this confl ict. Interreligious tension has 
less to do with disputes over beliefs. It has something to do with the confl icts 
over where the boundaries of the state should be, that is, over the scope of 
religious authority. But it has more to do with the fact that some groups want 
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to make religion the basis of national identity. These sorts of disputes have 
more to do with particular histories of nationalism than religious arguments 
as such.

Religion and Political Identity in an Era of Globalization

Globalization has exacerbated the structural dilemma inherent in modern con-
ceptions of citizenship in at least three ways that are profoundly impacting poli-
tics. The impact of globalization on religious pluralism is most evident in that 
the quest for religious recognition and competition among religious groups has 
become truly global.

Transnational linkages of religious groups add to local competition and 
put a strain on local patterns of accommodation. All three of India’s largest 
religious groups are experiencing versions of this phenomenon. Hindu nation-
alism, for instance, draws support and sustenance from the Hindu diaspora; 
Christian groups are often very much allied to funding sources from abroad; 
and various pan-Islamic groups have been growing in strength. It would be 
a bit of an exaggeration to say that this competition would not exist without 
these transnational linkages. But these linkages help in two crucial respects. 
They provide a broader context for the mobilization of resources, and they set 
parameters for new forms of ideological confl ict.

Two examples from the Indian context illustrate this dynamic. The Indian 
state has always been wary of proselytizing. This wariness is rooted in a num-
ber of causes, including a sense of vulnerability among some Hindus that 
lower castes would be an easy target for conversion and a historical association 
of missionary activity with forms of imperialism. Formally, the Indian Con-
stitution guarantees freedom to propagate religion. But the Indian Supreme 
Court has held valid laws that aim at regulating propagation that is undertaken 
with the intent of conversion. The philosophical basis of this position is deeply 
problematic, but what is of interest is that a number of states, ruled by both the 
Congress Party and the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party, have passed 
legislation with the intent of regulating conversion. The ostensible rationale 
given is heightened evangelical activity that traces its roots to Southern Baptists 
in the United States. Certainly Christian groups in India receive a large pro-
portion of the funding that comes through offi cial channels under the Indian 
Foreign Contribution Regulation Act. Whether such regulation can be norma-
tively justifi ed is a matter for another occasion, but there is an invocation of 
transnational linkages of these groups as a ground for anxiety.10

The transnational linkages of Islam in India present an even more com-
plex picture. Indian Islamic groups have had all kinds of transnational links, 
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and there is a sense in which Islamic identity still has recourse to a community 
and political imagination that transcends the boundaries of the nation-state. 
India has been one state that has been the object of terrorism, with foreign mili-
tant groups targeting it. But until recently, there was a sense that a lot of mili-
tancy directed against India was rooted squarely in the geopolitical imperatives 
of the region, including the movement in Kashmir and strategic objectives of 
Pakistan. Indeed, India prided itself on the fact that despite such a thicket of 
transnational linkages, it was one of the few places where Al-Qaeda found no 
recruits whatsoever.

But there is a sense that this is changing for two reasons. First, the riots in 
Gujarat, in which Muslims were the principle targets, may have radicalized a sec-
tion of the Muslim middle class. But second, the U.S. invasion of Iraq has once 
again brought international issues to the forefront of Muslim consciousness in 
India. After independence, for a variety of reasons, pan-Islamism had very little 
foothold in India. But there is growing evidence that pan-Islamic issues and 
identities are once again beginning to cast a shadow on Indian politics.

The growth of pan-Islamism in India is interesting for two reasons. First, 
it is a reminder that globalization is perceived by many to be not a seamless 
and open interchange but something driven by the strategic imperatives of the 
United States. In short, the renewed allegiance being given to transnational 
forms of Muslim identity draws aid and succor from the conduct of U.S. foreign 
policy. In other words, the way in which globalization shapes religious identities 
and confl ict will very much depend upon the fate of U.S foreign policy. There 
will be a political imperative to how identities are formed. Second, managing 
the growth of radical Islam, which challenges the nation-state form as the most 
important locus of political allegiance, will pose new challenges for religious 
pluralism.

Globalization has managed to produce an uncanny crisis of religious iden-
tity in India. This might seem a strong claim in face of the fact that religious 
identities seem resurgent. But across the world, adherents of many faiths have 
now internalized a narrative of victimhood. On this narrative, Hindus have 
been for centuries at the receiving end of onslaughts from others, the Christians 
and Muslims. Hindutva, for many who have internalized this narrative, repre-
sents a coming to grips with history, an assertion of the will that will fi nally put 
Hindus in charge of their own destiny, invulnerable to takeover or corrosion 
by outside forces. To be fair, this is a narrative to which there are analogues in 
most religions, insofar as they have political leanings. Versions of Islam tout 
the same sentiments vis-à-vis the West. There is a real sense that pan-Islamism 
has been nurtured on the idea of a Muslim community that has been at the 
receiving end of the grand geopolitical designs of the last century. Even the 



86  challenges of religious pluralism in a global era

Christian Right in the United States draws some of its support from present-
ing Christianity as beleaguered, though mostly at the hands of liberals! These 
narratives represent a wider failure of these religions to give a meaning or tele-
ology to everyday life under the complex conditions of modernity, and to their 
inability to accept the facts of difference.

In the Indian context, this narrative not only sustains groups like the Hindu 
nationalist Vishva Hindu Parishad and the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh. It 
also makes even those otherwise ambivalent about those groups hesitant in 
their denunciations. In fact, the crisis of Hinduism is signifi ed by the fact that 
so much of contemporary Hindu identity is vested in this narrative. This is not 
to deny that we often witness genuine acts of faith, or a religiosity that runs 
deep, or even that Hinduism provides an astonishing grammar with which to 
comprehend life and creation. But, increasingly, being a Hindu is coming to 
be identifi ed with participation in the creation of a communal identity that can 
now fully, and often furiously, discharge its role in history. It is an identity con-
stituted by a sense of injury, a sense of always having been on the losing side, a 
sense of innocent victimhood. This narrative strings together Islamic Mughal 
rule in the early modern period with the loss of territorial integrity during post–
World War II partition. It draws sustenance from the threat of international 
militant jihadi Islam and plays upon the sentiment that modern secularism 
itself is a contrivance to favor minorities. Much of the understanding of his-
tory that sustains this sense of injury is simplistic if not often false. Of greater 
import is the fact that Hindu identity, in so many ways, is coming to rest upon 
a sense of resentment. All religions may be undergoing a version of this crisis. 
But a religion that requires the ghosts of imagined injuries to sustain itself is 
conspiring to create darkness where we will not be able to recognize each other 
as citizens, as human beings. Instead, we will be defi ned by our resentments 
rather than achievements, by our willfulness rather than the moral quality of 
the objectives to which our will is directed.

An identity constituted by a sense of injury will inherently be a fragile 
one, constantly looking to secure itself through clear benchmarks of what 
makes that identity what it is. Under such conditions it will draw the bound-
aries between insiders and outsiders more sharply and will render invisible the 
claims of all those who might appear different. There is a sense in which under-
lying the resurgence of religious nationalism is a crisis of genuine religious 
faith. How will, how can religiosity express itself, when it has ceded control of 
so many domains of collective life? All that remains are totems of identity, han-
kering for a political project to get attached to. For some, like Hindu national-
ists, giving the nation-state in India a Hindu hue is the project; for others like 
the Christian Right, there is also the quest for some acknowledgment of its 
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primacy within the American context. For others still, like Islam, that political 
project may be fi ghting what it thinks of as imperialism.

Conclusion

There are four general lessons I want to highlight from the overall discussion 
and the Indian example. First, the distinction between what is religious and 
what is not is regulated by state power; it is not a self-evident distinction. Second, 
much of the investment of modern states in the religious-secular dichotomy—
increasingly cast as a way of managing cultural and religious diversity—may 
exist because a focus on religion exempts secular movements like nationalism 
from political scrutiny. Indeed, the threats posed to a civil liberal order in India 
and elsewhere are less from disputes over religious beliefs and more from the 
conjunction of nationalism and religion. This makes religion a site of destruc-
tive passion. Third, in the contemporary era of globalization, marked by greater 
religious pluralism, all states have to operate with a regulative idea of religion; 
the boundaries within which it can operate are the function of state power.

This inevitable politicization of religion—of where it begins and ends and 
how it relates to state authority—suggests a way forward for the study of religion, 
globalization, and world politics. Rather than worrying about defi ning religion 
and politics as independent realms of activity, it might be better to focus on their 
effects. What are the circumstances in which they are invoked? Who invokes 
them, and for what purposes? For in the fi nal analysis our concern over religion 
and politics cannot but refl ect the profound dualism of modernity: we think reli-
gion is important enough that it should be given space, but at the same time it is 
a threat that needs to be contained. As an alternative to religion, we laid faith in 
a self-validating sphere of the political. But while the return of religion signifi es 
the waning of the political, religion needs politics to shore up its authority as 
well. The return of religion to politics is at the same time an affi rmation of the 
politicization of religion. Perhaps religion and politics are leaning on each other 
because it is the twilight of both. Will there be a new dawn?11
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1. Charles Taylor, “Foreword” to Marcel Gauchet, The Disenchantment of the World 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999), xv.

2. Cicero, De Natura Deorum (On the nature of the gods), trans. Francis Brooks 
(London: Methuen, 1896), 2: 272.

3. Lactantius, The Divine Institutes, trans. Sister Frances Mary McDonald 
(Washington, DC: The Catholic Press of America, 1964), 318–320.
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 4. After writing about the dispute between Cicero and Lactantius, I discovered 
a remarkable book: S. N. Balagangadhara, “The Heathen in His Blindness . . .”: Asia, the 
West and the Dynamic of Religion (Leiden: Brill, 1994). The following two paragraphs 
are deeply indebted to his work.

 5. After all, as Eliot once said, someone can be religious because of the quality 
of  his doubt; while conversely, as Wittgenstein suggested, someone can be irreligious 
because of the profession of his faith.

 6. Amy Gutmann, “Religion and the State in the United States: A Defense 
of  Two-Way Protection,” in Obligations of Citizenship and Demands of Faith: Religious 
Accommodation in Pluralist Societies, ed. Nancy Rosenblum (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2000), 127–164.

 7. Charles Glass, “Cyber Jihad,” London Review of Books 28, no. 5 (March 9, 
2006), 12–16.

 8. David Hume, Writings on Religion, ed. Anthony Flew (Chicago, IL: Open 
Court, 1992), 177.

 9. Niklas Luhmann, Observations on Modernity (Stanford, CA: Stanford Univer-
sity Press, 1998); Pratap Mehta, “Cosmopolitanism and the Circle of Reason,” Political 
Theory 28, no. 5 (October 2000): 619–639.

 10. For my critique, see “Passion and Constraint,” Seminar 521 (January 2003): 
22–28.

 11. I would like to acknowledge my deep debt to Tom Banchoff, not just for 
inviting me to write this paper, but for substantive editorial and intellectual sugges-
tions that went way beyond his call of duty.
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Toleration, Proselytizing, and 
the Politics of Recognition

Jean Bethke Elshtain

I propose to examine toleration and proselytization within a frame-
work of “the politics of recognition” associated with the work of the 
philosopher Charles Taylor. Proselytizing—preaching the “good 
word”—is central to some religious traditions: my specifi c focus is 
Christianity. The fi rst “great commission,” as it is known, spoken by 
Christ in the Christian narrative, is a call to “go forth” and preach the 
gospel to all lands. This is to be done peacefully, but it is to be done. 
One does not impose one’s faith, in this vision, but one makes it 
manifest, preaches it, calls upon others to consider it. So one ques-
tion that occurs immediately is whether this call to “preach” is com-
patible with what we ordinarily take “toleration” to be. I insist that 
it is and that we need not hunker down encased in our own belief 
systems. We may be called to share them joyfully but diligently. 
A decent, tolerant society should have no problem with this. Nor 
should the international community.

As one examines this call to preach the word, one must do 
so with an eye to the historic insistence that a democratic polity 
requires something like an informal “civic” faith. Of course, offi cial 
state-based religions, mandated from the top, are incompatible with 
toleration and with the freedom to proselytize for one’s faith without 
fearing crackdown and persecution. That is the easy part. Harder by 
far is to sort out how religious toleration has been understood in the 
Western democracies; to examine assaults on the very idea of tolera-
tion from some quarters; and to unpack the claim that public 
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freedom to proselytize is part and parcel of a robust regime of toleration, one 
that I call deep toleration, based on the insistence that we can, at one and the 
same time, tolerate religious pluralism and advocate for the truths of our own 
faiths.

By way of introduction, I must put just a few other issues on the table. The 
story of the emergence of a regime of toleration is a long and complex one. Suf-
fi ce to say that a certain privatization of religion was part of the deal, most nota-
bly in western Europe, where one found the odd combination of private belief 
but state support. One worshiped publicly, in a sense, but the whole thing came 
down, fi nally, to what my own conscience tells me, thereby assuming much 
of what needs to be understood and explained, namely, the formation of con-
science itself: an issue I must set aside in the interest of space, but the question 
of formation lurks throughout. How are people formed such that conscience 
even matters? What sustains and supports “faithfulness”? And so on.

This privatization invited a further subjectivization and interiorization 
of religion: you have your “spirituality” and I have mine. We prescind from 
claims that there are strong warrants for truth in a faith tradition based on 
“faith seeking understanding” (the Augustinian credo). If faith is narrowed to 
the pinpoint of one, proselytizing comes to seem a violation of toleration, as if 
toleration means I expect no one—ever—to challenge my faith, my spirituality, 
and so forth. Why? Well, precisely because it is mine. So we collapse coercion, 
manipulation, and persuasion into one unsavory mix and spit them all out: all 
become forms of imposition.

A second major issue, and I will take it up, in part, in my longer treatment 
to follow, holds that the entire notion of toleration is puny: “I do not want tol-
eration, I want recognition”—recognition of the sort that eschews normative 
distinctions as between beliefs and ways of being in the world. Equal normative 
acceptance, one might call this, and in this world toleration is always “mere” 
as in “mere toleration”—toleration is not enough. Those criticizing toleration 
from this allegedly radical direction forget what a precious and fragile achieve-
ment toleration is, even as they decamp from the necessary debates any decent 
society must have about what is good, what is true, what is workable, and so 
on. Defenders of toleration, understood robustly, myself included, insist that 
it is foolish to the point of suicidal for those who are in a minority—in any 
sense—to undermine toleration. Toleration is their best bet as a world of  indis-
tinguishable “difference” is an illusion. But a commitment to deep toleration 
should not be grudging and instrumental, at base. For deep toleration speaks 
to the respect for persons that lies at the heart of democratic possibility and 
should inform international community.
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Charles Taylor on Selves as “Strong Evaluators”

With that general introduction, let me now turn directly to a philosopher 
who helps us to appreciate what is at stake in toleration understood robustly, 
namely, Charles Taylor. Taylor fi rst became known to many of us through his 
profound and important essays challenging the regime of behavioralism in the 
human sciences. For those like myself who were clinging to the hope that there 
would be room for scholars who were not committed to a positivist epistemol-
ogy and to the behavioralist outcropping in departments of political science, 
Taylor was a lifeline. He helped many whose training was not in philosophy 
proper but in the political theory variant to appreciate the distinctive quality of 
the Geisteswissenschaften and to fi ght back when we were told that the only way 
to do things was to abandon the ground of meaning and values; to embrace a 
narrow science of verifi cation; to ignore ontological or anthropological ques-
tions altogether; and to hold epistemological debates at arm’s length as well. 
Taylor’s resounding claim, backed up with richly elaborate and elegant argu-
ment, that the human sciences cannot be wertfrei, or value-free, because “they 
are moral sciences” whose subject matter is that “self-interpreting animal,” the 
human person, helped to put many of us on our own scholarly paths.1 Taylor’s 
monumental Sources of the Self  added much needed richness and nuance to the 
question of identity, displaying in full Taylor’s historic acumen and knowledge. 
This volume signaled Taylor’s move toward that phase of his career associated 
with “the politics of recognition,” very much linked to questions of identity and 
current, often heated, debates about multiculturalism.

I mention this because it is the Taylor of the politics of recognition I hope 
to engage in dialogue around the problematic of toleration and proselytization 
and what this says about regnant understandings of the self. Taylor’s politics of 
recognition raises questions about the liberal regime of toleration and about the 
dynamics of proselytization. Proselytization takes place when I knowingly and 
determinedly set out to change someone else’s mind about something basic to 
his or her identity and self-defi nition, like religious belief. Toleration requires 
that I learn to live with deep differences even though I may disagree profoundly 
with another’s beliefs and identity. Here are the key questions to engage within 
a broad framework of Taylor’s politics of recognition: Is toleration pallid and 
inadequate stacked up against the politics of recognition? Is proselytization 
fully compatible with the politics of recognition and a regime of toleration or a 
challenge to it? I take up these matters because (1) they are intrinsically inter-
esting, and (2) they are in need of clarifi cation given certain current forms of 
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identity politics at odds with Taylor’s perspective. A Taylorian politics of recog-
nition, in other words, can, and should, be brought to bear against that form 
of identity and recognition politics that pushes either in a narrowly “essential-
ist” (we are hardwired all the way down) or strongly deconstructionist (we are 
not wired at all) direction. The heart of the matter is our understanding of the 
human person and in what the dignity of persons consists.

For Taylor, the self cannot exist absent his or her immersion in an inescap-
able framework. It is within such frameworks that we establish our orientation 
to the good; that our moral intuitions are engaged and formed to become solid 
habits; and that these moral instincts go on to become our mode of access 
to a world in which certain ontological claims serve as a “background picture” 
against which our own understandings and intuitions are articulated. Taylor 
argues that such background frameworks may be implicit or explicit, but we 
can never escape them; we can never step outside them or shed them.2 Without 
these frameworks, we would plunge into a kind of abyss, described by Taylor in 
dire terms: “a kind of vertigo, terrifying emptiness, anomie, lack of purpose,” 
and the like.3

One such framework, for citizens of liberal societies, has been a political 
ethic of toleration. Selves oriented to this ethic learn to live and let live, if not 
approve of deep commitments different from their own. Being formed in this 
framework means being taught that, if one is part of the majority religious or 
political orientation, or ethnic group, or race, one must imagine what it would 
be like to be part of, or belong to, a minority. This, in turn, spurs appreciation 
of the necessity of a regime of toleration. If in the majority now, one might fi nd 
oneself in a minority position one day. Because selves are, to a greater or lesser 
extent, self-interested, many argue that prudence alone suffi ces to buttress a 
regime of toleration. The Golden Rule is likely evoked here, or a secular variant 
of it. In its classical form, the regime of toleration did not require suspending 
judgment as between contrasting beliefs, identities, and way of  being; rather, it 
required not coercing those whose orientations one might fi nd unintelligible, 
even distasteful, so long as these orientations neither posed a threat to pub-
lic safety nor undermined the overarching orienting framework of toleration 
itself. Because human beings are, on Taylor’s understanding, “strong evalua-
tors,” to call for persons to suspend judgment about right and wrong, or better 
and worse, is to call for them to suspend a constitutive feature of their moral 
personality.

There is, of course, a story behind the classical liberal regime of toleration, 
and it is one that speaks to dangers that are assumed to exist should selves locate 
themselves within orienting frameworks that make it impossible, or very dif-
fi cult, to speak across frameworks. In a sense, the strong evaluations of selves 
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become too strong. What Taylor calls the “qualitative discriminations” push in 
exclusionary directions. The upshot, again so the story goes, is suspicion, fear, 
if not outright enmity and war. Lost along the way is a humbler epistemological 
stance (so to speak), lodged in a recognition of human fallibility and what theolo-
gians call “the noetic effects of sin.” To really examine what Taylor’s strong poli-
tics of recognition does to, or for, standard frameworks of toleration, it will help 
if a more complete unpacking of the received story of toleration is proffered.

Why Toleration Emerged and Why It Is Necessary for 
Selves to Coexist: The Standard Narrative

The standard version of the story goes something like this: mandated liberal 
toleration saved religion from its own excesses and absolutist demands. By 
forcing a regime of toleration on religion, liberalism in its constitutional forms 
demanded that religion act more tolerantly. And so it came to pass that both “sec-
tarian” groups (meaning religious groups, of course) and nonsectarian groups 
(all others organized along the lines of the liberal mandate) would learn to live 
happily or, if not that, at least peacefully with and among one another. This truce 
is insistently represented as a fragile one by contemporary civil libertarians and 
the most ardent secularists. If religion threatens to get out of hand, it must be 
beaten back. Often the Spanish Inquisition is trotted out in argument as if this 
were a serious historic possibility in twenty-fi rst-century Western societies.

This is the regnant story. Of course, there are other ways to tell the tale. One 
would be to take note of the fact that were one to do something as unseemly 
as a body count of victims, the antireligious ideologies of the twentieth century 
would win that contest hands down. Murderous intolerance leading to a quest to 
silence or, worse, to eliminate those who challenge one’s own views is no exclu-
sive purview of those with religious convictions. To this would be added details 
of the many ways that the regime of liberal tolerance has imposed real hard-
ships on the free exercise of religion. These restrictions on free exercise derive 
from the suspicion that religious intolerance is more to be feared than anything 
else and that such intolerance is to be found lurking in the interstices of even 
the most benign forms of religious expression. One way or the other, this rebut-
tal would hold, religion per se is not the primary problem in the late modern 
Western democracies but, rather, a dogmatic, highly ideological disparagement 
of religions and their faithful as an in situ threat to constitutional order.

If one traces the beginning of liberal toleration from John Locke’s classic 
Letter Concerning Toleration, one discovers that in order for religion to be toler-
ated it must be privatized. There is a realm of private soulcraft, and a realm of 
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public statescraft, and never the twain shall meet.4 In the religious domain, one 
answers God’s call. In the civic realm, God does not fi gure directly anymore. 
One’s fi delity is pledged to what Locke calls the “magistracy.” Should the mag-
istracy egregiously overstep its bounds, there is always the “appeal to heaven” 
and the possibility of revolution. All religions—save atheism and Roman 
Catholicism—are to be tolerated. Constitutional scholar Michael McConnell 
observes: “Locke’s exclusion of atheists and Catholics from toleration cannot be 
dismissed as a quaint exception to his benefi cent liberalism; it follows logically 
from the ground on which his argument for toleration rested. If religious free-
dom meant nothing more than that religion should be free so long as it is irrel-
evant to the state, it does not mean very much.”5 How so? Because religion has 
been privatized and its meaning reduced to the subjective spiritual well-being 
of religious practitioners. This move toward subjectivism is a general, and trou-
bling, feature of modernity (and the constitutive episteme of modern selves, 
one might say), observed by Taylor over and over in his work. One strong exam-
ple is the conclusion of his essay “Language and Human Nature,” in which 
he describes the “rotten” compromise (intellectually speaking), in which crass 
scientism and “the most subjectivist forms of expressivism” coexist.

Religious faith has not escaped this subjectivist-expressivist juggernaut. 
If I am right, Locke did his part to put Western selves—Protestant selves, ini-
tially, as Catholics were omitted from his regime of toleration—on the pathway 
toward privatizing whatever grates, or is discordant with reference to, the domi-
nant liberal, eventually market, paradigm. Taylor notes the struggle “between 
technocracy and the sense of history or community, instrumental reason ver-
sus the intrinsic value of certain forms of life, the domination of nature versus 
the need for reconciliation with nature.”6 Whether one casts the battle lines this 
way or not, it is undeniably the case that that which was privatized over time 
became subjectivized and reducible to private experience. This undermines any 
robustness to the notion of a community of faith having a form of membership 
that exerts strong claims on its members. But back to the main story.

This privatizing, even subjectifying, of religion feeds into the bad odor cur-
rently surrounding any hint of proselytization. Proselytizing seems at its best 
bad manners; at its worst, it is a way to try to force something on me that I do 
not want, am not interested in, but may be gulled or intimidated into accepting. 
The general animus against proselytizing fl ows from a conviction that those 
driven in that direction will, almost invariably, be persons of overly strong reli-
gious conviction; those, therefore, who, should they become dominant, would 
move to end the very toleration that has made their open proselytizing pos-
sible. (The association of the word, and process, with religion does not help, 
of course. Somehow no one speaks of proselytizing when I try to convince you 
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to change your political party. But if I urge you to change your religion, I am 
engaged in proselytizing and fall under suspicion.) So, in the name of preserv-
ing a regime of toleration, we must not tolerate unrestrained proselytization.

A whiff of this intolerance for proselytizing comes through in the com-
ments of one of Alan Wolfe’s respondents in his book One Nation after All. One 
“Jody Fields” is quoted as saying: “If you are a Hindu and you grew up being 
a Hindu, keep it to yourself. Don’t impose your religion, and don’t make me 
feel bad because I do this and you do this.”7 Embedded in this comment is an 
intolerance of religious pluralism should that pluralism reveal itself in a robust, 
public way. Telling a Hindu to hide being Hindu is scarcely a picture of liberal 
pluralism: or so, at least, one would think. One way or the other, the continu-
ing privatizing of religion—or the view that that is what it is all about—means 
that when religion shows its face, it must not take the form of actually trying 
to persuade someone else of the truth of the religious beliefs being displayed. 
“Keep it to yourself.”

Toleration Challenged

As if this were not enough to mull over, let us add a more recent trend to the 
mix. I have in mind the attack on the very notion of tolerance and toleration 
emanating from a postmodern direction and from those most tied up in the 
identity politics tendency. The argument goes roughly like this: toleration was 
always a sham, a way to enforce a particular Eurocentric, patriarchal, heterosex-
ist, Christian worldview. It was a cover story for hegemony. (And, of course, there 
is always just enough truth to be found in such blanket charges that one cannot 
simply dismiss them out of  hand.) What atheists, or pagans, or non-Western reli-
gious devotees, those with once-hidden sexual orientations, those who are “third 
world” or nonwhite, seek is not toleration but equal normative acceptance. This 
equal acceptance will be attained only when the society—any society—refuses to 
make any normative distinctions between and among any and all comprehen-
sive understandings of what makes a life good, or worthy, or a belief true, or a 
way of structuring families better than some other, and so forth. Laws, public 
policies, the cultural ethos must practice total nondiscrimination, in the sense of 
refraining from making any normative distinctions as between modes of belief 
and ways of life. Thus, for example: sexual sadomasochism between consenting 
adults is not to be construed as a problematic way of ordering a human existence 
by contrast to a faithful monogamous relationship between adults.

All in all, we are enjoined to abandon orienting frameworks that offer crite-
ria whereby we can, and are obliged to, make qualitative distinctions as between 
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alternative orientations. Taylor’s insistence that human beings cannot but ori-
ent themselves to the good is stoutly denied: we not only can but we should if 
we are going to move beyond toleration to validation of the “free choices” made 
by selves; if we are going to resist being “judgmental”; if we are going to affi rm 
and “validate” without distinction any and all (or nearly so) ways of being in the 
world. Those pressing the antitoleration argument see toleration as negative, a 
grudging thing. They want “validation” and approval—even as they simultane-
ously proclaim the radical and dangerous nature of what it is they are saying or 
doing, as if one could have full societal validation and yet remain a permanent 
voice of radical dissent—but that is another issue.

Those who defend toleration point out that the alternative to toleration 
historically has not been a happy pluralism where we are all equally delectable 
peas in the pod but, instead, very unhappy, unpluralistic orders in which reli-
gious minorities and dissenters were exiled or tortured or forced to conform; 
in which political dissenters often faced similar assaults; in which any inkling 
of a sexual orientation other than that which is considered normal was grounds 
for imprisonment or worse, and so on. The defenders of toleration would argue 
that it is foolish to the point of suicidal for those who are a minority—in any 
sense—to undermine support for toleration. Toleration is their best bet as the 
world of indistinguishable “differences” is a chimera. There never has been 
such a world and never will be.

This, of course, still leaves open the matter of just how tolerant of plural-
ism the defenders of toleration are. There are, after all, among some of our 
legal thinkers, arguments that favor increased government regulation of “sec-
tarian” bodies in order to make them conform to standard liberal modes of 
representation and legitimation in their internal ordering on the view that all 
associations in a constitutional order must sprout analogous forms of admin-
istration. Authentic tolerance based on a recognition of deep, not superfi cial, 
differences here gives way before an attempt to normalize along the lines of 
forcing Catholic hospitals to perform abortions on pain of punitive measures, 
or requiring the Catholic and Orthodox communities to ordain women, and 
so on. This latter attack on pluralism is mounted in the name of a strong nor-
mativity that dictates in what equality between men and women consists that 
extends to every dimension of human life. It is a view of equality that is taken as 
the view of equality rather than as one among a number of competing views of 
equality, including those that do not demand homologous internal structures 
in all of the institutions internal to a society—a position that would destroy 
plurality in the name of equality.

How does Taylor help to adjudicate this knotty matter? Laying out his posi-
tion is by no means simple, as what he offers or, better said, what he believes 
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human selves simply are within as the constitutive terms of their very exis-
tence, is deep involvement in complex anthropological circumstances. Differ-
ent aspects of our embodied and intrinsically social selves are engaged with 
particular features of equally complex cultures and orienting frameworks. So 
when Taylor argues that a rightly oriented culture is one that promotes identity 
recognition, what exactly does that mean? What ethical practices are presup-
posed or called for? Is respect the same as approval or “validation” for a “life-
style choice”? Surely not, but working out the details is not easy. One may be 
obliged to recognize another as a being of equal worth even as one repudiates 
that being’s choices as unworthy and demeaning precisely to one whose worth 
is given by virtue of his or her humanness.

Those of us who grew up in Christian households will recall the times a 
mother or father said we were to “love the sinner but hate the sin,” or to “walk 
around in the other person’s shoes for a while” and then our hearts would 
unlock to pity, not as a sickly attitude of paternalism but as a humble recogni-
tion of the humanity of another self. Perhaps something like that is implicated 
here. We need to recognize the worth of another in order to be motivated to 
deepen our awareness of human commonalities. This awareness of common-
alities, through dialogical possibilities, will highlight particular and individual 
qualities that we do not want swamped by the commonalities: “I want to be 
me,” and so does he, and she.

Perhaps I am simply redescribing the problem. Using Taylor’s essay “Self 
Interpreting Animals,” let us try again. Taylor describes the ways in which I can 
make claims on others and they, in turn, on me. He gives an example of a “felt 
obligation” in the Good Samaritan story. One is called upon to help the other—
or so Jesus insisted—simply because this wounded and bleeding person is a 
child of God, a fellow creature, a moral being. To move on by, as several had 
done in the parable, because the man left dead by robbers and lying off the side 
of the road is a Samaritan and Israelites have nothing to do with Samaritans, 
is a sinful act of cruel negligence that narrows the boundaries of the moral 
life. Jesus lays on a strong obligation, clearly, and Taylor rightly names it as an 
obligation of charity.

One is called upon to act, not simply to feel the right way or think good 
thoughts. And we are called to act because we are creatures of a certain sort as 
is the one who makes a claim on our help. An ability to respond to the claim of 
the stranger presupposes moral formation of a certain kind, and Taylor stresses 
that identities can be forged in such a way that we experience felt obligations 
and act on them. Although Taylor really prescinds on the formation question, 
his entire argument is parasitic upon some such notion. No doubt there is 
some sort of bioevolutionary template for empathic response or the human 
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species would not have survived. But we know well enough that fellow feeling 
can be frozen, rejected, or fail to develop in the fi rst place.

Toleration and Power

Those who see toleration as just a puny thing, best exposed as bogus and done 
away with, construe any attempt to proselytize in negative terms because this 
is, by defi nition, an assault on someone else’s identity. The issue of toleration 
and the complexities of proselytization have been heavily psychologized in our 
time. Whatever makes somebody else uncomfortable is to be eschewed. But, of 
course, any strong articulation of a powerful religion or a powerful political posi-
tion is going to make somebody somewhere uncomfortable. Does this mean 
we are all reduced to bleating at one another across a vast distance, but that any 
attempt to persuade is cast as proselytizing and that is bad by defi nition?

Let us unpack this issue a bit. Somewhere along the line—certainly in the 
last thirty years or so—a view of power took hold that disdains distinctions 
between coercion, manipulation, and persuasion. If I change my mind about 
something after an encounter with you, or after having spent some time in 
your religious community, the presupposition is that I have been messed with: 
gulled or brainwashed or taken for the proverbial walk down the primrose path. 
It is an odd business, power, because when we say, as many do these days, 
that every encounter involves power, we make it harder to distinguish between 
instances of real intimidation and, by contrast, those of authentic persuasion.

In instances of intimidation, there is an implied threat of harm unless you 
convert to my point of view. In instances of manipulation, I sneakily get you on 
my side. Neither of these views respects you as a moral agent who can freely 
weigh alternatives and make up his or her own mind. Persuasion, by contrast, 
begins with the presupposition that you are a moral agent, a being whose dig-
nity no one is permitted to deny or to strip from you, and, from that stance of 
mutual respect, one offers arguments, or invites your participation, your shar-
ing, in a community and its rhythms and rituals. You do not lose something 
by agreeing. One never simply jettisons what one has believed before. But one 
may reject it. (And those are not identical.) Even among persons religious, 
however, proselytizing has come to have an unpleasant ring to it. Evangelizing 
sounds better. The picture of the proselytizer is of some latter-day Savonarola, 
severe and intimidating, or an “Elmer Gantry”–type huckster.

The upshot of all this would seem to be that both toleration and proselytiz-
ing are badly battered as concepts and as practices. Is there any way to redeem 
one, or the other, or both? I think there is. My example of redeeming both 
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toleration and proselytization comes from Pope John Paul II’s pastoral visit to 
Kazakhstan in September 2001. Something struck me in a report I read of that 
visit in which the pontiff, in his greeting to “Dear Young People!” last Septem-
ber 23 in the capital city, Astana, said:

Allow me to profess before you with humility and pride the faith of 
Christians: Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of God made man two thou-
sand years ago, came to reveal to us this truth through his person and 
his teaching. Only in the encounter with him, the Word made fl esh, 
do we fi nd the fullness of self-realization and happiness. Religion 
itself, without the experience of the wonderful discovery of the Son of 
God and communion with him who became our brother, becomes a 
mere set of principles which are increasingly diffi cult to understand, 
and rules which are increasingly hard to accept.8

I found this moving, and I want to explore why briefl y. Certainly the com-
bination of pride and humility is a part of it. One places before another, in all 
humility, one’s most profound beliefs, beliefs one holds with pride—not boast-
ful self-pride but with dignity—knowing that these beliefs may well be repu-
diated or ignored. Also powerful is John Paul’s recognition that turning God 
into a metaphysical fi rst principle is not only “increasingly diffi cult to under-
stand” but “increasingly hard to accept.” Here there is a fascinating dimension 
to his words to Kazak young people for he is also proselytizing to those who are 
already Christians, reminding them of what their profession is all about.

John Paul’s words on this remarkable pastoral visit constituted an eloquent 
defense of toleration in another of his homilies in Kazakhstan:

When in a society citizens accept one another [notice that what is 
being accepted is one another as citizens, in one’s civic status] in 
their respective religious beliefs, it is easier to foster among them the 
effective recognition of other human rights and an understanding of 
the values on which a peaceful and productive coexistence is based. 
In fact, they feel a common bond in the awareness that they are 
brothers and sisters because they are children of the one God.

This is a reference to toleration among religious believers.
Unbelievers, presumably, have their own resources to draw upon to respect 

human rights, but the pontiff suggests that the bond of coexistence will have 
a different valence between believers and unbelievers than between believers 
and believers. He reminded his listeners that in Kazakhstan today there are 
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 “citizens belonging to over 100 nationalities and ethnic groups” and they live—
they have no choice but to live—side by side. Coexistence is a necessity. But 
“bridges of solidarity and cooperation with other peoples, nations, and cultures” 
are an immanent possibility that should be realized even as the gospel in all its 
fullness is preached “in all humility and pride.”

This is not pie-in-the-sky stuff at all but, rather, a fi lling out and in of what 
a commitment to authentic toleration means as a baseline that one is invited—
or called to move beyond in the direction of equal affi rmation—or not, as the 
case may be. Toleration rightly understood permits more robust ties of civic 
sisterhood and brotherhood to grow and to fl ourish, perhaps between religious 
believers whose comprehensive understandings differ but whose anthropolo-
gies overlap. Toleration also permits more distance when, for example, I simply 
cannot affi rm your life choices and comprehensive views. I need not validate 
them at all. In fact, toleration means I may actively loathe them and argue 
against them. But, unless you threaten the civic order in a central way, I am not 
permitted to deny you your “free exercise.”

Developing what it means to threaten the civic order in a central way 
is a topic for another essay, but it derives from Supreme Court justice Rob-
ert Jackson’s rueful recognition that the Constitution is not a suicide pact. 
What is one to do with groups that use freedoms, claim tolerance, and set 
about proselytizing, and what they are proselytizing for is a future order that 
would immediately move to destroy all religious tolerance, to abolish con-
stitutional protections, to establish a theocracy or a militant offi cial atheism 
(as in twentieth-century communist regimes). Minimally it means that I am 
under no obligation, as one who supports constitutional guarantees of tol-
erance, to work up any respect for beliefs that deny the dignity of persons, 
preach hatred, and directly threaten me, my family, my faith, and my country. 
Making me uncomfortable is part of the deal. In the order I support the dis-
comfi ting attendant upon real toleration and pluralism is very different from 
a serious threat.

Taylor’s Politics of Recognition as Deep Toleration

Taylor’s politics of recognition encompasses in a single frame both prosely-
tization and toleration, and the versions of each he provides for are robust, 
not anemic. Let’s call Taylor’s position one of deep toleration, a position whose 
starting point is his insistence on the dialogical character of human life. “One 
is a self among other selves” within a language community or “web of interlo-
cution.”9 The dialogic position commits him to the view that all human beings 
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are creatures of value; that relativism is bound to be self-defeating; that equal 
recognition does not demand that all positions are equal with respect to the 
distribution of, or understanding of, certain goods. One requires what Taylor 
calls a horizon of signifi cance to sort this all out.

Deep toleration, to characterize the position schematically, does not require 
privatizing our deepest convictions. We live, therefore, in a dialogic community, 
and our selves are defi ned and refi ned within this web. That being the case, the 
dialogic nature of selves and communities means one always remains open to 
the possibility of proselytizing and being proselytized. The dialogic community 
in which deep differences become occasions for contestation with the ever-
present possibility of persuasion is pluralistic without being fragmented. Tay-
lor has made clear his position against fragmentation of the sort that takes as 
a starting point a kind of incommensurability as between positions; politically 
this means hard-edged identity politics of a kind that insists, “You just don’t get 
it,” as both the beginning and the end of conversation.

Taylor’s position is, as he has argued, neither essentialist nor deconstruc-
tionist. Within the position of deep toleration I here articulate, the essentialist 
position is at odds with toleration, as is deconstructionism. Essentialism grates 
against toleration because differences are so hardwired, cut so deep, and defi ne 
us so thoroughly that the dialogic nature of selves is denied. Denying that dia-
logic dimension to selves means one cuts off the possibility of a dialogic com-
munity. The irony, of course, is that one remains defi ned in important ways by 
the very community whose dialogic features one denies. Because deep tolera-
tion is open to proselytization and transformation of identity, the essentialist 
cannot go for it.

What of the deconstructionist? Here, too, deep toleration is opposed, 
oddly enough, because if there is no truth to be found there is nothing to have 
deep dialogue about and, further, because that which most deeply defi nes us 
is thinned out to consist in privatized ironies. If the beliefs that constitute the 
core of a dialogically understood self and community are privatized, it cuts off 
the dialogic moment. Deconstructionism, for all the talk of multiculturalism 
associated with it, seeks not toleration but validation of all positions absent an 
airing of what holds those positions together and whether each is equally wor-
thy of endorsement. There are no shared standards for evaluation, in any case, 
on this view. So, each in its own way, both essentialism and deconstructionism, 
pushes in the direction of antidialogic monologism. This is not the stuff out of 
which deep toleration is made. I hope I have said enough to demonstrate that 
Taylor’s view is not only capacious enough to encompass that which we tend to 
drive apart—efforts to proselytize and toleration—but that his argument helps 
to defi ne and refi ne a position of deep toleration.
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Deep Toleration in International Context

How relevant is deep toleration in the international sphere? Beyond the nation-
state, it might be argued, historical legacies and power asymmetries rule out 
the kind of dialogical interaction at the heart of  Taylor’s vision. Critics of pros-
elytization typically point to centuries of Christian missionary activity in Asia, 
the Middle East, Africa, and Latin America—an enterprise often backed by state 
power and the force of arms. Today, the international playing fi eld remains 
unequal, as the United States and its allies—home to the wealthiest and most 
dynamic Christian communities—maintain a predominant position within the 
global political economy. Under such conditions, the critics charge, support for 
proselytization is support for the exploitation of the weak by the strong.

This argument is fl awed. Deep toleration that allows for the possibility of 
persuasion and proselytization is more, not less, vital in the international con-
text. At a most fundamental level, deep toleration resonates with the idea of 
universal human rights. Opposition to proselytization is opposition to a central 
dimension of religious freedom and therefore incompatible with a robust inter-
national human rights regime. To draw a distinction between having a religion 
and sharing that religion with others is to truncate religious freedom. It is also 
to curtail freedom of expression, assembly, and political participation. A robust 
norm of international religious freedom, including the right to proselytize, is 
central to any coherent understanding of universal human rights.

The view that power asymmetries in world affairs rule out dialogical inter-
action is also unpersuasive. Every human relationship, from the familial to 
the national and the international, is marked by unequal resource endow-
ments. Perfect social equality is a chimera. If anything, it is the perennial fact 
of inequality that makes deep toleration more, not less, important. It is through 
exchanges of ideas, through argument and evidence, claim and counterclaim, 
that human beings in social settings engage in a search for truth—about what 
is important to them, about how to live together. The ability to think critically, 
to communicate, to persuade and be persuaded, is part of what defi nes our 
humanity. Historically, the freedom to speak one’s mind—including religious 
witness—has proved a weapon of the weak in the face of the strong. Martin 
Luther King Jr. and the civil rights movement are a salient example. To restrict 
proselytization not only violates a basic human right; it also curtails an open 
exchange of ideas and a politics of recognition that may challenge (and not 
simply reinforce) existing power relationships.

What of the argument from history—that the legacy of missionary activ-
ity advanced by state power makes it wrong for the United States and its allies 
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to support proselytization? There may be prudential reasons for governments 
not to back proselytization efforts directly. State support for faith-based groups 
that combine poverty relief with the propagation of the gospel, for example, 
may generate a political backlash at home and abroad. But the argument that 
historical legacies should lead us away from robust support for the right to 
religious freedom makes little sense. In a world marked by unprecedented reli-
gious pluralism and interaction in the context of globalization, international 
legal restrictions on the right to proselytize threaten to choke off interreligious 
dialogue. Where violence and religion are joined in potent mix in the post–
September 11, 2001, world, we should not abandon Taylor’s ideal of dialogic 
community. Deep toleration—an encounter among religious individuals and 
groups that is open to transformation—represents a just and workable founda-
tion for peaceful engagement in a spirit of truth.
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The Rights and Limits 
of Proselytism in the New 
Religious World Order

John Witte Jr.

A “Dickensian Era” of Religion and Human Rights

“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of 
wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it 
was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the 
season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of 
despair.”1 Charles Dickens penned these famous words to describe 
the paradoxes of the late eighteenth-century French Revolution fought 
for the sake of “the rights of man and citizen.”2  These same words 
aptly describe the paradoxes of the world revolution fought two centu-
ries later in the name of human rights and democratization for all.

The world has entered something of a “Dickensian era”3  in the 
past three decades. We have seen the best of human rights protec-
tions inscribed on the books, but some of the worst of human rights 
violations infl icted on the ground. We have celebrated the creation 
of more than thirty new constitutional democracies since 1980, but 
lamented the eruption of more than thirty new civil wars. We have 
witnessed the wisest of democratic statecraft and the most foolish of 
autocratic belligerence. For every South African spring of hope, there 
has been a Yugoslavian winter of despair, for every Ukrainian season 
of light, a Sudanese season of darkness.

These Dickensian paradoxes of the modern human rights revolu-
tion are particularly striking when viewed in their religious dimen-
sions. On the one hand, the modern human rights revolution has
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helped to catalyze a great awakening of religion around the globe. In regions 
newly committed to democracy and human rights, ancient faiths once driven 
underground by autocratic oppressors have sprung forth with new vigor. In the 
former Soviet bloc, for example, numerous Buddhist, Christian, Hindu, Jew-
ish, Muslim, and other faiths have been awakened, alongside a host of exotic 
goddess, naturalist, and personality cults.4 In postcolonial and postrevolution-
ary Africa, these same mainline religious groups have come to fl ourish in 
numerous conventional and inculturated forms, alongside a bewildering array 
of traditional groups.5 In Latin America, the human rights revolution has not 
only transformed long-standing Catholic and mainline Protestant communi-
ties but also triggered the explosion of numerous new Evangelical, Pentecostal, 
and Traditional movements.6 Many parts of the world have seen the prodigious 
rise of a host of new or newly minted faiths—Adventists, Baha’is, Hare Krish-
nas, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, Scientologists, Unifi cation Church mem-
bers, among many others—some wielding ample material, political, and media 
power. Religion today has become, in Susanne Rudolph’s apt phrase, the latest 
“transnational variable.”7 Religious pluralism has become the latest local reality 
for all but the most insular communities.

One cause and consequence of this great awakening of religion around the 
globe is that the ambit of religious rights has been substantially expanded. In 
the past three decades, more than 200 major new statutes and constitutional 
provisions on religious rights have been promulgated—many replete with gen-
erous protections for liberty of conscience and freedom of religious exercise; 
guarantees of religious pluralism, equality, and nondiscrimination; and several 
other special protections and entitlements for religious individuals and religious 
groups.8 These national guarantees have been matched with a growing body 
of regional and international norms, notably the UN Declaration on Religious 
Intolerance and Discrimination Based upon Religion and Belief (1981), the UN 
Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious 
and Linguistic Minorities (1992), and the long catalogue of religious-group 
rights set out in the Vienna Concluding Document (1989) and its progeny.9

On the other hand, this very same world human rights revolution has 
helped to catalyze new forms of religious and ethnic confl ict, oppression, and 
belligerence that have sometimes reached tragic proportions. In the former 
Yugoslavia and Chechnya, for example, local religious and ethnic rivals, previ-
ously kept at bay by a common oppressor, have converted their new liberties 
into new licenses to renew their ancient hostilities, with catastrophic results.10 
In Sudan, Rwanda, Burundi, and the Central African Republic, ethnic nation-
alism and religious extremism have conspired to bring violent dislocation or 
death to hundreds of rival religious believers each year, and persecution, false 
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imprisonment, forced starvation, and savage abuses to thousands of others.11 
In France, Belgium, Germany, and Austria, political secularism, laicization, and 
nationalism have combined to threaten civil denial and deprivation to a num-
ber of believers, particularly “sects” and “cults” of high religious temperature 
or of low cultural conformity. In the United States, political messianism and 
Evangelical fundamentalism have together embraced a “clash-of-civilizations” 
ethic that has encouraged bigotry against minorities at home and belligerence 
against the “axis of evil” abroad. In several communities from Asia to the Mid-
dle East, Christian, Jewish, and Muslim minorities have faced sharply increased 
restrictions, repression, and more than occasional martyrdom.12 And, in many 
parts of the world today, barbaric Islamicist terrorists have waged a destructive 
jihad against all manner of religious, cultural, and ethnic enemies, real and 
imagined.

In parts of Russia, Eastern Europe, Africa, and Latin America, this human 
rights revolution has brought on something of a new war for souls between 
indigenous and foreign religious groups. This is the most recent, and the most 
ironic, chapter in the modern Dickensian drama. With the political transforma-
tions of these regions in the past two decades, foreign religious groups were 
granted rights to enter these regions for the fi rst time in decades. Beginning 
in the early 1990s, they came in increasing numbers to preach their faiths, 
to offer their services, to convert new souls. Initially, local religious groups—
Orthodox, Catholic, Protestant, Sunni, Shiite, and Traditional alike—welcomed 
these foreigners, particularly their foreign coreligionists with whom they had 
lost contact for many decades. Today, local religious groups have come to resent 
these foreign religions, particularly those from North America and Western 
Europe that assume a democratic human rights ethic. Local religious groups 
resent the participation in the marketplace of religious ideas that democracy 
assumes. They resent the toxic waves of materialism and individualism that 
democracy infl icts. They resent the massive expansion of religious pluralism 
that democracy encourages. They resent the extravagant forms of religious 
speech, press, and assembly that democracy protects.13

A new war for souls has thus broken out in these regions, a war to reclaim 
the traditional cultural and moral souls of these new societies, and a war to 
retain adherence and adherents to indigenous faiths. In part, this is a theologi-
cal war, as rival religious communities have begun to demonize and defame 
each other and to gather themselves into ever more dogmatic and fundamen-
talist stands. The ecumenical spirit of the previous decades is giving way to 
sharp new forms of religious balkanization. In part, this is a legal war, as local 
religious groups have begun to conspire with their political leaders to adopt 
statutes and regulations restricting the constitutional rights of their foreign 
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religious rivals. Beneath shiny constitutional veneers of religious freedom for 
all and unqualifi ed ratifi cation of international human rights instruments, sev-
eral countries of late passed fi rm new antiproselytism laws, cult registration 
requirements, tightened visa controls, and various other discriminatory restric-
tions on new or newly arrived religions. Indeed, several parts of the non-
Western world seem to be at the dawn of fundamentalist Islamic and Christian 
religious establishments.14

While some non-Western nations seem poised to reestablish old forms 
of religion, some Western nations seem ready to establish new forms of sec-
ularism. In the 1990s, France, Germany, Belgium, and Austria passed fi rm 
new anticult legislation that targeted a large number of new and traditional 
religious groups with a tone approaching xenophobia.15 In more recent years, 
France, Belgium, and Turkey have begun to press aggressive new state policies 
of “laicization” and “secularization” that have resulted in growing restrictions 
on minority religious schools, charities, and sanctuaries and stronger polic-
ing of culturally different or deviant behavior.16 The recent sensational Muslim 
headscarf cases in France and Turkey are only one illustration of bigger issues 
that culturally different religious minorities are now facing in many parts of 
Western Europe, as well as in Canada and other Commonwealth countries. 
The 2004 judgment of the European Court of Human Rights against the Turk-
ish Muslim woman who sought religious freedom to wear her headdress in a 
public university has only encouraged nation-states to tighten their restrictions 
on religious and cultural minorities as part of a broader effort to create national 
solidarity on secular grounds.17

Variants on some of these same patterns are beginning to emerge in the 
United States as well. Using the vaunted principle of “separation of church 
and state,” several recent federal courts have struck down public displays and 
expressions of religion as violations of the First Amendment establishment 
clause. This has renewed concerns among some commentators that American 
courts have embarked on a new campaign to privatize religion and to “estab-
lish a religion of secularism.”18 At the same time, the U.S. Supreme Court’s 
dramatic weakening of the First Amendment free exercise clause in the case 
of Employment Division v. Smith (1990) has left religious and cultural minori-
ties highly vulnerable to local prejudice.19 To be sure, the U.S. Congress and 
various state legislatures have stepped into this breach by passing a number 
of special statutory protections for religious minorities.20 But several federal 
agencies, notably the Internal Revenue Service and the Immigration and Natu-
ralization Service, have not dealt kindly with religious and cultural groups that 
have proved critical of mainline religions or majoritarian politics, or aggressive 
in their attempts to expand their unpopular faith.
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Hence the modern problem of proselytism: How does the state balance 
one person’s right to exercise his or her faith versus another person’s right 
to liberty of conscience, one group’s right to religious expression and another 
group’s right to religious self-determination? How does the state protect the 
juxtaposed rights claims of majority and minority religions, or of foreign and 
indigenous religions? How does the state balance its need to create national 
solidarity and peace with its duty to respect minority cultures and their need to 
dissent? How does the state craft a general rule to govern multiple theological 
understandings of conversion or change of religion? These are not new ques-
tions. They confronted the drafters of the international bill of rights from the 
very beginning. But some of the compromises of 1948 and 1966 have today 
begun to reveal their limitations.

The Problem of Conversion

One side of the modern problem of proselytism is the problem of compet-
ing theological and legal understandings of conversion or change of religion.21 
How does a state craft a legal rule that at once respects and protects the sharply 
competing understandings of conversion among the religions of the Book? 
Most Western Christians have easy conversion into and out of the faith. Most 
Jews have diffi cult conversion into and out of the faith. Most Muslims have 
easy conversion into the faith, but allow for no conversion out of it, at least 
for prominent members: indeed, to convert out of Islam is a capital crime.22 
Whose rites get rights? Moreover, how does one craft a legal rule that respects 
Orthodox, Hindu, Jewish, or Traditional groups that tie religious identity not to 
voluntary choice but to birth and caste, blood and soil, language and ethnicity, 
sites and sights of divinity?

On the issue of conversion or change of religion, the major international 
human rights instruments largely accept the religious voluntarism common 
among libertarian and Western Christian groups. The Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (1948) included an unequivocal guarantee: “Everyone has 
the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion; this right includes the 
right to change his religion or belief ” (Art. 18.1). The 1966 International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), whose preparation was more highly con-
tested on this issue, became a bit more tentative: “This right shall include free-
dom to have or adopt a religion or belief of his choice” (Art. 18.1). The Declaration 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based 
on Religion or Belief (1981) repeated this same more tentative language. But 
the dispute over the right to conversion contributed greatly to the long delay in 
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the production of this instrument, and to the number of dissenters to it. The 
Vienna Concluding Document (1989) did not touch the issue at all but sim-
ply confi rmed “the freedom of the individual to profess or practice religion or 
belief ” before turning to a robust rendition of religious group rights.

Today, this issue over the right to convert has become more divisive than 
ever as various soul wars have broken out, especially between and within Chris-
tian and Muslim communities around the globe. These tensions have been 
exacerbated by the U.S.-led wars on terror in Afghanistan and Iraq. Some hard-
line Christian and Muslim fundamentalists have cast these wars as “crusades” 
not to end terror but to conquer Islamic cultures and convert Muslim souls. 
This image has only been encouraged by the sensational media case surround-
ing the Christian conversion of an Afghani man, Abdul Rahman, in the spring 
of 2006. Rahman had converted from Islam to Christianity and was seeking to 
gain custody of his two daughters. His wife’s family counterclaimed that he was 
unfi t to gain custody because of his crime of conversion. Following the 2004 
constitution, which declares the supremacy of  Islamic law, an Afghani court not 
only denied Rahman custody of his daughters but sentenced him to death for 
his crime of conversion contrary to Islamic law. Mr. Rahman was able to escape 
death only because of the intense media exposure of his case and diplomatic 
intervention at the highest levels. But he had to leave his daughters in Afghani-
stan and seek asylum in Italy.23 Other converts to Christianity from Islam have 
not fared nearly so well, human rights watch groups regularly report.

“A page of history is worth a volume of logic,” Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. 
once said.24 And, on an intractable legal issue such as this, recollection might 
be more illuminating than ratiocination. It is discomfi ting, but enlightening, 
for Western Christians to remember that the right to enter and exit the religion 
of one’s choice was born in the West only after centuries of cruel experience. 
To be sure, a number of the early church fathers considered the right to change 
religion as essential to the notion of liberty of conscience, and such sentiments 
have been repeated and glossed continuously over the centuries.25 But in prac-
tice the Christian church largely ignored these sentiments for centuries. As the 
medieval Catholic Church refi ned its rights structures in the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries, it also routinized its religious discrimination, reserving its 
harshest sanctions for heretics. The communicant faithful enjoyed full rights. 
Jews and Muslims enjoyed fewer rights, but full rights if they converted to 
Christianity. Heretics—those who voluntarily chose to leave the faith—enjoyed 
still fewer rights and had little opportunity to recover them even after full con-
fession. Indeed, at the height of the Inquisition in the fi fteenth century, heretics 
faced not only severe restrictions on their persons, properties, and professions 
but sometimes unspeakably cruel forms of torture and punishment. Similarly, 



proselytism in the new religious world order  111

as the Lutheran, Calvinist, and Anglican churches born of the Protestant Refor-
mation routinized their establishments in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies, they infl icted all manner of repressive civil and ecclesiastical censures 
on those who chose to deviate from established doctrine—savage torture and 
execution in a number of instances.26

It was, in part, the recovery and elaboration of earlier patristic concepts 
of liberty of conscience as well as the slow expansion of new Protestant and 
Catholic theologies of religious voluntarism that helped to end this practice. 
But, it was also the new possibilities created by the frontier and by the colony 
that helped to forge the Western understanding of the right to change religion. 
Rather than stay at home and fi ght for one’s faith, it became easier for the dis-
senter to move away quietly to the frontier, or later to the colony, to be alone 
with his conscience and his coreligionists. Rather than tie the heretic to the 
rack or the stake, it became easier for the establishment to banish him quickly 
from the community with a strict order not to return. Such pragmatic temper-
ing of the treatment of heretics and dissenters eventually found theological 
justifi cation. By the later sixteenth century, it became common in the West to 
read of the right, and the duty, of the religious dissenter to emigrate physically 
from the community whose faith he or she no longer shared.27 In the course 
of the next century, this right of physical emigration from a religious com-
munity was slowly transformed into a general right of voluntary exit from a 
religious faith and community. Particularly American writers, many of whom 
had voluntarily left their Europeans faiths and territories to gain their freedom, 
embraced the right to leave—to change their faith; to abandon their blood, soil, 
and confession; to reestablish their lives, beliefs, and identities afresh—as a 
veritable sine qua non of religious freedom.28 This understanding of the right 
to choose and change religion—patristic, pragmatic, and Protestant in initial 
inspiration—has now become an almost universal feature of Western Chris-
tian understandings of religious rights.

To tell this peculiar Western tale is not to resolve current legal confl icts over 
conversion. But it is to suggest that even hard and hardened religious traditions 
can and do change over time, in part out of pragmatism, in part out of fresh 
appeals to ancient principles long forgotten. Even those schools of jurisprudence 
within Shiite and Sunni communities that have been the sternest in their oppo-
sition to a right to conversion from the faith do have resources in the Qur’an, 
in the early development of Sharia, and in the more benign policies of other 
contemporary Muslim communities to rethink their theological positions.29

Moreover, the Western story suggests that there are halfway measures, 
at least in banishment and emigration, that help to blunt the worst tensions 
between a religious group’s right to maintain its standards of entrance and 
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exit and an individual’s liberty of conscience to come and go. Not every heretic 
needs to be executed. Not every heretic needs to be indulged. It is one thing 
for a religious tradition to insist on executing its charges of heresy, when a 
mature adult, fully aware of the consequences of his or her choice, voluntarily 
enters a faith and then later seeks to leave. In that case group religious rights 
must trump individual religious rights—with the limitation that the religious 
group has no right to violate, or to solicit violation of, the life and limb of the 
wayward member. It is quite another thing for a religious tradition to press the 
same charges of heresy against someone who was born into, married into, or 
coerced into the faith and now, upon opportunity for mature refl ection, volun-
tarily chooses to leave. In that case, individual religious rights trump group 
religious rights.

Where a religious group exercises its trump by banishment or shunning 
and the apostate voluntarily chooses to return, he does so at his peril. He should 
fi nd little protection in state law when subject to harsh religious sanctions—
again, unless the religious group threatens or violates his or his family’s life or 
limb. Where a religious individual exercises her trump by emigration, and the 
group chooses to pursue her, it does so at its peril. It should fi nd little protec-
tion from state law when charged with criminal violations of the individual.

The Problem of Proselytism

The corollary to the problem of conversion is the problem of proselytism—of 
the efforts taken by individuals or groups to seek the conversion of another. 
On this issue the international human rights instruments provide somewhat 
more nuanced direction.

Article 18 of the 1966 ICCPR protects a person’s “freedom, individually 
or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or 
belief in worship, observance, practice, and teaching” (Art. 18.1). But the same 
article allows such manifestation of religion to be subject to limitations that 
“are prescribed by law and are necessary to protect public safety, order, health, 
or morals, or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others” (Art. 18.3). It 
prohibits outright any “coercion” that would impair another’s right “to have or 
adopt a religion or belief of [his or her] choice” (Art. 18.2). It also requires states 
and individuals to have “respect for the liberty of parents . . . to ensure the reli-
gious and moral education of their children in conformity with [the parents’] 
convictions” (Art. 18.4). This latter provision is underscored and amplifi ed in 
more recent instruments and cases on the rights of parents and children, most 
notably the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989).30
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Similarly, Article 19 of the 1966 ICCPR protects the “freedom to seek, receive, 
and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either 
orally, in writing, or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media 
of his choice” (Art. 19.2). But Article 19, too, allows legal restrictions that are 
necessary for “respect of the rights and reputation of others; for the protec-
tion of national security or of public order or of public health or morals” (Art. 
19.3). As a further limitation on the rights of religion and (religious) expression 
guaranteed in Articles 18 and 19, Article 26 of the 1966 covenant prohibits 
any state discrimination on grounds of religion. And Article 27 guarantees to 
religious minorities “the right to enjoy their own culture” and “to profess and 
practise their own religion.” These latter guarantees are amplifi ed by the Dec-
laration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious, or 
Linguistic Minorities (1992). Distilling the international principle of “religious 
self-determination,” the 1992 declaration recognizes that “the promotion and 
protection of the rights” of religious minorities is “an integral part of the devel-
opment of a society as a whole and within a democratic framework based on 
the rule of law.” Accordingly, it calls upon states to respect and to pass imple-
menting legislation that protects and promotes the rights of cultural, religious, 
and linguistic minorities “to enjoy their own culture, to profess and practice 
their own religion, and to use their own language, in private and in public, 
freely and without interference or any form of discrimination.”31

The literal language of the mandatory 1966 covenant (and its amplifi cation 
in more recent instruments and cases) thus certainly protects the general right 
to proselytize—understood as the right to “manifest,” “teach,” “express,” and 
“impart” religious ideas for the sake, among other things, of seeking the con-
version of another. The covenant provides no protection for coercive prosely-
tism. At minimum, this bars physical or material manipulation of the would-be 
convert, and in some contexts even more subtle forms of deception, entice-
ment, and inducement to convert. The covenant also casts serious suspicion on 
any proselytism among children or among adherents to minority religions and 
indigenous cultures. But, outside of these contexts, the religious expression 
inherent in proselytism is no more suspect than political, economic, artistic, 
or other forms of expression and should, at minimum, enjoy the same rights 
protection. If Coca-Cola can hustle its fi zzy sugar water, and Hollywood can 
broadcast its violent movies in a newly opened area of the world, then religious 
communities must be able to express their religious convictions as well.

Such rights to religion and religious expression are not absolute. The 
1966 covenant and its progeny allow for legal protections of “public safety, 
order, health, or morals,” “national security,” and “the rights and reputation of 
others,” particularly minors and minorities. But all such legal restrictions on 
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religious expression must always be imposed without discrimination against 
any religion in violation of Article 26, and with due regard for the general man-
dates of “necessity and proportionality”—the rough international analogues to 
the “compelling state interest” and “least restrictive alternative” prongs of the 
strict scrutiny test of American constitutional law. General “time, place, and 
manner” restrictions on all proselytizers that are necessary, proportionate, and 
applied without discrimination against any religion might thus well be apt. But 
categorical criminal bans on proselytism, or patently discriminatory licensing 
or registration provisions on proselytizing faiths are prima facie a violation of 
the religious rights of the proselytizer—as has been clear in the United States 
since Cantwell v. Connecticut (1940)32 and in the European community since 
Kokkinakis v. Greece (1993).33

To my mind, the preferred solution to the modern problem of proselytism 
is not so much further state restriction as further self-restraint on the part of 
both local and foreign religious groups. Again, the 1966 covenant provides 
some useful cues. Article 27 of the covenant, and its amplifi cation in the 1992 
minorities convention, reminds us of the special right of local religious groups, 
particularly minorities, “to enjoy their own culture, and to profess and prac-
tise their own religion.” Such language might well empower and encourage 
vulnerable minority traditions to seek protection from aggressive and insensi-
tive proselytism by missionary mavericks and “drive-by” crusaders who have 
emerged with alacrity in the past two decades. It might even have supported a 
moratorium on proselytism for a few years in places like Russia just after pere-
stroika and glasnost so that local religions, even the majority Russian Orthodox 
Church, had some time to recover from nearly a century of harsh oppression 
that destroyed most of its clergy, seminaries, monasteries, literature, and icons. 
But Article 27 cannot permanently insulate local religious groups from inter-
action with other religions. No religious and cultural tradition has the right to 
remain frozen. For local traditions to seek blanket protections against foreign 
proselytism, even while inevitably interacting with other dimensions of for-
eign cultures, is ultimately a self-defeating policy. It stands in sharp contrast 
to cardinal human rights principles of openness, development, and choice. 
Even more, it belies the very meaning of being a religious tradition. As Jaroslav 
Pelikan reminds us: “Tradition is the living faith of the dead; traditionalism is 
the dead faith of the living.”34

Article 19 of the 1966 covenant reminds us further that the right to expres-
sion, including religious expression, carries with it “special duties and responsi-
bilities” (Art. 19.3). One such duty, it would seem, is to respect the religious dignity 
and autonomy of the other, and to expect the same respect for one’s own dig-
nity and autonomy. This is the heart of the Golden Rule. It encourages all parties, 
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especially foreign proselytizing groups, to negotiate and adopt voluntary codes 
of conduct of restraint and respect of the other. This requires not only continued 
cultivation of interreligious dialogue and cooperation—the happy hallmarks of 
the modern ecumenical movement and of the growing emphasis on compara-
tive religion and globalization in our seminaries. It also requires guidelines of 
prudence and restraint that every foreign mission board would do well to adopt 
and enforce: proselytizers would do well to know and appreciate the history, 
culture, and language of the proselytizee; to avoid Westernization of the gospel 
and First Amendmentization of politics; to deal honestly and respectfully with 
theological and liturgical differences; to respect and advocate the religious rights 
of all peoples; to be Good Samaritans as much as good preachers; to proclaim 
their gospel both in word and in deed.35 Moratoria on proselytism might provide 
temporary relief; but moderation by proselytizers and proselytizees is the more 
enduring course.
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Building Sustainable Peace: 
The Roles of Local and 
Transnational Religious Actors

R. Scott Appleby 

If globalization simultaneously stimulates both differentiation 
and homogenization, as Roland Robertson argues,1 then we might 
assume that religions—“exhibit A” in the world’s catalogue of inter-
nally plural social forces—are adapting readily, if not quite effort-
lessly, to its impact. Both the monolith and the chameleon are found 
on religion’s coat of arms. They might as well be stitched onto the 
banner of globalization. In a world made increasingly uniform by 
the replicating effect of interactive nation-states, transnational trade, 
global communications, and cultural as well as economic interde-
pendency, religion assumes the role of a stock character. Enter “The 
Evangelicals,” stage right, to defend American exceptionalism and 
“the American way of life” from dilution in the multicultural, multi-
national brew. They are accompanied by “The Roman Catholics” and 
“The Mormons,” allies in the struggle to preserve and protect “the 
traditional family” from the value-free science and wares of the free 
market. And so on.

But globalization adds twists to the familiar role of religion as 
monolithic moral arbiter. Islam can appear, somewhat unexpectedly, 
as situational ally to Roman Catholicism. At the United Nations sum-
mit on world population held in Cairo in 1994, for example, priests 
and mullahs locked arms to block the unrestricted application of 
reproductive technology. The supposed rivals again shared a pulpit, 
so to speak, a year later, during the United Nations World Conference 
on Women.
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Even while fostering such unlikely alliances and clustering religious actors 
on sides of the ethical divide, globalization also promotes fragmentation and 
internal differentiation—another pattern familiar to the reactive, shape-shifting, 
fl uid, anything-but-monolithic communities known as religions. Robert son 
coined the term “glocal” to refer to the resistance of ethnic, religious, and 
national groups required to conform to “universal” rights and codes. Hence we 
fi nd religious actors among the antiglobalization movements. In short, “Jihad” 
faces off against “McWorld,” the olive tree against the Lexus, and religious 
actors are found on both sides of the global-local divide.2

Internal disputes, purges, and civil wars are not unknown to the major 
religious traditions throughout their long histories, but contemporary global-
ization has seemed to intensify and accelerate the phenomenon. Catholics pub-
licly and vehemently oppose other Catholics over everything from birth control 
to liberation theology and armed resistance to political oppression and human 
rights abuses. Secular and Orthodox Jews race to denounce and restrict each 
other in Israel. Sunnis murder Shiites (and vice versa) in an externally trig-
gered Iraqi civil war that gives new, terrifying meaning to “glocal” dynamics.

Yes, the hands of religion are bloody. But globalization has also revealed 
and accelerated the evolution of a character trait that was always already present 
in the chronicles of religion: pacifi cation. This chapter examines three of the 
myriad ways religions are acting as peacemakers under the aegis of globaliza-
tion: as agents of national reconciliation (Cambodian Buddhists), mediators 
of peace agreements (the Catholics of Sant’Egidio), and pioneers of internal 
religious reform (the transnational network of Muslim peacebuilders). Religious 
traditions have always promoted the peaceful resolution of confl ict, sancti-
fi ed the practices of forgiveness and hospitality to the stranger, and produced 
saints—exemplary models of peace and justice. In our time, however, the phe-
nomena gathered together under the label of globalization offer the agents 
of peace within the religious traditions new means to demonstrate that their 
religion favors peace over war, forgiveness over revenge, nonviolence over 
violence.

The “new means” includes new partners who come together in unprec-
edented transnational alliances enabled by the accelerated communication and 
mobility available in the era of globalization. In this regard, as Thomas Ban-
choff points out in his introduction to the present volume, “pluralism” refers 
not merely to diversity but to the interaction of diverse actors within the politi-
cal sphere. Religious pluralism, he writes, “denotes a politics that joins diverse 
communities with overlapping but distinctive ethics and interests.” The new 
global politics might feature Catholics, Mormons, Jews, Muslims, agnostics, and 
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atheists forming an ethical alliance against a rival bloc of Catholics, Mormons, 
Jews, Muslims, agnostics, and atheists. (Often the fi rst task of religious peace-
makers is to challenge or otherwise neutralize their belligerent coreligionists.) 
In principle, the intense and increasing interaction within and across tradi-
tions that marks what we call globalization leaves no religious or secular tradi-
tion excluded from the mix: any number can play.

Part of the dynamism of globalization and the moral energy and excitement 
it generates lies precisely in the liberating awareness that no one is in control. 
Of course, this state of creative anarchy creates a considerable crisis for religion 
as monolith. Authority—and authoritarian male leaders—created and sustain 
the monolith. Speed and mobility make it exceedingly diffi cult, however, for the 
old boys to retain their fi rm grip on power. Unauthorized deals are being cut 
behind computer screens, on the Web, and in global forums. As Banchoff notes, 
religion is taking its place alongside the major secular forces of modernity—the 
state, democratic civil society, and the market. But it is, increasingly, a decen-
tered religion. The polycentric and pragmatically collaborative religions and 
religious actors, that is, are fi nding surprising and consequential political open-
ings at the international level. New possibilities for religion as an international 
and transnational actor abound. Transnational religious peacebuilding is one 
such possibility.

Religious Peacebuilding and Faith-Based Diplomacy: 
A Work in Progress

By now, twelve years after the publication of Religion: The Missing Dimension 
of Statecraft, which was followed by dozens of subsequent books and journal 
articles exploring the various roles of religious actors in confl ict settings, one 
can summarize an initial set of fi ndings regarding religious peacebuilding and 
faith-based diplomacy, as follows.3

Religious leaders are uniquely positioned to foster nonviolent confl ict 
transformation through the building of constructive, collaborative relation-
ships within and across ethnic and religious groups for the common good of 
the entire population of a region. In many confl ict settings around the world, 
that is, the social location and cultural power of religious leaders make them 
potentially critical players in any effort to build a sustainable peace. The multi-
generational local or regional communities they oversee are repositories of 
local knowledge and wisdom, custodians of culture, and privileged sites of 
moral, psychological, and spiritual formation. Symbolically charged sources 
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of personal as well as collective identity, these communities typically establish 
and maintain essential educational and welfare institutions, some of which 
serve people who are not members of the religious community.4

Having earned a reputation for integrity and service, such indigenous reli-
gious communities have few rivals for the trust of the people. Moreover, their 
sacred narratives and practices give meaning and context to everyday life. Not 
least, politics is informed by religious culture. The religious imagination shapes 
the popular notion of the “nation” or “polis.” Signifi cantly, religions can and 
must abet the establishment and growth of the interethnic and interreligious 
institutions of civil society—the civic associations and cross-cultural partner-
ships dedicated to improving local schools, regulating health care, building 
libraries and other cultural centers, and so on. The political scientist Ashutosh 
Varshney has identifi ed such multireligious civic associations as critical to the 
immunization of religiously and ethnically plural cities and villages in India 
from the provocation of political elites or gangs intent on sowing division and 
fomenting violence. Varshney is testing these fi ndings in regions of Southeast 
Asia and Africa.5

No truly effective methods of confl ict resolution can ignore the locally rooted 
markers of identity over which religions hold sway. Culture, history, memory, 
authenticity (often equated with the autochthonous, the “homegrown”)—these 
are the currency of the local peacebuilder. Beyond the shorter-term goals of 
reducing violence and resolving disputed issues, the drive to build a sustain-
able peace in communities riven by deeply rooted tribal, ethnic, religious, or 
political animosities is unlikely to succeed, we now recognize, if religious lead-
ers are ignored or otherwise excluded from the process.6

And yet, it remains true that the practice of religious peacebuilding is 
unknown, untested, or underdeveloped in most confl ict- and violence-ridden 
societies. Two obstacles prevent or hinder the emergence and maturation of 
peacebuilding in religious communities.

The fi rst is the failure of religious leaders to understand and/or enact their 
potential peacebuilding roles within the local community. Several factors come 
into play. Religious leaders who have offi cial responsibilities for maintaining 
the institutional life and organizational resources of a religious community 
fi nd their time and energies occupied less with stimulating the religious imagi-
nation than with meeting the next mortgage payment, less with the spiritual 
formation of their fl ock than with protecting the turf on which their churches, 
synagogues, or mosques stand. Religious leadership, in short, often requires 
a level of institutional stewardship that turns the gaze inward; survival, main-
tenance, the quotidian concerns command the attention. When the religious 
community or group fi nds itself at war, or victimized by war, religious leaders 
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are constrained by the needs and passions of their fl ock; in such circumstances, 
interreligious dialogue, relationship-building, “forgiveness,” “reconciliation” 
are not plausible responses.7

Tellingly, in ordinary time, when neither war nor survival dominates the 
consciousness, religious leaders do not naturally see themselves as called to 
build peace across communities or to act as cultural or civic leaders; they are 
pastors of their own people, offering comfort to their affl icted and counsel to 
their own congregants.

Exceptions to the pattern of indifference to, or ignorance of, the promise of 
religious peacebuilding are numerous. The exceptions have attained a certain 
prominence during the past decade through the efforts of scholars and reli-
gious activists who have chronicled and popularized the religious exemplars’ 
bold advocacy for civil and human rights, leadership of postwar truth-telling 
commissions and memory projects, building of interreligious coalitions, and 
renunciation of revenge.8

A second obstacle to the realization of the peacebuilding promise of reli-
gious leaders and the communities they lead is the insuffi cient exploitation of 
their strategic capacity as transnational actors. As we shall see, there are notable 
exceptions to this general rule as well. But religious leaders committed to build-
ing a sustainable peace are still learning what it means to think globally while 
acting locally.

“Thinking globally,” which Christianity and Islam have done for centuries, 
takes on specifi c contours in the age of globalization. The most powerful glo-
balized or globalizing religious forces today are identity movements, such as 
the Islamic renewal movement Tablighi Jamaat, Christian Pentecostalists, 
and Mormon missionaries. Their transnational networks take full advantage 
of the latest communications technologies, enhanced mobility across borders, 
and specialized expertise.9

Truly strategic peacebuilding likewise requires the sharing and integration 
of expertise and resources across national boundaries and areas of specializa-
tion. Religious leaders, like other agents of change through civil society, are 
recognizing the need to forge partnerships with outsiders (including secu-
lar as well as faith-based nongovernmental organizations [NGOs]) in order 
to build capacity for effective problem solving and confl ict resolution. Not 
least, such partnerships offer the religious communities basic knowledge of 
and access to international norms and institutions. Perhaps more surpris-
ingly, such partnerships also deepen local or regional religious communities’ 
awareness of and collaboration with members of their own religious tradi-
tion who are working in grassroots activism in other geographic and cultural 
settings.10



130  religious actors in world politics

Local-Transnational Partnerships: Stimulating 
“Buddhist Peacebuilding” in Cambodia

A case study from Cambodia illustrates the progress of religious communi-
ties in integrating the local and the global, and in exploiting the transnational 
nature of both their host religious traditions and the numerous humanitarian 
and human rights organizations available to them as partners.

In the spring of 1993, Samdech Preah Maha Ghosananda, the sixty-eight-year-
old Buddhist primate of Cambodia, led hundreds of Buddhist monks, nuns, and 
laity on a dramatic monthlong march from Siam Reap in the northwest section 
of Cambodia throughout the central regions to the capital, Phnom Penh. Held 
on the eve of the UN-sponsored elections of a new National Assembly and gov-
ernment, this second annual Dhammayietra (Pilgrimage of  Truth) Peace March 
traversed dangerous territory marked by land mines and fi refi ghts. The marchers 
hoped to build popular confi dence in the elections and overcome the fear that 
had been aroused by Khmer Rouge threats of violence and dis ruption. By the 
time Maha Ghosananda and his supporters reached Phnom Penh, hundreds of 
thousands of Cambodians had encouraged the marchers along their path, and 
more than 10,000 people had joined their ranks. Ninety percent of the Cam-
bodian electorate voted in the ensuing free and fair elections, the fi rst in the 
country’s history. While the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia 
(UNTAC) had created the conditions necessary for the holding of the elections, 
many Cambodians and NGO workers attributed the extraordinary level of popu-
lar participation to the success of the Dhammayietra.11

A year later, on April 24, 1994, when Maha Ghosananda led Dhammayi etra 
III, the political circumstances had changed. Held in support of national recon-
ciliation, the 1994 march came less than a month after Khmer Rouge troops had 
recaptured their strategic stronghold and nominal “capital” of Pailin, a lucrative 
gem-mining area, and only days after peace talks between the Khmer Rouge and 
the coalition government (formed after the 1993 elections) had been postponed 
indefi nitely. The marchers, scheduled to arrive at their destination one month later, 
on a Buddhist holy day, intended to plant trees along the way as a symbol of rebirth 
and reconciliation. Eight hundred people began the march, including 400 monks, 
200 nuns, and a dozen NGO workers. On April 30, in the Bavel district about 
twenty-four miles northwest of the provincial capital of Battambang, the march-
ers were caught in a fi refi ght between soldiers of the Royal Cambodian army and 
the Khmer Rouge guerrillas occupying territory near the Thai border. Despite the 
casualties sustained during the march, and a loss of nerve by some of Ghosanan-
da’s fellow pilgrims, the monk continued to lead the annual pilgrimages.12
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The Buddhist peace marches were Ghosananda’s response to nearly two 
decades of Cambodians slaughtering Cambodians, despite their shared reli-
gious and cultural heritage. From April 1975 until the Vietnamese invasion of 
Cambodia in December 1978, the government of what was known as Demo-
cratic Kampuchea under Pol Pot had attempted to create a “racially pure” society 
entirely shorn of its past. In this effort the Khmer Rouge killed nearly one-fi fth of 
Cambodia’s population of 8 million people, targeting not only ethnic minorities, 
such as the Chinese, the Vietnamese, and the Muslim Chams, but fellow Khmers 
as well. All traces of the pro-American Lon Nol government and the earlier rule 
of Prince Norodom Sihanouk were eradicated, as were institutions associated 
with the French colonists. Pol Pot’s soldiers also attacked Khmer institutions 
from the precolonial past, including the sangha, the Buddhist order of monks. 
In a systematic manner the Khmer Rouge attempted to obliterate Buddhism 
from Cambodian society, destroying more than one-third of the country’s 3,300 
wats (Buddhist temple-monasteries) and killing thousands of monks and nuns.

Ironically, the Communist movement in Cambodia had its origins in the 
Buddhist nationalism of the 1940s; monks and former monks became promi-
nent in the movement in the 1950s. The party began to distance itself from 
Buddhism in the 1960s, however, and the Pol Pot regime demonized the 
tradition as a prelude to executing more than half the monks of Cambodia. 
Although the Khmer Rouge vilifi ed the monks as “worthless parasites” whose 
doctrine of Nirvana or self-extinction undermined economic productivity, Pol 
Pot’s campaign against Buddhism cannot be explained merely by reference to 
Marxist slogans about religion being the opiate of the people. “As the Khmer 
Rouge have become better understood,” anthropologist Charles Keyes writes, 
“it has become clear that the potency of their ideology derived in part from its 
relationship to Khmer Buddhist culture.”13 Pol Pot himself had lived for a brief 
time in a wat, and he fashioned the national Communist Party into the Angkar, 
a disciplined organization modeled in part on the sangha and designed to replace 
it as the ultimate source of moral authority in Khmer society. Visitors to the 
ruined remains of Phnom Penh and the converted school buildings that had 
served as Khmer Rouge torture chambers noted the close correlation between 
the techniques of torture that had been employed and those that are depicted 
in traditional descriptions of Buddhist hells.14

Buddhism was both a source of imitation and the enemy to be supplanted. 
“The Khmer Rouge conceived of a new order in which evil and good were fused 
in the Angkar and cadres were both subhuman beings with immense magical 
powers and morally superior beings equivalent to Buddhist monks,” Keyes 
explains. “Organized Buddhism had to be eliminated for this new order to be 
established.”15
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The 1978 Vietnamese invasion forced the Khmer Rouge to retreat to the 
hilly areas along the Thai border, while 350,000 Cambodians crowded into 
Thai refugee camps and 200,000 fl ed the region altogether. The Vietnam-
ese installed a new government in Phnom Penh under the name the People’s 
Republic of Kampuchea (PRK). Although it proved less severe than the regime 
of Pol Pot, and gradually began to rebuild Khmer culture and reinstate Bud-
dhism, the PRK government, due to its Vietnamese character, was not recog-
nized by the United States, European nations, the People’s Republic of China, 
or member countries of Association of South-East Asian Nations [ASEAN]. With 
support from China and Thailand, the Khmer Rouge regrouped and launched 
a guerrilla war against the PRK. In 1982, after prodding from the United States, 
China, and the ASEAN countries, two refugee-based movements—the Khmer 
People’s National Liberation Front and a royalist party led by King Sihanouk’s 
son, Prince Norodom Ranariddh—agreed to join the Khmer Rouge in the Coali-
tion Government of Democratic Campuchea nominally headed by Sihanouk 
but controlled by the Khmer Rouge. Meanwhile, back in Phnom Penh, the 
PRK found in Buddhism a source of legitimacy that avoided the thorny ques-
tion of the monarchy and Sihanouk’s status—but it was a Buddhism restored 
only partially, and along the restrictive lines set down by the Vietnamese-led 
Communist state.

The situation of Cambodian Buddhism improved markedly after 1988, 
when the government announced a withdrawal of  Vietnamese forces and Hun 
Sen, the PRK prime minister (and former Khmer Rouge offi cer), agreed in 
principle to the creation of a new government that would include the PRK and 
Prince Ranariddh. In order to bolster its popular appeal, the PRK stepped up 
its support of Buddhism, and Hun Sen publicly apologized for the govern-
ment’s previous “mistakes” toward religion. By 1989 there were 2,400 temple-
monasteries in the country, or about two-thirds of the number of wats that 
had existed before 1970.16 In April of that year the National Assembly voted to 
restore Buddhism as the national religion of Cambodia, apparently in hopes 
that Buddhist leaders would help create the stability needed for the rebuilding 
of the country’s agriculture and economy. The government removed restric-
tions on the ordination of men under fi fty, and the sangha grew dramatically, so 
that by 1990 there were 16,400 Cambodian monks, 40 percent of whom were 
novices. The government also removed a tax on wats and contributed monies 
for the construction of shrines, including some dedicated to those killed by 
the Khmer Rouge and built in the form of traditional Theravadin Buddhist 
funerary structures, or stupas, memorials in which the relics of the dead are 
preserved. The enduring appeal of Buddhism, in short, ensured its central role 
in any successful reconstruction.
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When peace accords were fi nally signed in Paris in 1991 under the aus-
pices of the United Nations, Hun Sen recognized Sihanouk as king and head of 
state. Buddhist monks performed important rituals in the festivities enthron-
ing the king, who resumed his royal role as supreme patron of the sangha. Hun-
dreds of monks and novices ordained outside of Cambodia returned from exile 
in Thailand.

The Paris peace accords created UNTAC, the United Nations peacekeep-
ing team, which proceeded to spend more than $2 billion in 1992 and 1993 
supporting 20,000 peacekeeping troops and 5,000 civilian advisers who pro-
moted human rights, encouraged a free press, staged a massive repatriation of 
refugees from the Thai camps, and organized the 1993 elections bolstered by 
the Dhammayietra Peace March. The party, led by Prince Ranariddh, pledged 
“national reconciliation” and won 45 percent of the vote. Hun Sen would not 
step aside, however, and threatened civil war. With much of the army loyal to 
him and the UN unwilling to risk war, Sihanouk announced the formation of 
a provisional national government with Ranariddh as fi rst prime minister and 
Hun Sen as second prime minister—an unlikely coalition between enemies 
under the umbrella of a constitutional monarchy.

One important sign of hope was the presence of more than 200 NGOs, 
many of which had arrived during the 1980s to provide emergency relief when 
the United States and other Western governments had refused to assist the 
PRK. Several of the most effective NGOs working in Cambodia were religiously 
sponsored and religiously motivated. These included Catholic Relief Services, 
Lutheran World Service, and the American Friends Service Committee. Like 
UNICEF (the largest relief organization in Cambodia, with more than 200 staff 
in the midnineties), some of the NGOs were large multiservice operations, 
while others focused in specifi c areas such as women’s issues, demining oper-
ations, AIDS education and treatment, the provision of prosthetic devices for 
those who had lost limbs, agricultural development, and environmental pro-
tection. Without the substantial and sustained contributions that such NGOs 
made during the 1980s, “it is hard to see how this country, devastated by its 
own leaders in the immediate past, and almost completely ostracized by west-
ern governments, could have survived at all.”17

Survival was a signifi cant accomplishment for a country whose older gen-
erations had been virtually wiped out, leaving a society populated primarily by 
children and young adults; where property ownership remained in a state of 
confusion, and the capital city was largely in ruins despite the presence of iso-
lated foreign embassies and businesses, royal residences, and tourist attractions; 
where starvation, disease, a growing traffi c in narcotics, government corruption, 
and foreign corporate exploitation of Cambodia’s rich natural resources were 
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the most obvious legacies of  the years of  lawlessness. The brief presence of 
the UN peacekeeping teams, followed by the unraveling of the election results 
in a makeshift coalition government that exacerbated rather than solved Cam-
bodia’s systemic problems (and arguably created new ones such as the inter-
national drug trade and money laundering), led veteran Cambodia watchers to 
label the previously celebrated UN intervention “a sham.”18

In this context the Western-based NGOs expanded their operations in the 
1990s. Among their many services, they worked with Cambodians to build the 
foundations of a legal system, including local and national courts. Indigenous 
NGOs sprouted as well, relying on collaboration with the more experienced 
organizations.

For the fi rst time Buddhist-affi liated groups were prominent in the recon-
struction effort. Ghosananda’s Dhammayietra Center in Phnom Penh and 
the Coalition for Peace and Reconciliation (CPR), run by a Catholic priest, 
Bob Maat, and a Jewish activist, Liz Bernstein, built upon the fame of the 
annual peace walks by enrolling Cambodians in confl ict-prevention train-
ing programs. In Battambang in 1996, for example, the CPR established the 
Dhammayietra Peacemakers Program for Cambodian students from the ages 
of fi fteen to thirty. Staffed by volunteer teachers who formed the embryonic 
cell of the Dhammayietra Volunteer Corps, the program offered short courses 
on the lives of peacemakers in world history. CPR recruited these students, 
and other Cambodians, to attend workshops in active nonviolence, Buddhist 
peacemaking skills, and confl ict resolution; more than 700 people attended 
such workshops in 1996. Foreign NGOs contributed trainers for the work-
shops and provided fi nancial support.19

These incipient networks took the fi rst steps in addressing the structural 
impediments to stability, including the lack of monastic leaders trained in 
confl ict resolution techniques, the weakness of monastic disciplines, and the 
absence of educational resources (both Buddhist and secular) following the 
Khmer Rouge destruction of Buddhist institutes, libraries, and manuscripts. For 
millions of Cambodians the Buddhist community, galvanized by Ghosananda’s 
charismatic leadership, was a powerful source of hope that Cambodia might 
recover from a quarter century of violence and chaos, dating from the U.S. 
obliteration bombing during the Vietnam War.20

Ghosananda was in many respects an exemplary religious leader. Relent-
lessly he sought peace for all Cambodians, demonstrating extraordinary physical 
courage and self-sacrifi ce, set within an exacting regime of prayer, moral for-
mation, and spiritual discipline to which Buddhist monks and nuns recommit-
ted themselves in the 1980s. Ghosananda’s critics in the international human 
rights community, however, were appalled at his willingness to forgive Khmer 
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Rouge generals without demanding reparation or restitution; they concluded 
that he was indifferent to the demands of justice or, worse, that he was 
using his cultural authority to establish minimal requirements for national 
reconciliation.21

Religious virtuosos such as Ghosananda, it may be argued, do not make 
competent policy makers. Nor are they, typically, accomplished organizational 
leaders. From the fi rst Buddhist peace marches, it became apparent to workers 
from transnational NGOs stationed in Cambodia that the “Buddhist peacemak-
ers” needed help. Maha Ghosananda’s supporters in the NGO community 
criticized him not so much for his approach to fundamental issues of justice 
and reconciliation but for his seeming indifference to building social capital 
from his religious charisma. They saw their mission as translating Buddhist 
devotion and courage into structural change through organizational recruiting, 
training, management—in a phrase, resource mobilization.

During the early years of the Dhammayietra marches, the general sense of 
such concerns was that Ghosananda’s movement, rooted in his militant reli-
giosity and powerful moral example, was not being translated into enduring 
institutions and widespread social practices. Ghosananda did not participate 
in the day-to-day training of recruits in the methods of nonviolent confl ict 
re solution, and the Buddhist trainers themselves remained too few in number. 
Philanthropic offers of computers were refused for lack of staff capable of using 
them. The Dhammayietra events suffered at times from poor planning and 
inadequate fl ow of information. Strikingly, there was little advance discussion 
of procedures to follow in case of violence, and inadequate provision of safe 
houses in which marchers could take refuge.22

As peacebuilders, in short, the Buddhists were not suffi ciently organized 
or well equipped. This led them to rely heavily on foreign NGO workers and 
inhibited the growth of the indigenous expertise necessary to make peace-
building a long-term social effort. The large number of NGOs in Cambodia 
was a mixed blessing, therefore, for they kept Cambodians in a state of depen-
dence and even complacency. In addition, some NGOs replicated the conde-
scending attitudes and relational patterns of colonists. United Church of Christ 
minister Peter Pond, who had been involved for decades in human rights and 
pro-democracy training in southeast Asia, contended that NGO workers should 
have been devoting a greater portion of their funds and energies to publicizing 
and building up the indigenous peacemaking efforts under way. The 500 Bud-
dhist supporters of the Dhammayietra Center, he pointed out, could and should 
have been 5,000 in number. Greater visibility would allow the peace movement 
to attract external fi nancial and organizational support to train Cambodians in 
confl ict resolution techniques. The cost of such programs, Pond believed, would 
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be minuscule in comparison to the benefi t to be realized from the presence of 
thousands of  trained indigenous peacemakers. “With no more than one million 
U.S. dollars per year for the training of indigenous, middle-level leaders, from 
mayors to school teachers,” he insisted in 1998, “stability can be achieved within 
a decade and the foundations of lasting peace built over a fi fty year period.”23

Since Pond uttered these hopes and criticisms, collaboration between Cam-
bodian Buddhist leaders and transnational organizations has led to greater 
participation by Buddhists from Southeast Asia. The trajectory of expansion 
began in 1995, when it became evident that the walks might become an annual 
event dedicated to the promotion of national nonviolent social change. With 
Ghosananda’s blessing, Maat, Bernstein, and other NGO workers developed 
guidelines for the marches and introduced a public education element around 
the cause of increased awareness of public health concerns in Cambodia. As 
mentioned, they also established training programs at various sites for pro-
spective pilgrims, who were required to study basic Buddhist concepts and 
their application to social reform, along with confl ict resolution and peacebuild-
ing techniques, including the philosophy and practice of nonviolence.

Gradually Cambodian Buddhists took leadership of the training and for-
mation exercises surrounding the annual marches. In 2004 the Southeast Asia 
offi ce of Non- Violence International, in conjunction with the European Cen-
tre for Confl ict Prevention, reported that marchers were coming from several 
nations to participate in the Dhammayietras, in order to learn new methods of 
cultural and religious grassroots activism. By 2004 “thousands of people” had 
attended the training sessions, generating momentum for both local and re-
gional efforts to prevent the outbreak of war.24

As a result of Buddhist networking across national boundaries, a develop-
ment stimulated by Buddhist-NGO partnerships in the region, the Dhammayietra 
was transformed in two ways. First, it evolved, according to the anthropolo-
gist Monique Skidmore, into “a new cultural ritual of remembering,” which, 
“through the creation of new collective memories is allowing some Cambodi-
ans to emerge from the culture of violence created by the last twenty years of 
war.” Second, according to NGO offi cer Yeshua Moser-Puangsuwan, the annual 
marches had become a force that “generates solidarity actions by grassroots 
activists in other parts of the world.”25

Religion Not Isolable: The Alliance Building of Sant’Egidio

In the new religious peacebuilding, religion relinquishes pretense to autonomy. 
As the case of Cambodia demonstrates, religion as peacebuilder is interactive, 
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internally plural, socially fl uid, interdependent—characteristics not always as -
sociated with “religion” in textbook and ideal-type presentations. Religions— or, 
more accurately, sectors or groups within multinational religious communities—
that recognize, acknowledge, and exploit their multicultural, transnational 
pre sences are also more likely to welcome and explore avenues toward collabora-
tion with secular, nongovernmental, and intergovernmental agencies, lobbying 
groups, international human rights organizations, and the like.

The Cambodian Buddhist disciples of Maha Ghosananda, traumatized and 
plunged into national and cultural crisis by genocide and civil war, were gradu-
ally awakened to the power of their identity as a regional as well as a national 
presence, and to their need to incorporate “secular” (i.e., non-Buddhist) confl ict 
resolution and organizational management techniques into their religious 
sensibility and repertoire of cultural practices. The Buddhist convergence on 
peacebuilding as a practice or a set of practices commensurate with, but sepa-
rate from, traditional Buddhist practices such as meditation and almsgiving 
was a pragmatic response to a traumatic disruption in Cambodian life. How 
deep or enduring the new “practice” will be remains to be seen.

By contrast, the Catholic Community of Sant’Egidio was born of a simple 
idea—an idea, hardened into a conviction, that eventually gave birth not only 
to a new lay religious community but also to a set of instantiating practices. 
The story lends nuance to our portrait of religious peacebuilding in an era of 
globalization, for the idea was that Christianity, in its deepest meaning, opens 
out to all people of goodwill, religious and secular alike, who are potential allies 
in humanitarian service to the world and in the building of sustainable peace 
through personal and organizational partnerships.

The Community of Sant’Egidio was established in the late 1960s in 
response to the growing awareness of its young Italian founders that hard-
and-fast categories of “religious” and “secular,” if still somewhat meaningful in 
the theological realm, were rapidly becoming barriers to the enactment of the 
Catholic faith they heard proclaimed at the Second Vatican Council. Vatican II, 
a gathering of the world’s Catholic bishops held in Rome at the Vatican from 
1962 to 1965, was the formative event in their religious maturation. To Andre 
Riccardi and his fellow collegians studying in Rome during the years imme-
diately following the council, Vatican II’s identifi cation of the church’s mission 
with the “joys and hopes, grief and suffering” of all the people of the world, 
coupled with its exhortation to seek peace and justice as a Christian vocation, 
meant that the global (“universal”) character of the Roman Catholic Church 
was not merely a historical contingency but a providential gift, enabling new 
faith communities to fi nd allies, both Catholic and non-Catholic, in virtually 
every confl ict setting imaginable.
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The history and evolution of the community from a small band of Italian 
Catholics to a multinational association, and from a company of Christians 
working with the poor and dispossessed (including, especially, HIV/AIDS vic-
tims in Africa) to a transnational confl ict mediator renowned for its critical role 
in negotiating a settlement to end the civil war in Mozambique, has been told 
elsewhere.26 What matters for our purposes in this essay is the conviction of 
Riccardi and his colleagues that their Catholic identity is fully articulated in 
Pope John XXIII’s dictum: “Let us stress what unites us, not what divides us.” 
The movement they founded to give expression to this simple goal numbered 
approximately 15,000 members by the midnineties.

It began in the late sixties as a voluntary charitable organization through 
which members could express their Christian commitment to ecumenical and 
interreligious dialogue and social concern for the poor. Eventually, the Vatican 
provided a headquarters by donating the sixteenth-century Carmelite convent 
of Sant’Egidio, located around the corner from the Church of Santa Maria in 
the ancient Roman district of Trastevere, a neighborhood traditionally known 
as a meeting place of nationalities and cultures. The Italian government sub-
sequently renovated the convent, transforming it into a complex of meeting 
rooms, offi ces, and reception areas. Thereafter the group took the name Com-
munità di Sant’Egidio. Their secular and religious sponsors foreshadowed 
a career in which the community would draw upon the vast multinational 
resources of both governments and the Roman Catholic Church.27

In practice Sant’Egidio members, most of whom are laypeople with their 
own families and professional careers in law, banking, education, government, 
and the like, strive to integrate their local and international presences; each 
local community seeks a way to serve the poor, even while expanding its con-
tacts with other religious and political communities, and with states, as part of 
Sant’Egidio’s worldwide mission. In Rome, for example, the community operates 
a home for abandoned children, a hostel and a school for foreign immigrants, a 
solidarity network for elderly people, communities for the homeless, health ser-
vices for handicapped adults and terminal AIDS patients, and legal counseling 
services for the poor. The social services are central to Sant’Egidio’s identity and 
evangelical mission, for they embody its challenge to civil society to commit its 
resources more fully to the urgent needs of the poor and marginalized.

Sant’Egidio’s network of scuole popolari teaches volunteers that local prob-
lems are connected to regional stability, which is enhanced by equitable social 
policies. Accordingly, the community lobbies governments and policymakers. 
In the 1980s, for example, Sant’Egidio members living in Africa, who were 
already active in language training and health programs for the indigenous 
populations, founded the NGO Solidarietà con il Terzo Mondo (Solidarity with 
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the Third World) to pursue dialogue and cooperation among peoples and gov-
ernments for the purpose of economic development.28

Sant’Egidio’s emergence as a faith-based peacebuilding organization was a 
natural development from the community’s international humanitarian pres-
ence and its slyly religious commitment to a “disciplined friendship,” as they 
put it, with a variety of local and transnational, secular and religious, govern-
mental and nongovernmental organizations.29 The intervention that put the 
community on the map of transnational confl ict mediation occurred directly as 
a result of Sant’Egidio’s humanitarian service, in this case to the African nation 
of Mozambique.

When the opposing parties in Mozambique’s civil war—FRELIMO, the 
party of the government, and RENAMO, the rebel group—sought a mediator to 
host the rounds of peace talks, they turned to the familiar actors of Sant’Egidio, 
a local “foreign” presence whose good offi ces and representatives (hailing from 
the “glocal” church and civil society) reinforced the community’s reputation for 
impartiality bolstered by “connections.” At critical moments during the com-
munity’s service as mediator of the peace talks, members of Sant’Egidio made 
successful appeals to the United States and to European governments for grain 
shipments, military intelligence, and logistical and fi nancial support. Along the 
way, these quietly devout Catholics drew on personal friendships with Italian 
communist politicians, CIA operatives, and a Spanish archbishop working in 
the Vatican’s Curia.30

After the peace accords were signed and the fi ghting ended, Sant’Egidio 
remained on the scene as a monitoring and pacifying presence—reassuring 
the ex-combatants, keeping the international community aware of the develop-
ments (including natural disasters) that affected the implementation and obser-
vation of the peace settlement, and orchestrating the national celebration of a 
decade of peace.

The community’s simultaneous commitment to the local and the global 
was also on display during its intervention in the civil war raging in Algeria. 
Sant’Egidio excels in building up what it calls “networks for peace”—personal 
and organizational contacts across religious boundaries. Bolstering its human-
itarian presence in Algeria was the strong reputation the community had 
established in the Islamic world through its programs on behalf of Muslim 
immigrants newly arrived in Rome and other European urban centers from the 
Middle East and North Africa. Building on that reputation, Sant’Egidio fos-
tered Muslim-Christian interaction and collaboration in multiple settings in 
the Islamic world, including North Africa.

In November 1994, these efforts in the Muslim community yielded fruit 
when Sant’Egidio was invited to convene a meeting of delegates from the major 
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political parties in Algeria. The country was then entering the second phase of 
a protracted civil war following the Front de Libération National government’s 
cancellation of the results of the 1991 elections, which had carried the major 
Islamist party, the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS), to the brink of controlling 
the state. At the 1994 summit Sant’Egidio’s representatives helped to create 
an atmosphere of trust that allowed both the Islamists and the secular parties 
to offer major concessions. The result was a platform signed by all parties in 
January 1995—an agenda to begin peace talks between the government and 
the parties.31

In light of the low-key approach Sant’Egidio takes to its Roman Catholic 
identity, one might ask how the movement differs from secular organizations 
specializing in confl ict mediation. Like other religious actors, the Community 
boasts an unimpeachable record for integrity and good offi ces in the societies 
it comes to serve. Through various initiatives, from orchestrating international 
humanitarian relief to providing direct services to the needy, Sant’Egidio prac-
tices nonpartisan social action that underscores its equanimity and commit-
ment to the common good. The Community does not seek political or eco-
nomic power for itself. Heeding Pope John Paul II’s call for Catholics to build 
up civil society, however, the members of Sant’Egidio reject any model of the 
church that would legitimate Catholic withdrawal from public life. Working 
with communists or Catholics, insurgents or government offi cials, the move-
ment is “apolitical,” however—nonpartisan as a matter of principle.

The apolitical, nonpartisan label is not unique among mediators; to suc-
ceed in outsider-neutral mediation, such groups must be perceived as neutral. 
Yet one might argue that Sant’Egidio raises this principle to an almost mystical 
(certainly a theological-ethical) level. The Community’s approach to confl ict is 
based on the gospel imperative “Love thy enemy.” Sant’Egidio members believe 
that while the state has a right and duty to punish criminals, the religious com-
munity operates from a radically different perspective in which all people are 
sinners and judgment belongs to God. “As Christians, we believe we are obliged 
to respect the human dignity of a Slobodan Milosevic no less than that of 
people far less culpable for bloodshed,” Sant’Egidio vice president Andrea 
Bartoli explains. “Our goal is to understand his point of view—not approve or 
condemn—but also to search out the grain of reason and goodness we believe 
persists in even the hardest criminal.”

Their focus on establishing relationships with egregious sinners may 
disqualify Sant’Egidio members from serving in the judiciary, but it makes 
them effective mediators of confl ict. The Community’s constructive relation-
ship with Serbian president Milosevic, for example, enabled it to intervene 
successfully in 1995 to temper Serbia’s repressive educational policies toward 
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the ethnic Albanians of Kosovo. In the Mozambican confl ict, while RENAMO 
supporters saw the insurgency engaged in a war against the international com-
munist threat, and FRELIMO supporters saw the confl ict as part of the anti-
apartheid campaign, the Sant’Egidio mediators treated each side with equal 
dignity and respect. Its fi rst priority is always to bring the warring parties to an 
agreement—something that would only be made more diffi cult by engaging in 
moral recriminations and debates over how to apportion the blame or interpret 
the confl ict. In Algeria, only Sant’Egidio, having established a reputation for 
integrity among the region’s Muslims, was able to bring the confl icted parties 
to the negotiating table.

Exploiting Internal Pluralism: Building Foundations 
for Peace through Islamic Networks

Our review of various dimensions of religious peacebuilding conducted 
through local and transnational synergies is hardly comprehensive. The litera-
ture cited in this essay is rich in case studies and vignettes describing dozens 
of faith-based interventions designed to end fi ghting and transform confl icts. 
Rather than review the types of religious accompaniment, we have explored 
a case in which local religious actors and communities have been drawn into 
transnational collaboration through the agency of NGOs (Cambodian Bud-
dhists), and a case in which the internal logic of a religious community has 
caused its members to build their own transnational network of religious and 
secular partners in peace (Sant’Egidio).

A third important pattern of internal religious evolution toward local-
transnational peacebuilding comes from the Islamic world. Here we see a 
budding “glocal” movement that is cultural, intellectual, and—fundamentally—
religious in inspiration and motivation. Its aim is the nonviolent engagement 
with, the resolution or transformation of, a series of disputes and confronta-
tions roiling the Muslim world. The issues underlying these confrontations 
within the world of Islam, and between Muslims and non-Muslims, include, 
inter alia, the proper relationship of Islam to the modern nation-state, the inte-
gration of Muslims into Westernized societies, the agency and identities of 
women in Islamic societies, and the appropriate means of resistance to internal 
and external military and economic aggression.

The major fi gures engaged in this effort reside in Europe, the United 
States, the Middle East, Southeast Asia, and South Africa, and they hail from 
various points on the religious spectrum.32 Perhaps only under the aegis of 
globalization would such a geographically scattered and culturally diverse set 
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of intellectuals, religious scholars, cultural leaders, and public fi gures qualify 
as a social “movement” for reform. They are united by their common aware-
ness of the harrowing violence employed and suffered by Muslims in recent 
years and the range of responses provoked by the violence and its causes. Some 
of these transnational actors are openly revisiting and in some cases reconcep-
tualizing Islamic traditions of war, peace, and violence. Some are dedicated 
to identifying and fortifying Qur’anic and jurisprudential sources that provide 
guidelines for peace and justice activism. In this moment of crisis within the 
religious community, challenged by gross acts of terrorism on the part of move-
ments and states, this company of Muslim scholars, cultural leaders, and pub-
lic offi cials fi nds it necessary to develop a project that would place Islam in the 
vanguard of peace activism around the world.33

During the fi nal decades of the twentieth century and the early years of the 
twenty-fi rst, this “glocal movement” devoted attention to identifying the struc-
tural and political obstacles encountered by Muslims who would advance the 
concept and practice of peacebuilding or confl ict resolution. Perhaps the most 
formidable of these obstacles, many note, is the acute technocratic and political 
stagnation apparent in both Sunni and Shia societies, a condition that is mani-
fest in a dearth of imaginative and creative political leadership. Other obsta-
cles include the struggle for physical survival, the hierarchical and patriarchal 
nature of Islamic societies, and the control systems maintained by political and 
religious elites in Muslim-majority states.34

Several commentators have placed hope in the rising generation of young 
Muslim professionals and aspirants to the middle class.35 The very Muslim 
communities whose historical and contemporary political experience compels 
young people to seek alternatives to both political repression and violent revo-
lution, however, are those whose religio-political leadership is most resistant 
to the development of transnational networks and coalitions for social change. 
Especially in settings where the religious clergy is associated with the ruling 
regime, young participants in peacebuilding training workshops provided by 
NGOs (the participants are often diplomats and foreign service offi cers) express 
“frustration over their supervisors’ resistance to the application of peacebuild-
ing skills.”36

While acknowledging that Islamic traditions, religion, and culture are 
“potentially fertile sources of nonviolence and peacemaking,” Mohammed Abu-
Nimer, a Muslim scholar-practitioner who has written insightfully about Islam, 
violence, and peacebuilding, argues that the potential has gone unrealized in 
the modern era, largely because the struggle against colonialism framed Mus-
lim engagement with outsiders in so many settings. Preoccupied with striv-
ing to create a decolonized, just, and peaceful world, Muslims interpreted the 
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classical, normative sources and historical experiences of their religious fore-
bears within this sociopolitical context of anticolonialism/anti-imperialism. 
The theoretical and conceptual horizons of an Islamic just peace rested on 
these historically specifi c and relatively narrow foundations.37

The transnational network of reformers mentioned earlier, to which Abu-
Nimer belongs, might not agree on a word or concept to comprehend their vari-
ous aims. Were they to agree on “peacebuilding” as a common denominator, 
however, the defi nition would surely encompass the formulation of strategies 
of resistance to oppressive and unjust powers, and the development of authen-
tically Islamic alternatives to misbegotten schemes of governance and develop-
ment. In making a case for interpreting Islam as giving priority to “peacebuild-
ing,” thus defi ned, many of the reformers do, in fact, focus on establishing 
and broadening the historic foundations for what Abu-Nimer and others call a 
“just peace.”38

In so doing, they draw upon the internal pluralism of Islam—the multi-
plicity of its scriptural verses, commentaries, traditional teachings, moral injunc-
tions, and so on. Religious traditions are vast and complex bodies of wisdom 
built up over many generations. Their foundational sources—their sacred 
scriptures, doctrinal traditions, and practices—express and interpret the experi-
ences of the sacred that led to the formation of the religious community. A reli-
gious tradition is no less than these sources, but it is always more. The deeper 
meaning and signifi cance of the sources continues to be revealed throughout 
history. In each of the major religious traditions of the world, one fi nds ep isodic 
accounts of prophets, theologians, sages, scholars, and simple believers striv-
ing to refi ne and deepen the tradition’s practices and ethical teachings in sup-
port of peacemaking. To be “traditional” is, inter alia, to take seriously those 
developments in the community’s understanding of confl ict and violence that 
claim authoritative status because they probe, clarify, and develop insights and 
teachings contained in the foundational sources.

The writings of the Islamic legal scholar Khaled Abou El Fadl illustrate 
this central interpretive dimension of the peacebuilding project. He insists that 
the long tradition of Islamic jurisprudence, crystallized in the medieval period 
(or frozen, Abou El Fadl might say), must be subjected to a new and rigorous 
critique in light of modern conditions and understanding, including under-
standing of the Qur’an itself. The Qur’an’s teachings on tolerance, for example, 
were inadequately theorized by later scholars, Abou El Fadl argues, most likely 
because the superiority of medieval Islamic civilization, assumed by the juris-
prudents of the golden age of Islam, gave them no reason to explore the sacred 
text on the nature and necessity of tolerance. Accordingly, Abou El Fadl pro-
vides a detailed critique of the classical renderings of the notion of tolerance 
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and offers his own interpretation of the meaning of such fundamental Qur’anic 
concepts as “transgression against religion,” “tolerance,” and “holy war.”

A prominent critic of what he calls contemporary Islamic Puritanism, 
Abou El Fadl applies the following hermeneutic in addressing the controverted 
issues facing Islam: “Reclaim the ‘moral trust’ of Islam by recovering the 
Qur’an’s universal principles from the historical and social context in which 
the text was received . . . [and] interpret the Qur’anic verses about the treat-
ment of women and non-Muslims in light of scriptural passages that call for 
mercy, kindness, and justice, and that emphasize the essentially plural nature 
of the human community.”39 It would be disingenuous to deny that the 
Qur’an and other Islamic sources offer the possibility of legitimating intoler-
ance, he admits. “Clearly these possibilities are exploited by the contemporary 
puritans and supremacists.” But the text does not command such intolerant 
readings, he adds. “Historically, Islamic civilization has displayed a remarkable 
ability to recognize possibilities of tolerance, and to act upon these possibili-
ties,” he writes. “If we assess the moral trajectory of a civilization in light of its 
past record, then we have ample reason to be optimistic about the future. But 
the burden and blessing of sustaining that moral trajectory—of accentuating 
the Qur’anic message of tolerance and openness to the other—falls squarely 
on the shoulders of contemporary Muslim interpreters of the tradition.”40

In charting its peacebuilding path, must Islam conform to the example 
set by other religious traditions, especially Christianity? The reformers’ net-
work thinks not. Islam does not need to be understood and interpreted as an 
“absolute pacifi st” religion, for example, in order for Muslims to justify non-
violent resistance campaigns and activities. “There are abundant clues, sym-
bols, values, and rituals in Islamic religion and culture that can provide policy-
makers and other people with the opportunity to pursue nonviolent options in 
responding to confl icts,” Abu-Nimer writes. “The fact that certain groups and 
policymakers have chosen another path does not abrogate the possibilities for 
nonviolent practice among Muslims.”41

Other agents within Islam are contesting the peacebuilding path followed 
by the reformers’ network. Radical Islamists have emerged in reaction to the 
stifl ing atmosphere of many Muslim societies, and they have developed their 
own transnational networks that are open to technology and a form of participa-
tory, inclusive decision making. These radicals are open to violence as a means 
of reform. In response the European intellectual Tariq Ramadan believes that 
Muslim societies must liberate their people from the either-or conundrum—
either radical Islamism or quietism. To do so would be to empower the youth, 
who are oriented to the global exchange of ideas and resources, for the task 
of forming virtual cadres of true believers dedicated to peace and nonviolent 
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social change. Young, educated Muslims are poised, he asserts, to become pil-
lars of a transnational umma that could join in a multireligious, multinational 
movement to fi nd constructive solutions to social problems plaguing develop-
ing countries around the world.42

The sobering challenge facing Abou El Fadl, Abu-Nimer, Ramadan, and their 
colleagues who seek peace through religious agency is to identify and imple-
ment the means by which this creative energy and talent may be liberated for 
the work of intrareligious and interreligious relationship-building. For such 
relationship-building is the sine qua non of sustainable peace in countless 
settings of deadly confl ict.

Conclusion: Strengthening the Religious-Secular Partnership

Taken together, the three case study–based vignettes featured in this chapter 
illustrate an obvious but important point. Each local religious community, 
drawing on its own history and on the spiritual and intellectual resources of its 
host religious tradition and ethnic heritage, will meet the challenge of religious 
peacebuilding in its own way. Owing to the centrality of local knowledge in any 
effective resolution of confl ict, no one model or approach will suffi ce univer-
sally. Maha Ghosnanda’s eagerness to forgive the agents of genocide and seem-
ing indifference to the moral calculus of   others (e.g., an international tribunal) 
might employ in judging the crimes of Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge struck a 
chord with the Cambodian people. Evangelical Christians, for example, would 
be expected to deploy a different standard in weighing guilt and innocence and 
in determining what counts as atonement. In cultural settings as diverse as 
Algeria, Mozambique, and Serbia, Sant’Egidio was content to play the (essen-
tial) part of host and moderator; “friendship” was and remains its mantra. Mus-
lim reformers for a just peace, while recognizing the irreplaceable particularity 
of the Islamic law in its local application, nonetheless strive to establish uni-
versal methods governing the interpretation of the bedrock principles of the 
Sharia. Peacebuilding, in short, is an exact science and a local art. The autoch-
thonous religions of the locale will be essential partners in any comprehensive 
and enduring peace.

Complicating but also adding promise to this picture are the presence and 
infl uence of secular actors, now active in many realms once occupied solely 
by the religious. In traditional arenas such as health care and other “works of 
mercy,” the secular agencies will continue to learn from the religious actors. 
In the “new” arena of confl ict resolution and transformation, with its global-
local coordinates and transnational players, however, the religious actors must 
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learn from the secular. Peacebuilding is an art, a cure of and for the soul, anti-
thetical to technocracy. But it is also a profession, in much the same way that 
clinical-pastoral counseling became an integral part of the minister’s profes-
sional calling in the 1960s and thereafter. Can people of faith, acting as people 
of faith, also become professional peacebuilders? The progress of societies 
toward prosperity and human fl ourishing may depend in part on their ability 
to realize this possibility.
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Religious Actors and 
Transitional Justice

Leslie Vinjamuri and Aaron P. Boesenecker

Networks of nonstate actors, secular and religious, have been at the 
forefront of a range of efforts to promote truth, advance reconcilia-
tion, and prosecute alleged war criminals in confl ict situations. And 
yet, the work of many religious organizations has been overshadowed 
by the highly visible work of secular human rights organizations 
prominent in shaping international public policy debates concern-
ing the role of accountability in ongoing and postconfl ict situations. 
Indeed, scholarship on the role of religious organizations engaged 
in transitional justice is also comparatively limited.1 This chapter 
investigates the universe of nonstate religious actors engaged in 
transitional justice. Its aim is both to account for the range of non-
state actors in this arena and also to suggest the linkage between 
the beliefs these separate organizations embrace, the strategies they 
pursue, and the impact of these strategies on transitional justice. It 
demonstrates that religious actors form a pluralistic community of 
nonstate actors that diverge widely in their beliefs about the proper 
role of justice in confl ict mediation and settlement, and in the strate-
gies they pursue. While some religious actors have adopted strategies 
that distinguish them quite dramatically from the major interna-
tional human rights nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), others 
embrace positions that make them natural partners of the most 
established players in the human rights arena.

The nonstate actors engaged in transitional justice hold varying 
beliefs about how accountability shapes efforts to achieve truth, 
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justice, peace, and democracy. The sources of these beliefs vary—some are 
derived from international legal precepts, others from religious doctrine, and 
still others from local traditions, or social psychological understandings of con-
fl ict resolution.2 In this chapter we refer to fi ve distinct frameworks, or “logics 
of action,” in which these different beliefs are embodied. Central to each of 
these logics is an actor’s conception of justice, which plays an important role 
in shaping the strategies that nonstate actors adopt and seek to promote. After 
distinguishing fi ve different logics of action, the chapter presents a typology of 
nonstate actors engaged in transitional justice. By placing conception of justice 
and organizational attributes at the center of its analysis of nonstate actors, the 
typology moves beyond a simplistic distinction based on religion or secularism. 
Both religious and secular actors are also differentiated on the basis of whether 
they represent cosmopolitan or communitarian interests, and whether they are 
organized to operate locally or transnationally.

Empirical examples explored in the second part of the chapter illustrate 
distinctions among several different categories of actors suggested by the typol-
ogy: capacity-builders, peacebuilders, legalists, pragmatists, and traditionalists. 
The local peace and capacity-building work of the Mennonite Central Commit-
tee in Latin America, the mediation activities of the Catholic Community of 
Sant’Egidio in Mozambique, and the transnational engagement of the World 
Jewish Congress and the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) suggest 
that while particular strategies reinforce the visibility of certain organizations, 
some strategies contribute to the silence, or invisibility, that surrounds other 
actors engaged in transitional justice. Organizations whose beliefs about justice 
have led them to pursue grassroots activities targeted at fostering intergroup 
reconciliation and forgiveness have sacrifi ced visibility at the international level 
for local impact. In some cases, such strategies may have limited their access 
to transnational networks of advocates engaged in accountability issues.3 Other 
religious actors that have advocated national or international institutional strate-
gies for achieving accountability have, like their secular counterparts, had greater 
infl uence and visibility internationally. These categories represent ideal-types. 
As such, many of the actors and strategies discussed below do not fi t rigidly 
in a single category. Over time, actors may change or develop their conception 
of justice, their strategies, or the scale of their operations, and may be better 
represented in an alternate position on the typology. Nonetheless, the ideal-
type categories provide a valuable starting point for mapping the landscape of 
nonstate actors engaged in transitional justice and structuring inquiry into the 
intersection of conceptions of justice held by nonstate actors and the strategies 
of justice they pursue.
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This chapter contributes to our understanding of the role of religion in 
postconfl ict reconstruction and peacebuilding by examining the universe of reli-
gious organizations involved in transitional justice. It also seeks to avoid two 
common positions that scholars have sometimes taken in the literature on 
religion, either to claim that religious actors are unique and cannot be com-
pared with those secular actors motivated chiefl y by ideology or principles, or 
to treat religion as an identity that is manipulated for instrumental purposes.4 
The typology presented here also identifi es potential synergies that may fos-
ter collective engagement and networking among secular and religious actors. 
Especially where religious and secular organizations share a conception of jus-
tice and have complementary organizational attributes, the opportunities for 
networking are enhanced.

Nonstate Actors, Transitional Justice, and Logics of Action

Nonstate actors engaged in issues of justice and accountability have pursued 
strategies for promoting transitional justice that refl ect a particular conception 
of justice. The conception of justice that actors embrace is grounded in broader 
understandings, or “logics,” about politics, especially the role of different values 
in shaping prospects for peace and democracy. Each of the logics of action here 
attempts to capture the understandings that different types of nonstate actors 
have of the importance of justice and accountability, and the role of these val-
ues in underpinning peace and reconciliation. These logics of action consist of 
causal beliefs about the relationship between essential values, and more general 
theories of change that actors’ embrace, either implicitly or explicitly, and that 
shape their behavior.

A conception of justice is defi ned by a general set of principled and causal 
beliefs about the role of accountability and justice in political and social life. One 
element of this is how justice is most optimally achieved, and in particular how 
different accountability strategies affect reconciliation, democracy, and peace 
and stability in postconfl ict societies. More specifi cally, a “conception of justice” 
includes an actor’s preference for the balance among restorative and retribu-
tive justice strategies; their understanding of reconciliation and the nature and 
duration of engagement necessary for achieving justice and/or reconciliation; 
and the particular place that social justice themes have in peacebuilding and 
transitional strategies.5

In general, retributive justice focuses on the punishment of the perpetra-
tor and is usually carried out through trials and imprisonment, but it may also 
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include reparations, restitution, or other sanctions placed on a perpetrator. 
Retributive justice mechanisms include elements of both punishment and pub-
lic acknowledgment of the crime committed.6 Restorative justice draws explicitly 
on faith traditions and notions of community justice and forgiveness; it seeks 
both recognition of wrongdoing and the reintegration of an individual offender 
into the larger community. Faith traditions include Christian ideals from the 
Sermon on the Mount and injunctions stressing the universality of human 
suffering and the power of forgiveness; ideas such as shalom (Hebrew) and 
salaam (Arabic) meaning “peace with justice”; Talmudic teachings on restitu-
tion and repair; and diverse local traditions and customs.7 Truth commissions 
and public apology are common mechanisms for restorative justice, though 
they may be accompanied by limited punitive measures such as restitution or 
symbolic sanctions imposed by the wider community. The needs of the victim 
fi gure more prominently in restorative justice, but transforming the relation-
ship between the victim and victimized (rather than just reversing it through 
retribution) together with long-term community reconciliation underpins 
restorative justice. As a result, socioeconomic and sociocultural conditions that 
generate confl ict are also central concerns.8

The fi ve “logics of action” outlined in this chapter include the “logic of faith,” 
“logic of legalism,” “logic of emotion,” “logic of custom,” and “logic of conse-
quences.”9 For many religious actors, conceptions of justice are grounded in 
principles that emerge from a commitment to a particular doctrine or faith, 
that is, they follow a “logic of faith” that informs their strategies for pursuing 
justice and accountability. Similarly, the conception of justice that has shaped 
the strategies of many secular human rights organizations is grounded in 
international human rights law and norms and is heavily infl uenced by a “logic 
of legalism.” The “logic of emotions” embodies beliefs about the relationship 
between truth, emotion, and reconciliation.10 Conceptions of justice held by a 
number of highly localized actors have been inspired by indigenous traditions 
and customs, or a “logic of custom.” Finally, actors driven by a “logic of conse-
quences” are assumed to have clear, predefi ned preferences and outcomes and 
are instrumental in their use of a full range of material, institutional, and per-
suasive resources to achieve these objectives.11

These logics are useful analytic constructs for understanding and identi-
fying the sources of different beliefs about important values in transitional jus-
tice. The logic of faith is compatible with elements of each of the other four 
logics discussed here. In practice, actors often embrace understandings and 
behaviors that sit easily within more than one of these logics. In some cases 
behavior motivated by a logic of tradition and one informed by faith are diffi -
cult to distinguish. The historical specifi city of actors’ motivations is crucial to 
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differentiating among them, yet at the same time, the synergies between beliefs 
grounded in religion, emotion, and tradition suggest that secular and religious 
actors will be natural allies across a range of cases; factors outside of those spe-
cifi c to values and beliefs may be more signifi cant in determining compatibility. 
The purpose of these logics is to identify the sources of beliefs and behaviors. 
Specifi c strategies may be replicated by a variety of sources.

Religious Actors and the Logic of Faith

For religious organizations engaged in transitional justice, faith, or religious doc-
trine, defi nes the logic that shapes preferred strategies for dealing with account-
ability. Causal beliefs about accountability come not from law, or understandings 
of social psychology, but rather from a commitment to a set of principles that 
derive from a broader doctrine, or faith. Religious doctrine not only defi nes 
what is right, just, or appropriate but also lays the foundation for understanding 
how responses to wrongdoings shape outcomes. Actors whose understandings 
of accountability, and especially its role in ameliorating confl ict, come from 
their faith are by no means uniform in the causal beliefs they hold or the strate-
gies they prefer. In this sense, the logic of faith embraces a far more differenti-
ated landscape of actors than the other logics of action. Actors here differ in 
part depending on the faith traditions from which they emerge.

In many religious traditions, faith calls for forgiveness and reconciliation 
over retribution, and themes of forgiveness and apology appear together across 
a variety of faiths.12 Even where retribution is preferred, it usually takes the form 
of reparations or restitution, in conjunction with apology, instead of punitive 
(and impersonal) trials as preferred by actors favoring legalist strategies. Writ-
ing from a general Christian ethics perspective, Shriver notes that “in the ten-
sion between justice in the present (e.g. imprisoning a perpetrator) and justice 
in the future (e.g. preventing a civil war) the decision should bend towards the 
latter.”13 Ultimately, the element of faith is critical in cases of both forgiveness 
and retribution, as religiously informed notions of justice are more generally 
underpinned by the fi rm belief that vengeance will take place at some point in 
time, though not necessarily in this world or by the hand of the victim.14

Concepts of reconciliation, healing, and forgiveness that are fundamental 
to many religious doctrines underpin the preference that many religious actors 
have for strategies that emphasize truth-telling. Formal trials or similar legal 
proceedings are seen to be woefully inadequate in addressing the needs of the 
victims and establishing “truth” in the wake of mass atrocities.15 The facts per-
mitted or relevant for a courtroom are not necessarily conducive to reconcilia-
tion, healing, or other postconfl ict goals espoused by religious actors, as “from 
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the point of view of legal proceedings and due process for the accused, justice 
does not always correspond to, indeed is often in confl ict with, the victims’ sense 
of what is owed them and what conditions are necessary for repair. . . . respond-
ing adequately to victims may confl ict with wider societal needs for fairness 
and formal justice.”16

Those religious actors that favor comprehensive forms of reconciliation 
and/or truth-telling, such as some traditionalists and peacebuilders, have a natu-
ral likeness to secular actors guided by a logic of emotion. This natural symme-
try of views enables religious and secular actors to work together in networks 
designed to promote particular strategies. Other religious actors, notably the 
Mennonite or Quaker capacity-builders, have strategies that set them apart. 
These actors prefer strategies that emphasize capacity-building within divided 
societies through the creation of networks of trust and personal relationships, 
paying attention to social justice issues and eliciting confl ict resolution strate-
gies from within (in the fi eld) rather than prescribing them from the outside. The 
value attached to reconciliation and peace by certain religious actors, referred 
to here as religious pragmatists, is such that attachment to a specifi c strategy 
is replaced by a preference for that strategy that in a particular context has 
the capacity to bring about particular outcomes. Religious pragmatists, in this 
sense, should have an array of natural secular partners among those guided by 
a logic of consequences.

Despite their easy affi liations with particular secular actors, religious actors 
may have a natural advantage over their secular counterparts when operat-
ing in social contexts where religious norms are prevalent. This was the case 
with interfaith dialogues in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Religious norms create 
structures of opportunity for lodging certain types of appeals and give greater 
legitimacy to particular types of actors.17 Religious actors may serve as “entre-
preneurs” in leading efforts to remember past atrocities and create public or 
societal truth, thus moving beyond formal legal types of transitional justice, as 
seen in the role of the faith groups in the South African reconciliation process.18 
Attention to long-term comprehensive social reconciliation with a particular 
emphasis on postconfl ict structural change, either in lieu of or parallel to short-
term justice mechanisms, has become a hallmark of religious actors engaged 
in transitional justice.19 In this sense, many religious actors fully embrace the 
specifi c notion of “restorative justice” discussed earlier in this chapter.20

Legalists and the Logic of Legalism

The logic of legalism has shaped beliefs about accountability and informed 
international debate on the role of justice in postconfl ict situations more than 
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any other logic of action. Secular human rights advocates have made argu-
ments and pursued strategies that are grounded in this logic. At its core, the 
understanding of change that legalists embrace centers on the importance of 
rule-governed behavior and individual responsibility. Confl ict ultimately is 
re duced, according to this logic, through the creation, articulation, and diffu-
sion of a common set of rules, norms, and laws that govern behavior. In the 
domain of mass atrocities, this means that state and nonstate actors should 
follow rules that require individuals to be held legally accountable for their 
wrongdoings. These rules, legalists argue, contribute to peace by deterring 
future would-be perpetrators from committing crimes, and also by remov-
ing antagonisms between groups and focusing on individual accountability. 
While legalists recognize the signifi cance of enforcement and compliance, 
they generally pay little attention to the role of force in shaping prospects 
for peace.

The conception of justice that follows from this logic is one that empha-
sizes retribution through criminal justice. The cosmopolitan worldview that 
secular legalists embrace is founded on a commitment to the idea of universal 
human rights. Legalists look to international humanitarian and human rights 
law to establish standards and codes of practice for ensuring that perpetra-
tors of mass crimes are held accountable. The particular strategy for account-
ability that they promote is legal accountability or more specifi cally criminal 
justice and is grounded in the broader logic of a commitment to international 
humanitarian law. The value they place on prosecutions is grounded in a view 
that over the long term, legalist strategies of accountability should lead to the 
reduction of human rights abuses and the strengthening of the international 
human rights regime on a global as well as a local level. Trials for the perpetra-
tors of mass crimes, they argue, deter future crimes and guarantee compliance 
with human rights norms. Similarly, they have a bias against strategies that cir-
cumvent the law such as truth commissions (if they supplant trials); amnesties 
for international crimes are vigorously criticized and opposed. Secular legalists 
are organized both transnationally and locally; the specifi c logic of legalism 
does not preclude either type of organization, but it does create avenues for 
networks between local and transnational actors in this category. Organizations 
such as Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, and the International 
Criminal Court typify actors in the secular legalist category.21

Despite the apparently pure secular origins of many of the actors in this 
category, the historical precursors to many contemporary secular legalists were 
religious organizations. Peace societies with Christian roots as well as inter-
national Jewish organizations that lobbied for legal accountability during the 
Second World War were crucial in providing the momentum for the blossoming 
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of international nongovernmental human rights organizations during the cold 
war. The potential networks between secular legalists and religious legalists 
may, however, be contingent on political, social, and historical context.

Truth Seekers and the Logic of Emotions

The logic of emotions embodies a set of causal beliefs about the relationship 
between truth, emotion, and reconciliation.22 It emphasizes the importance of 
relationships between perpetrators and victims in managing the transition from 
war to peace. For some, reconciliation is a side benefi t of accountability or 
a secondary concern; here it is the central concern. Social-psychological under-
standings of confl ict and peace underpin theories of reconciliation that inform 
actors working within this logic. Without reconciliation, lasting peace is not 
possible. And reconciliation is seen as contingent on an emotional catharsis 
between victims and perpetrators. Truth-telling strategies become one of the 
most important means through which accountability can be achieved because 
they allow for a collective account of past atrocities, sometimes in a public 
forum that allows for an emotional exchange.

Actors that embrace this theory of confl ict resolution, generally truth 
seekers, tend to grant importance not only to relations between individuals 
but also to intergroup dynamics. Unlike legalism, which assumes that confl ict 
is defused by attributing guilt to individuals, emotional logics assume that 
confl ict is defused by the experience of creating shared understandings of 
past crimes. Actors guided by a logic of emotions exhibit a strong preference 
for reconciliation over retribution. Most of the strategies that follow from this 
logic seek to engage individuals at the popular level and also look to foster pub-
lic recognition of wrongdoings. The range of strategies they promote empha-
size the need to create offi cial memories and histories of past crimes through 
a strategy of uncovering and sharing the truth. It is through this sharing of 
the truth that groups are able to reconcile and lay the foundation for a lasting 
peace. Societal reconciliation, rather than just elite pacts, is deemed essential, 
yet such strategies do not specifi cally address the role of elite leadership in 
mass atrocities.23

Similar strategies have been adopted by actors that do not sit exclusively 
within this tradition. Many religious actors share the belief that strategies of 
reconciliation grounded in public forgiveness and truth-telling are critical to 
peace. Some traditionalist logics are also grounded in similar assumptions 
about the relationship between confl ict, public truth-telling strategies, recon-
ciliation, and peace. What distinguishes actors working within this tradition 
is their grounding, often implicit, in social-psychological theories of confl ict 
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resolution. This more comprehensive view of “reconciliation” informs the par-
ticular notion of restorative justice that draws on many elements of faith and 
tradition.24

Traditionalists and the Logic of Custom

Traditionalists embrace a set of principled and causal beliefs that are grounded 
in local customs, traditions, and practices. The specifi c beliefs these actors hold 
vary across localities, but in general they emphasize the importance of local 
origins and venerated religious or secular customs. Traditionalists value partic-
ipation by all members of the local community and seek to give locals a promi-
nent role in addressing questions of accountability and justice. These actors 
are nearly always organized on a local scale. The practices they pursue for jus-
tice and accountability depend on specifi c indigenous traditions rather than on 
a particular commitment to restorative or retributive justice, or a concern for 
other factors. Although the specifi c strategies vary from case to case, justice is 
viewed as local, public, and interpersonal, and in many cases emphasizes ritu-
als of shame, as well as public apology and forgiveness. Rituals emphasizing 
or resulting in shame for the perpetrator are neither explicitly restorative nor 
retributive in nature but represent a distinct approach to justice and account-
ability under the logic of custom.

Sometimes the strategies that traditionalists promote have a strong like-
ness to strategies promoted by truth seekers. Especially where tradition and 
faith are deeply intertwined, the logic of faith and the logic of custom are dif-
fi cult to distinguish. And yet, the logic of custom rests fi rst and foremost on 
an assumption that confl ict can only be assuaged if mechanisms for account-
ability are grounded in deeply rooted local practices. Social-psychological mod-
els imported from other states are likely to be seen as foreign, and unlikely to 
suffi ce at home. Faith is capable of generating sustained support for peace only 
if it has a deep-rooted local base and is deemed more fundamental than other 
customs. Local custom, rather than any general causal framework derived 
from external actors or norms, defi nes understandings and practices for link-
ing accountability to peace. Actors that embrace a logic of custom thus look 
for all past atrocities to be addressed at the local and interpersonal level, and 
individual communities have an obligation to address both the needs of victims 
and the alleged crimes of perpetrators.

Secular traditionalists embrace an understanding of accountability and 
peace that is grounded in the logic of custom. Unlike other secular actors, tra-
ditionalists are primarily organized locally rather than transnationally. These 
actors tend to be immersed in indigenous traditions, and they look to these 
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traditions to inform their strategies for dealing with accountability. Reconcil-
iation efforts in East Timor (the lisan community reconciliation process), Somalia 
(utilizing traditional clan and elder networks in lieu of UN confl ict resolution 
methods), Uganda, and Mozambique have all drawn on local customs practices 
of reconciliation, in some cases combining a logic of tradition with a logic of 
faith. Secular traditionalists have also advocated strategies such as the Rwan-
dan gacaca, or community justice, process that stresses retributive justice; those 
deemed guilty of crimes were committed to prison sentences, labor, and also 
restitution.25 While different from the “justice” activities of the international 
community (e.g., UN-sponsored trials in East Timor or the International Crim-
inal Tribunal for Rwanda), these efforts speak to the convictions held by the 
particular local actors that long-term reconciliation among divided populations 
is, in fact, the nature of justice to be achieved.

Pragmatists and the Logic of Consequences

Pragmatists assess strategies for accountability in terms of their effects in 
the pursuit of other goals, whether these be peace, stability, justice, truth 
or a range of values.26 Rather than committing to a particular strategy and 
promoting this across all cases regardless of particular circumstances, these 
actors are willing to select from a variety of strategies depending especially 
on their assessment of what will work. The actors in this category are by 
nature inclined to be adaptable and fl exible and are likely to pursue differ-
ent strategies depending on the local, national, and international context in 
which they are operating. Theypay particular attention to local institutional 
capacity, opportunities for alliances and networks with other actors working 
on similar issues, and the likely impact of particular strategies on the bal-
ance of power among key groups in society. Actors that embrace this logic 
do not fi nd themselves concerned exclusively or even primarily with adher-
ing to (or promoting) specifi c norms and rules. Instead, they deploy the full 
range of resources at their disposal (material, institutional, normative) in a 
calculated effort to achieve their aims. However, the logic of consequences 
does not denote a strategy of achieving ends by any means. Instead, actors are 
pragmatic about their approach to transitional justice, weighing the feasibility 
of individual approaches (e.g., retributive or restorative justice) against the 
effects of their actions and the overall impact on postconfl ict societies and on 
the goals of transitional justice. In the absence of a stable balance among war-
ring parties, the pursuit of retributive justice may be viewed as unwise. Prag-
matic actors are likely to take special note of this and other contextual factors 



religious actors and transitional justice  165

deemed crucial to the success of alternative strategies. Truth-telling strategies, 
for example, may be dismissed as potentially antagonizing intergroup rela-
tions unless they are pursued in combination with policies that can guarantee 
the safety and security of each group concerned.

Pragmatists often do not exhibit a strong a priori preference for either 
retributive or restorative justice. Actors whose understandings about the role 
of accountability follow this logic often may use accountability to strike bar-
gains with potential spoilers and build coalitions in support of new institu-
tional arrangements that can guarantee peace.27 Secular pragmatists, unlike 
either the legalists or the truth seekers, are far less committed to a particular 
strategy than any other category of secular actors. The understanding of account-
ability that they exhibit is grounded in a logic of consequences. Hence, they are 
fl exible in their preferences and may promote a range of instruments depend-
ing on which is most likely to enhance the conditions associated with peace 
and justice.

Groups vary in their pragmatism, and indeed those most informed by a logic 
of consequences are in fact state, rather than nonstate, actors who are necessar-
ily required to balance a series of confl icting priorities. But other organizations, 
even those that have a commitment to transitional justice and accountability, 
may also be pragmatic in their approach to the variety of strategies available 
depending on underlying local conditions. Groups such as the Campaign for 
Good Governance in Sierra Leone (a local, cosmopolitan secular pragmatist) 
or East Timor and Indonesia Action Network (ETAN) in East Timor (a trans-
national, communitarian secular pragmatist) differ in their specifi c preference 
for justice and accountability, but they share an overall preference for achieving 
a lasting peace through means that are “workable” within a given society and 
political context. Similarly, the International Center for Transitional Justice and 
the International Committee of the Red Cross both represent transnational, 
cosmopolitan actors of this type.28

These fi ve logics of action are crucial in elucidating the understandings 
of accountability and peace that inform the strategies and policies pursued 
by nonstate actors engaged in transitional justice. Even where the source 
of actors’ beliefs differs, common or at least compatible beliefs about account-
ability and peace may emerge, producing natural synergies among diverse 
actors. Alternatively, actors whose beliefs stem from a logic of faith form 
a pluralistic group that may have natural affi nities less with each other 
than with a variety of secular actors. The following typology suggests that 
the strategies these actors embrace are specifi c not only to religion but also to 
core organizational attributes and world views.
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Shaping Strategies for Justice: A Typology

Secular and religious actors engaged in transitional justice can be categorized 
by several defi ning characteristics. Although the conception of justice that 
emerges from particular understandings of the relationship between account-
ability and peace is critical, it is not the sole factor that explains the strategies 
they embrace. Two additional factors are important: organizational scale and 
worldview. Overall, the conceptions of justice held by religious and secular 
actors in combination with their organizational scale and worldview bias them 
toward particular strategies.

Organizational scale has two important effects on actors. First, it shapes 
actors’ preferences for particular types of strategies. Locally organized actors are 
more likely to have an interest in pursuing strategies that lead to increased 
harmony among groups because they are less able to remove themselves from 
their interactions with all parties to a confl ict. For this reason, they tend to have 
a stronger preference for strategies of forgiveness, apology, and reconciliation 
over retributive justice. Second, organizational scale shapes an actor’s capacity 
to infl uence strategies of transitional justice. For actors that operate on a local 
scale only, engaging in transnational networks becomes critical to infl uencing 
transitional justice outside of their locality. Networking with larger transna-
tional actors that are able to bring more pressure to bear on public offi cials may 
also enhance their leverage over the course of action that is taken at home.29

A second critical factor, the worldview that an actor holds, defi nes the con-
stituency or interests that are an object of concern. For both religious and secular 
actors one can distinguish two broad worldviews, the cosmopolitan and the com-
munitarian. Actors with a cosmopolitan worldview seek to represent, in principle, 
the interests of all of humanity. Communitarian actors, by contrast, are commit-
ted to a particular group. Cosmopolitans may embrace strategies that emphasize 
retribution or reconciliation depending on their understanding of the confl ict 
and the needs of the society in question. Strategies of reconciliation underpinned 
by the logics of faith, emotion, and custom are often attractive to cosmopolitan 
actors. Communitarians, however, are less likely to consider the interests of “the 
other” or of a postconfl ict society in a comprehensive sense, and therefore are less 
likely to support a strategy that takes relationships between groups as the most 
fundamental element of peace. Strategies of reconciliation that are underpinned 
by a logic of emotion should therefore be less attractive to communitarians. More-
over, communitarians who operate transnationally are less likely to embrace strat-
egies of reconciliation than locally organized communitarians who are forced to 
confront those outside their own group on a daily basis.
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The following typology categorizes nonstate actors according to the concep-
tion of justice they hold (whether favoring retributive or restorative justice), the 
scale of their organization (transnational or local), and their worldview (cosmo-
politan or communitarian). It also identifi es a few representative organizations 
for each category. While some of these organizations may fall into multiple 
categories, and others may move across categories over time, they have all been 
placed according to their dominant orientation within the category that they 
have historically inhabited.30 The “conception of justice” that an actor holds is 
categorized as either “high” or “low” to denote the strength of conviction and 
attachment that an actor has to a particular strategy. For example, pragmatic 
actors do not have a high level of attachment to either reconciliation or retribu-
tion; they are willing to alternate strategies depending on a range of other fac-
tors. Legalists, on the other hand, have been highly committed to a conception of 
justice that emphasizes criminal justice. Each general category of actor is listed 
together with a few representative organizations; these examples are meant to 
be illustrative rather than exhaustive. General categories of actors without rep-
resentative organizations (the “empty cells” of the typology) are notable in that 
they signify the absence of signifi cant activity (or organization) in a particular 
category. Similarly, the absence of a category of actor within a given cell in the 
typology indicates that a particular type of actor is unlikely to exist at all.

Religious Actors and Accountability Strategies: Key Cases

The categories in the typology presented here typify the range of actors engaged 
in transitional justice. How have these actors shaped accountability strategies 
in practice? In particular, how have different categories of religious actors par-
ticipated in the politics of accountability? The typology identifi es fi ve types of 
religious actors (capacity-builders, peacebuilders, legalists, pragmatists, and tra-
ditionalists) and four types of secular actors (truth-seekers, pragmatists, legalists, 
traditionalists) according to the strategies they pursue. Religious actors defi ne 
themselves fi rst and foremost on the basis of an identity grounded in a specifi c 
faith tradition. But as the typology demonstrates, the strategies that actors pur-
sue are also shaped by their worldview, and the scale on which they are orga-
nized. The following section uses empirical examples to illustrate the different 
approaches to accountability and justice taken by religious actors.

Religious Capacity-Builders

Religious capacity-builders hold a highly distinctive view of reconciliation that 
sets them apart from other religious actors. The unique strategies pursued by 



table 7.1 Religious and Secular (Nonstate) Actors in Transitional and Postconfl ict Justice

Organizational Type and Interest Representation

Communitarian Cosmopolitan

Conceptions of Justice Transnational Local Transnational Local

Strong preference for 
reconciliation

— Religious Traditionalists
 (African Independent 

Churches, Ubuntu)

Religious Capacity-builders
 (Mennonites, Quakers) 
Secular Truth Seekers

Secular Truth Seekers

Pragmatic with preference 
for reconciliation 

Religious Pragmatists
 (U.S. Conference of 

Catholic Bishops, 
Organization of the 
Islamic Conference)

Secular Pragmatists Religious Peacebuilders
 (RomanCatholic
 Church, Sant’Egidio)
Religious Pragmatists
Secular Pragmatists
 (International Center for 

Transitional Justice)

Religious Peacebuilders
 (Inter-Religious Council 

– Bosnia and Herzegovina)
Religious Pragmatists
 (South African Conference 

of Churches)
Secular Pragmatists
 (Campaign for Good 

Governance – Sierra Leone)

Pragmatic with preference 
for retribution

Religious Pragmatists
 (U.S. Conference of 

Catholic Bishops)
Secular Pragmatists
 (ETAN – East Timor)

Religious Pragmatists
 (Denominational 

Churches)

Secular Pragmatists
 (Centre for 

Humanitarian Dialogue, 
Red Cross/Red Crescent)

Secular Pragmatists
 (Alliance Against 

Impunity – Guatemala)

Strong preference for 
retribution

Religious Legalists
 (World Jewish Congress,
 Islamic Human Rights 

Commission)

Secular Traditionalists
 (Gacaca)
Religious Legalists
 (National Association of 

Evangelicals)
Secular Legalists
 (Mothers of Srebrenica)

Secular Legalists
 (Human Rights Watch, 

Amnesty International)

Secular Legalists
 (LIPRODHOR – Rwanda)
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religious capacity-builders also distinguish them from secular actors. Paradoxi-
cally, these actors have had a signifi cant effect in those areas where they have 
worked, yet their visibility has remained low, and their infl uence on global dis-
cussions of transitional justice is negligible. Guided by understandings that are 
grounded in both the logic of faith and emotion, these actors have a belief in 
the cathartic power of healing and reconciliation between victims and perpe-
trators. In a sense, healing human relationships (reconciliation) is justice for 
capacity-building actors. The faith traditions of capacity-building actors empha-
size religious notions of humility, mercy, tolerance, and pacifi sm, as is typifi ed 
by the peacebuilding activities of the Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) 
or of Quaker Peace and Social Witness (QPSW).31 Deeply infl uenced by the 
quietist tradition, reconciliation work in the Mennonite community refl ects a 
profound personal commitment on the part of the peacebuilder and a com-
mitment to the community in question, owing to the “conviction that to be a 
peacemaker is the most fundamental religious injunction.”32 Similarly, John 
Paul Lederach, a Mennonite, advises: “Focus on people and their experience. 
Seek a genuine and committed relationship rather than results. Be willing to 
set aside what works for you in order to come along side the struggle of those in 
the setting. Be leery of quick fi xes. . . . Never assume you know better or more 
than those you are with who are struggling with the process. You don’t.”33

Although religious capacity-builders such as the MCC or QPSW are orga-
nized transnationally, their particular worldview (cosmopolitan) and concep-
tion of justice (local reconciliation) lead them to focus on more labor-intensive 
activities such as grassroots capacity-building and empowerment of  local actors. 
Capacity-building actors are unique in their long-term commitment to con-
fl ict and postconfl ict situations and in their strong preference for comprehen-
sive reconciliation and social transformation strategies.34 Key practices such 
as practicing nonviolence, leaving the process in the hands of local actors, 
confronting social inequality, and building relationships are hallmarks of 
their strategy.35 Religious capacity-builders emphasize the need to balance 
various forms of transitional justice (e.g., trials, truth commissions, amnes-
ties) oriented toward the past, with the imperative to move forward into the 
future (reconciliation), inspired by the notion of hope.36 Over the long term, 
justice is achieved not through punitive measures but by gaining the trust 
of all parties and working for community reconciliation and the eradication 
of oppressor-oppressed relationships and other inequalities.37 While interna-
tional human rights NGOs benefi t from connections to broader networks con-
cerned with accountability and justice, less connected religious actors “may 
nonetheless have other extremely valuable assets: ties to local actors, credibil-
ity, trust” attributable to their religious nature.38 Ultimately, the tendencies 
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toward inclusiveness, community involvement, and long-term commitment 
demonstrated by religious capacity-builders, as well as their ability to sustain 
engagement on a personal and spiritual level, speak to their particular attri-
butes in a postconfl ict situation.39

This distinct conception of justice is evident in the engagement of capacity-
builders in Bosnia and Herzegovina in the mid-1990s. Transnational actors 
like World Vision and Catholic Relief Services lacked a specifi c focus on local 
populations and were criticized for pursing infl exible strategies that were out 
of touch with reality and instead focused on fulfi lling quantitative benchmark-
ing achievements. Empowering local populations and resolving confl ict were 
simply not on their agenda: “Organizers recall that they directly avoided poten-
tially dangerous discussions and feared confrontations between participants 
from different religious and ethnic communities.”40 In contrast, the commit-
ment of the MCC and QPSW to strategies of reconciliation that emphasized 
local engagement garnered “immense credibility and trust” at the local level. 
These organizations were able to foster a feeling among locals that they would 
remain even as others departed due to time pressure, budgetary constraints, or 
violence.41

Religious capacity-builders also embrace a conception of justice that empha-
sizes social justice, or efforts to end economic, political, and social inequality 
and discrimination.42 The amelioration of inequalities fi ts naturally within a 
cosmopolitan worldview and alongside a conception of justice focused on long-
term reconciliation and capacity-building. Working with the poor and ordinary 
also means that progress toward justice comes in small increments over time: 
“In this view, peacebuilding does not occur only at the top but also comes from 
micro readjustments of power in the small spaces of everyday social life, accom-
plished one at a time in the lives of people in situations of confl ict. Without 
local transformations, successful negotiations by top leaders will not produce 
peace.”43 The activity of the MCC throughout Latin American in the 1980s illus-
trates this commitment. Importantly, the commitment of the MCC to build-
ing social relationships between groups led it to partner with existing local 
actors (both secular and religious) rather than establish its own churches in the 
region.

MCC efforts across Latin America highlight most clearly the centrality 
of its long-term approach to building trust and local relationships as a means 
of transforming the social conditions that underpin confl ict: “Zooming in from 
the outside for a short intervention produces limited results. The MCC Peace 
Portfolio proved to be effective because of its close relationships with local 
partners and on-the-ground presence of its workers.”44 The work of religious 
capacity-builders provides an example of restorative justice. In Colombia, the 
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MCC was active in promoting social justice issues as the route to confl ict trans-
formation and reconciliation. Acting in response to the civil confl ict that began 
in the 1960s, the MCC’s justice and reconciliation strategy drew on its funda-
mental beliefs concerning human rights, human freedom, community, and 
nonviolence.45 The MCC focused on training and educating local populations, 
as “it is those who are immersed in a confl ict who hold the keys to the ways 
through it, since it is they who know and understand the sociopolitical struc-
tures and dynamics.”46 The establishment of a justice and peace commission 
in 1990 (Justapaz) to address social justice themes underlying the civil confl ict 
ultimately led to the participation of NGOs and community and religious lead-
ers in government planning and decision making, as well as to the emulation 
of this reconciliation strategy across the region. In Nicaragua, addressing the 
underlying social and economic inequalities that contributed to civil confl ict 
was a critical element to rebuilding relations among people who would have 
to live together on a daily basis. As one former combatant noted, “In the end, I 
guess we’re all still a bunch of Nicaraguan peasants. That fact hasn’t changed 
after all the fi ghting.”47

Religious Peacebuilders

Peacebuilders constitute a second type of religious actors. Unlike capacity-
builders, religious peacebuilders are attentive to social justice and reconcili-
ation only in a more general sense and are primarily concerned with confl ict 
settlement (e.g., achieving a cease-fi re or overcoming the immediate crisis); 
their embrace of transitional justice is valued in part for its consequences on 
the more pressing concern with facilitating confl ict resolution. This focus has 
made them more natural participants in the international politics of transi-
tional justice and increased their visibility. Peacebuilders’ embrace of reconcili-
ation emerges, in part, from their faith. However, unlike capacity-builders, for 
peacebuilders, questions of transitional justice are important but not primary. 
Peacebuilders employ strategies to facilitate elite-level negotiations by provid-
ing good offi ces and mediation and facilitation services, but they refrain from 
taking an active stance in the negotiation process. Truth-telling activities are 
generally restricted to formal truth commissions, and social justice activism is 
pursued via elite negotiation instead of grassroots engagement. The peacemak-
ing activities of the Roman Catholic Church and those of the Community of 
Sant’Egidio represent the views and strategies of justice pursued by religious 
peacebuilders.

The Roman Catholic Church’s approach to transitional justice is infl u-
enced by the Catholic conception of justice and reconciliation, which in turn 
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emphasizes “peace” as an overarching goal. The church’s “theory of confl ict 
resolution remains relatively underdeveloped as compared to its positive teach-
ing on peace. The paradoxical result of a strong positive doctrine of peace and 
a less articulated doctrine of confl ict resolution is that even as church leaders 
are thrown into the role of national conciliators . . . they fi nd themselves bereft 
of tools and support.”48 As a result, individual bishops or church organizations 
are often very active in mediating a confl ict settlement or advocating for an end 
to oppression or discrimination, but they are left without institutional support 
and resources to undertake comprehensive reconciliation efforts.49 Although 
the Catholic Church and its associated organizations undertake a wide array 
of efforts in the area of peacebuilding, historically the emphasis of Catholic 
peacemaking has been focused on high-level mediation.50 This emphasis may 
be changing, as seen in the more comprehensive approach to peacebuilding 
adopted by Catholic Relief Services (CRS) in the late 1990s.51 This change in 
emphasis illustrates the manner in which actors may adapt their strategies 
over time. The examples provided here illustrate the approach of the Catholic 
Church towards questions of peace and justice through the 1990s.

In Guatemala, the church played an important high-level role in brokering 
the 1996 peace agreement that ended a long, brutal civil war. The peace agree-
ment contained a limited amnesty (acts of torture, disappearances, and mas-
sacres were excluded from the amnesty) later formalized through the Law of 
National Reconciliation, but in the last stages of the peace process, the church 
issued a major document calling for repentance and forgiveness as a response 
to the past.52 The overarching goal of attaining peace and securing justice not 
through retribution but through other forms of reconciliation such as truth 
recovery refl ected the particular conception of justice held by the church. In 
response to the amnesty law, the church instituted the Project for Recover-
ing Historical Memory (Recuperación de la Memoria Histórica, or REMHI) to 
document human rights abuses in the confl ict, even though those identifi ed 
as perpetrators (mostly military personnel) were protected by the amnesty. 
The church dismissed any notion of a real confl ict and implicitly embraced 
the possibility that the success of REMHI may have rested on amnesty when it 
stated: “We wanted the report to create a social reconstruction, not be a cause 
of confl ict.”53

The church’s embrace of a conception of justice that focused on human 
rights, social justice, and truth recovery was also evident in its engagement 
against dictatorships and promotion of truth-telling in Chile and Brazil.54 Simi-
larly, in the Philippines the church acted as a high-level mediator between oppo-
sition forces and the Marcos regime not through virtue of an offi cial church 
position but through the entrepreneurial efforts of the local clergy (notably, 
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Cardinal Sin). In aiding the ouster of Marcos, the church based its engagement 
on the fi ght against the political and social oppression of local populations.55

The peacemaking activities of the Catholic lay Community of Sant’Egidio 
are also representative of those pursued by religious peacebuilders. Sant’Egidio 
has been intimately involved in numerous high-level negotiation and media-
tion processes, most notably the peace process that lead to the 1994 General 
Peace Agreement in Mozambique. As in Guatemala, the peace agreement that 
emerged from these negotiations incorporated an amnesty and a “general trend 
of integration without individual punishment for acts perpetrated during the 
war.”56 Although criticized by the secular human rights community, religious 
actors supported this in the spirit of redemption, forgiveness, and reconcilia-
tion that allows even for a criminal to be reintegrated into society. The media-
tion efforts of Sant’Egidio, shaped by a religious identity founded on prayer, 
service to the poor, and friendship, were crucial to negotiating the General 
Peace Agreement and establishing an environment for reconciliation.57 The 
role of Sant’Egidio was not to impose solutions but to facilitate constant contact 
(not just formal dialogue) among the parties. The relationship of trust between 
Sant’Egidio and all parties was based a longer history of aid and assistance to 
local communities, and provided a conduit to the mood or underlying current 
in the Mozambican population at large.58

Religious Legalists

In stark contrast to both capacity-builders and peacebuilders, religious legal-
ists hold a strong preference for retributive justice. Although the understandings 
that these actors embrace about accountability and peace bear some similarities 
to those of secular legalists, their conception of justice and the strategies they 
pursue are defi ned not by international human rights law but by a commitment 
to a particular faith and a particular community that shares that faith. Religious 
legalists are typically communitarian actors. Unlike their cosmopolitan coun-
terparts, communitarians limit their focus to those individuals and groups that 
share a particular faith. Although forms of retributive and restorative justice 
may be combined in some form, the communitarian orientation shapes the bias 
toward trials, as the primary concern becomes achieving “justice” for one partic-
ular group engaged in a confl ict—a group that is often viewed as victims. Thus, 
when religious communitarian actors perceive a threat to groups or individuals 
sharing their faith, they tend to support the justice-minded strategies of secular 
human rights organizations. Unlike the secular legalists, however, their argu-
ments for supporting retribution do not stem from general theories of law and 
the role of individual accountability in deterring future confl ict.
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During the Second World War, the World Jewish Congress (WJC) actively 
lobbied the War Crimes Commission to prosecute those responsible for the 
Holocaust. More specifi cally, it pressed for the extension of the concept of “war 
crimes” to cover the atrocities being committed against European Jews.59 Ini-
tially, the British and American governments drew a distinction between “atroci-
ties committed against Allied nationals and those directed against Axis citizens,” 
whereas the WJC maintained “that the Jews ‘form a special class of victims,’ as 
the crimes against them were being committed only by reason of their connec-
tion with the Jewish faith and race.”60 The WJC did not link these to broader 
notions of universal human rights, but specifi cally advanced a claim for their 
particular constituency. Peacebuilding and justice strategies among these actors 
tend to focus on elite-level engagement and negotiation, with limited grassroots 
involvement.

Religious Pragmatists

In contrast to other types of religious actors, religious actors that are purely prag-
matic are rarer. Most religious actors prefer some form of reconciliation, though 
in varying degree. Even when religious actors are willing to trade off account-
ability for the sake of securing peace, their understanding of these trade-offs is 
frequently grounded in the notion that justice will come in another life, or that 
forgiveness is essential to reconciliation. There is, however, variability among 
religious actors in their willingness to negotiate among strategies based on 
the anticipated impact of these strategies on peace. Those religious actors that 
have been more willing to “negotiate” accountability have had increased oppor-
tunities for forming alliances both with secular actors and with other religious 
actors with whom they might take a similar stand on particular cases. The U.S. 
Conference of Catholic Bishops has adopted a range of strategies depending on 
local circumstances. In Darfur, it lobbied for peace, and for justice or account-
ability to the extent it could be achieved. Elsewhere, it has advocated for fair and 
ethical treatment of war crimes detainees or promoted social justice.61 Similarly, 
the Organization of the Islamic Conference actively promotes a conception of 
justice based primarily on Islamic traditions of tolerance, but it also campaigns 
specifi cally for the defense and independent rights of Muslim peoples.62 In 
particular, the OIC has taken a more retributive stance in the Israeli-Palestinian 
confl ict, invoking international law in calls for the establishment of an Inter-
national Criminal Court to prosecute “Israeli war criminals” while at the same 
time defending the rights of the Palestinian people to self-determination.63 In 
this sense, the OIC highlights a combination of religious pragmatism with a 
communitarian worldview. Finally, the South African Conference of Churches 
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espoused fi rst and foremost a strategy of peace and national reconstruction for 
South Africa, but it accepted that this might be accomplished by a combination 
of particular justice strategies.64

Religious Traditionalists

Religious traditionalists, much like their secular counterparts, draw on specifi c 
local customs and traditions, as well as their own faith, to inform their con-
ception of justice. Actors in this category exhibit a wide range of individual 
approaches to justice and accountability. Religious traditionalists tend to favor 
reconciliation and even comprehensive restorative justice strategies over the 
retributive justice preferred at times by secular traditionalists. By defi nition, 
traditionalists operate at a local level and pursue justice according to specifi c 
indigenous traditions. Although religious traditionalists often possess only 
limited (material) resources and/or few connections to broader networks, these 
local actors often possess specifi c characteristics that allow them to mobilize 
support for transitional justice strategies, including intimate knowledge of lan-
guage and culture, access to fi rsthand information, political expertise, and long-
term vision; “because they are closer to the scene of events, at ease with many 
actors, and familiar with the language and the issues at stake, religious leaders 
may offer important interpretive frameworks.”65 In addition, the fundamen-
tal human need for community to overcome hatred and terror places religious 
actors in an advantageous position to facilitate healing and reconciliation.66

Religious traditionalists often resemble religious capacity-builders in their 
types of activity, though they are more often organized locally, and their approach 
is shaped by particular local traditions. The East Timorese Community Recon-
ciliation Process (CRP) was the main grassroots initiative in the reconciliation 
process that followed the violent conclusion to Indonesian occupation of East 
Timor in October 1999. The CRP was underpinned by norms of truth-telling 
and community reconciliation. Designed to reintegrate individuals who had 
committed less serious crimes into their communities, the CRP utilized a com-
bination of local traditions (lisan) together with criminal and civil law.67 The 
lisan system itself is a community-based dispute resolution tradition governed 
by elders and spiritual leaders and employing local rituals and symbols as part 
of the adjudication process. The vast majority of East Timorese people also 
belong to the Catholic Church, and accordingly the linkage between lisan and 
Catholic doctrines of absolution and confession added to the legitimacy of the 
CRP process.68 Hearings opened with collective prayer, the wider community 
questioned both the deponent and victims, and the elders consult both the vic-
tim and deponents in deciding upon appropriate “acts of reconciliation” for 
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the deponents.69 The perpetrator is required to submit a public apology, and 
according to lisan tradition, this is given with the utmost gravity and viewed as 
binding.70 Designed to represent the deponent’s commitment to reconciliation 
with both the victim and the wider community, these acts are more symbolic 
than punitive. The use of ritual and tradition in the lisan process gave credence 
to the CRP. The success of the CRP also worked to reduce the appeal of an 
amnesty; some actors argued that “amnesty was the only option for dealing 
with the massive number of unresolved ‘less serious crimes.’ ”71 In contrast, 
secular and religious actors together crafted a transitional justice mechanism 
grounded in local norms and religious traditions that resonated with the local 
population as legitimate and appropriate.

In South Africa, local religious pragmatist and traditionalist actors thus 
drew on numerous local and religious norms and traditions to construct a tran-
sitional justice mechanism that was consistent with the notion of justice as 
reconciliation held by the population and refl ected in local norms. The com-
bined power of religiosity and local religious norms is evident in the combina-
tion of the African ubuntu tradition with a Christian (and interfaith) dimension 
in the reconciliation process.72 Although the religious character of the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) drew some criticism, it was one of the 
most powerful forces for legitimating and mobilizing continued support for 
the TRC.73 The combination of ubuntu and reconciliation was also central to 
the acceptance of an amnesty as part of the TRC process; Archbishop Tutu 
posed the options as “ ‘justice with ashes’ against ‘amnesty with the possi-
bility of continuing survival for all of us.’ ”74 The concept of ubuntu is drawn 
from a longer phrase meaning “a human being is a human being because of 
other human beings” and thus expresses ideas of humanity, group solidarity, 
and morality.75 Ubuntu was used to emphasize “the priority of ‘restorative’ as 
opposed to ‘retributive’ justice” and helped lend legitimacy and acceptance to 
the overall TRC strategy because most South Africans were comfortable with 
concepts such as reconciliation, storytelling, and the search for truth as a com-
munity.76 These norms helped to create a shared narrative and memory in the 
TRC process.

This combination of storytelling, apology, forgiveness, and restitution rep-
resents a unique “package” of justice mechanisms embraced by religious actors 
whose beliefs about justice and peace are grounded in logics of faith, emo-
tions, and tradition. To begin with, “the religious environment created by reli-
gious peacemaking can be conducive to expressions of apology, repentance, 
and forgiveness. . . . Such personal expressions are much less likely to occur in 
secular than in religious contexts.”77 Forgiveness itself stems from storytelling 
that promotes the (re)establishment of human connections and understanding 
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and respect for the position of the other.78 The additional components of apol-
ogy, forgiveness, and restitution are also linked, as an apology is most valid 
when followed with restitution or gesture of reparations.79 The use of restitu-
tion (or lenient punitive actions) in the religious context is not entirely about 
the property, objects, or retribution. Instead, an important community and reli-
gious meaning stands behind the actions, reinforcing the sincerity and validity 
of the apology.80

Religious capacity-builders, peacebuilders, legalists, pragmatists, and tra-
ditionalists have all adopted different approaches to questions of peace, justice, 
and accountability depending upon their conception of justice, interest rep-
resentation, organizational type, and worldview. Despite the diversity of the 
actors outlined in the typology and the wide range of strategies they employ, 
religious actors do share one critical element: a logic of faith underpins their 
overall approach to transitional justice. Although faith alone does not drive the 
strategies adopted by religious actors, the logic of particular faith doctrines is 
the linchpin that shapes core beliefs about accountability and informs the stra-
tegic choices of religious organizations. In practice, this means that the differ-
ent attributes discussed in the typology are often not found exclusively in one 
type of actor, and the distinctions drawn here are less clear in practice. More-
over, actors may, over time, adapt the strategies they pursue and even revisit 
the principles that underpin their conceptions of justice, as illustrated by the 
discussions concerning peace and justice within the Catholic Church and CRS. 
More generally, though, the beliefs held by actors whose internal logic has its 
origins in faith, tradition, and emotion have led to a range of novel approaches 
to peace, justice, and accountability, many of which are notable for being dis-
tinctive from the legalist and pragmatic approaches more commonly associated 
with large international human rights organizations. Religious engagement 
with questions of peace, justice, and accountability spans the globe and encom-
passes diverse faith traditions, indicating a rich and infl uential landscape of 
religious actors engaged in transitional justice.

Conclusions

Religious organizations engaged in transitional justice form a pluralistic set 
of actors that have pursued a wide variety of approaches to transitional jus-
tice. Religious actors are diverse not only in their organization but also in their 
conceptions of justice, the interests they represent, and the strategies they pur-
sue. The typology presented here is one attempt to categorize the universe of 
religious actors and, more generally, to elucidate the role of religious actors in 
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transitional justice. The fi ndings suggest that the identity of religious actors 
and the strategies they pursue are generally informed by beliefs that emerge 
from their faith, and that this effect is much stronger for some than for others.

Among religious actors, the divide between cosmopolitan and communi-
tarian actors is pronounced. Religious cosmopolitan actors have viewed them-
selves as representing the interests of all individuals in the name of humanity. 
Religious cosmopolitan actors, especially capacity-builders, have been deeply 
infl uenced by an understanding of confl ict that emerges from their faith and 
have pursued unique strategies in transitional justice. Actors in this category 
share a conception of justice that favors strategies of forgiveness, reconcilia-
tion, and healing over punitive justice. The conception of reconciliation held 
by religious cosmopolitan actors, and in particular capacity-builders, is com-
prehensive, placing emphasis on social justice issues such as inequality, social 
exclusion and discrimination as well as more traditional reconciliation mecha-
nisms.81 Although the religious dimension is central to the conceptions of jus-
tice held by cosmopolitan actors, it is also true that they tend to “wear their 
faith lightly” inasmuch as they are not missionary organizations but primarily 
are concerned with service to humanity, drawing on their faith and spiritual 
principles to guide social transformation and reconciliation without overt pros-
elytizing.82 Still, the cosmopolitan-communitarian divide should not be over-
stated. Religious actors form a pluralistic community with diverse conceptions 
of justice, but they also share an identity based in faith, and their specifi c strate-
gies of accountability and justice are ultimately underpinned by their logic of 
faith. As Appleby observes, within each of the major world religious traditions, 
“notwithstanding their profound substantive differences, one can trace a moral 
trajectory challenging adherents to greater acts of compassion, forgiveness, 
and reconciliation.”83

While religious actors, especially capacity-builders, are often less visible 
than their secular counterparts, for many, engagement in transitional justice 
emphasizes long-term reconciliation and local engagement and community-
building at the grassroots level. This dual long-term and local focus combined 
with minimal participation in transnational networks may help explain the rela-
tively minor role that has been attributed to many religious actors in transitional 
justice. Low visibility is not, however, tantamount to ineffectiveness. For many 
of these actors, a patient, grassroots approach grows out of a parti cular logic of 
faith and conception of justice centered on the importance of reconciliation.

More generally, the strategies pursued especially by religious capacity-
builders but also by peacebuilders and pragmatists have both individually and 
collectively provided a signifi cant counterweight to the legalism embraced by 
many large international human rights organizations. In particular, those reli-
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gious actors with a cosmopolitan worldview have provided a critical counter-
weight to pressure for high-profi le trials or truth commissions, or other rapid 
attempts to reconcile warring populations. These actors have often done this by 
resisting pressure for trials and supporting amnesty agreements. The support 
of these organizations for amnesty stems not from an interest in a particular 
political bargain as might be the case for more strategic actors whose prefer-
ences for the role of accountability in confl ict are driven by an assessment 
of the consequences of accountability for securing a peace deal, but instead 
from the theological conceptions of mercy and grace that are fundamental to 
their view of long-term reconciliation.84 In South Africa, the preferences of 
religious actors differed markedly from the push for trials emanating from 
the secular human rights community. Local and national faith groups helped 
shape the decision to pursue a policy that combined truth and amnesty.85 More 
generally, Christian ethics of justice and reconciliation present a case for bal-
ance between these two concepts that contrasts with the demands for trials and 
speedy reconciliation often advanced by the secular human rights community: 
“in the tension between justice in the present (e.g. imprisoning a perpetrator) 
and justice in the future (e.g. preventing a civil war) the decision should bend 
towards the latter.”86

On the whole, nonstate actors have been crucial in shaping strategies of 
transitional justice. Religious actors have been central to these developments, 
but their role has remained underinvestigated. The discussion in this chapter 
provides an effort to differentiate among religious actors and also to compare 
these organizations with their secular counterparts. As such, it seeks to over-
come tendencies to assume differences between secular and religious actors, 
as well as tendencies to assume similarities among religious actors. Several 
research agendas emerge from this analysis. First, scholars should devote 
attention to more systematic comparative work between secular organizations 
(especially human rights organizations) and religious actors. Do religious orga-
nizations have a comparative advantage in transitional justice and peacebuild-
ing more generally? There are indications that the sensitivity of many religious 
groups to long-term reconciliation may be an advantage, particularly in post-
confl ict situations charged with religious tension. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
an activist noted that international pressure to rebuild mosques in Bosnia’s 
predominantly Serb cities such as Banja Luka led to disillusionment, riots, and 
death within the local communities: an activist from Banja Luka noted, “I had 
the impression that they were ordering us to reconcile. You do not do that on 
order.”87 These results contrast markedly with the relatively peaceful and suc-
cessful efforts of interfaith dialogue and grassroots engagements pursued by 
some religious actors.88
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Second, when is collaboration between secular and religious organizations 
likely to be productive? Other examples from Bosnia and Herzegovina suggest 
a niche or role for partnership and cooperation between secular human rights 
organizations and religious actors. A more precise understanding of the par-
ticular conditions conducive to cooperation, or those conditions that might lead 
to confl icting strategies, is needed to fully understand this dynamic.

Third, a more comprehensive understanding of the universe of religious 
actors, especially non-Christian actors, is needed. The religious actors discussed 
here have primarily been drawn from those working within the Christian faith 
tradition. However, scholars have emphasized the relevance of many religious 
traditions for peacebuilding and confl ict resolution: “The elements extracted 
from religious traditions that could be used towards the drafting of a new con-
fl ict resolution theory include empathy, nonviolence, pacifi sm, sanctity of life, 
interiority, compassion (particularly the Buddhist version), religious discipline, 
messianism and imagination.”89 However, more concrete research into how 
actors inspired and informed by various religious traditions put these ideas into 
practice in peacebuilding and, specifi cally, transitional justice is needed. Since 
many confl ict resolution situation also involve more than one faith tradition, 
such research should be attentive to the possibilities for interfaith collaboration 
(and tension) as regards nonstate religious actors and transitional justice.

Finally, the research presented here brings nonstate religious actors fi rmly 
into the mainstream study of nonstate actors in world politics. Future scholar-
ship on nonstate actors is needed to continue this task by investigating the 
role of identity in underpinning network formation. Is collaboration limited to 
like-minded actors? To what extent are actors whose interests align, even tem-
porarily, able to work together effectively absent shared beliefs about the role of 
justice in peacebuilding? Indeed, the infl uence that nonstate actors are able to 
exercise depends in part on their capacity to collaborate with other nonstate 
actors in transnational networks, thereby magnifying their impact. The typol-
ogy presented here underscores potential symmetries among nonstate actors 
engaged in transitional justice and sheds light on potential networks available 
to each of these actors.
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8

Religion and Global 
Development: 
Intersecting Paths

Katherine Marshall

Over the past decade, important changes in visions and practical 
approaches about global poverty and equity have generated new 
connections among very different institutions. Initiatives by global 
institutions, the impact of new technologies, and the blurring of 
lines among hitherto segmented disciplines, sectors, and institutions 
(public and private, security and welfare), all part of the globaliza-
tion revolution, are transforming relationships within the world of 
international development. New approaches to the roles that religion 
can and should play in development are an important part of that 
transformation, as religions also take on different forms and engage-
ments. Faith-inspired organizations have become far more directly 
involved in development thinking and work, with roles ranging 
from global advocacy and mobilization on issues like poor-country 
debt and rights to health care to community-level programs such as 
education, water, and welfare. And secular development institutions, 
national and international, are today far more open than they were 
even fi fteen years ago to cooperation with religious groups and to 
their ideas. This trend has provoked debates within the development 
world and tensions also within and among faith institutions, even 
as it promises to open new avenues for action and common engage-
ment about global poverty.

The links between fi ghting poverty, development work, and reli-
gion appear strong and obvious to some observers, but for others the 
merits of yoking two historically differing fi elds and worlds in any
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systemic way are doubtful. And, indeed, wide gulfs have traditionally separated 
both intellectual and practical work by secular and faith institutions—even 
work directed to similar ends, like policies and programs for education, health, 
and water. The burgeoning of civil society, at global and national levels, and the 
broadening of national and international public sector approaches to encom-
pass new disciplines and partnerships have radically changed the policy land-
scape. Still, specifi c links between faith and development practitioners have 
proved particularly complex to navigate. This is in part because deep historic, 
sociopolitical, and even emotional backdrops surrounding relationships between 
secular and religious worlds color contemporary debates and approaches.

This chapter explores this new terrain of faith development engagement 
and partnership. It focuses on the new trends and debates about these relation-
ships, setting them against the backdrop of long-standing common concerns 
and interests around poverty and social justice. Recent debates about the ben-
efi ts and risks of bringing faith and development work closer together highlight 
both these new dimensions, the product of contemporary world political forces 
and the increasing pluralism of many societies, and the core ethical issues that 
are evoked by global poverty and inequity. Perhaps the most explicit debates, 
illustrating graphically the underlying tensions that can arise, have transpired 
as a leading international development institution, the World Bank, embarked 
in 1998 on a high-level and visible effort to engage more actively with faith 
commu nities.1 The World Bank’s experience is an exemplary case study because 
many of the arguments advanced in discussions around the initiative have 
much broader application. The discussion highlights historical connections 
and disconnects, the initial impetus for exploratory discussions, criticisms and 
doubts along the way, current approaches, and agendas for future discussion 
and action.2

The chapter fi rst introduces the major lines of controversy, setting out the 
historical developments that have brought faith and development institutions 
into closer contact in recent decades, on policy agendas and in practice, and 
the major responses, positive and negative, that this produced. It highlights 
how the broader global agendas that have sparked interest in issues of religion 
and public policy have affected the more specifi c debates about development 
work, and how on-the-ground experience has shaped discussions and action. 
It illustrates the discussion fi rst with an account of the World Bank’s outreach 
to faith communities and second through four short case studies describing 
faith development institution partnerships. The discussion then explores the 
hesitations and controversies within secular institutions in greater detail. The 
underlying argument is, fi rst, that the changing roles of religion in the public 
sphere are linked above all to heightened global concerns about poverty and, 
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more complex still, global balance, equity, stability, and social justice, and sec-
ond that the global tendencies toward different forms of partnership change 
conventional sectoral and disciplinary approaches.

Main Lines of Controversy

The wide array of faith-inspired institutions and development agencies across 
the world share a central focus on poor people, concern about social exclu-
sion, and a searing disappointment in the face of unfulfi lled human potential. 
This common ground involves both communities in the strengthening global 
consensus that bolder and more concerted action is needed to address these 
issues. That common spirit and action engagement underlie the Millennium 
Declaration and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)—the centerpiece 
of the September 2000 United Nations Summit that grappled with the core 
issues facing humanity at the turn of the millennium—and they open opportu-
nities even as they pose practical challenges.3

Religious and development institutions have traditionally operated largely 
in different spheres and have been cast in separate roles—even separate dramas. 
This generalization applies to widely different institutions (albeit with some 
noteworthy exceptions), including the array of institutions within the United 
Nations system working on development issues, most bilateral aid agencies, 
and the growing body of secular nongovernmental organizations. The World 
Bank, as a leading development institution working within the United Nations 
system, offers an interesting illustration of both separation and engagement. 
In its fi rst half century (it began operations in 1946), it rarely engaged with faith 
institutions, and its extensive written record of research, policy making, and 
support for development projects contained barely a mention of religion or 
faith institutions, despite the on-the-ground reality of numerous intersections. 
However, the present global focus on fi ghting poverty and achieving social jus-
tice, and the rising roles of civil society broadly have, via rather separate paths, 
led to far more encounters between the two worlds—in both common cause 
and friction. For the World Bank, this new engagement raised unanticipated 
challenges. The experience offers a range of insights into the new policy envi-
ronment that affects the way relationships between religion and public policy 
are changing in the contemporary world.

The common ground between faith and development institutions that 
arises from their shared concerns about poverty and equity was far from univer-
sally appreciated even at the time of the Millennium Summit held at the United 
Nations in September 2000. At the same time that common  declarations of 
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 purpose and commitment pointed to an exciting new global engagement to 
address poverty issues, frictions came increasingly to the fore about the roles 
that religion played in development work. These were colored by many develop-
ments, including the evident resurgence of religion in many settings (includ-
ing U.S. politics, in the Islamic world, and across Africa) and the heightened 
concerns about terrorism, especially after September 11, 2001. They were com-
plicated by the growing and increasingly complex roles of global civil society 
institutions in development debates, fi red by issues ranging from trade to envi-
ronment to the role of women and indigenous peoples. Where did the vast 
world of religion, traditionally seen by secular organizations as operating in 
quite different domains, come into the complex new equations of relationships, 
including specifi cally the global effort to combat poverty?

Many practical and normative arguments support a sharper focus on faith 
roles in development. Faith institutions play (and have long played) large and 
varied roles in development work. Their pivotal roles in developing education 
and health services in many countries, their continuing roles in both fi elds, 
and their special roles in addressing specifi c threats to development like the 
world’s major contemporary pandemic, HIV/AIDS, have great if often under-
appreciated importance for the central task of human development, widely recog-
nized as lying at the core of development success. Faith institutions often play 
critical advocacy roles, mobilizing support for programs to fi ght hunger and 
poverty (witness Bread for the World in the United States) and, more broadly, 
to promote social justice (note the transforming role of the liberation theol-
ogy movement within the Catholic community). Faith institutions have a wide 
range of insights and critiques about development strategies and programs that 
can translate into better policy formulation, debate, and action. They also have 
deep involvement in many if not most poor communities (faith institutions are 
omnipresent in communities across the world), and thus can contribute their 
knowledge and understanding about the needs and aspirations of poor people. 
There is a depth of experience with poverty born of centuries of experience and 
refl ection about social issues, for both communities and individuals. In short, 
faith institutions have unique knowledge and experience, an often different set 
of insights and approaches to policy issues, and extensive operating networks 
deeply engaged at the community level. Their knowledge can help in laying 
a solid foundation for sustainable projects and programs and avoid a raft of 
potential pitfalls.

Historically, development institutions and practitioners, including specifi -
cally the World Bank, have lacked knowledge of the world’s faith communities 
in general and about their development work. This blind spot has contributed 
in important instances to fl awed project design and suboptimal community, 
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sectoral, national, and transnational engagements. The failure, for example, to 
take suffi ciently into account the knowledge of faith leaders working in com-
munities in Africa affected by the policies undertaken to adjust economies 
in the 1980s, the insuffi cient dialogue about why girls should be enrolled 
in schools and why families keep them at home, and the missed opportuni-
ties related to local fi nance where faith-linked savings schemes offered poten-
tial are among countless examples of “might-have-beens” in development 
history.

Religion is a central part of global as well as local agendas and has an impact 
on a multitude of pressing development issues. Development institutions that 
fail to engage in dialogue and develop partnerships with faith groups risk miss-
ing opportunities to resolve social confl icts and advance effective governance 
and social cohesion. Prominent examples of areas where pressing contempo-
rary issues on the global agenda take quite limited account of faith experience 
include transnational challenges such as corruption and migration. The topic 
of governance and corruption involves both issues of values and highly practical 
issues of processes and controls. Faith institutions can often offer insights into 
the motivations that lead to widespread corrupt practices in societies, and there 
are impressive examples of where faith leaders have helped to mobilize action 
to address the issues (Malawi, Kenya, for example). The extraordinary phenom-
enon of contemporary global migration has important religious dimensions, 
both in countries of origin of migrants and in the societies where they work 
and settle, yet knowledge about these dimensions is sparse.

Another important area of common concern where faith communities are 
playing vital roles is the effort to mobilize global support for the Millennium 
Declaration challenge of fi ghting poverty (especially in the rich countries that 
exercise disproportionate infl uence on trade policies and furnish much of the 
fi nancial and technical support for development). Here again, moral and practi-
cal issues are intricately interwoven. There is increasing recognition that both 
the moral voice of compassion and the practical experience of working with 
poverty programs can combine to serve as a powerful and effective motivator 
in both global and national efforts to mobilize support for global development. 
Faith institutions have vast networks of engaged followers. Faith groups can be 
important allies in winning support for development work, while their opposi-
tion can be devastating. The Micah Challenge, an evangelical Christian alliance 
supporting the MDGs, the Religions for Peace (WCRP) “toolkits” for aid mobi-
lization, and the strong faith voice that Bono, a leading advocate for develop-
ment today, brings to his communications about the imperative of fi ghting 
poverty, are a few among many illustrations of new alliances involving faith 
communities. They address the challenge of  heightening and sustaining public 
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awareness about the signifi cance of global poverty issues and the need for com-
mitment to sustain support.

In short, strong arguments can be made, because of the many intercon-
nections, that a development approach that ignores faith and religion is neither 
sensible nor viable.

Many arguments have also been raised against greater faith development 
engagement on poverty issues, especially when it takes on a formal dimen-
sion and when it operates at a global (as opposed to a national or community) 
level. These concerns have had practical implications, as they have translated 
into a raft of operational obstacles to policy and program cooperation. They are 
elaborated in greater detail later in the chapter, in relation to specifi c debates 
within the World Bank about its faith development initiative, where a wide 
range of objections from many national government representatives colored 
discussions over a period of several years.

The core arguments focus, in sum, on three sets of concerns. Perhaps the 
most important are those that refl ect anxiety about trespassing too much on the 
sensitive boundaries between political and faith domains, fueled by a percep-
tion that religion today is highly politicized and related to many contemporary 
confl icts. The second relate to perceived tensions and contradictions between 
religion and modernization, especially reproductive health rights. Briefl y (and 
in a somewhat caricatural fashion), the perception is that many religious orga-
nizations and leaders oppose important elements of modernization and social 
change and thus represent a negative force standing in the way of develop-
ment. The third set of concerns refl ect a largely unspoken but still widely 
held assumption that religion declines in importance as societies modernize 
and that engaging in any systematic fashion with faith organizations therefore 
deserves a low priority.

There is also a tension about how global and national approaches inter-
play. While there are well-established links in many countries between faith 
organizations (at least some of them) and public authorities, these often do not 
extend to global institutions overall and development institutions more specifi -
cally in any systematic fashion. Many governments, furthermore, are uneasy 
about the transnational dimensions of many faith organizations, which seem 
to elude their control or even knowledge. Some governments consider it expe-
dient to deal with faith institutions simply as part of their engagement with civil 
society, though faith institutions are far larger and in many respects quite dif-
ferent from other groups that fall under the very broad and often amorphous 
heading of civil society. All these factors have served as important obstacles to 
thoughtful and systematic exploration of faith development issues and action 
to move in some new directions that seem fairly obvious.
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The World Bank and Religion?

The World Bank embarked on a new initiative in 1998 to engage with the world 
of faith. The initiative took several forms, among them a series of four high-
level meetings involving leaders from the world’s major religions and leading 
development institutions, co-convened by James D. Wolfensohn (then World 
Bank president) and Lord Carey (then archbishop of Canterbury), where the 
common concerns about global poverty met great resonance. It also launched 
specifi c partnerships with several faith-inspired organizations, explored lead-
ing issues including understandings of poverty and the interplay of culture 
and development, and worked in three countries as a pilot experience in inter-
faith engagement on poverty issues (Ethiopia, Tanzania, and Guatemala). This 
experience is an interesting “case study” of how very different institutions have 
engaged together in practical ways. It thus illustrates several important global 
trends that are at play in relations between religion and global politics, includ-
ing how secular public institutions engage with resurgent religion and how 
new partnerships that characterize the contemporary global scene can play out 
in practice. The World Bank’s journey, far from a smooth one, has involved 
much learning and new understanding of both effective development work 
and the potential new partnerships that can strengthen its impact.

The World Bank is a major, if not the main, development institution today, 
directly involved in development work in some 120 countries (the bank is owned 
and led by its 185 member countries). It works on a wide variety of issues and with 
instruments ranging from development fi nance, policy analysis and research, 
and advocacy to its important “convening power.” As a large and powerful global 
institution, it has attracted considerable controversy, especially over the past 
twenty years. As such, it is both a central and a somewhat special actor. One char-
acteristic is that it is seen very differently by different people and institutions. 
This applies to many faith institutions, which see the World Bank variously as a 
positive force advocating for poverty eradiation, as an instrument of rich country 
interests and their power, as an institution with a powerful economic theology 
advancing market instruments, and as a unique voice for the poor. Above all, the 
World Bank is a complex institution mobilizing large resources, human, intel-
lectual, and fi nancial, with wide global reach and infl uence.4 Its experience with 
faith institutions is thus both illustrative and a harbinger for the development 
community more broadly.

The World Bank’s self-image is captured in the phrase, engraved in the 
marble at the front door of the World Bank’s main building in Washington. 
D.C.: “Our dream is a world free of poverty.” That mission unites people who 
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engage in widely differing areas and may thus emphasize very different paths 
and priorities as they strive for a poverty-free world. The World Bank today is 
marked by a widening appreciation that the task of working for a more just 
world must enlist a range of interventions and actors, and that there is no magic 
bullet, no single recipe. A kaleidoscope of partnerships and a fundamentally 
interdisciplinary approach are vital if it is to attain its dream.

As frontline operational offi cers and international civil servants in a multi-
lateral institution, World Bank staff work to address issues across a wide spec-
trum involving virtually all public policy issues, from AIDS to legal reform to 
zebras (i.e., biodiversity and environment). Debt, corruption, gender issues, 
and environmental assessments are the hourly fare. Bank staff work with villag-
ers to raise crop yields, build pumps for water, and reduce maternal mortality. 
They work with urban slum communities on housing, with city administrators 
on sanitation, and with women’s groups to confront the HIV/AIDS pandemic, 
expand promising microcredit schemes, and improve child nutrition. Education 
is a central concern, as are jobs and social safety nets. They deal all too often with 
the impacts of economic crises and mismanagement, including corruption, 
which siphons resources away from social services and development programs. 
Technology, trade, public institutions, and land rights affect these programs in 
many ways. The bank’s staff aim is always directed to forge long-term visions 
and solutions that will yield better lives, even as they grapple daily with the prac-
tical consequences of strategic choices for countries as different as Bolivia, Cam-
bodia, Mali, Morocco, South Africa, and Turkey. They are pragmatic visionaries 
and idealistic realists. The World Bank’s central ethos is to serve as a catalyst and 
help bring the best of global experience to those who want and need to change.

Though this catalogue of development issues is familiar to any faith-based 
group or leader working in a poor community, the World Bank, over its sixty-
year history, had remarkably little professional contact at either global or local 
levels with the world of faith and the people who work in it. Faith perspectives—
including the myriad contributions of religious institutions that own land, run 
schools, assist poor people, and care for orphans and disabled people—were 
often invisible to development teams.5 That oversight often resulted from sim-
ple lack of knowledge, preconceptions about differing roles, and, sometimes, 
suspicions that faith institutions stood against development goals. Project anal-
ysis and documentation, institutional vocabulary, research agendas, dialogue 
with individual countries, public speeches, and internal staff training rarely 
included glimpses of the world of faith. Even today the main World Bank Web 
site barely mentions religion or faith.6 Some encounters with churches, tem-
ples, and mosques did occur, but these interactions were driven by individuals 
and proved patchy and ephemeral; they were also little documented.
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A parallel portrait could be drawn of the views of many faith-based insti-
tutions regarding development institutions and specifi cally the World Bank. 
The former have often painted a rather dismal picture of the latter as large, 
diffi cult to understand, arrogant, driven by an agenda to create—and even 
concentrate—wealth, and removed from daily concerns of poor people. Some 
faith groups have portrayed development institutions as contributing to social 
and economic problems because of their advice to curtail subsidies, introduce 
or enforce taxation regimes, constrain civil service employment, work toward 
effi ciency in expenditures on schools and health, and reduce barriers that pro-
tect farmers or local industry.7 Tensions have mounted highest regarding the 
World Bank’s advice to governments in handling their fi nances, including debt 
loads, economic crises, and extensive and often poorly managed public sectors. 
As an example, many faith groups have seen privatization of water systems as 
detrimental to the poor (Bolivia’s El Alto and Cochabamba water reforms may 
be the best known examples); World Bank teams, in contrast, have regarded a 
combination of privatization of water management entities with regulation as 
the best—if not the only—way to attract investment and assure sound manage-
ment, both essential for providing clean water at reasonable cost to all. Water 
remains a highly contentious issue with special concern for faith communities 
(both because it is so essential to people’s lives and because of its spiritual sig-
nifi cance for virtually all faiths). It was thus a central if somewhat ill-defi ned 
theme at the Parliament of the World’s Religions in Barcelona in July 2004 and 
the World Council of Churches Assembly in Pôrto Alegre in February 2006.

The fact that the World Bank deals fi rst and foremost with governments—
which are its shareholders—and their core fi nancial ministries, including cen-
tral banks, attracts considerable attention from civil society organizations and 
especially faith institutions, who advance the critique that the path through 
government channels impedes understanding of and engagement with com-
munities and nongovernmental organizations. This criticism comes with par-
ticular bite vis-à-vis countries where democratic institutions and traditions are 
not well developed, but it is echoed even in countries with vibrant public debate 
(India is a prominent example). For many decades, the multilateral develop-
ment banks (including the World Bank) were indeed highly constrained in 
their relations with most nongovernmental entities, relating to them through 
the lens of government guidance. Meetings with civil society were in many 
countries rare and often stilted. This situation has, however, changed markedly 
in recent years. The World Bank fi elds a large network of specialists concerned 
primarily with civil society relations, and supports structured dialogue pro-
cesses in many countries where the World Bank operates (Peru, Chile, Kenya, 
Senegal, India, and Indonesia are among many examples where such dialogue 
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has infl uenced country operations over a period of decades). The World Bank 
also has partnerships (a term that often but not always implies a fi nancing 
relationship) and a myriad of other relationships with an extraordinary range 
of institutions. Among the most dynamic are those with civil society organiza-
tions, which, of course, come in countless shapes and forms. What remains true, 
though, is that fi nancing relationships for normal World Bank business are the 
province of governments, which decide when and for what purpose they will 
borrow or accept grants, and how the programs will be executed.

Many other forces have shaped the jarring perceptions and realities that 
divide faith and development institutions. Among the most important is a ten-
dency for the development institutions to work in distinct silos and sectors, 
thus approaching issues quite distinctly as, for example, macroeconomic man-
agement, transport, water, or health. In contrast, many faith institutions, espe-
cially the core churches, temples, and mosques, tend to view social challenges 
as a whole and may be uncomfortable with the technical packaging of issues by 
sector. Thus the institutions often simply organize their work quite differently. 
This segmentation is one of the “cultural” differences that have contributed to 
signifi cant tension among players who share a deep concern for the welfare of 
the world’s poorest citizens and for the social, political, and environmental sys-
tems that affect them. Lack of understanding is another obstacle on both sides. 
Development institutions have few vehicles that help them navigate among faith 
institutions and learn from them, because they may be quite ignorant about 
religion generally and about the relevant institutions. And faith institutions 
often fi nd the development institutions baffl ing and enigmatic in their complex 
and changing organizations and clipped, acronym-laden vocabulary. It would 
be naive not to recognize that some of the segmentation is fueled by a human 
tendency toward competition and a focus on one’s own institutions, even in 
ventures whose aims are profoundly altruistic. However, signifi cant differences 
in history, organization, and approach would seem to play a far greater part in 
the divides.

The long-standing tendency by the World Bank and many of its fellow 
institutions to employ dry, technical economics-speak contributes to an aura 
of exclusiveness. The bank recognizes that accessible language is critical for 
the public engagement that underlies development success, but it does not 
always put that precept into practice. World Bank circles also rarely use the 
language of ethics and values—of spirituality and the soul—which faith institu-
tions expect to hear. This exacerbates misperceptions: development institu-
tions are profoundly ethical in their origins, witness the passion of their staffs, 
and the elaborate rules governing fi nancial management, procurement, and 
project evaluation, among other aspects of their work. But that is diffi cult to 
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divine from institutional prose, which tends to be data-laden and “preachy” in 
the certainty of tone and tendency to prescribe.

Finally, faith institutions often describe a David-and-Goliath situation, 
wherein the mighty World Bank evinces little regard for poor countries and 
communities facing the Damocles sword of acute fi scal crisis with limited 
resources and voice, and for smaller institutions and actors. This is a common 
theme in the publications of the World Council of Churches as an example, 
but the underlying theme of imbalance of power is a common one in many 
commentaries about the World Bank. Such perceptions clearly play a role in 
relationships between faith and development groups.

James D. Wolfensohn, president of the World Bank from 1995 to 2005, 
took on such issues head-on early in his tenure, when he decided to embark on 
a series of signifi cant efforts to address the World Bank’s critics more directly 
and to work to bridge divides. His outreach drew in civil society, business, and 
cultural institutions, but the attempt to build links with communities of faith 
was among the most important and ambitious. Wolfensohn focused particular 
attention on a series of meetings between global faith and development lead-
ers that aimed at creating a global alliance buttressed by policy consultations. 
He was also concerned to ensure the sustainability of the effort, both within the 
Bank and within the broader development community, and thus focused on 
the institutional links. As he argued in a major address in March 2004, the 
issue “of  bringing the faiths together with the cause of humanity and the envi-
ronment is something that is not just a dream, it’s not something that cannot 
happen, but I suggest to you today is something that must happen.”8

The main instrument through which the World Bank and the leaders who 
met to explore faith development issues sought to assure sustainability was the 
World Faiths Development Dialogue (WFDD). This autonomous institution was 
to serve as a bridge across the rather tension-fi lled waters separating faith and 
development institutions. Specifi cally, it was to engage in dialogue and action 
on poverty, culture and diversity, services to the poor, and equity.9 The WFDD, 
for example, in its initial years examined the view of and involvement of faith 
institutions in the bank’s Poverty Reduction Strategy Process (PRSP), which 
links debt relief to strategies for alleviating poverty. The WFDD also piloted 
interfaith explorations of development issues in Ethiopia, Guatemala, and Tan-
zania and engaged faith groups in programs to combat HIV/AIDS and preserve 
the environment. The bank also has maintained a small team (the unit is called 
the Development Dialogue on Values and Ethics) devoted primarily to fostering 
relationships with faith institutions that worked in tandem with WFDD.

Four global meetings between global faith and development leaders helped 
shape an agenda for action. At the fi rst such meeting, held at Lambeth Palace 
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in London in February 1998, a small group of leaders from the world’s major 
faiths met under the leadership of James Wolfensohn and George Carey, then 
Archbishop of Canterbury, with His Highness the Aga Khan also present. Par-
ticipants concluded that shared concerns about poverty were far more impor-
tant than evident differences. A second meeting, held in Washington, D.C., 
in November 1999, concluded with an action plan for creating the WFDD. 
A larger group of leaders then met at Canterbury in October 2002 to link their 
dialogue to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).10 The most recent 
meeting, held at Dublin Castle in January 2005,11 chaired again by James 
Wolfensohn and Lord Carey with Archbishop Diarmuid Martin, reaffi rmed the 
vital importance of faith development dialogue and action in advancing the fairly 
specifi c MDG agendas, and, more broadly, for working toward global equity.12 
The agendas that were defi ned there have guided dialogue and operational 
work and refl ect a challenging agenda that is valid to this day.

Debates in the World Bank about Engaging 
with Faith Institutions

The initiative to bridge the gulf with faith institutions and to explore new forms 
of dialogue and partnerships began smoothly, and considerable support for this 
venture was evident in a growing network of supporters and interest among 
several country leaders (in Ethiopia and Kenya, for example) and global entities 
like the WCRP and the Parliament of the World’s Religions. The World Bank par-
ticipated in a major August 2000 summit at the United Nations that brought 
together hundreds of world religious leaders on the eve of the historic Septem-
ber 2000 UN Millennium Summit, and in other global and regional meetings. 
The WFDD seemed to be well launched and a promising path to operational 
dialogue well defi ned.

The overall initiative inspired by James Wolfensohn, however, soon encoun-
tered serious opposition from many of the World Bank’s executive directors—
representatives of its 185 member countries. It is signifi cant that this contro-
versy caught the bank’s leaders and faith partners quite by surprise, as they had 
not expected that a modest initiative focused on dialogue could draw signifi cant 
criticism. Nonetheless, for varying reasons, the engagement between faith and 
development institutions sparked a serious controversy in 2000, and it has 
remained an uneasy topic ever since. While several distinguished global lead-
ers have characterized efforts to build bridges between the World Bank and 
faith institutions as profoundly visionary, one commentator illustrated another 
important current when he termed this World Bank program a “loony idea.”13



religion and global development  207

The offi cial discussions within the World Bank about the faith program 
took the form of two briefi ng meetings with the executive directors, followed 
by a lengthy series of individual meetings with all of their offi ces (twenty-four), 
focused in early 2000. As a result, Wolfensohn agreed to modify the plans for 
the World Bank’s engagement with the WFDD (removing the World Bank 
from direct participation in its governance), to reorganize the World Bank unit 
responsible for the work (moving it from his offi ce to the external affairs vice 
presidency), and to keep the issue of World Bank involvement under con-
tinuous review. The net result was that the Bank curtailed its planned effort 
and changed the form of its engagement with faith institutions to one that 
was more cautious, muted, and qualifi ed. Agreements along these lines were 
refl ected in two formal memorandums to the executive directors in early 2001. 
Wolfensohn made clear that he intended to continue with the initiative, which 
he considered to have vital importance both for the World Bank and for its work 
on poverty, but the period of controversy, in addition to providing a unique 
insight into the nature of concerns about the emerging roles of religion in pub-
lic policy at a global level, left a cloud of doubt that has yet to lift.

Because the controversy about the faith dialogue took place at such a senior 
level within the World Bank, and put such a sharp spotlight on the issues, con-
siderable attention was focused at the time and subsequently on the reasons 
its advocates believed that faith development dialogue makes sense and what 
form it could and should take, as well as to understanding and appreciating the 
detailed nature of the concerns and doubts that were raised about its pursuit. 
The protracted dialogue that the controversy sparked provided the chance to 
address the widely ranging concerns that surfaced in the process. That said, 
the dialogue was complicated by the signifi cant political and intellectual revolu-
tion that resulted after September 11, 2001; terrorist attacks and other tensions 
exhibiting a religious element shone a new spotlight on the importance of reli-
gion in global affairs. The underlying and obviously complex questions about 
how poverty, violence, social justice, and terrorism were interrelated took on 
much greater prominence.

Changing political landscapes also affected the debates. For example, the 
approach of the U.S. representatives to the faith development discussions in 
2000 was generally skeptical about explicit relationships with faith institutions 
and focused on what those representatives considered their relatively low prior-
ity. The tone shifted abruptly during the administration of  President George W. 
Bush, whose representatives responded to the faith development work with 
enthusiasm. France took a particularly strong position opposing global engage-
ment with faith institutions in 2000, a time when national debates about laïcité 
were at their height; subsequently the French government and institutions 
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have evinced lively interest in faith issues, including those affecting the devel-
opment agenda, above all in response to domestic relations with immigrant 
groups, many of them Muslim. All these factors cast in high relief the reality of 
complex interlocking interests.

A central debate turned around an issue with important global political 
ramifi cations: whether the focus of global policy and thus the work of global 
institutions should be on countries, or whether the globalization process had 
transformed international relations such that a broader, transnational focus 
was needed on many issues, including religion. The country representatives 
in the World Bank have tended powerfully to support an approach or response 
to a specifi c action proposal that centers on a sovereign government. Thus they 
tended to argue that relationships with national faith communities should 
have priority (though transnational Islamic politics in recent years has added 
nuance to this picture). If a government (say that of Zambia or Bolivia) chooses 
to engage with faith institutions, the World Bank and other development insti-
tutions would normally respect their decision and tailor programs accordingly. 
Thus church-run hospitals are engaged in health and HIV/AIDS programs in 
Uganda; Islamic charities were actively involved in programs in the Balkans, 
Indonesia, and Afghanistan; and the Bolivian Catholic Church was a major 
player in a complex process for devising a national poverty strategy in Bolivia. Var-
ious faith institutions have been important partners in social investment fund 
and community-driven development programs, proposing and implementing 
community-inspired programs across a wide range of social areas. The issues 
and objections tended to arise where transnational issues and global faith bod-
ies became involved. This was the case when a broad development program was 
under review (for example, a multicountry AIDS training program focused on 
religious leaders) or in one instance where an initiative was proposed where the 
bank would lead a high level refl ection on education issues across the Islamic 
majority countries. Since religion so often crosses national boundaries, this 
geography of religion became an important factor in the debates.

In many respects, the World Bank has yet to resolve fully its internal ten-
sions and criticisms. These have in practice perturbed the WFDD’s develop-
ment, as well as the very evident need for the World Bank itself to expand staff 
knowledge about religious issues and interactions and approach faith partner-
ships more systematically. The faith development work has continued none-
theless; today faith organizations participate in the work of the World Bank 
at many levels, including the recently revamped Civil Society Forum, efforts 
to fi ght HIV/AIDS, and community approaches to the environment. Aware-
ness of the importance of faith roles is embedded in some bank operations. 
However, the reach and depth of understanding remain patchy and fragile, and 
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uncertainties regarding future directions persist. Following the World Bank’s 
presidential transition in June 2005, a process of stocktaking began, to deter-
mine the level and direction of future engagement; this has persisted through 
the second (unexpected) presidential transition in July 2007, when Robert 
Zoellick replaced Paul Wolfowitz as president.

Drawing Lessons from Experience

The discussions and tensions just described refl ect a specifi c debate in time 
and place, its features accentuated by circumstances, institutional character-
istics, and personalities. But the issues at stake in forging new links among 
secular and faith institutions are far from abstract, and they have implications 
for the development process at many levels, from global to village and slum 
communities. Perhaps the best place to look for both inspiration and lessons is 
at the level of experience. Four cases are described briefl y in the following. They 
refl ect a broad range of engagements that demonstrate what can be achieved 
and some pitfalls and issues encountered; they also offer the basis for our 
working hypothesis: that the quality of development work, from basic under-
standing and honing of objectives through implementation and adaptation to 
fi t local realities, is signifi cantly improved when development and faith institu-
tions engage together.14

The Community of Sant’Egidio and the Right to Health Care

A fi rst case is the interaction between the Community of Sant’Egidio, the lay 
Catholic community best known for its remarkable work in supporting peace 
negotiations in Mozambique and elsewhere, and the World Bank. Sant’Egidio 
has emerged as a key actor in global debates about HIV/AIDS, and it was 
here that it determined that a partnership with the World Bank was essential. 
The World Bank at the level of the president was immediately enthusiastic, 
but the operating staff was reluctant, primarily because the Mozambique gov-
ernment was hesitant to use what it considered its scarce concessional funds 
from the World Bank to support an organization it viewed as a partner and 
donor. Both the bank and the Mozambique government were unprepared for 
the demanding moral arguments for action and the urgency of demands that 
Sant’Egidio presented. The issue of respective roles of public sector leadership 
and a private faith-inspired partner in addressing Mozambique’s HIV/AIDS 
program also arose. The dialogue was transformational for policy and approach 
for the three actors concerned.
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The backdrop was the growing conviction of the Community of Sant’Egidio 
that a central global challenge was not only to provide care for people affected 
by HIV/AIDS but to press its partners and the global HIV/AIDS community to 
assure the same standard of care in the poorest communities of Mozambique 
as in Rome. What began as a relatively straightforward effort to mobilize fund-
ing for treatment with antiretroviral therapy was thus framed over time as an 
issue of rights; a specifi c local program grew into an international advocacy 
campaign. For this lay Catholic community, based in Rome but now a global 
social movement, the links between working for peace, helping people in need, 
and supporting people with HIV/AIDS were obvious, and they cast the debate 
in a moral framework of rights and obligations. Sant’Egidio argued that no 
lowering of standards was morally acceptable, and that implicit acceptance that 
care of poor communities would be partial because of logistic or fi nancial 
constraints was simply ethically wrong.

The World Bank, meanwhile, was at the time the leading international 
fi nancier of HIV/AIDS programs in Africa and was focusing above all on pre-
vention strategies and on supporting the development of national capacity. Its 
emphasis was on priorities and practical constraints. Relationships with gov-
ernments were seen as critical because they alone could assure sustainability 
of programs. While the approach followed in an overall “blueprint” stressed 
the critical role of civil society, a category into which bank staff would place 
Sant’Egidio, funds and decisions on who would do what were the responsibility 
of governments, and direct negotiations with nongovernmental organizations 
had little place. When the Sant’Egidio issue arose, a long-gestating HIV/AIDS 
program supported by the World Bank in Mozambique, set in the framework 
of an Africa-wide program called the multisectoral AIDS program (MAP), was 
being negotiated, with some diffi culty since the Mozambique government 
and the bank differed on some practical and strategic approaches. To reduce 
a lengthy and complex story to its central elements, the reluctance of the gov-
ernment to allocate MAP funds for the Sant’Egidio program led, or inspired, 
the bank to initiate a separate program called the Treatment Acceleration Proj-
ect, which would support a learning-by-doing approach in three countries. The 
Sant’Egidio program was a centerpiece of this three-country project.

The lengthy discussions among the Community of Sant’Egidio, the Mozam-
bique government, and the World Bank did not turn on religion, but many 
faith elements entered the picture, and the ethical imperatives that the differ-
ent partners perceived, though they were framed in quite different ways by 
the different partners, were central. The proposal for the Treatment Accelera-
tion Project met opposition from several bilateral donors, for example, who 
were concerned (among other issues) that the Catholic-inspired Sant’Egidio 
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community was emphasizing treatment programs at the expense of prevention 
strategies that would involve condom promotion. What was most important, 
however, was the increasing focus over the life of the discussions on the under-
lying need to grapple with responsibilities and standards and, alongside very 
practical issues of procurement of drugs and fi nancing channels, the ethical 
implications of the program.

Many lessons emerged from the negotiations and implementation of the 
Mozambique program, a complex learning venture that addressed the panoply 
of issues for the global AIDS program. Specifi cally in terms of faith develop-
ment links, four facets are of particular interest. First, the complex and highly 
varied nature of faith-inspired organizations was signifi cant. The Community of 
Sant’Egidio is sui generis in several respects, a movement, plainly faith-inspired 
and linked to the Catholic Church but in its technical operations highly profes-
sional in its outlook. Stereotypes about faith-based organizations held by many 
partners proved an important obstacle to understanding what the community 
did and wanted; inter alia, it led many to underestimate both its determination 
and its range of contacts; it also made costing diffi cult because Sant’Egidio relied 
heavily on volunteer inputs. Second, tensions between national and transna-
tional organizations came into play. The Sant’Egidio AIDS program was born 
in Mozambique but expanded to other countries, and its advocacy campaign 
was Africa-wide. The World Bank’s approach tended to be very country focused, 
and asymetry in approaches to geography was diffi cult to handle. Third, ten-
sions between secular and faith institutions around reproductive health rights 
came into play as various partners tended to cast Sant’Egidio into a “Catholic 
Church” role, leading to unease that a formula favoring the Sant’Egidio pro-
gram could undermine AIDS prevention strategies that included condom use. 
Fourth, and most signifi cant, the exchanges that led to the new treatment proj-
ect were signifi cant both in advancing technical consideration of AIDS treat-
ment in poor-country settings and in sharpening the defi nition of the ethical 
issues involved. Issues were reframed with greater attention to the values that 
underlay proposed actions, including implicit trade-offs, long-term risks and 
commitments, and the links between rights and standards.

Sant’Egidio brings to its work on HIV/AIDS special personal and institu-
tional qualities but also a community ethos inspired by deeply rooted but liv-
ing spiritual traditions. The community has been part of a remarkable process 
of transforming global thinking about the HIV/AIDS pandemic and what can 
and above all what should be done. Its high standards, humane approach, and 
determination have won admirers and supporters for the programs it runs as 
a community, but they also have affected a wide range of approaches and pro-
grams that extend far beyond.



212  religious actors in world politics

The Aga Khan Foundation and Early Education 
in the Muslim World

Not far away geographically from Mozambique, in Tanzania, Muslim commu-
nities concerned about both quality of education and the values imparted by 
the challenged government-run education system worked with another faith-
inspired organization known worldwide for its standards of excellence and cre-
ative approach: the Aga Khan Foundation. Created by the Ismaili leader, the 
foundation works worldwide and is often at the forefront of new approaches 
and ideas. Again, its leaders and staff are inspired by a combined determina-
tion to accept nothing but the highest standards and a fi rm conviction that 
action against poverty is an imperative and is possible with suffi cient will and 
resources.

The Tanzania story involves a modest effort to build on an Islamic school 
system (termed “madrasas” in East Africa) and facilities to launch a community-
designed, state-of-the-art, preschool system for children in the area. The pro-
gram took its cue from parents’ practical worries about whether their children 
would succeed in school, their concerns about the values imparted to their chil-
dren at school, and global research indicating that the most important educa-
tional interventions often come at a very early age. The Aga Khan Foundation 
provided fi nancial support and helped in designing a structure that entailed 
careful monitoring of progress, highly effi cient management, and full engage-
ment of the community, especially women. The program was modest in its initial 
objectives, but its success has proved catching. Similar madrasa preschools are 
now operating in several East African countries, including Kenya and Uganda.

This experience offers a very different lens on faith development experi-
ence. First, it was primarily a community-led and local venture, which in prac-
tice is by far the most common. Second, the importance that the community 
gave both to its faith institutions (the madrasa system run by Islamic authori-
ties) and to the values content of education for their children is indicative of a 
common thread that runs through many communities. And third, the practi-
cal partnership between the community and the global Aga Khan Foundation 
worked in an exemplary fashion, supporting a program that engaged the com-
munity effectively, responded to its specifi c concerns, and eventually moving 
its successful elements to a larger scale.

Fe y Alegría and Education Reform in Latin America

In Latin America, the challenge of providing quality education in the poorest 
communities has inspired another remarkable partnership, between the Jesuit 
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order and its education institutions and a private foundation whose focus is on 
social entrepreneurship and leadership—the Avina Foundation. These improb-
able partners have together designed a bold and far-ranging program, known 
as Centro Magis (Center of Excellence), whose goal is to combine and build 
on the educational movement that Jesuits have led in poor communities in 
some sixteen Latin American countries, the Fe y Alegría system. The scope of 
this effort is refl ected in the parallel effort of Centro Magis to strengthen net-
works and quality within the Jesuit-run and Jesuit-inspired universities of Latin 
America—there are some twenty-eight—and Jesuit social work.

The core of the Centro Magis program is a dual conviction—fi rst, that lead-
ership cannot succeed in failing societies, so education must be tied to social 
action and progress; and second, that the remarkable schools of Fe y Alegría, 
with a powerful community basis and impetus, stood to benefi t from a gamut 
of modern management tools and approaches that were diffi cult to secure 
without focused support. Thus, the Avina Foundation is supporting a long-
term program of learning and modernization, one that is determinedly true to 
the spirit of the Fe y Alegría movement yet open to transformation and change 
in what it hopes is the best of the “modern” spirit.

The Avina Fe y Alegría experience suggests three observations relevant 
to faith development dialogue and partnerships. First, it highlights the vital 
role that faith institutions are playing in practice in the fi eld of education, with 
special reference to education in the poorest communities. Fe y Alegría edu-
cational institutions serve more than 1 million people across Latin America. 
Their contribution and experience are broad and could and should be better 
refl ected in educational debates than they currently are. Second, the emphasis 
on values, leadership, and social change in the Fe y Alegría system refl ects the 
ethical foundations of, in this instance, the Jesuit educational mission. The 
parallel concerns of Avina, a secular organization also powerfully driven by 
explicit focus on ethics and leadership, produced a signifi cant synergy even as 
they sparked some lively debates. Third, the blend of traditional, long-proven 
approaches to education in the Fe y Alegría system and the ultramodern inspi-
ration of the business methods and ethics introduced by Avina proved more 
compatible than many expected.

Jubilee 2000 and Global Debt Relief

A fourth example of the alchemy of unusual partnerships is the story of the 
Jubilee 2000 campaign, highlighted earlier in the chapter. The poor-country 
debt problem was long a source of worry, to bankers, to ministers of fi nance 
of countries rich and poor, and to development workers concerned about the 
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welfare and sustainability of programs they saw languishing on the ground 
because of mounting fi nancial shortfalls. Efforts to change the “rules of the 
game” of debt relief and cancellation were changing to meet evident needs in 
countries facing fi nancial crises, but at an agonizingly slow pace, with a slowly 
moving consensus painfully negotiated behind closed doors when fi nance 
ministers met. The language of dialogue was highly technical, and a succession 
of painstakingly crafted efforts to meet the many divergent interests involved 
seemed endless and served to dampen any bold ideas and initiatives.

But in this seemingly unpromising soil a global social movement was 
planted, which in a remarkably short space of time took the technical, fi gures-
driven discussions of debt ratios and repayment terms to an entirely different 
plane, where clarion calls for action were made on moral grounds. Debt bur-
dens were tied directly to the dual sins of corruption and self-interest, and the 
consequences of heavy debt service obligations for poor countries were starkly 
presented as eating into funding available and thus spending on health and 
education for the poor. The core inspiration for the movement, however, was a 
call to ancient wisdom as refl ected in the Bible: the teaching on Jubilee, which 
called for periodic forgiveness of debts, especially in “jubilee” years, to allow 
people struggling under burdens of debt to make a fresh start. The application 
to poor countries struggling under so many burdens of poverty seemed obvi-
ous, and many rallied to the cause who had barely considered international 
development issues before.

The movement that was aroused by the calls for a Jubilee by the year 2000 
grew from these early seeds of refl ection primarily within faith institutions. 
Mothers’ unions, students, development activists, preachers, imams, all alike 
mobilized with demands for action from world leaders whenever they met, 
especially at the G8 meetings that gather the heads of state of the wealthiest 
and most powerful nations. Changes that were deemed absolutely impos-
sible two years earlier became policy, and a range of new mechanisms were 
designed that allowed debt burdens to be sharply reduced in the world’s poor-
est countries.

The specifi c actions on debt are in themselves a remarkable story, but what 
is still more inspiring is the impact of the Jubilee mobilization on broader 
thinking about and coalitions supporting work against poverty. The remark-
able Millennium Declaration at the United Nations in September 2000 took 
much inspiration from the movement, as have strategic visions and practi-
cal action plans in many countries. Perhaps most important, the language of 
discussion of poverty has been reinfused with a sense of the ethical issues at 
stake, which both humanizes complex issues and offers avenues to address 
them.



religion and global development  215

Why Engage with Faith Institutions? The Arguments 
against and Lessons Learned

Over the period 1998–2007, the engagement with faith institutions changed 
in fundamental ways in many development institutions, the World Bank among 
them. There is far more awareness of issues of faith today than a decade ago. 
The lessons of practice highlighted in this chapter have produced an array 
of experiences and demonstrated what can be achieved when new norms of 
partnerships are explored and new partners engaged. Ironically, this aware-
ness tends to be focused at two levels: institutional leadership and staff on 
the ground, with considerable reticence evident at the middle management 
level, in particular. Thus the engagement remains fairly limited. Perhaps most 
signifi cant, efforts to institutionalize such work and relationships, within the 
World Bank but also in institutions like the United Nations Development Pro-
gram (UNDP) and the British bilateral development agency, have made limited 
progress.

The main reasons for limited progress are that the secular culture skepti-
cal of religion has proved diffi cult to overcome, while at the same time many 
faith institutions have faltered in their efforts to work with and come fully to 
grips with the approach and workings of the development institutions. Briefl y, 
the arguments and doubts within secular organizations can be summarized 
by three “D” words: religion is seen variously as dangerous, divisive, and largely 
defunct. An “E” word also applies, as approaches to issues of religion often tend 
to be infused with emotional, personal overtones, making debates quite unlike, 
for example, those involving railroad reform. Somewhat more politically, the 
three major categories of concerns can be described as the politics surrounding 
religion; perceptions about generic and deep-seated approaches of some reli-
gious institutions to development; and questions about whether a systematic 
dialogue with faith institutions should be a priority or is even relevant.

This discussion focuses on the reactions and “culture” of secular institu-
tions as they have grappled with issues and institutions of religion. The reticence 
of faith institutions also has played a role. Again in a simplifying formula, the 
hesitations of many faith partners can be summarized by three “E” words, and 
a “D” word. For many faith institutions, development institutions are seen as 
part of what some describe as the “empire” of wealthy and powerful nations and 
institutions that approach poverty from the vantage point of their own inter-
ests. The dominance of the governance structure of the World Bank by wealthy 
countries accentuates this perception. Faith partners also point to the “effects” of 
development programs, which many perceive as negative: prominent examples 
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are environmental damage, displacement of populations, and perceived nega-
tive consequences of economic policy reforms. Third, for many, the develop-
ment institutions remain an “enigma,” complex, powerful, hard to understand 
and approach. For many, a summary judgment would be that the institutions 
are not, as they themselves believe, altruistic and benefi cial but “dangerous.”15

The following discussion focuses on the secular institution perceptions. 
Given their importance and their tenacity in development circles, they are elab-
orated here in some detail.

Religion is divisive. The international fi nancial institutions, particularly the 
World Bank, operate under strict injunctions to avoid political interference in 
the affairs of member countries. Questions have been raised as to whether 
engagement with interfaith and faith organizations could run up against that 
injunction. World Bank engagement with leading faith fi gures and participa-
tion in global debates involving faith communities have been seen to threaten 
an age-old and often hard-won separation between church and state (the laïcité 
defended so keenly by France, in particular). And, indeed, religious politics can 
be ferociously complex and even ferocious, so it is not surprising that those 
who are not immersed in these worlds would hesitate to engage. Competi-
tion between faith systems seems hardwired, given the ultimate stakes (who is 
saved) and shorter-term stakes (fi nancial survival). Polite rhetoric and solemn 
ritual can merely mask disdain and intolerance in some instances. And the 
interplay of interfaith relations in increasingly plural societies presents new 
challenges that many in the World Bank and other institutions have been hesi-
tant to engage.

Critics have expressed concern that work with faith groups might draw the 
World Bank into tensions and risks underlying fundamentalist movements. 
Where religion contributes to civic confl ict, the concern is that involvement—
even well intentioned—might accentuate those tensions and even promote vio-
lence. The keenest sensitivities have involved engagement by the World Bank 
with Islamic leaders, but questions have also been raised as to how far the 
World Bank should engage with the Catholic Church at an institutional level, 
or whether faith leaders should be invited to participate in major policy consul-
tations, and partnership arrangements in sensitive postconfl ict and postcrisis 
situations (for example, following the 2004 tsunami).

Religion is dangerous. Deep down, many development actors see religions 
as working toward a fundamentally different agenda—one largely driven by 
tradition and immutable theology. These, they argue, lead faith leaders and 
institutions to stand against modernization and social change in general, and 
to oppose change and fl exibility in the roles of women and men in particular, 
especially where reproductive health is concerned. Many development workers 
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are also concerned that faith institutions—even if they focus on health and 
 education—serve a limited segment of the community, excluding nonfollowers. 
The fact that faith groups often serve the whole community without quid pro quo 
is often either not known or ignored. Many cultural practices have a religious 
veneer, and vice versa, but disentangling the strands of culture and religion is 
diffi cult, the more so as both change—and often at different tempos. Female 
genital cutting is perhaps the most striking example where tightly knotted cul-
tural and religious precepts are hellishly diffi cult to disentangle, but there are 
countless others.

Some development actors have also been reluctant to engage with faith 
institutions even in classic social services like health and education because of 
a concern that such work, however effective, is primarily motivated by a desire 
to gain converts. Development actors do not wish to be associated with such 
proselytizing activities in any fashion, while faith actors may view development 
agencies as undermining core cultural and religious values. The upshot has 
been a belief among development institutions that it was best not to engage at 
all with institutions so fundamentally opposed to what they see as key precepts 
and areas they consider of highest priority (the role of women, for example); 
they also see many issues like ancient traditions and rituals and approaches to 
sexuality as profoundly sensitive. This line of argument is especially diffi cult to 
address because these suspicions are often unspoken.

Religion is defunct. Another often-unspoken assumption among many 
development institutions is that as an economy grows and a society mod-
ernizes, religion becomes more peripheral and even retrograde. Taken to its 
extreme, this argument has contributed to a view that engagement with faith 
institutions is a low priority, and even unnecessary. The long-held view that 
prevailed in many secular institutions supported this belief in the declining 
role of religion, and it has taken development institutions some time to catch 
up with the paradigm shift that points instead to a religious resurgence at the 
global level and an increasing focus on religion in the public sphere. Long-held 
habits of thought and organization die hard. When combined with the hesita-
tions about engaging with faith institutions because of their political character 
and the concern that religion might be incompatible with core development 
agendas, the sense that after all religion was less important than other topics 
facilitated a culture of neglect.

Each of these areas of doubt poses important questions and highlights 
areas of risk that deserve to be addressed. Indeed, dialogue on their implica-
tions has proved both sobering and enlightening, suggesting more sophis-
ticated ways to approach the issues and highlighting important areas where 
research is needed. However, in recognizing the signifi cance of the issues, it 
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is equally important that the tensions apparent in approaches between faith 
and development institutions should not detract from the many real opportu-
nities and that they should not obscure the enormous diversity that character-
izes both the faith and development landscapes.

Development is at its heart political, so religion’s political dimensions are hardly 
novel. Despite the frictions and religious fault lines that capture headlines today, 
the vast majority of people across the world for whom their faith plays important 
roles in their lives, despite widely different beliefs, live side by side in peace. The 
array of ecumenical and interfaith initiatives and institutions in today’s world is 
extraordinary, and their rising number refl ects the potent force of plural socie-
ties and leaders committed to respect, tolerance, and interfaith harmony. The 
institutions range from the global interfaith institutions like the Parliament of 
the World’s Religions, United Religions Initiative, and Religions for Peace to a 
multitude of local interfaith groups, among them the Interfaith Conference of 
Metropolitan Washington and student interfaith groups. The assumption that 
faith groups cannot work together and that friction is inevitable is demonstra-
bly false. Faith groups gain much by working together for a common end (two 
examples among many are interfaith efforts to build new houses organized by 
Habitat for Humanity and an interfaith initiative in Tanzania that has pressed 
for health policy reform). Such work can enhance social cohesion while diversity 
arguably stimulates creativity and long-term social development.

Legal and social norms guiding separation of church and state refl ect both 
wisdom and hard politics. Yet important efforts are afoot to explore how to 
shift the boundaries in various contemporary settings. The development world 
has tended to hold highly simplifi ed views of how religions work, and many 
are patently unaware of the enormous numbers of faith institutions and prac-
tices and wide differences among them. For example, international education 
and health targets—notably the Millennium Development Goals—barely note 
the major roles played by faith institutions in providing education and health 
services. Simply maintaining that “church” and “state” are separate is often 
impractical, unrealistic, unnecessary, and unwise. Debates on the evolving 
boundaries between church and state that rage everywhere from villages to the 
United Nations have implications for development programs from the micro 
to the macro level. These profoundly complex and sensitive issues, with roots 
far back in history, should enjoin us to great care and humility but need not 
lead us to neglect important institutions and their work.

Respect for norms regarding the roles of church and state needs to be 
grounded in an understanding of history and sociopolitical context country 
by country and even community by community, avoiding presuppositions 
and “models.” France affords an interesting example. Centuries of religious 
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wars have shaped contemporary approaches to immigrant communities and 
religious symbolism in schools (including, of course, the headscarf debates). 
Debates on accountability, governance, and change in many Muslim societies 
are colored by national and local narratives. India’s creative models for build-
ing on social and faith traditions and institutions in the domain of personal 
law—within the bounds of basic rights—appear to work well. Morocco’s path-
breaking new family code brings ancient faith traditions and modern concepts 
of rights together in a creative new pattern. A central conclusion is that in 
many, if not most, countries and in many domains of policy and practice, the 
intersections between faith and development and public and private spheres 
are numerous, and rigid efforts at separation are unrealistic and damaging. 
Different formulas are emerging in different places; one size does not fi t all.

In response to criticisms that even well-intentioned engagement with 
specifi c faith leaders implies a political choice or judgment, the pitfalls should 
be recognized, but it would be foolish to allow the perceived impossibility of 
including all at the table to stifl e relationships. Among the most practical and 
diffi cult challenges is determining who—of the host of possible choices—
should participate in a dialogue, whether about health, corruption, or policies 
toward children. It is patently impossible to hear all voices, and there should 
be no pretense of doing so. Groups such as Religions for Peace and the Parlia-
ment of the World’s Religions have invested decades in developing the under-
standing and consensus that enables them to aspire to representativity (as 
they term it). It is important to make no claims to all-inclusiveness but always 
to be prepared to hear new voices. That said, development practitioners do 
need to carefully avoid associating with advocates of violence or bitter critics 
of other faiths.

A more sensitive issue, perhaps, is where and how far it is wise and useful 
for development institutions to engage in confl ict situations directly and to sit 
with controversial faith groups. On one side, the argument is that most con-
fl ict issues involve important socioeconomic dimensions, and cutting through 
vicious circles that prevent job creation and sound education is an essential 
element in resolving confl icts. That would argue for broad-based engagement 
with the parties across various sectors in search of solutions (including faith 
actors). The opposing argument would posit that the development institutions 
are poorly qualifi ed to engage directly in confl ictual negotiations. There are 
situations where the development institutions can play an honest broker role, 
putting socioeconomic issues at the center and working to establish an envi-
ronment where the objective is to listen, not to judge; to understand, not to 
preach. A more controversial and complex issue arises when the objective is 
to reach beyond the circles of the “converted”—those who are already part of 
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global interfaith networks—to include groups at the boundaries of tensions 
and confl icts. Generalization here is perilous, as each situation is different. 
Both an openness to possible new roles and great care and professionalism in 
such engagement would seem essential.

Development institutions can learn much by engaging with interfaith 
institutions and gatherings. Although deep traditions underlie theological 
differences, a host of dynamic leaders are working to build respect for those 
differences while also bridging them. Indeed, at a recent interfaith meeting, 
Sulak Sivaraksa, a wise Buddhist leader, commented that theologians today are 
increasingly open and fl exible, and it is the economists who now are the least 
fl exible in understanding other realities. This active reaching out across bound-
aries is essential in a globalized society because it works not for superfi cial har-
mony but for world peace and a genuine transformation in attitudes and prac-
tices springing from respect and understanding. Interfaith dialogue can lead 
to common ground among unlikely allies. In the United States, these alliances 
have allowed different faith traditions to work together to fi ght international 
traffi cking of women, and advocate for sharply increased support for global 
programs to combat HIV/AIDS. Interfaith dialogue also offers a large ground 
for practical exchange and direct input, as it touches a wide range of develop-
ment issues. Witness the core agenda of the 2004 Parliament of the World’s 
Religions—debt, water, refugees, and religiously motivated violence—and the 
continuing Community of Sant’Egidio focus on HIV/AIDS.

Religion is complex, and countless faith institutions are at least as passionately 
dedicated to human development and social justice as the secular development insti-
tutions. The concerns that are summarized under the heading of “religion is 
dangerous” above all point to the need to raise the levels of “faith literacy” in 
development institutions. These institutions need to move beyond stereotypes 
and a veneer of passing reference to faith. There is much to learn, given the vast 
diversity and complexity of the religious landscape. And despite large areas of 
common ground, the “religious agenda” is not the same as the “development 
agenda.” Religions are not, as Archbishop Anastasios of Albania reminded 
participants in one dialogue, “just other NGOs.” Development and faith insti-
tutions will always confront differences, and it is important sometimes to 
“agree to disagree.” In engaging with faith groups, development institutions 
have much to learn, both about the positive aspects of religion and about the 
clear tensions that exist. Nonetheless, it is useful to recall that most religious 
communities live side by side in harmony and respect. India, for example, is 
marked by a high degree of religious coexistence despite outbreaks of vio-
lence. Africa, too, is profoundly pluralistic, with relations among faith com-
munities largely amicable.
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The importance of religion in global and community relations is growing, not 
declining. The “liberal” assumption that religion will decline as incomes rise is 
a gross oversimplifi cation; religion is patently not dying out. Battling this often 
deeply held assumption requires evidence because it often refl ects personal 
experience: someone with a personal atheist code or bitter personal experience 
with the Catholic or Muslim faith may approach religion very differently from 
someone who fi nds insight and solace in a faith-based congregation.

Different agendas, visions, vocabulary, and fi elds of action of faith groups 
offer a wealth of insight from which development programs can benefi t. How 
do faith groups experience globalization? How can development institutions 
reach those who feel excluded from the benefi ts of modernization? What do 
faith perspectives suggest for achieving equity and addressing national and 
personal indebtedness? What can development institutions learn from move-
ments with similar agendas? Religious media also offer vast and powerful 
channels of communication, and development institutions can learn from 
how they communicate. The dynamics of change in religion refl ect increas-
ingly pluralistic societies and the potential for more personal religious prac-
tice (“bricolage,” or combining beliefs in personal ways). More attention to the 
changing geography and demography of religion can help development institu-
tions understand how societies change and modernize or fail to do so. Religion 
and human behavior are tightly associated in most societies.

Reiterating Positive Motivations for 
Faith Development Partnerships

Five main reasons can be advanced for working systematically to expand the 
faith development dialogue. Faith organizations have earned high levels of 
community trust. Faith institutions also work directly on key facets of socio-
economic development—most signifi cantly in education, the environment, 
and health. Faith institutions not only fuel many confl icts but also offer and 
work through a myriad of peacemaking channels, sustaining communities 
and spearheading the rebuilding and healing process. Such institutions often 
promote links among communities across national boundaries. Faith institu-
tions also spur people to grapple with ethical issues ranging from corruption to 
equity. And they promote public support for development assistance and help 
forge consensus around hard choices.

Presence and trust. Poor communities around the world often trust faith 
leaders and institutions more than many other entities.16 Given the centuries 
of engagement by faith groups in many dimensions of people’s lives, development 
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institutions need to hear their views and draw lessons from their experience. 
Religions also give hope and meaning to the lives of millions of people, and 
religious teachings on core values are essential to human relationships. This 
means that a development strategy or scheme is far more likely to succeed 
when faith leaders are engaged.

Active engagement in development. Some see faith as primarily about Sun-
day, Friday, Saturday—days set aside for worship—or funerals, marriage, bap-
tism, and other rituals. The practical roles of religions, however, extend far 
beyond these pastoral activities, important as they are. Faith organizations play 
major roles in communities and together constitute the world’s largest dis-
tribution system. We do not know precisely how many hospitals and schools 
faith institutions operate, how many hectares of forests and watersheds they 
protect, or how many orphans they care for. However, the numbers are large; 
some estimates put the share of faith-run hospitals in Africa at more than 
50 percent. Given the primary focus of the MDGs and development agendas 
on health and education, dialogue and common engagement are critical in all 
these areas. The HIV/AIDS pandemic has particular importance. Faith insti-
tutions, leaders, and communities play major roles in both accentuating and 
defeating stigma—a primary vector of the disease—and are vital to devising 
viable strategies to combat it.

Confl ict resolution, prevention, and humanitarian support. In many confl ict-
affected countries and regions, faith institutions are often the only surviving 
institutions. They run schools and hospitals even when bullets are fl ying and 
when all that is left is rubble. They rebuild after calamities; witness their key 
role after the December 2004 tsunami and in New Orleans after Hurricane 
Katrina. Whether individually or as part of interfaith alliances, faith communi-
ties also constantly engage in peacemaking activities, and their voice, consola-
tion, and moral leadership promote healing.

Ethics and values. Faith institutions and leaders often stand as courageous 
leaders who “speak truth to power” and help with diffi cult moral transitions. 
Witness the role of Archbishop Desmond Tutu in fi ghting apartheid in South 
Africa, and of faith groups in confronting child soldiers, traffi cked girls, female 
genital cutting, persecution of witches, and oppression of excluded groups. 
Thinking deeply about such issues is central to the calling of religious leaders, 
and they rely on centuries-old traditions to do so.

Global support for development agendas. Through alliances with faith commu-
nities, development leaders stand to benefi t greatly from faith leadership, com-
munication skills, and commitment to fi ghting poverty. Faith leadership drove 
the Jubilee 2000 campaign, and such moral and conceptual leadership will be 
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essential in reaching the MDGs and achieving an even broader social justice 
agenda.

At its heart, the arguments for encouraging an active dialogue between 
faith and development institutions turn on growing recognition of enormous 
areas of overlap, convergence, shared concern and knowledge, and a core com-
mon purpose. Both faith and development institutions seek to work with poor 
communities to improve their lives and ensure a better future. Among their 
joint passions and challenges is a determination to focus on Africa and recom-
mit the institutions and broader community to Africa. Growing awareness of 
critical challenges at the global level also demand such alliances. At the broad-
est level, we face a complex and dangerous road ahead in world affairs, and 
we need to travel it, where we can, together.

Dialogue and alliance are far from easy. Development circles often con-
fuse dialogue with debate, which involves marshaling and explaining facts and 
hypotheses, scoring points, and even preaching. However, there is much to learn 
from ancient processes engrained in faith traditions, where dialogue means 
remaining open to learning and transformation. These traditions and that 
spirit will be especially important in addressing contentious areas such as gen-
der roles, sexual ethics, contrasting visions of globalization, and approaches to 
global warming.

Critiques by religious leaders and institutions of the World Bank and other 
development institutions have helped awaken them to new ways of seeing prob-
lems and programs. The Internet and burgeoning civil society have facilitated 
extraordinary exchanges. We are, nonetheless, at an early stage of dialogue and 
common engagement. Just to give one example, while the Jubilee campaign 
helped bring important change to policy and approaches to poor countries, 
unanswered questions remain about how much debt to reschedule and for-
give, and the implications of such adjustments for future fi nancing.

Faith institutions have also promoted negative images of structural adjust-
ment, globalization and free markets, privatization, user fees, and cash crop 
projects, among other knotty topics. These views are often based on what faith 
groups witness and experience but may lack a broader context. Constructive, 
experienced-based critiques are invaluable; confrontation and oversimplifi ca-
tion are not. Participants in faith development dialogue have often advanced 
beyond mutual condemnation and misunderstanding to an emerging appre-
ciation of why different views of these policies and approaches have taken hold. 
But there is far to go along this road.

At the Dublin meeting of faith and development leaders in early 2005, the 
community spoke of a covenant for action, and the global partnership of leaders 
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from different sectors which met there expressed the fervent hope that con-
certed efforts could bring real results for poor communities around the world. 
In the words of Archbishop Diarmuid Martin, “Development is about real peo-
ple, people in concrete situations; they possess one great asset, their dignity.”

Conclusion

Faith and development institutions strongly agree that humanity’s most criti-
cal challenge is to end acute poverty and fi ght for social justice. Poverty in the 
world today is an outrage, not only because of the misery it causes but also 
because we so clearly have the means to defeat it. From ancient times, wise 
religious leaders have taught compassion and love, have seen the faces of poor 
people, and have heard their voices (even when they were silent). Faith institu-
tions have a wealth of experience, an array of instruments, infi nite compassion 
and love, and a community of believers.

The good news is that for perhaps the fi rst time in human history, a power-
ful consensus unites the global community in seeking to ensure that all peo-
ple everywhere enjoy a minimally decent standard of living. The Millennium 
Development Goals challenge the global community to overcome the scourge 
of poverty, based on a covenant that involves trade reforms, more development 
assistance, honest use of development funds, and better governance, including 
citizens’ participation in determining their own destinies. As James Wolfen-
sohn, former president of the World Bank, says, “There is no place to hide” 
because everyone has clearly agreed to tackle poverty.

Despite this positive framework, many time-bound targets embodied in the 
MDGs are simply not on track. Recent reports from the UN secretary general, 
the World Bank, Jeffrey Sachs, head of Columbia University’s Earth Institute, 
and others show a mixed picture and far still to go. The reasons include com-
peting priorities among major leaders and countries (terrorism, Afghanistan, 
Iraq, humanitarian crises) and a failure to capture the imagination of many 
citizens. Faith leaders can bring special insight and conviction to the ethical 
dimensions of this challenge.

An important goal is to build a new kaleidoscope of alliances and partner-
ships between development and faith-based organizations. This effort needs to 
build on two major lessons from recent history: the problems we face in today’s 
troubled world, and the motivations of human beings and institutions, are far 
more intricate that we often imagine. This means that all of us need to see this 
as our common fi ght and work as allies. Only then can we achieve the potential 
in which we have so much faith.
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There is much to learn from the rich experience offered by existing faith 
development partnerships. These include the explorations of poverty and 
culture led by the WFDD; work on HIV/AIDS by Religions for Peace, Chris-
tian Aid, and Caritas; the two-year dialogue on economic models for devel-
opment involving the World Council of Churches, the World Bank, and the 
International Monetary Fund; determined work across continents and faiths 
by Islamic Relief; and the work of the Alliance of Religions for Conservation. 
Many colleagues in the development community share a hope that these part-
nerships can make real the common interest in fi ghting poverty, protecting the 
environment, and building on plural cultures within global ethics and values.

At the risk of oversimplifi cation, four dimensions are essential to the suc-
cess of these partnerships: mind, heart, soul, and hands.

First, we need to look facts in the face and use them to clarify and learn. 
This intellectual dimension entails its own dangers, including intellectual arro-
gance, bogs of complexity, and cylindrical divisions among professions such 
as economics and business. Development leaders need to avoid the temptation 
to follow conventional wisdom and theory blindly, while faith leaders need to 
think through how ancient sources of wisdom apply to the modern world.

Second, the mind is not enough: no human endeavor can succeed without 
caring and compassion for those who face destitution. A focus on charity alone 
can lead us astray, and an emphasis on misery can lead to despair, fatalism, and 
romanticizing the past—perhaps the worst enemies of the heart. We need to 
retain the human face as an image and a sense of caring as we try to solve tech-
nical problems. We need, even in moments of crisis, to keep the causes front 
and center even while we help our brothers and sisters. We need to focus on 
relationships built on respect as well as trust. Development institutions and 
faith institutions alike need wise hearts.

Third, we cannot fi ght poverty without tending to people’s spiritual dimen-
sion and its many manifestations in religious institutions, leaders, and move-
ments. A focus on the soul can give us the wisdom to refl ect more deeply on 
what we are trying to achieve. Soul also gives hope and meaning to daily actions 
and struggles, and unites faith and development communities. We need to 
beware of false certainty, exclusiveness, and overabstraction in the face of real 
problems, such as the suffering of women and children. Without this dimen-
sion, our work can be arid. The call to consider soul is a call to courage, integ-
rity, and a sense of stewardship.

Finally, we live in times rich with rhetoric, yet too many critical aspects 
of human life suffer from an immense gap between rhetoric and reality. This 
is perhaps the most signifi cant challenge we face: to translate our words and 
commitments into sustained action in the face of setbacks and competing 
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priorities. We need to bring our hands (and our fi nancial resources) to bear on 
this effort—to make sure that words lead to action. Traps abound: competing 
mandates, duplication of effort, lack of follow-through, and failure to respect 
and engage with the people affected. But the core battle entails using the many 
means at our disposal to translate ideas and ideals into reality.

For too long the world has parceled its challenges among head, heart, soul, 
or hands. As we work to create new faith development alliances, all four ele-
ments need to be engaged and intertwined. The temples are not only about 
heart and soul; the international institutions are not only about mind and 
brawn. There is far more in common, far more to share.

These are dangerous times, with dangerous roads ahead; such roads are 
best traveled together by those whose direction and path are essentially the same. 
This is a world with phenomenal opportunities, where the ancient assumption 
that “the poor shall always be with us” can and must be disproved. This demands 
urgent new thinking and action by different partners as it casts new light on 
ancient approaches, assumptions, and roles. Efforts to bridge the silos of work 
against poverty hold special importance, and none, perhaps, deserve greater atten-
tion than the areas where the worlds of religion and development coincide.

notes

1. The author was the offi cer at the World Bank responsible for the faith dialogue 
during the period described.

2. Two articles recount the earlier history of this story: Katherine Marshall, “Reli-
gion and Development: A Different Lens on Development Debates,” Peabody Journal 
of Education 76, nos. 3/4 (2001): 339–375; and Scott Thomas, “Faith and Foreign Aid: 
How the World Bank Got Religion and Why It Matters,” Brandywine Review of Faith 
and International Affairs 2, no. 2 (Fall 2004): 21–29.

3. http://ddp-ext.worldbank.org/ext/MDG/home.do provides background and 
many links describing the Millennium Declaration and Goals and their practical 
signifi cance and status.

4. For a broader discussion about the World Bank, see my book, The World Bank: 
From Reconstruction to Development to Equity (London: Routledge, 2008).

5. In a review article about religion and development, Sabina Alkire notes that 
while the literature on religion and development is patchy, development institutions’ 
staff often are not cognizant of material that does exist and so rediscover wheels or 
miss knowledge time and time again. Sabina Alkire, “Religion and Development,” pre-
pared for The Elgar Companion to Development Studies, ed. David Clark (Northampton, 
MA: Edward Elgar, 2006).

6. An exception is the Web site of the Development Dialogue on Values and 
Ethics, which includes a wide range of materials on the topic. See www.worldbank.
org/developmentdialogue.

www.worldbank.org/developmentdialogue
www.worldbank.org/developmentdialogue
http://ddp-ext.worldbank.org/ext/MDG/home.do
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 7. See, for example, the World Council of Churches publication Lead Us Not into 
Temptation (Geneva: WCC, 2002), prepared as a refl ection on possible dialogue with 
the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.

 8. James Wolfensohn, “Millennium Challenges for Faith and Development,” 
Third Annual Richard W. Snowdon Lecture at Trinity College, Interfaith Conference of 
Metropolitan Washington, March 30, 2004.

 9. www.wfdd.org.uk. The WFDD was established as a UK charity in 2000 and 
reconstituted in the United States as WFDD International (a nonprofi t organization) 
in 2006.

 10. See Katherine Marshall and Richard Marsh, Millennium Challenges for Faith 
and Development Leaders (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2003).

 11. Katherine Marshall and Lucy Keough, Finding Global Balance: Common Ground 
between the Worlds of Development and Faith (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2005).

 12. A meeting in Uganda was planned for July 2007, but the controversy around 
Mr. Wolfowitz’s tenure at the World Bank and his resignation in May 2007 delayed 
the meeting.

 13. Michael Maccoby, The Productive Narcissist: The Promise and Peril of  Visionary 
Leadership (New York: HarperCollins, 2003).

 14. These summary accounts of experience are elaborated in greater detail in 
Katherine Marshall and Lucy Keough, Mind, Heart and Soul in the Fight against Poverty 
(Washington, DC: World Bank, 2004); and Katherine Marshall and Marisa Van Saanen, 
Development and Faith: Where Mind, Heart and Soul Work Together (Washington, DC: 
World Bank, 2007).

 15. These perceptions are described in greater detail in Marshall and Van 
Saanen, Development and Faith.

 16. A series of surveys led by the World Bank affi rmed these high levels of trust. 
See Deepa Narayan, Voices of the Poor: Can Anyone Hear Us? (Washington, DC: 
World Bank, 2000).
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Peaceful Movements 
in the Muslim World

Thomas Michel, S. J.

Since the attacks of September 11, 2001, academicians, politicians, 
and journalists have tended to focus on movements within the Mus-
lim world that promote and carry out acts of violence against civilian 
populations. While this concern with violence-oriented groups of 
Muslims is understandable, it has tended to overshadow some of 
the more dynamic and signifi cant developments taking place today 
within the international Islamic community. In particular, it obscures 
the importance of transnational Muslim movements and organiza-
tions that are actively working for peace, interreligious dialogue, 
minority rights, education and development, religious freedom, 
and gender justice in the Islamic world.

Precisely because such transnational movements unequivo-
cally and emphatically reject and condemn violence and even incline 
toward a radical Qur’anic pacifi sm, they tend to be overlooked in 
analyses of contemporary Islamic currents of thought, organization, 
and activity. Yet such movements shape the vision, motivate the com-
mitment, and inspire the social and educational projects of millions 
of Muslims in many countries of the Middle East, Asia, Europe, and 
North America. They represent some of the most energetic and infl u-
ential forces that are shaping the outlook and vision of Muslims, and 
point the direction that the worldwide Islamic community is heading 
far more accurately than do the increasingly isolated circles of those 
who are involved in terrorist fringe organizations.
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This essay analyzes three such transnational Muslim movements and indi-
cates the role they are playing as agents of personal and social transformation 
in today’s globalized culture. The fi rst is the global network, some 9 million 
strong, of the students of the Risale-i Nur, the voluminous commentary on the 
Qur’an authored by the twentieth-century Kurdish/ Turkish thinker Said Nursi. 
The second movement, which is spiritually and historically related to the fi rst, 
is the educational and cultural community centered about the person of the 
contemporary Turkish scholar Fethullah Gülen. The third is the Asian Muslim 
Action Network (AMAN), an organization with members in more than eigh-
teen Asian countries that is involved in a variety of social projects and causes.

Admittedly, these phenomena are asymmetrical. The fi rst two are commu-
nities of individual Muslims united by a common religious vision and purpose 
rather than organizations with bylaws and membership lists. The bond among 
them is reinforced by a common life lived in residences of study and formation 
and by the common practice of exercises of spiritual growth. They derive their 
inspiration, respectively, from the sermons and writings of the charismatic fi g-
ures of Said Nursi and Fethullah Gülen. They began as national, and perhaps 
nationalist, movements in the Turkish context but have become transnational 
and appeal today to Muslims in many parts of the umma, particularly to those 
living in Western Europe and North America.

The third association, the Asian Muslim Action Network, is a quite different 
type of organization, with an intellectual background in social justice activism 
and progressive Islamic thought. AMAN is a young but fast-growing organiza tion 
that has no single individual as founder or mentor, no national origin or ideolog-
ical center. Although it has administrative offi ces in centrally located but predom-
inantly Buddhist Bangkok, there is no institutional center. The norm of acting by 
mutual consent has a nonbinding moral force upon AMAN constituents.

This chapter explores these similarities and differences across the three 
movements, with particular attention to historical evolution, organizational struc-
ture, and concrete initiatives across development sectors—often in co operation 
with secular states, nongovernmental organizations, and international organi-
zations. Together, the three movements—and others like them—point to new, 
plural forms of Islamic action and interaction in the context of globalization 
and world politics.

A. Said Nursi and the Risale-i Nur Movement

It is impossible to understand the fi rst movement under consideration, and 
perhaps also the second, without knowing something of the background of 
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Said Nursi (1877–1960), an outstanding Muslim thinker of the twentieth cen-
tury referred to by many of his followers as “Bediuzzaman” (the Wonder of the 
Age).1 Born in the village of Nurs in the predominantly Kurdish-speaking 
province of Bitlis in eastern Turkey, Nursi began his religious formation with 
the study of the religious sciences in various medreses in eastern Turkey, where 
he claims to have been infl uenced especially by Islamic reformers such as 
Namik Kemal, Jamal al-Din Afghani, and Muhammad Abduh.2

As someone born in the fi nal decades of the Ottoman Empire and reaching 
maturity in the fi rst years of the new Turkish Republic, Nursi lived and wrote 
in a period of rapid social change. The national issue remained a burning one 
for Turks throughout the twentieth century. What form should the successor 
state to the Ottoman Empire take in the wake of World War I? What should be 
the attitude of believing, practicing Muslims to secularist reforms introduced 
during the early 1920s by Kemal Atatürk? What role should Islam play in the 
emerging, evolving republic that was in the process of formation and solidifi ca-
tion? Modern Turkey has been characterized as a nation “full of the obsession 
of dichotomies”:3 secularity or religiosity, modernity or tradition, science or rev-
elation, reason or faith, state or umma, authority or democracy. The way that 
Turks addressed these questions and responded to these dichotomies affected 
their political and social position, their circle of friends and acquaintances, and 
often their careers and professional life. Once having made their choices, many 
Turks felt they were “trapped” in a set of ideological expectations not of their 
making and were looking for a way to move forward.

In his teaching and writing, Said Nursi offered disciples a way to proceed 
beyond these dead-end dichotomies in order to build a less fragmented future. 
After his early experience of fi ghting with the Ottoman army on the Russian 
front in World War I, when he was taken captive and interred in a prisoner-of-
war camp in Russia at the time of the 1917 October Revolution, Nursi ultimately 
rejected both military and political solutions to the problems of the umma. 
After early involvement at the local and national level in the politics of the 
young Turkish Republic, he abandoned interest in both national politics and 
geopolitical relations and devoted his life to a study of the Qur’an in the light 
of modern sciences. He was to emphasize personal transformation through 
study of the Qur’an as the path to regeneration of the Muslim community. In 
formulating his refl ections on the Qur’an in relation to the needs of modern 
society, he eventually organized his extensive writings in the form of a 6,000-
page commentary on the Qur’an that he and his disciples call the Risale-i Nur, 
the “Message of Light.” In doing so, he reformulated Qur’anic teaching in such 
a way as to foster a spiritual transformation in the individual Muslim that was 
to be the basis for the renewal of the Muslim community.4
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In his scholarship and teaching, Nursi’s starting point was a perceived clash 
of worldviews represented, on the one hand, by positivist philosophy and, on 
the other, by religious faith. For most religious scholars of his time—and not 
just within Islam—modern science was a godless exercise in human pride that 
led people away from divine guidance into a tangle of human selfi shness and 
ultimate damnation, whereas secular scholars coming from the philosophical 
tradition of the Enlightenment tended to view religion as an obscurantist mix 
of superstition and fairy tale, perhaps harmless of itself but dangerous when 
applied to politics, economics, and society. In this climate of either-or, Nursi tried 
to determine the role of faith in providing a needed corrective to a positivist 
approach to reality. He believed that the natural sciences, if divorced from a 
moral vision that could alone hold them together and give them direction, would 
lead inevitably to egoism, violence, and both destructive and self-destructive 
behavior. It was the role of revealed truth to help modern society to avoid spiri-
tual disaster by forming people with a moral vision in which, as he states: “Con-
science is illuminated by the religious sciences, and the mind is illuminated by 
the sciences of civilization. Wisdom occurs through the inter action of these.”5

Serif Mardin argues that the task Nursi set himself was to reformulate the 
popular explanations of the cosmos that abounded in Ottoman literature in 
ways that would confi rm and reinforce modern scientifi c discoveries. The chal-
lenge went beyond fi nding intimations in Qur’anic verses of airplanes, bacteria, 
and subatomic particles, and other modern scientifi c and technological phe-
nomena, a preoccupation of some of his colleagues. Rather, Nursi sought to use 
traditional imagery in order to create a readiness among Muslims to appreciate 
scientifi c discoveries and to accept the results of empirical data. By framing 
natural phenomena in a mythic and poetic setting, in keeping with the Muslim 
mystic tradition, and stressing “the creative power of God,” Said was able to cre-
ate the feeling that the contents of the Qur’an opened up a view of a universe 
in movement and that this could be used to build a new image of the cosmos. 
Through affective resonances that fastened on the evocative power of the style 
of the Qur’an, such a new resource was made available to persons who, in the 
past, would have been passive participants in the “miracle” of the Qur’an.”6

Nursi’s effort to reconcile religious faith with scientifi c knowledge helps 
account for the disproportionate number of those trained in the secular sci-
ences, particularly in engineering and medicine, within contemporary move-
ments inspired by Nursi’s thought. This interest in and respect for the natural 
sciences can also be seen in the strong emphasis on the sciences in the schools 
later set up and administered by his followers. Nursi’s conviction of the need to 
build a united body of knowledge compiled both from the study of the religious 
disciplines and from the “sciences of civilization” led him to reformulate 
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traditional Islamic thought in terms of the demands of modernity. The approach 
had enduring consequences. His writings have been translated into more than 
thirty languages and are studied and discussed systematically in schools and 
study groups that now constitute a transnational network.

Three themes within Nursi’s thought are particularly relevant to contem-
porary issues around religious pluralism, globalization, and world politics: 
his views on peace, his critique of modern civilization, and his call to Muslim-
Christian unity. These elements distinguish Nursi and his followers from many 
other modern Muslim movements.

Toward a Qur’anic Pacifi sm

Although in his youth Nursi’s understanding of jihad led him to defend the 
Ottoman state against the Russian invasion of the Caucasus, Nursi later 
declared that the time of the “jihad of the sword” was over, and the pressing 
need of the modern age was a “non-physical jihad,” or what he called “the jihad 
of the word.” He concluded that the resort to violence showed a lack of self-
confi dence in the truth brought by Islam.7 It is tempting to speculate that his 
pacifi st position was strongly infl uenced by the traumatic experience of  World 
War I, which was even more severe in Turkey than for the “lost generation” of 
western Europe and resulted in a net 30 percent decline in the population of 
Anatolia.8 Nursi’s refl ections on the debacle led him to reformulate the Islamic 
concept of “martyr” to include all those innocent victims of violence, Christian 
as well as Muslim, who perished in the slaughter.9

Nursi articulated a sophisticated critique of militarism and nationalism 
that still resonates today. In his writings Nursi accused modern governments 
of consciously fomenting a kind of false nationalism, which amounts to a type 
of racism, by picturing those of another nationality or religion as the enemy 
against whom war must be waged. Meanwhile, the governments concentrate 
on providing amusements to distract people by promoting sense gratifi cation 
and favoring consumerist market policies to “create needs.” The result, for 
Nursi, was a sort of superfi cial happiness for the elite few while casting the rest 
into distress and poverty. Nursi further observed that ruling parties and cliques 
often actually foment confl icts and wars in an attempt to increase their popular-
ity and rally support for what otherwise would be unpopular or incompetent 
regimes. He held up the Qur’an as a superior model of behavior, an alternative 
to the use of force to resolve confl icts centered on negotiation, compromise, 
and uprightness, rather than the employment of brute force oriented toward 
the very shortsighted goal of “winning the war.”
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Nursi’s criticism of materialist tendencies in society and politics and his 
opposition to Turkey’s engagement in wars and unholy alliances caused him 
to be imprisoned repeatedly. His opposition to war as an inhumane and ulti-
mately useless endeavor aroused much opposition for, in the Turkish Repub-
lic as elsewhere, citizens were expected to support whatever wars were being 
waged, and anyone opposing the war was accused of disloyalty. His critics 
claimed that war against foreign incursions provided an opportunity to revive 
Islamic zeal and to assert the moral strength of the nation. They charged Nursi, 
who proposed prayers for peace and negotiated settlement, with indirectly sup-
porting the invaders’ aims.10 Nursi clarifi ed that he opposed foreign aggression, 
but that he rejected the practice of opposing force by force, holding that reli-
gion teaches people to seek truth and uprightness, not to try to achieve their 
aims through violence. Nursi was convinced that students of the Risale-i Nur 
could make better use of their time by studying the Qur’an than by engaging 
in military service. As he put it toward the end of his life: “I swear that if one of 
you were to insult me terribly and entirely trample my honor but not [make me] 
give up serving the Qur’an, belief, and the Risale-i Nur, I would forgive him, 
make peace with him, and try not to be offended.”11

Critique of  Modern Civilization

One of the most diffi cult challenges facing the modern Muslim in twentieth-
century Turkey was how to grapple with a secular, modern civilization. Atatürk 
had adopted the institutions of European civilization; the Islamic practices and 
way of life that had been handed down for centuries were regarded as relics of 
the past and obstacles to progress. The spontaneous reaction of many religious 
leaders was simply to condemn the Republic as atheist and depraved and to 
call for a return to traditional religious values. Nursi’s analysis was more subtle 
and articulated. He acknowledges that modern life is a bewildering mix of 
contradictions. There is much in modern civilization that is attractive, much 
that is useful and that makes life easier, more comfortable, and more enjoyable. 
At the same time, anyone who takes seriously the gift of religious faith is aware 
that modern civilization often sets itself in opposition to a life of faith and 
obedience to God.

For believers, it is not simply that modern civilization tends to exile God to 
the margins of daily consciousness and activity. Modern civilization also offers a 
value system that is at odds with that of faith. It defi nes happiness differently 
from religious thought; success and failure are counted in different terms. Selfful-
fi llment is regarded as a basic human motivation, and possession of consumer 
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goods is considered a mark of personal achievement. It follows that competition 
becomes the moving force of modern life, and the world comes to be divided 
into the winners and the losers. Those for whom God is the beginning, the cen-
ter, and the end of existence, and for whom God’s will is the criterion of good 
and evil, need a way to sort out what is valuable in modern civilization from 
what is ephemeral and destructive. Perhaps the greatest achievement of Said 
Nursi and the Risale-i Nur was to provide modern Muslims with the interpretive 
tools needed to analyze modern civilization and distinguish the genuine and 
lasting value in modern life from its harmful and self-destructive tendencies.

In numerous passages in the Risale-i Nur, Nursi points up the contrast 
between the societal values proposed by modern civilization and the vision of 
society presented by the Qur’an. To Nursi the Qur’anic vision differs only in 
details from what had been proposed by all the prophets before Muhammad; 
hence it is a vision that Muslims share with “true Christians” who genuinely 
follow the teachings of the prophet Jesus. Jesus’ Christian followers sought to 
build Europe on these prophetic values, but this effort was sabotaged from the 
beginning by their reliance on Greco-Roman philosophy. This insight into a 
spiritual affi nity with committed Christians, rare among Muslim scholars, is 
the basis of Nursi’s call for “Muslim-Christian unity,” which has had profound 
effects on the thinking and practice of his disciples.

The Need for Muslim-Christian Unity

Said Nursi’s advocacy of an intellectual and spiritual dialogue between Muslims 
and Christians dates back to 1911, a half century before the Catholic Church’s 
Second Vatican Council urged Christians and Muslims to move beyond the 
confl icts of the past to build relations characterized by respect and cooperation. 
It is a sad fact of human history that Christians and Muslims, despite their 
nature as communities called to worship and obey the one and same God, have 
often been in confl ict and even at war with one another. Energies that should 
have been employed to cooperate in the establishment of God-centered soci-
eties have been dissipated in mutual suspicion, domination, and bloodshed. 
Nursi’s repeated promotion of Muslim-Christian dialogue was even more strik-
ing in that his recommendations frequently date from periods of tension and 
even warfare between Muslim and Christian communities.

At the end of  World War I, for example, he affi rmed the right of Christian 
Greeks and Armenians to liberty as something commanded by the shari’a and 
called upon both Muslim and Christian to recognize the deeper problem as a 
state of moral and spiritual degradation.12 The real enemies facing Muslims 
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and Christians, he held, were not one another but the prevalence in the modern 
world of ignorance, poverty, and disunity.

Ultimately, for Nursi, the opponent of human happiness and ethical 
uprightness was unbelief. Unbelief is not only theoretical but practical, mani-
fested in people choosing to fi nd their own path through life, not seeking divine 
guidance, not caring about God’s will or wise design for humankind, not wish-
ing to give up their own pet desires and ideas to submit to God’s teaching 
about human nature and destiny. Nursi held that in seeking to affi rm a divinely 
guided way of life in the modern age, Muslims fi nd their natural partners in 
those Christians who are committed to following the teachings of Jesus. Facing 
the challenge of “aggressive atheism,” he states, “Muslims should unite not 
only with other Muslims, but also with the truly pious Christians.”13 For such a 
common effort to succeed, Christians and Muslims would have to refrain from 
disputes between these two families of believers. Said Nursi was not denying 
theological differences between Muslims and Christians or their signifi cance. 
His point is that concentrating obsessively on differences can blind both Mus-
lims and Christian to the more important common task they share, that of 
offering the modern world a vision of human life and society in which God is 
central and God’s will informs moral values and action.

Nursi articulated these themes with increasing intensity during the post–
World War II decades. On many occasions he warned of efforts to destroy both 
Muslims and Christians by alienating them from the source of spiritual and 
moral values and by creating enmity between them. In 1945–1946, for example, 
he underscored the joint danger posed for pious Christians and Muslims by 
atheistic communism. “The current from the North,” he warned, in a clear refer-
ence to the Soviet Union of Josef Stalin, “would try to destroy the accord of  Islam 
and the missionaries.”14 Over the next decade, until his death in 1960, Nursi was 
adamant that Christian-Muslim relations should move in the direction of peace, 
reconciliation, and even friendship. To this end, in 1950 he sent a collection of 
his works to Pope Pius XII in Rome and received in reply, in February 1951, a 
personal letter of thanks.15 A few years later, in 1953, Nursi visited the Ecumeni-
cal Patriarch Athenagoras in Istanbul to pledge friendship and seek cooperation 
between Muslims and Christians in facing the challenges of the modern age.

Said Nursi held that if they seek to root their mutual relations in love, Mus-
lims and Christians together can build a civilization according to God’s plan 
in which human dignity, justice, and fellowship are the norm. “That which is 
most worthy of love,” he wrote, “is love, and that most deserving of enmity is 
enmity. It is love and loving that render people’s social life secure and that lead 
to happiness.”16 He concluded: “The time for enmity and hostility is fi nished.”
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Infl uence upon His Followers

When Nursi died at the age of eighty-four, he was buried in Urfa near the tradi-
tional birthplace of the prophet Abraham. The military, fearing that if his place 
of burial were known, the tomb would become a site of pilgrimage and mobi-
lization among his followers, secretly disinterred his body during the night. 
While Nursi’s fi nal burial place remains unknown, his followers have grown 
in the decades since his death. They refer to themselves as the students of the 
Risale-i Nur, although outsiders often use, in a somewhat pejorative sense, the 
term “Nurcu.” Those in the movement dislike the term because they do not 
consider themselves a sect or the followers of an individual, but rather orthodox 
Muslim students of the Qur’an, guided by Nursi’s commentary. Moreover, the 
movement has split into various communities, each with its own activ ities, meth-
ods, and circles of infl uence. “The center of the religious market in Turkey,” 
Massimo Introvigne explains, is occupied by “the greatest novelty in Turkish 
religious history: a dozen Nurcu communities claiming the heritage of Said 
Nursi’s reformism.”17

The Risale-i Nur students were kept under close surveillance by the military 
in Turkey until the mid-1980s. Some were arrested, others were blacklisted 
and prevented from entering universities or obtaining jobs. Their homes and 
dormitories were raided for handwritten copies of the Risale-i Nur, which was 
forbidden to be published and passed from hand to hand as a kind of samiz-
dat. Today the movement is no longer persecuted in Turkey and carries out its 
activities openly. The Risale-i Nur has been published in its entirety in Turkish, 
and parts have been translated into many languages.

In the 1980s, the movement spilled out of Turkey, mainly by means of 
Turkish immigrants to northern and Western Europe. In the 1990s it reached 
the former Soviet nations of the Caucasus and Central Asia, and most recently 
is extending its activities into Southeast Asia. In two regions of the Muslim 
world, namely, the Arab world and the countries of South Asia, the Risale-i Nur 
has not met with considerable success.

A reliable estimate of the number of adherents to the Nur movement falls 
somewhere between 5 and 6 million members,18 although some estimates run 
as high as 9 million. The students of the Risale-i Nur meet twice a week in 
more than 5,500 dershanes (study hall) worldwide to study and discuss the 
Risale-i Nur. Study groups have grown up as far afi eld as Manila in the Philip-
pines, Kuala Lumpur in Malaysia, Makassar and Palembang in Indonesia, and 
New Jersey and Texas in the United States. The movement is propagated on 
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the Internet by a variety of independently run Web sites (e.g., www.nur.web.tr/
english/, www.risale-inur.com.tr/rnk/eng/risale_eng.htm, www.saidnursi.com/
symposium/s21.html) and conducts seminars on the thought of the Risale-i 
Nur in many predominantly Muslim countries.

What is signifi cant is the infl uence that the ideas of Said Nursi have had 
in shaping the attitudes of the members of this movement. Their measured 
critique of modern civilization, their peace activism, and their openness to dia-
logue with Christians can all be traced to key themes of the Risale-i Nur. I con-
clude this section with an e-mail I received on the occasion of the death of 
Pope John Paul II, from a young Turkish member of the movement who was 
doing his year of compulsory military service. The letter clearly expresses the 
way Said Nursi’s central areas of concern have formed the thinking of a typical 
disciple. I have not revised his broken English:

I read in newspaper that Papa John Paul II was past a way. . . . 
I was so sorry . . . I started to pray for him, “Inna lillahi wa inna 
ileyhi raciun” (we came from God and to Him we will return). He 
returned to Him. . . . He returned to Him with thousands of good 
deeds . . . and for me, the most important thing he worked for peace, 
that means he worked for children, innocent people . . . for us . . . for 
dialogue, for tolerance . . . for understanding . . . for unity . . . during 
his life time, he was always with God and I hope that after this life 
God always will be with him.

Please pray for me also . . . I wanna get out from army as soon as 
possible. . . . I don’t wanna carry gun, I wanna carry my books, Risale-i 
Nur, Qur’an, Holy Bible, instead of bomb and guns. . . . I hope I can 
meet and talk with you again. . . . I need your prayers. . . . Sincerely, 
your brother Muhammed.

In the long run, Nursi concluded, a preoccupation with international crises was 
less important than seeking the personal, interior transformation that comes 
through the study of scripture. This attitude, which places a higher value on 
the transformational power of the study of God’s Word than on current events, 
presents a challenge to modern people for whom the daily newspapers and 
evening news on television are fi xed appointments in their daily schedules. 
However, one can see in Said Nursi’s position the freedom of the honest indi-
vidual who renounces an obsession with transitory events that will be forgotten 
in a few years in favor of the search for eternal, unchangeable truth presented 
in the Word of God.

www.nur.web.tr/english/
www.risale-inur.com.tr/rnk/eng/risale_eng.htm
www.saidnursi.com/symposium/s21.html
www.saidnursi.com/symposium/s21.html
www.nur.web.tr/english/
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The Gülen Movement

The second transnational Islamic movement to be studied is that associated 
with the name of Fethullah Gülen, who is simultaneously the founder, leader, 
and teacher of the movement. Like that of the readers of the Risale-i Nur, the 
Gülen community is also inspired by the thoughts and writings of Said Nursi, 
but there are some signifi cant differences between the two movements.

Like Said Nursi, Fethullah Gülen was born and educated in the far eastern 
region of Anatolia, in the city of Erzurum. He began his career as a teacher 
of religion and a preacher in the mosques, fi rst in eastern Anatolia and then 
in Izmir. In 1958, at the age of twenty, Gülen became aware of the writings 
of Said Nursi, which had a formative infl uence upon his thinking.19 Another 
scholar has noted that the encounter with Nursi’s thought enabled Gülen to 
transcend the Anatolian issues that had previously dominated his thinking: 
“He [Gülen] became aware of Nursi’s writings in 1958, which facilitated his 
shift from a particular localized Islamic identity and community to a more cos-
mopolitan and discursive understanding of Islam. Nursi’s writings empowered 
him to engage with diverse epistemological systems.”20

Gülen became a teacher of Qur’an studies in the Mediterranean city of 
Izmir, and it was in that modern, cosmopolitan environment that the move-
ment had its origins. In the 1970s, by means of lecturing in mosques, orga-
nizing summer camps, and erecting “lighthouses” (dormitories for student 
formation), Gülen began to build a community of religiously motivated stu-
dents trained in both the Islamic and the secular sciences. In the highly polar-
ized atmosphere of the time, the community took on an anticommunist stance 
and espoused a conservative brand of  Turkish nationalism.

The importance that the lighthouses (ışık evler), residences (yurts), and ders-
hanes play to this day in the formation and cohesion of the movement must 
not be underestimated. Students not only supplement their secular studies in 
high school and prepare for university entrance examinations but also form 
friendships and a network of social relations; in addition, they receive spiritual 
training through the study of the Qur’an and the Risale-i Nur and pursue their 
educational goals in a social environment free from the use of alcohol, drugs, 
smoking, premarital sex, and violence.

The Gülen community gradually began to move in a direction distinct from 
the original thrust of the Risale-i Nur movement, as Gülen himself produced 
new ijtihads that distinguished the community from that of the original stu-
dents of the Risale-i Nur. Nursi had focused on personal renewal of the Muslim 
through the study of the Qur’an and wanted to help the modern believer move 
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beyond the dichotomies omnipresent in Turkish society of his day through a 
spiritual transformation that would come about by the study of the Risale-i Nur. 

By contrast, for Gülen and the community associated with his name, per-
sonal transformation is secondary to social transformation. In both cases 
personal transformation is oriented toward reforming and reshaping society, 
but while for Nursi the emphasis is on the individual Muslim who must be 
changed through an enlightened encounter with the Qur’an in the Risale-i Nur, 
in Gülen’s vision it is the social effect of conscientious, dedicated, committed 
Muslim social agents that is the key to renewal of the Islamic umma. Whereas 
for Nursi the key term is “study,” the central idea of Gülen is “service.” Mem-
bers of the Gülen community hope to change society through a holistic pat-
tern of education that draws from and integrates disparate strands of previous 
pedagogical systems. Although Nursi was already aware of the limitations of 
traditional systems of education available to Muslims in Turkey, it was Gülen 
and his movement that gave their time and energy to working out an effective 
alternative.

From Turkish Student Initiative to Transnational Movement

In the new social and economic climate that emerged in Turkey during the 
presidency of Turgut Özal, the Gülen movement grew from a small number of 
students in a few cities like Izmir to a huge educational endeavor with impor-
tant business and political links. Although stemming from a broadly conceived 
religious motivation, the schools are not traditional “Islamic” schools but secu-
lar institutions of high quality, as shown by the performance of students in 
science olympiads and the like.

In the 1980s, the community moved beyond its schools into the media with 
the publication of a daily newspaper, Zaman, and a television channel, Saman-
yolu. Today Zaman is published in twenty countries with an average circulation 
of a half million. In all, about thirty-fi ve newspapers and magazines in various 
languages are projects of the Gülen community. The monthly journal in Turk-
ish, Sizinti, the longest continuously published Islamic magazine in Turkey, 
with a circulation of more than 500,000, has enjoyed uninterrupted publica-
tion since 1979; the English version, Fountain, has worldwide circulation in the 
tens of thousands. The infl uential weekly newsmagazine Aksiyon is a Turkish 
equivalent of Time or Newsweek. In addition, the community puts out a number 
of professional journals, for doctors, engineers, teachers, and so forth.

The movement has addressed the thorny question of the secular state in 
Turkey. The Writers’ and Journalists’ Foundation, which is associated with the 
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Gülen movement, set up in the 1990s the Abant Workshops in which Turk-
ish intellectuals, politicians, and journalists from every ideological stance were 
brought together to study and discuss issues related to Turkish state and soci-
ety. These Abant sessions were intended to “head off sociopolitical polarization 
and to search for a new social consensus in Turkey. The annual workshops 
have included about fi fty Turkish intellectuals from sharply different ideologi-
cal backgrounds.”21

After the fall of communism in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe in 
1989, the Gülen community was a key player in fi lling the gap in the edu-
cational system. Hundreds of schools and universities were set up through-
out the former Soviet republics, both within the Russian Federated Republic 
(particularly in its predominantly Muslim regions such as Tatarstan, Yakutia, 
and Chechnya), in the newly independent nations of the Caucasus and Central 
Asia, and in the predominantly Muslim and pluralist regions of the Balkans 
such as Albania, Macedonia, Bosnia, Moldova, Bulgaria, and Kosovo. Television 
programs were prepared that were destined to be aired in the vast reaches of 
Central Asia, and scholarships were granted for study in Turkey.

The new century saw a further expansion of the educational activities of 
the Gülen community as it moved beyond the boundaries of Muslim-majority 
regions into China, Western Europe, North and South America, Africa, and 
Southeast Asia. The primary but not exclusive focus was on educating migrants 
from Turkey and other Muslim countries. Here the pedagogical approach under-
went some adaptation. In many parts of Western Europe, the economic and 
bureaucratic diffi culties of opening and supporting new schools discouraged 
and often prevented this activity. Moreover, in these regions, the movement 
often encountered a level of education of high quality. The educational task 
became not so much one of competing with the existing national public school 
systems but that of ensuring that immigrant Turks and others would have an 
adequate educational background to be able to compete and succeed in the 
government schools. Thus, in many parts of  Western Europe, the Gülen com-
munity in its educational efforts has focused on weekend classes and tutorials 
aimed at supplementing the instruction given in the state schools and at pre-
paring for standardized exams.

In the schools associated with the movement in the United States, located 
mainly in regions with a high concentration of Turkish Americans, the chal-
lenge has been to provide an opportunity for students to attain a high level of 
academic achievement. In fact, particularly in scientifi c fi elds, in states like 
New Jersey and Texas, educational institutions run by members of the Gülen 
movement have been among the most highly awarded schools in the state. 
These are not “Islamic schools” in that even though their inspiration is found 
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in enlightened Islamic ideals, both the teaching and administrative staff and 
the student body are made up of the followers of other religions as well as of 
Muslims. In some cases, religious instruction is offered once a week, whereas 
in other cases religion is not taught in the schools.

The most recent fi gures show more than 600 schools and six univer-
sities,22   in seventy-fi ve countries on fi ve continents.23 The schools do not form 
a centralized “school system.” Each school is established and run by individual 
members of the Gülen community in a privately registered and funded founda-
tion. The teachers receive a common spiritual training and are sent to wherever 
the need is considered the greatest, but there is no central governing board that 
sends out instructions on educational policy, curriculum, or discipline. Rather, 
each school is “twinned” with a particular city or region in Turkey, which under-
takes fi nancial responsibility for the new school.

Gülen’s genius does not lie so much in reinterpreting the teaching of the 
Qur’an as in applying traditional Islamic prescriptions in entirely new ways 
to respond to constantly changing social needs. According to the Albanian 
scholar Bekim Agai:

The schoolteacher becomes a prophet who fulfi lls Islamic principles 
by imparting knowledge. The key point for Gülen is that the Islamic 
principles are unchanging, and yet must be given concrete form in 
each new era. Once, a Qur’an course might have been the best way 
to invest Islamic donations, but [today] other Islamic activities take 
precedence. He succeeds in gaining support in conservative Islamic 
circles for new Islamic fi elds of action by using traditional Islamic 
terminology and defi ning his terms conventionally, but at the same 
time furnishing them with innovative implications for the present 
day. He argues that questions of morality and education are more 
essential for today’s Islam than are political issues, and that present-
day Muslims are confronted with entirely different problems than the 
question of whether or not to introduce the shari’a.24

Commitment to Dialogue

The community inherited its commitment to interreligious dialogue and coop-
eration from the writings of Said Nursi in the Risale-i Nur, but this commit-
ment has been renewed and given new impetus in the writings of Fethullah 
Gülen. In his speech in 1999 at the Parliament of the World’s Religions in 
Capetown, Gülen presented an optimistic vision of interreligious harmony: “It 
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is my conviction that in the future years, the new millennium will witness 
unprecedented religious blooming and the followers of world religions, such 
as Muslims, Christians, Jews, Buddhists, Hindus and others, will walk hand-
in-hand to build a promised bright future of the world.”25

Already beginning in 1911 and repeatedly down to his death in 1963, Said 
Nursi called for “Muslim-Christian unity” to oppose godless tendencies in mod-
ern societies. While endorsing Nursi’s appeal, Gülen goes beyond Nursi’s view 
in two important respects. First, dialogue and unity are not limited to “the good 
Christians,” as Nursi had proposed, but are now to be extended to the conscien-
tious followers of all religions. Second, the motivation for this dialogue is not 
simply a strategic alliance to oppose atheistic and secularizing tendencies in 
modern life, as Nursi had held, but is called for by the nature of Islamic belief 
itself:

The goal of dialogue among world religions is not simply to destroy 
scientifi c materialism and the materialistic worldview that has caused 
such harm. Rather, the very nature of religion demands this dialogue. 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, and even Hinduism and Buddhism 
pursue the same goal. As a Muslim, I accept all Prophets and Books 
sent to different peoples throughout history, and regard belief in 
them as an essential principle of being Muslim.26

To further its pursuits of interreligious dialogue, the Gülen movement has 
created the Intercultural Dialogue Platform (IDP) as a project of the move-
ment’s Istanbul-based Writers and Journalists Foundation. The IDP has been 
particularly active in sponsoring and organizing “Abrahamic” encounters with 
high-ranking representatives of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The Gülen 
movement also organizes associations for the promotion of interreligious activi-
ties at the local and regional level, such as the Cosmicus Foundation in the 
Netherlands, the Australian Intercultural Society in Melbourne, the Friede-
Institut für Dialogue in Vienna, the Interfaith Dialog Center of Patterson, New 
Jersey, Houston’s Institute of Interfaith Dialog, and the Niagara Foundation of 
Chicago, all of which take independent initiatives toward promoting interreli-
gious understanding and cooperation.

The Asian Muslim Action Network

The third organization under consideration is the Asian Muslim Action Net-
work (AMAN). In structure and orientation, AMAN is quite different from 
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both the followers of Said Nursi, and the movement associated with Fethul-
lah Gülen. By contrast with those communities, AMAN does not focus on the 
teaching of a charismatic individual, nor does it arise out of the historical and 
cultural experience of being Muslim in a single nation or culture.

AMAN has been, from its inception, an international network of pro-
gressive Muslims in eighteen Asian countries, bringing together “individu-
als, groups and associations of Muslims in Asia subscribing to a progressive 
and enlightened approach to Islam.”27 It was founded in October 1990 by a 
small but infl uential group of Muslim scholars and social activists in order to 
respond, as is stated in the AMAN charter, to the numerous challenges faced 
by the peoples of Asia “ranging from mass poverty to elite corruption, materi-
alistic life style, increasing ethnic, religious, and communal confl ict, violence 
against women and children, and environmental degradation.”28 From this list 
of concerns, it can be seen that the scope of the organization is quite wide, 
addressing both structural issues and those requiring personal renewal.

At the Second Plenary Assembly of AMAN, held in Dhaka, Bangladesh, 
in the year 2000, on the tenth anniversary of the organization’s founding, 
Dr. Asghar Ali Engineer of Bombay, India, the chairman of AMAN, noted the 
motivation for creating the network: “With the advent of democracies in South 
and Southeast Asian nations, awareness about democratic rights, human rights, 
and women’s rights has been growing fast. However, although there was a great 
deal of secular theorizing on the issue, there was a lack of Islamic theorizing, 
and still less of activism.”29 In other words, AMAN is responding to the need 
felt by progressive Muslims in Asia to refl ect on questions of poverty, democ-
racy, civil rights, human rights, and the rights and status of women from an 
explicitly Islamic point of view, as well as the need for Muslim activists to work 
for those rights.

In the fi fteen years since its creation, the organization has grown quickly. 
In addition to individual memberships in eighteen Asian countries, seventy-
six local and national Muslim organizations in Asia have become members 
of AMAN. Local chapters have been established in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 
Cambodia, Indonesia, India, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippines, and Sri Lanka, 
and its programs include the active participation of Muslims in China, Iran, 
and the republics of Central Asia.

The plenary assemblies, held every three years, are not business meetings 
so much as a convergence of workshops and study sessions. At the Third Plenary 
Assembly, held in Bangkok in December 2003, participants from twenty-one 
Asian nations took part. The program included workshops titled “The Culture 
of Peace” (with 1,300 national and international participants), “Multi-ethnic 
Asia” (260 participants), “Interfaith Dialogue” (2,600 participants), “Women 
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and Peace” (56 participants), “Youth for Peace” (370 participants), “Poverty and 
Peace” (42 participants), and “HIV/AIDS” (670 participants).

AMAN has published more than twenty books on topics of concern, 
mainly focusing on themes of peace and Islamic renewal in Asia. Its publica-
tions include Culture of Peace, New Visions for Peace, Understanding Peace and 
Confl ict Transformation: A Religious Perspective, Islam and Modern Challenges, 
and a Resource Book on HIV/AIDS Prevention. Its latest project is the monthly 
AMANA news service, which has, up to now, produced fi fteen issues.

AMAN is quite open to working together in shared programs with other 
organizations, as well as with bodies linked with one or another religion in 
Asia. As such, AMAN has undertaken joint initiatives with Christians on peace 
education and on questions of justice for ethnic minorities; with the Federation 
of Asian Bishops’ Conferences, a continental association of seventeen Catholic 
bishops’ conferences in Asia; and with the Christian Conference of Asia, an 
ecumenical body composed of more than 120 churches and synods, of Ortho-
dox and Reformation origin, in Asia.

AMAN’s approach to Islamic practice is what a senior council member of the 
organization, the Malaysian political scientist Chandra Muzaffar, calls a “values 
approach to Islam,” which he contrasts to a fi qh (i.e., jurisprudential) approach, 
with its “rigid religious-secular dichotomy.” Muzaffar states: “It is only too appar-
ent that a non-dogmatic approach to Islam which recognizes the primacy of eter-
nal, universal spiritual and moral values while acknowledging the importance 
of rituals, symbols and practices is the most sane and sensible way of living 
religion in today’s world. I describe this as the values approach to Islam.”30

AMAN activists can trace their roots to fi gures in Islamic history who 
emphasized the values of “justice, honesty, sincerity, compassion, and simplic-
ity of life” over legalistic and ritualistic prescriptions. It is instructive to see the 
individuals whom Muzaffar holds up as models of Islamic life for modern Mus-
lims. Among the forerunners to be emulated by value-oriented Muslims today 
he mentions Ali ibn Abi Talib, the son-in-law of Muhammad who refused to 
engage in battle against other Muslims; the caliph Umar ibn Al-Khattab, noted 
for his commitment to just governance; the early ascetic Abu Dharr al-Ghiffari; 
the twentieth-century educational reformer Muhammad Abduh; more recent 
Muslim thinkers such as the Indo-Pakistani Muhammad Iqbal, the Algerian 
Malik Benabi, and the Pakistani American Fazlur Rahman; mystics like Mevlana 
Jalal al-Din Rumi, Ibn Arabi, and Shabistari; and distinguished Muslim schol-
ars like Fakhr al-Din Razi, Ibn Sina, Ibn Rushd, and Ibn Khaldun, who “came 
into confl ict with religious elites who derived their authority from perpetuating 
an Islam built around rituals, symbols, and practices.” In modern times, Abdul 
Ghaffar Khan, the Pathan nationalist and educator, Gandhian organizer, and 



246  religious actors in world politics

committed Islamic pacifi st who died in 1988, has provided inspiration for the 
movement.

One of the most effective projects of AMAN is its educational work with 
Asian youth. The organization conducts training courses and youth camps 
focused on developing Muslim leadership that can address the principal AMAN 
concerns of poverty; social justice; environmental degradation; human rights; 
questions of peace, harmony, and reconciliation; and development issues and 
advocacy on behalf of “marginalized and vulnerable sectors of society such as 
women, children, and ethnic and religious minorities.” Recent seminars and 
workshops have included the following topics: “Community-Based Peace Edu-
cation,” “Preventive Education on HIV-AIDS,” and “Human Rights from an 
Islamic Perspective.” In 2003, AMAN instituted the School of Peace Studies 
and Confl ict Transformation, an annual course to train peace advocates in the 
techniques of confl ict analysis and reconciliation. AMAN undertakes “training 
for trainers” workshops to prepare local and national animators and, through 
its Asian Resource Foundation subsidiary, annually awards scholarships for 
researchers working on questions in the previously mentioned fi elds; almost 
500 activists have taken part in these leadership training courses. In recent 
years, AMAN’s Research Fellowship Program has funded the research of 
twenty-two young Muslims on topics related to the general theme “Islam in 
Southeast Asia: Views from Within.”

The stated concern for the “marginalized and vulnerable” has brought 
AMAN into the area of human rights. In 2001, in response to the decision 
of the General Assembly in Dhaka, the organization set up AMAN Watch 
as a regional Muslim expression of human rights concerns, which monitors 
human rights violations in predominantly Muslim regions of Asia, as well as 
the violation of the civil rights of Muslims in both majority and minority situ-
ations. AMAN Watch is one of the cooperating associations in the Hong Kong–
based Asian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) and the Religious Groups for 
Human Rights (RGHR) association, which is an Asian coalition of Buddhist, 
Muslim, and Christian organizations advocating human rights.31

AMAN has given particular attention to the situations of ethnic and reli-
gious minorities. Most countries of Asia have minority groups distinguished 
from the majority by language, religion, race, or cultural background. Almost 
invariably, such groups suffer various forms of discrimination: the minority 
groups are often mistrusted and unwelcome in the dominant national society, 
treated with bureaucratic resistance and indifference, and in some instances 
subjected to violence and persecution. The fact that their native language and 
religion are usually not those of the dominant majority (Hindus in Pakistan, 
Christians and indigenous in India, Buddhists in Bangladesh, Muslims in 
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China, Christians in Myanmar, Muslims and indigenous in the Philippines, 
etc.) further isolates the ethnic minorities. AMAN championed the cause of the 
minorities by publicizing their plight and complaints at both the Dhaka and 
the Bangkok assemblies. Together with their Christian partners—the Federa-
tion of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC) and the Christian Conference of 
Asia (CCA)—AMAN has proposed an Asia-wide consultation on the situation 
of ethnic minorities and has announced plans for a joint study of the forms of 
discrimination experienced by Bangladesh’s Chittagong Hill Tract tribes.

In contrast to the persuasive infl uence that Said Nursi and Fethullah Gülen 
have played in the movements they inspired, AMAN has no single intellectual 
mentor but is guided by a constellation of prominent Asian Muslim scholars. 
A survey of some of the more important fi gures will give an idea of the intel-
lectual background and orientation of AMAN leadership.

Asghar Ali Engineer, AMAN chairman, is an Indian Muslim. The son of a 
religious scholar of a prominent Bohra (Ismaili) family, Asghar Ali was trained 
in the religious sciences and also in engineering, hence the name. He has been 
a fervent advocate of reform in the Bohra community (for which he was once 
set upon by paid thugs and beaten severely) and has written extensively on 
communal violence, women’s rights, liberation theology, pluralism, and the 
role of Islam in secular societies.

Other leaders of AMAN are of varied background but are united in the con-
viction of the need for progressive Muslims in Asia to speak with one voice and 
to act in concert. Chandra Muzaffar is a political scientist from Malaysia who 
is president of the International Movement for a Just World or simply, as it is 
usually called, JUST. Professor Azyumardy Azra, rector of the Islamic State Uni-
versity of Indonesia, Dr. Carmen Abu Bakar, director of University of the Philip-
pines’ Institute of Islamic Studies, and Dr. Suzaina Abdul Kadir of the National 
University of Singapore are serving as advisers for the Research Fellowship Pro-
gram. Imtiyaz Yusuf, a British Muslim of Indo-Pakistani origin with a doctorate 
in Islamic studies from Princeton University, is director of AMAN’s School for 
Peace Studies and Confl ict Transformation. Professor Chaiwat Satha-Anand is a 
Thai professor of political science and a well-known professor of peace studies; 
for some years, he has directed the International Peace Research Association’s 
(IPRA) commission on nonviolence. Habib Chirzin is an Indonesian commu-
nity organizer and human rights activist based in Jakarta and president of the 
Islamic Millennial Forum. The general secretary, Abdus Sabur, is a Bangladeshi 
activist with a background in alternative community organizing.

Although AMAN is predominantly a Muslim organization based on Islamic 
principles, the organization accepts non-Muslim members who agree to its ide-
als and goals. Its various programs are open to non-Muslim participants and 
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speakers, not only to Christians, which would not be unusual among Mus-
lim associations, but also to Hindus and Buddhists, which is somewhat more 
uncommon.

Conclusion

These examples of Muslim transnational movements are making their impact 
on the international Islamic umma. They are, for the most part, young move-
ments dating back to the past thirty to forty years, growing very quickly by attract-
ing bright, idealistic, highly motivated young people. They have developed an 
esprit of living and promoting an enlightened understanding of Islamic faith 
and tradition, and their enthusiasm is attracting others to these movements. 
They understand Islam as a religion that teaches peace, love, justice, coopera-
tion, human rights, and equality of human dignity and see the mission of the 
Islamic community in the world to be that of rahmat lil-alamin, to be a blessing 
to the universe. Movements of this kind are likely to chart the course that the 
Islamic community will take during the coming century.
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Trans-state Muslim Movements 
and Militant Extremists in an 
Era of Soft Power

John O. Voll

“The battle today cannot be fought on a regional level without taking 
into account the global hostility.” The confl ict is now in “the stage 
of the global battle.” This proclamation by Ayman al-Zawahiri, the 
second in command to Osama Bin Laden in Al-Qaeda, is a force-
ful reminder of the development of powerful movements of trans-
national contention in the contemporary world.1 The globalization 
of jihad in the visions and activities of militant Muslim extremists 
is one part of the broader trends in the development of “new trans-
national activism” in recent decades.2 It is also an inescapable dimen-
sion of the new religious pluralism in world politics.

Religious movements, networks, and organizations are an 
important and visible part of the current worlds of transnational 
activism. However, much of the scholarship examining the emer-
gence of international advocacy networks and transnational social 
movements concentrates on more secular groups and activities. 
Religious transnational advocacy is viewed most frequently in the his-
torical contexts of missionary activity and the infl uence of religious 
organizations on early international advocacy campaigns like the 
one to abolish slavery in the nineteenth century.3 The main focus of 
attention is on the development of national and international nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) as secular international organiza-
tions. “The NGO world in the second half of the twentieth century,” 
William DeMars reminds us, “simply took for granted that the public 
discourse of any mainstream international NGO would be secular,



254  religious actors in world politics

universalistic, and progressive”—this despite the fact that “many of the his-
torical forerunners to post–World War II NGOs were deeply religious in social 
origin and motivation.”4

Since the end of the cold war, religious actors have emerged as a prominent 
transnational force across a range of global issue areas, including peacemaking, 
transitional justice, and development, topics covered elsewhere in this volume. 
As Thomas Michel argues in his chapter, peaceful Muslim groups are a cru-
cial, if often overlooked, part of a new religious pluralism in world politics evi-
dent in increasing interactions with governments, international organizations, 
NGOs, and national and transnational civil society. At fi rst glance, the move-
ments and organizations of Islamic extremism and militancy might appear to 
fall outside these categories altogether. They are radical, violent, and engaged 
in a global confl ict against the United States, its allies, and various state and 
substate authorities. They are analyzed mainly in literatures on security, ter-
rorism, and counterterrorism. This chapter argues that such groups should, 
in fact, be studied alongside other transnational advocacy networks. One can 
acknowledge their particular characteristics—the glorifi cation and perpetration 
of violence—while still applying the analytical categories developed for other 
kinds of transnational groups.

Militant extremists in the Muslim world such as Osama Bin Laden and 
Al-Qaeda are neither throwbacks to medieval modes of operation nor Luddite 
opponents of modernity. They share many characteristics with other trans-
national advocacy networks, including global communications and targeted 
appeals. Examining extremist religious movements through this optic sheds 
light on their operations and their persistence. In particular, it highlights two 
of their most salient characteristics: their transnational nonstate character and 
their use of “soft power” to build constituencies and recruit militants. These 
aspects will be examined after a somewhat more general description of the 
global contexts within which all groups of transnational activism and advocacy 
operate. A concluding section will return to the implications of the analysis for 
frameworks being put forward by scholars in a number of different fi elds exam-
ining the dynamics of world politics at the start of the twenty-fi rst century.

The Changing World of Activism and Advocacy

The world in which activists and advocates operate changes daily. The transfor-
mations of many basic aspects of human life change the opportunities open to 
social movements and constantly redefi ne the resources available for mobiliza-
tion by activists in their efforts to change conditions and policies around the 
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world. Changing technologies of communication present new opportunities 
and challenges for framing and articulating the programs and agendas of advo-
cacy. Analysts examining these changes and the developing nature of trans-
national activism have concentrated on the more secular causes and NGOs, 
and not as much attention has been given to the experiences of transnational 
religious activists and their organizations and movements.

In the middle of the twentieth century, some important dichotomies defi ned 
salient dimensions of global affairs and how those affairs were understood. Ana-
lytical polarities set the framework for interpreting international developments. 
First, with the growing importance of internationalization of  business and eco-
nomics, the distinctions between global and local, between international and 
domestic, became an important part of operational and analytical explanations 
of economic, political, and cultural affairs. Second, in the midcentury peak of 
infl uence of classical modernization theory, the distinction between “modern” 
and “traditional” was another important analytical polarity shaping how world 
affairs were understood. Third, sharp distinctions were made between societies 
variously identifi ed as industrial, developed, or fi rst world (northern) and those 
described as underdeveloped, developing, or third world (southern).

Remarkably, by the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century, although there 
are conceptual echoes of these concepts in programs and policies, these three 
sharp polarities have been replaced in many studies by conceptualizations 
that combine the extremes and assume the dissolution of the sharp contrasts 
between national/international, traditional/modern, and North/South. Newer 
perspectives refl ect changing realities in a world of increasingly intense interac-
tions. In these changing global contexts, transnational activism plays important 
roles that are shaped by the complex realities that have replaced the polarities of 
the mid–twentieth century.

Globalization has challenged the familiar national/international polar-
ity by transforming relationships between what were considered “global” and 
“local” aspects of politics, culture, and society. Increasingly, distinctive local 
developments are infl uenced by global elements to an extent that the “local” 
cannot be understood without at least some reference to the global. Similarly, 
“global” is not a separate, homogeneous category but is always refl ecting some 
mode of “local” activity. This interactivity creates an interpretive diffi culty relat-
ing to the “global-local problematic”: “There is a widespread tendency to regard 
this problematic as straightforwardly involving a polarity, which assumes its 
most acute form in the claim that we live in a world of local assertions against 
globalizing trends, a world in which the very idea of locality is sometimes cast 
as a form of opposition or resistance to the hegemonically global.”5 In this 
context, Roland Robertson argues that “the local is not best seen, at least as an 
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analytic or interpretive departure point, as a counterpoint to the global. Indeed 
it can be regarded, subject to some qualifi cations, as an aspect of globaliza-
tion.”6 This interaction involves processes that might be better understood as 
“glocalization.”

In simplistic terms, the traditional processes of globalization as understood 
in the mid–twentieth century have been transformed in many dimensions into 
the processes of glocalization, in which “global” and “local” are interacting 
aspects of inclusive dynamics. In this new world, as Mike Featherstone and 
Scott Lash have argued, “the global begins to replace the nation-state as the 
decisive framework for social life.” They point to a “framework in which global 
fl ows—in mediascapes, ethnoscapes, fi nanscapes and technoscapes—are com-
ing to assume as much, or greater, centrality than national institutions. Inter-
national social, political, and cultural (for example the media) organizations 
are standing alongside and beginning to replace their national counterparts.”7 
At the same time, local and national responses to these globalizing forces are 
framing and generating new patterns of transnational activity. In many different 
cases, what might have, in an earlier day, been local movements of contention 
or advocacy have become global in a variety of ways. One well-studied example 
of glocalized transnational advocacy is the Zapatista movement in Mexico.8

A second polarity that has been transformed is the traditional/modern 
opposition. There are many continuing debates about the nature of the rela-
tionship between premodern and modern societies and the processes of “mod-
ernization.” Those debates are not particularly relevant for the discussion of 
movements and activism in a global context in which all peoples and societies 
are in some ways basically “modern.” However, some of the older debates have 
now taken on a different cast.

In the middle of the twentieth century it was still possible to argue whether 
or not the end result of “modernization” would be a homogeneously modern 
world. However, by the twenty-fi rst century it was clear that modernity has taken 
many different forms. Divergent and diverse historic processes of moderniza-
tion make it possible for scholars like S. N. Eisenstadt to speak of “multiple 
modernities.”9 In a discussion of Muslim societies and modernity, Ira Lapidus 
argued already in the 1980s that the “events of the last two decades . . . have 
forced us to recognize that, whatever the universal elements in European politi-
cal domination, and in the international capitalist system, there is in fact . . . no 
single form of modern society.”10

In this contemporary world of multiple modernities, transnational move-
ments of advocacy are not engaged in opposition to “modernity” so much as 
they are fi ghting for one mode of modernity as opposed to a different mode. 
One of the great tensions involves opposition to “globalization.” Globalization 
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has been defi ned by many people specifi cally in terms of a particular mode of 
global interactions: a global capitalist market system dominated by the econo-
mies of the United States, Western Europe, and Japan. In important ways, this 
form of globalization fi ts into the conceptualizations involved in understand-
ing “modernity” as a homogeneous transforming force.

By the 1990s a strong movement opposed to “globalization” developed, 
with a major event being the protests against the meeting of the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) in Seattle in 1999 (“the Battle of Seattle”). These demon-
strations illustrated that the activist movement of opposition to “Globalization” 
was itself an effective advocate of alternative visions of globalization. The two 
sides in Seattle did not represent “modernity” and its opponents; they repre-
sented two alternative modes of twenty-fi rst-century glocalized modernity. If 
the movements of opposition were “antimodern,” they were “antimodern” in 
the framework of being opposed to the dominant modes of modernity and 
were framed in terms of postmodern opposition to modernity (rather than a 
primitive Luddite style of opposition).

The third polarity—between the “developed” and the “underdeveloped” 
worlds, between the fi rst and third worlds, or between the North and the South 
in global affairs—has also been transformed by the start of the twenty-fi rst 
century. While the great gaps between rich and poor have not disappeared, the 
worlds of the rich and the poor are now global and interactive. Economies and 
cultures are more transnational and “glocal.” Integrated processes of production 
may not reduce inequalities of wealth, but they illustrate the global nature of 
major enterprises. By the 1990s, analysts could legitimately speak of the “end of 
the third world,” even though it did not mean the end of global poverty.11 The old 
terminology that divided the world into the nations and societies of the “North” 
and the “South” has become obsolete. The old “underdeveloped world”/“third 
world”/“South” is no longer as identifi able territorially as it once was. At the 
beginning of the twenty-fi rst century, important parts of the global economic and 
political elite groupings are drawn from the old “South.” The world of the rich 
and powerful is now more global and diverse than at any time in world history.

By the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century it is possible to speak of the 
emergence of “global civil society” in which both transnational activism and 
global economic processes fl ourish.12 Many people in the old “fi rst world” con-
tinue to have diffi culty in recognizing the reality in which it is possible to argue, 
as Thomas Friedman does, that the “world is fl at” as a level playing fi eld for 
economic competition and collaboration.13

The dissolving of familiar polarities—international/national, traditional/
modern, and North/South—has changed the contexts within which interna-
tional and transnational activists operate, and the nature of their operations. 
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Globally active movements and organizations are increasingly transnational 
in identity. Nongovernmental organizations that mobilize modern technolo-
gies of communication and organization are increasingly signifi cant forces 
and actors in world affairs. The changing nature of transnational relationships 
across what was once the North/South divide provides new opportunities and 
resources for activists and advocates around the world. These dynamics are evi-
dent in multiple contexts, including the complex history of the human rights 
movement and advocacy network in Latin America and elsewhere.14

It is important to recognize that these NGOs and the broader movements 
of advocacy of which they are parts are not confi ned to the more usually noted 
secular groupings, but that there are also nongovernment advocacy networks 
and organizations that are fundamentally religious. Many, if not most, of these 
religious groupings are activist but neither militant nor advocates of violence as 
a tactic or strategy for achieving their goals. These religious groupings, like their 
more secular counterparts, operate within the new conditions of global activ-
ism at the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century. While it is important to under-
stand all types of transnational religious activism, this chapter concentrates on 
radical Muslim groupings within the contexts of the changing world of transna-
tional activism and advocacy. It will provide a perspective different from those 
concerned primarily with issues of counterterrorism and security and add to 
our understanding of religious activism in the contemporary world.

Nongovernmental Muslim Transnational Activism

In the modern Muslim world, the emergence of transnational and trans-state 
movements of Muslim activism has important historical roots. As Muslim soci-
eties interacted and fought with European imperialists, hopes of a grand unifi -
cation of Muslims were expressed. In the late nineteenth century, Jamal al-Din 
al-Afghani, a Muslim activist intellectual, advocated a Pan-Islamic movement 
to counter European expansion, and Pan-Islam was one of the elements of the 
foreign policy of the Ottoman sultan Abd al-Hamid II. However, these activities 
had little impact and were tied to specifi c states and their policies. Al-Afghani, 
for example, was more active in trying to enlist the support of rulers than in 
working to create a nongovernmental mass movement.

During the twentieth century, many important movements of Islamic 
renewal and reform emerged, and important organizations were created. How-
ever, refl ecting the political dynamics of the time, even the nonstate, nongov-
ernmental organizations tended to be defi ned by the national boundaries of 
their states and societies. In this way, some of the largest Muslim organizations 
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in the world were basically “national” in their framework. In Indonesia, for 
example, Muhammadiyya (founded in 1912) and Nahdatul Ulama (founded in 
1926), each with many millions of members, have remained virtually exclu-
sively Indonesian in operation and perspective.

Some important movements that gained reputations for militant transna-
tional activism by the 1990s were also primarily “national” throughout most 
of the twentieth century. The Muslim Brotherhood was established in Egypt in 
1928 and gained a reputation in the Arab world as a leading voice advocating 
activist Islamic renewal. However, as an organization it remained Egyptian. 
Throughout the twentieth century, students who came to Egypt from other 
parts of the Muslim world sometimes came into contact with the Brother-
hood and its teachings and were infl uenced by them. However, even when 
they established organizations in their homelands that they called the “Mus-
lim Brotherhood,” there was little continuing organizational coordination, and 
the various Brother hoods became basically nationally identifi ed. The largest 
such “national” organizations are the Muslim Brotherhoods in Syria, Jordan, 
and Sudan.15

The “transnationalization” of the Brotherhood by the 1990s was part of 
broader developments in the worlds of transnational advocacy and militancy in 
the fi nal years of the twentieth century. Even in that context, the Muslim Brother-
hood organizations remain remarkably national in orientation, and the trans-
national elements of the Brotherhood tradition are defi ned by militants who 
have left both the mainstream Brotherhood organizations and their theological 
and ideological positions. For example, Ayman al-Zawahiri, the leading ideo-
logue of Al-Qaeda, may have begun his career as an activist within the Egyptian 
Brotherhood, but he soon left the Brotherhood, working fi rst in the extremist 
Islamic Jihad organization. The evolution of organizations formed by dissidents 
from the mainstream Muslim Brotherhood refl ects the broader trends of what 
many call the “Islamic resurgence” in the fi nal quarter of the twentieth century. 
The fi rst generation of movements in the resurgence had both a strong political 
dimension and state-oriented programs. During the 1980s, these major move-
ments were often described as manifesting “political Islam.” Such movements 
aimed at gaining control of the state or transforming the state. Olivier Roy even 
described the Islamist ideology of political Islam as being “obsessed with the 
state.”16 One of the most visible movements of political Islam was the Iranian 
Revolution of 1978–1979, but other movements across the Muslim world had 
the creation of “Islamic states” as the main goal of their programs. The local 
movements represented a wide range of defi nitions of what such a state would 
be, with some like the Islamic Tendency Movement in Tunisia emphasizing the 
democratic nature of the proposed Islamic state while others, like the Partai 
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Islam Se-Malaysia in Southeast Asia, advocated a relatively strict implementa-
tion of a conservative understanding of Islamic law (Sharia).

While Political Islam appeared to be global as a general movement, its 
actual manifestations were local in defi nition and basically state-oriented in 
perspective. Some, like the new Iranian Islamic Republic, hoped that they 
might be a model, but the Shiite character of the Iranian movement limited 
its appeal. Most of the major movements that were identifi ed as being part of 
political Islam were defi ned by national boundaries and were oriented toward 
the states that were defi ned by those boundaries.

This situation began to change in the 1990s. For a variety of reasons, it 
became possible to announce the “failure of Political Islam.”17 This did not mean 
the end of the Islamic resurgence but, rather, a change in the nature of the move-
ments involved. “The retreat of political Islamism has been accompanied by the 
advancement of Islam as a social phenomenon.”18 The new militant movements, 
called “neofundamentalists” by Olivier Roy, “try to re-Islamize society on a grass-
roots level, and no longer through state power” and are increasingly trans-
national and trans-state in their visions and activities.19

This shift to “grassroots levels” among militant Muslim groups was sup-
ported by the dynamics of the new world of transnational activism. In a global 
context in which “think global, act local” is the mantra of  both NGO activists and 
“companies of all shapes and sizes that have global aspirations,”20 the emerging 
global jihad style of the militant groups was not unusual. Until the late 1980s, 
movements of militant Muslim activism tended to be location specifi c, with little 
overlap in personnel. The war in Afghanistan in the 1980s was an important tran-
sitional experience. What began as a movement of local Afghan opposition to the 
Soviet invasion in 1979 became a “jihad” that attracted recruits from throughout 
the Muslim world. The specifi c cause was local, but the call was global.

This new type of call to action involved an important shift in defi nition of 
the obligation of Muslims to participate in jihad as a war effort. This obliga-
tion is generally seen as taking two forms, depending on the historical cir-
cumstances of the Muslim community. Usually the obligation is understood as 
being placed on the community as a whole, for the defense of the community 
and the faith. In this context, the obligation is on the community to provide 
a suffi cient effort, and it is identifi ed as the “suffi ciency duty” (  fard kifayah). 
Historically, this responsibility was in the hands of the rulers and the state, 
with the believers obligated to provide whatever support was necessary and 
suffi cient. The duty is collective, and not every individual is obligated to par-
ticipate directly. However, under extreme conditions of danger to the faith, it 
may be judged that it is necessary for all believers as individuals to participate 
in the jihad, and this participation becomes an “individual duty” (  fard ‘ayn). In 
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this circumstance, the state becomes at best irrelevant and may be seen as part 
of the problem.

In Afghanistan, among the militants who were establishing the organiza-
tion that was to become Al-Qaeda, the doctrinal shift was made by the end of 
the 1980s to viewing the jihad as an individual rather than a communal duty. 
A key fi gure in this shift was Abdullah Azzam, a Palestinian scholar who had 
completed graduate studies at the major Islamic university in Cairo, al-Azhar, 
and taught Islamic law in Jordan before he moved to Afghanistan to participate 
in the war effort against the Soviets. He is described as “both the ideologi-
cal godfather and the global recruiter par excellence of Muslims drawn to the 
Afghan jihad” and was a major infl uence in shaping the thinking of Osama Bin 
Laden.21 Before Azzam was murdered in 1989, he defi ned the doctrinal shift 
clearly: “Some scholars consider jihad today in Afghanistan and Palestine to 
be fard kifayah. We agree with them in that jihad in Afghanistan for the Arabs 
was initially fard kifayah. But the jihad is in need of men and the inhabitants of 
Afghanistan have not met the requirement which is to expel the Disbelievers 
from Afghanistan. In this case, the communal obligation (  fard kifayah) is over-
turned. It becomes individually obligatory (  fard ‘ayn) in Afghanistan.”22

After the end of the anti-Soviet phase of the war in Afghanistan, people like 
Osama Bin Laden shifted the emphasis, conceiving of jihad as being global. As 
al-Zawahiri argues, the confl ict is now in the stage of “global battle,” and partici-
pation in jihad is an individual obligation for all true Muslims around the world. 
In his letter to Abu Musab al-Zarqawi released in October 2005, al-Zawahiri 
makes it clear that all of the local jihads, whether in the far-fl ung regions of 
the Islamic world, such as Chechnya, Afghanistan, Kashmir, and Bosnia, or in 
the heartlands of Islam, like Iraq and Palestine, are part of the broader global 
jihad.23 In the terms of the broader developments of transnational activism, in 
the Azzam-Zawahiri tradition, jihad has become glocalized.

This development was disputed, even among the militant-activist organi-
zations. Important and vigorous debates took place within some of the key 
organizations. During the 1980s and early 1990s, the major militant groups 
were “religious nationalists,” in the terminology of Fawaz Gerges, who worked 
to defeat their local governments, the “near enemy” and establish local “theo-
cratic states.”24 By the late 1990s, the Azzam-Zawahiri tradition articulated 
a competing transnational mode of militancy that became in many ways the 
most visible manifestation of the militant jihadi movement at the beginning of 
the twenty-fi rst century.

In the glocal jihad, there is little place for state or government action. Ter-
rorist networks by the early 1990s were moving beyond the state identifi ca-
tions of earlier organizations. This refl ects similar transnational organizational 
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trends in business and other fi elds. The broader transition is described in a 
RAND volume from 2001: “What has been emerging in the business world is 
now becoming apparent in the organizational structures of the newer and more 
active terrorist groups, which appear to be adopting decentralized, fl exible net-
work structures. The rise of networked arrangements in terrorist organizations 
is part of a wider move away from formally organized, state-sponsored groups 
to privately fi nanced, loose networks of individuals and subgroups.”25

In this aspect as in many others, Osama Bin Laden and Al-Qaeda are the 
best-studied and possibly the leading operational examples. Bruce Hoffman, 
a leading expert on terrorist organizations, notes, “Osama bin Laden is per-
haps best viewed as a terrorist CEO. He has essentially applied the techniques 
of business administration and modern management. . . . In the 1990s he did 
what the executives of transnational companies did throughout much of the 
industrialized world—namely, design and implement a fl exible new organiza-
tional framework and strategy incorporating multiple levels and both top-down 
and bottom-up approaches.”26 Peter Bergen notes that Al Qaeda “has success-
fully turned itself from an organization into a mass movement,” and that “Al 
Qaeda the group has been morphing into Al Qaeda the ideological movement.”27 
In this organizational structure, there is no connection with a state, nor does a 
state government defi ne the boundaries of Al-Qaeda’s actions and visions.

Nongovernmental Muslim transnational activism is assuming important 
new forms at the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century. The high visibility of the 
violent actions of some of these transnational groupings strengthens concerns 
about their material destructive capacity. Attention is frequently given to the 
democratization of technologies of destruction, which, as Joseph Nye notes, has 
“created a new set of conditions that have increased the lethality and the diffi -
culty of managing terrorism today.” The fact that “technological progress is put-
ting into the hand of deviant groups and individuals, destructive capabilities that 
were once limited primarily to governments and armies,” for Nye, marks “the 
‘privatization of war’ and a dramatic change in world politics.”28 Much attention 
has been focused on this security dimension of transnational militancy. How-
ever, an important and too-frequently ignored aspect of these groups’ effective-
ness is their capacity to mobilize instruments of “soft power” so important in 
the contemporary era of shifting global and transnational relationships.

Militant Transnational Activism and Soft Power

The structure of world affairs and global interactions is in the midst of a 
major change. Both in terms of actual operations and in the ways that those 
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operations are conceived and understood by analysts, the old systems of rela-
tionships are passing rapidly. At the end of World War II, the nature of global 
relations, as refl ected in the way that the United Nations organization was 
structured and conceived, primarily involved relations among sovereign ter-
ritorial states. In these relationships, military might and control of material 
economic resources are usually seen as the foundations for the power of these 
sovereign states. This system was basically the system of Realpolitik.

By the end of the twentieth century, major scholars were revising the state-
centric conceptualizations of world relations. Some critiques concentrated on 
the weakness of the “nation-state” itself as an effective structure in the contexts 
of intensifying globalizations in many areas. Peter Drucker, a respected analyst 
of economic organization, wrote in the early 1990s that the “nation-state is not 
going to wither away. It may remain the most powerful political organ around 
for a long time to come, but it will no longer be the indispensable one. Increas-
ingly it will have to share power with other organs, other institutions, other 
policy-makers.”29

Other scholars looked at the changing nature of power itself. Already in the 
early 1970s, before he served as national security adviser for President Jimmy 
Carter, Zbigniew Brzezinski noted the shifting nature of power and the foun-
dations of society. He spoke of the opening of the Technetronic Age in which 
the “industrial process is no longer the principal determinant of social change” 
and “knowledge becomes a tool of power and the effective mobilization of tal-
ent an important way to acquire power.”30 The end of the cold war signaled the 
beginning of an era in which attention needed to be given to the wide range of 
sources of power. By the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century, a RAND study 
stated that “ ‘information’ and ‘power’ are becoming increasingly intertwined. 
Across many political, economic, and military areas, informational ‘soft power’ 
is taking precedence over traditional, material ‘hard power.’ ”31

The concept of soft power was developed by Joseph Nye and has been 
adopted by many analysts. The starting point in the conceptualization of soft 
power is that “information is power and modern information technology is 
spreading information more widely than ever before in history.”32 Basically, 
power is the ability to do things or to get things done. Hard power is the ability 
to make people do things, regardless of whether or not they want to. Soft power, 
for Nye, “rests on the ability to shape the preferences of others” and to get them 
to want to do the things that you want them to do.33

Hard power was frequently the foundation for the power of states in the 
modern era of sovereign nation-states. It is possible to see some of the dra-
matic moments in the history of that system in Europe as being efforts by exist-
ing states to set limits on soft power—at the Congress of Vienna in 1815, for 
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example, to set limits on the appeal of the radical (and appealing) visions stirred 
up by the French Revolution or the continent-wide hard-power responses to the 
revolutions of 1848. In the twentieth century, the two world wars were major 
exercises of hard power, but the victory of the United States in the cold war is at 
least partially built on the great soft-power appeal of the alternative to the Soviet 
communist system that was presented by the West in general and the United 
States in particular. That power involved lifestyles and aspirations—the fact 
that many people around the world would like to have a way of life similar to 
that of most Americans. Other societies, cultures, and states have soft-power 
appeal as well, to varying degrees.

How might the concept of soft power be applied to understand the growth 
of militant transnational activism? Most obviously, it is worth noting that these 
groups are, by defi nition, cut off from—and opposed to—the hard-power 
resources available to states. It is often noted that terrorism is the weapon of 
the “weak.” Under such circumstances the creation of a base of support and the 
survival of an international network depend crucially on appeals centered on 
core beliefs and cultural practices. As Nye points out, “Terrorism depends cru-
cially on soft power. It depends on its ability to attract support from the crowd 
at least as much as its ability to destroy the enemy’s will to fi ght.” It is through 
soft power “that terrorists gain general support as well as new recruits.”34

In his discussion of soft power, Nye mentions religion only in passing. He 
notes that “for centuries, organized religious movements have possessed soft 
power” but centers most of his attention on secular organizations and forces.35 
However, in the contemporary context, and in world historical terms, the soft 
power of religious traditions deserves greater attention. One signifi cant but not fre-
quently noted historic competition between hard power and religion’s soft power 
occurred in Southeast Asia. At the beginning of the fi fteenth century C.E., two 
major global dynamics intersected in the islands of the region that now constitute 
Indonesia. Islam had only recently been brought in a signifi cant way by mer-
chants and itinerant teachers to the islands of Sumatra and Java. At the same time, 
western Europeans arrived in the form of Portuguese and then Dutch and British 
military forces and business enterprises. In the following four centuries, the basic 
hard-power resources were in the hands of Christian Europeans who militarily 
dominated the region. Muslim merchants and teachers tended to have only soft-
power resources available. However, in the middle of the twentieth century, when 
Indonesia became independent, it was the largest Muslim country in the world. 
Despite four centuries of hard-power control, European imperialism was effec-
tively defeated by the soft power of the Muslim merchants and teachers.

The soft power of religion has become increasingly visible in the contem-
porary world as religion has emerged as a more potent force in national and 
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international affairs. Militant transnational religious movements have bene-
fi ted from this trend. They have become signifi cant agents in world politics—
not simply through their violent acts but also through their appeals. In a world 
where information and knowledge are bases for power, the ability of Al-Qaeda 
and related groups to operate in the new world of cyberinformation is a major 
asset, and perhaps the most visible reminder that soft power is not simply a 
benevolent element but is rather a source of strength for violent extremism as 
well as humanitarian efforts.

Many people in the West have great diffi culty in understanding the appeal 
of the call to Bin Laden’s style of jihad and martyrdom, but that appeal exists. 
This appeal is not a Luddite exhortation to oppose modernity and restore a 
medieval life. The vision of Bin Laden and those like him is framed in terms of 
the hard-power realities of the contemporary world. Many people in the Mus-
lim world feel oppressed and are poor, and Bin Laden presents to overcome 
the hard power of those seen as the oppressors—soft power designed to mobi-
lize a transnational constituency and recruit militants. An Al-Qaeda recruit-
ment videotape that circulated around the Middle East in the summer of 2001, 
before the destruction of the World Trade Center, provides a good example of 
this appeal. The fi lm emphasizes that poorly armed but dedicated people can 
fi ght and defeat better-equipped adversaries, like the Soviet Union. Through-
out the fi lm, strong pictures of the hard power of the enemy being used to 
oppress poor people are contrasted with the calm dignity of the warriors. Bin 
Laden’s clearly stated conclusion is: “Using very meager resources and military 
means, the Afghan mujahidin demolished one of the most important myths 
in human history and the biggest military apparatus. We no longer fear the so-
called Great Powers.”36

In the long-term confl ict between Al-Qaeda and the United States, this 
theme of the contrast between hard power and soft power remains an impor-
tant core part of the way that Bin Laden frames his message. A good example 
is the narrative describing a signifi cant battle in Tora Bora, Afghanistan, late 
in 2001. In that battle, a major allied military attack failed to defeat, capture, or 
kill a small Al-Qaeda force (including Bin Laden), and in the propaganda of the 
militants, Tora Bora has become a symbol of the weakness of the hard power 
of “The Superpower.”37 In the days before American forces went into Iraq in 
2003, for example, Bin Laden’s message to the Iraqi people on the lessons 
of  Tora Bora was: “In that great battle, the forces of truth triumphed over all 
the evil forces by remaining true to their principles.” From his point of view, 
the battle culminated with the resounding, devastating failure of the global 
alliance of evil, with all its supposed power, to overcome a small group of muja-
hidin, numbering no more than 300, in their trenches within one square mile. 
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Bin Laden concluded: “If all the forces of global evil could not even achieve 
their objective over one square mile against a small number of mujahidin with 
such modest capabilities, how could they expect to triumph over the entire 
Islamic world?”38

It is clear that soft power, evident in the capacity to circulate such com-
munications to a wider audience, is an important resource now available to 
militant religious transnational activists like Al-Qaeda. The basic contexts of 
the new world of transnational activism make this possible. Glocal activism can 
mobilize dedicated warriors at the local level while providing these militants 
with a global support system in terms of both ideology and material goods. The 
nonstate nature of much transnational activism, whether violent or humanitar-
ian, gives added fl exibility to such networks in an era of increasing availability 
of the technologies of mobilization of supporters and means of destruction. 
This fl exibility makes it possible to mobilize many diverse forces and gives the 
movements and networks greater internal vitality and external infl uence.

Pluralism Turned Upside Down 

Supporters of religious and cultural pluralism are the most visible and best-
known groups in the new world of transnational activism. The concept of 
“transnational” itself implies both going beyond a “national” identifi cation and 
an acceptance of the fact of necessarily dealing with people who are not from 
your own “nation.” “The fundamental sociocultural change that has increased 
transnational activism,” according to Sidney Tarrow, “is the growth of a stra-
tum of individuals who travel regularly, read foreign books and journals, and 
become involved in networks of transactions abroad.”39 Anthony Appiah, in 
his contribution to this volume and elsewhere, describes these people as “cos-
mopolitans.” They literally fulfi ll the dictionary defi nition of “cosmopolitan” as 
“having constituent elements from all over the world or from many different 
parts of the world.”40

In the worldview of the “cosmopolitans,” diversity is accepted as a resource, 
and pluralism is part of the conceptual framework. However, in the world of 
glocalization, being purely “global” or purely “cosmopolitan” is diffi cult and a 
rare phenomenon. Instead, in a variety of ways cosmopolitans maintain con-
nections with their societies and cultures of origin and upbringing. These roots 
provide the “local” in the “glocal” lives that they lead. The result is what Appiah 
and others have called “rooted cosmopolitanism.”41 For example, Appiah speaks 
of his father, a major Ghanaian nationalist, and his support for a “rooted cosmo-
politanism” or “cosmopolitan patriotism.”42
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In much of the discussion of rooted cosmopolitanism, there is a positive 
tone. Just as DeMars noted that most discussions of NGOs “simply took for 
granted that the public discourse of any mainstream international NGO would 
be secular, universalistic, and progressive,”43 there is a tendency to think of 
“rooted cosmopolitans” as being similarly “progressive.” However, many of the 
leaders and activists in militant transnational networks fi t the basic defi nition 
of “cosmopolitan” and clearly are also “rooted.” Appiah speaks of “a new world-
wide fraternity that presents cosmopolitanism with something of a sinister 
mirror image,” and he identifi es this with the emergence of groups of “young, 
global Muslim fundamentalists.”44

Since Appiah, in his essay in this volume, identifi es “cosmopolitanism” 
with a “combination of universalism and tolerance,” he identifi es this “sinis-
ter mirror image” as “countercosmopolitanism.” In the sense of being trans-
national, transcultural, and global, whether one calls the militant extremists 
“cosmopolitan” or “countercosmopolitan,” they are global actors able to operate 
effectively in a full spectrum of cultural contexts. Their hostility to cultural plu-
ralism and their advocacy and practice of violence set them apart from Appiah’s 
cosmopolitans.

There is, however, an important way in which Al-Qaeda accepts and works 
with cultural and religious pluralism. While hostile to non-Muslim traditions, 
both religious and secular, Osama Bin Laden and his lieutenants embrace and 
exploit the global diversity within Islam. As Olivier Roy has pointed out, they 
respond to local and national contexts by espousing a “ ‘universal’ Islam, valid 
in any cultural context.” Globalization proves “a good opportunity to dissociate 
Islam from any given culture and to provide a model that could work beyond 
any culture.”45 Bin Laden’s vision of global (glocal) jihad incorporates a diver-
sity of themes and priorities from different parts of Islamic history—the con-
fl ict between radical Arab socialism and the Islamists, for example, or the split 
between Sunnis and Shiites. The fl exibility of diverse appeals within an overall 
transnational vision for the global umma is one of the keys to understanding 
Al-Qaeda’s survival and success.

Bin Laden’s message to the Iraqi people on the eve of the U.S. invasion is 
illustrative. Bin Laden argued that joining with infi dels in the fi ght against the 
United States was permissible, even if the infi dels were the old radical socialist 
enemies of Islamic movements everywhere: “There is no harm in such cir-
cumstances if the Muslims’ interests coincide with those of the socialists in 
fi ghting the Crusaders, despite our fi rm conviction that they are infi dels,” he 
argued. “The current fi ghting and the fi ghting that will take place in the com-
ing days can be very much compared to the Muslims’ previous battles. There 
is nothing wrong with a convergence of interests here, just as the Muslims’ 
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struggle against Byzantium suited the Persians but did not harm the Prophet’s 
companions, may God be pleased with them.”46

A similar fl exibility of message and effective use of global communications 
was evident in the letter from al-Zawahiri to Zarqawi on the situation in Iraq, 
released in October 2005. Al-Zawahiri emphasized that the sectarian, Sunni-
Shiite element was secondary to the struggle against the foreign aggressor and 
that the support of all of the people was essential in this larger confl ict.47 The 
letter called on Muslims to downplay a deep division that had been a major 
driver of Muslim politics for centuries. The outbreaks of violence between Sun-
nis and Shiites in February and March 2006, and the deepening civil war that 
ensued, manifested the continuing strength of these divisions and underscored 
the remarkable pragmatism of Al-Qaeda’s stance.

For Appiah, the appeal of Islamic militants who see themselves as part of 
a global community and draw creatively on the Muslim tradition in crafting 
their appeals is evidence of the strength of countercosmopolitanism. However, 
it is diffi cult to draw too stark a distinction between the transcultural Islam of 
contemporary Muslim cosmopolitans and their countercosmopolitan counter-
parts. Tolerance by itself, Appiah writes, “is not what distinguishes the cosmo-
politan from the neofundamentalist. There are plenty of things that the heroes 
of radical Islam are happy to tolerate. They don’t care if you eat kabobs or meat-
balls or kung pao chicken, as long as the meat is halal.” At the same time, 
Appiah continues, “there are plenty of things that cosmopolitans will not toler-
ate. We will sometimes want to intervene in other places because what is going 
on there violates our principles so deeply.” For both groups, Appiah argues, “tol-
eration has its limits.”48 The central difference between both groups, it would 
seem, is the framework for thinking about cultural and religious pluralism and 
the limits of toleration. For militants, some pluralism and tolerance within a 
tradition is acceptable, but pluralism across traditions is not. Cosmopolitans 
uphold peaceful interaction and cooperation across traditions, both religious 
and secular, as the ideal.

In the new world of transnational activism, religion is an important if 
sometimes overlooked element. Activist religious networks are increasingly 
visible, and the militant Muslim transnational groups are among the most 
prominent. These groups, most visibly represented by Al-Qaeda and Osama 
Bin Laden, have considerable soft-power resources at their disposal, includ-
ing an ability to craft and communicate fl exible appeals that draw on sacred 
texts, Muslim history, and the analysis of contemporary world politics. Like 
the major corporations that they may resemble, they “think global and act 
local” in a world arena marked by glocalization. The militant transnational 
activism of Al-Qaeda provides one important example of new trans-state and 
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transnational forms of identity, engagement, and organization in the contem-
porary world.
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Religious Pluralism and 
the Politics of a Global 
Cloning Ban

Thomas Banchoff

Life sciences revolutions in embryo, stem cell, and cloning research 
raise ethical questions that will be with us for decades to come. When 
does human life begin and deserve protection? How should the 
protection of the embryo be weighed against the promise of biomedi-
cal progress and the reduction of human suffering? Should frontier 
technologies including cloning and human genetic enhancement be 
allowed to develop and fl ourish? Such fundamental ethical questions 
engage the attention of the world’s major religious traditions. And 
because they raise the questions of whether and how to regulate 
scientifi c activity, they have an irreducibly political dimension. Over 
the past decade, the parallel engagement of religion and politics with 
science has generated tremendous controversy in the United States, 
Western Europe, and beyond. But with one notable exception, that 
controversy has played out at the national, not the international, level. 
This chapter examines that exception: the unsuccessful drive for a 
global cloning ban within the United Nations in 2001–2005.

The failed effort to ban all forms of cloning in international law 
at the turn of the new millennium is an example of the new religious 
pluralism in world politics. The world’s largest religious community, 
the Roman Catholic Church, together with the United States and its 
Evangelical Protestant president, George W. Bush, opposed all forms 
of cloning—for reproductive as well as for biomedical or therapeutic 
purposes. The anticloning coalition, which centered on Catholic-
majority countries, faced a shifting array of states, including secular 
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democracies in Europe and East Asian scientifi c powers. Ultimately, after some 
hesitation, the Organization of the Islamic Conference, a body of fi fty-seven 
states with mainly Muslim-majority populations, came out against the ban 
effort and tipped the balance in favor of its opponents.

In the end this struggle did not have a primarily religious character. While 
the UN cloning controversy involved ethical claims and religious actors, it cen-
tered on other issues: national sovereignty, scientifi c freedom, and present and 
future economic advantage. Religion played a signifi cant role, but only through 
interaction with other material and political forces. How did religion and 
religious-secular interaction shape the controversy? What accounts for the rela-
tively limited impact of religious actors?

The answers advanced here center on institutional structures at the level 
of religious organizations and the UN system itself. On the one hand, the low 
level of institutionalization among religious communities—with important 
exceptions, including the Catholic Church—militated against the formulation 
of clear policy positions. In the context of ethically charged questions such as 
stem cells and cloning, internally diverse religious communities did not always 
speak with a clear voice. On the other hand, the dominant role of states and 
considerations of national interest within the UN marginalized the role of reli-
gious and other nonstate actors in the international political controversy. Reli-
gions do not have offi cial representation within the General Assembly, with 
the exception of the Vatican, which enjoys permanent observer status. And the 
institutionalized norm of national sovereignty constrains the terms of debate; 
states can and do claim a right to oppose or ignore rules and norms that clash 
with perceived national interests. The weak institutionalization of transnational 
religious communities and the strong, state-centered cast of the UN prevented 
the emergence of a focused international debate about cloning governance in 
2001–2005. As long as the national frame of reference for religious-political 
controversy remains predominant, global regulation of revolutionary, border-
crossing life science technologies is unlikely to emerge.

This chapter proceeds in three sections. It fi rst describes the international 
norms, national controversies, and religious voices that served as a backdrop 
for the cloning controversy of 2001–2005. The post–World War II decades saw 
the establishment of norms of human rights and human dignity in interna-
tional law. Breakthroughs in embryo research and in vitro fertilization from 
1968 to 1978 sparked controversies within leading Atlantic powers about the 
implications of human dignity in a new context. Debates about how to balance 
protection of the human embryo against the biomedical promise of embryo 
research sharpened in the wake of the cloning and stem cell breakthroughs 
of 1997–1998. Over the same period, leading religious traditions took up 
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the ethical challenges posed by these life sciences breakthroughs and began, 
unevenly and with multiple voices, to articulate positions in national political 
controversies. A second section of the chapter traces and analyzes the 2001–2005 
struggle that ended in a General Assembly deadlock, forcing the abandon-
ment of efforts to establish a legally binding treaty and the recourse instead to 
the nonbinding Declaration on Human Cloning, passed by a slim majority in 
March 2005. Low levels of institutionalization within religious communities 
and the state-centered cast of the UN best account for the limited impact of reli-
gious actors in shaping the controversy and its outcome. A fi nal section draws 
conclusions from the cloning case for a better understanding of religious 
pluralism, globalization, and world politics.

International Norms, National Controversies, Religious Voices

The UN cloning controversy was informed by a far-reaching religious and secu-
lar consensus around values of human dignity and human rights. This consen-
sus was already evident in outline form in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (1948), drafted by leading religious and secular thinkers of the day and 
endorsed by the General Assembly. It gained momentum in the 1960s when 
the Second Vatican Council threw the full weight of the Roman Catholic Church 
behind the ideas of human equality, religious freedom, and social justice—a 
path already taken by most mainline Jewish and Protestant groups and some 
Orthodox communities. The upsurge of religious interest in human rights and 
human dignity is also evident in a series of international declarations emanating 
from the Islamic world, beginning with the Universal Islamic Declaration of 
Human Rights (1981). These overlapping religious commitments are evident 
in statements such as the Declaration of the World Religions on a Global Ethic 
(1993), approved by the Parliament of the World’s Religions at its centenary 
meeting. They fi nd parallels in secular international legal instruments, includ-
ing the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966) and the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (1967), and 
subsequent treaties and declarations ranging from the rights of women and chil-
dren to those of indigenous peoples. Secular-religious convergence around 
human rights and human dignity is a big story of the past sixty years.

Parallel to this evolution of international norms, breakthroughs in the life 
sciences raised new questions about human rights and human dignity in an 
unprecedented way. Controversy about embryo research can be traced back to 
March 1969, when the Britain-based team of Robert Edwards and Patrick Step-
toe announced the fi rst verifi ed case of in vitro fertilization (IVF), accomplished 
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the previous year. There followed a fi rst phase of embryo research focused on 
IVF as a fertility treatment that culminated in the birth of the fi rst “test-tube 
baby,” Louise Brown, in 1978. The decade that followed saw the routinization of 
IVF technology and the spread of clinics throughout Europe, North America, and 
Australia, and to Israel, India, and Japan. By the mid-1980s, scientists perfected 
embryo-freezing techniques that reduced the number of egg extractions patients 
would have to undergo, simultaneously creating a supply of surplus embryos for 
potential use in experiments both inside and outside the area of fertility medicine.

The next major scientifi c breakthroughs in this area were the cloning of 
Dolly the sheep, announced in March 1997, and the isolation of human 
embryonic stem cells, announced in November 1998. The success of cloning 
by nuclear transfer—the replacement of the genetic material in an egg cell 
with that of an adult mammal and subsequent development of an organism to 
birth—raised the specter of human reproductive cloning. The stem cell break-
through the following year suggested another, therapeutic application of clon-
ing technology. The ability of embryonic stem cells to grow into different kinds 
of tissue held out the promise of a new era of regenerative medicine. Cloning 
embryos with a patient’s DNA provided a potential way to generate genetically 
matched stem cells for therapies to battle degenerative diseases such as Parkin-
son’s and Alzheimer’s. The reproductive versus therapeutic cloning distinction 
was born, and the stage was set for the controversy that unfolded within the UN 
in 2001–2005—whether to ban just reproductive cloning (which was univer-
sally condemned) or also to prohibit therapeutic cloning (which was not).

How exactly did cloning raise fundamental issues of human rights and 
human dignity, norms set down in international law? Was the governance of 
science something best left to UN member states, or was it, like many other 
human rights and dignity issues, from discrimination against women to the 
the exploitation of children, an area of international concern? What role should 
nongovernmental organizations, and religious communities in particular, play 
in framing the global debate? These were the vital questions at stake in the 
UN struggle. But the controversy, with its sharply opposed principled view-
points, did not emerge at the international level out of nowhere. It grew out 
of value-driven controversies at the national level, particularly in the Atlantic 
democracies, which featured a wide range of religious and secular voices and 
culminated in a variety of contrasting regulatory regimes.1

National Controversies

Somewhat surprisingly in retrospect, national controversies about embryo 
research were slow to develop. Through the 1970s, ethical debates in the 
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United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia—the fi rst centers of IVF 
technology—centered on the safety of the procedure, the “naturalness” of 
artifi cial procreation technology, and anxieties about a “Brave New World” of 
genetic engineering and enhancement. In the United States, the Department 
of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) imposed a ban on federal funding for 
IVF work with embryos in the mid-1970s, mainly out of a concern for the safety 
of mothers and children. The moral status of embryos used and discarded in 
IVF experiments did not play a signifi cant role in public debates. At the time 
it did not even focus the attention of the Catholic Church, which centered its 
criticisms on IVF as an artifi cial intervention in the procreative process.

The success of IVF technology in the decade after 1978 and the stockpiling 
of surplus embryos and their use in experiments raised the political visibility of 
the issue. In the United States in 1979, a HEW panel made a recommendation 
to allow federal funding for embryo research, but successive Republican admin-
istrations refused to implement it. In the United Kingdom in 1984, an expert 
panel under the leadership of Mary Warnock, a moral philosopher, called for 
a regulatory regime to allow experiments with surplus embryos and to permit 
the creation of embryos expressly for research purposes under certain circum-
stances. The Warnock Committee’s basic recommendations became UK law 
in 1990, the same year that the German Bundestag passed a more restrictive 
Embryo Protection Law that criminalized all embryo research. In 1994, the 
French government passed a similarly restrictive law, and in 1995 a Republi-
can majority in the U.S. Congress outlawed any embryo research with federal 
funds—while letting it continue largely unregulated in the private sector.2

The national political controversies that culminated in these outcomes saw 
different constellations of religious and secular forces. In the United States, 
the Conference of Catholic Bishops linked embryo research to the abortion 
issue and successfully led opposition to President Bill Clinton’s effort to loosen 
restrictions on federal funding for research in 1994. In the United Kingdom, 
the Anglican hierarchy was deeply divided, with most church leaders sup-
porting the implementation of a liberal embryo research regime in order to 
advance medical progress. In Germany, against the historical backdrop of Nazi 
eugen ics, the major parties and the Catholic and Protestant churches supported 
the total ban on embryo research. France, with its strong secular political cul-
ture, was an anomaly. The Catholic Church opposed research but was politi-
cally marginal. Considerable partisan support for a research ban was expressed 
mainly in secular, humanist arguments about the dangers of genetic manipula-
tion and the instrumentalization of human life.

The breakthroughs of 1997–1998 transformed the policy debate and politi-
cal constellation on both sides of the Atlantic and broadened the controversy 
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internationally in the decade that followed. In the United States, a Catholic 
and Evangelical coalition opposed to all embryo research began to fragment 
under the impact of scientifi c discoveries and hoped-for biomedical progress. 
A Republican-controlled Congress repeatedly failed to pass legislation that 
would ban all cloning efforts, either reproductive or therapeutic. In the United 
Kingdom, a large Labour majority, with considerable Conservative support and 
the endorsement of most of the Anglican hierarchy, extended provisions of the 
1990 law to allow for therapeutic cloning under strict regulations. In Germany, 
almost total opposition to embryo research remained in place; there was no 
move to relax the 1990 law. In France, by contrast, the strong secular coalition 
opposed to embryo research began to fragment under the impact of new dis-
coveries and hopes for future cures, and work with surplus IVF embryos was 
legalized for a fi ve-year period—even as all cloning remained banned.

The promise of stem cell research also broadened the governance discussion 
beyond the Atlantic democracies and Europe, where it had been concentrated. In 
Asia, where science and health ministries and professional associations tended 
to provide a looser regulatory framework, research generally went ahead with 
fewer restrictions and considerable infusions of public funding. South Korea, 
Japan, Singapore, China, and India began to emerge as international players 
in stem cell research. Through 2007, none of these countries had conducted 
extended public or parliamentary debates on permissible research. Beyond the 
Atlantic democracies, Israel, Australia, and New Zealand, religious communi-
ties remained generally unengaged with the stem cell and cloning issue. South 
Korea, with its large Christian and Buddhist communities, did see some public 
discussion of the compatibility of cloning research with religious traditions. 
And a national bioethics council in Singapore solicited the views of Christian, 
Buddhist, Hindu, and Muslim groups. But these cases were exceptional. Even 
in Iran, where Islamic authorities were generally supportive of stem cell and 
cloning research, the issue was rarely cast in religious or ethical terms. As in 
Asia, general support for scientifi c progress and national economic competi-
tiveness provided the overriding rationale for national policy.3

Religious Voices

Starting in the 1980s, and increasingly since the late 1990s, transnational reli-
gious communities moved to formulate and advocate particular approaches to 
embryo, stem cell, and cloning research. There has been considerable substan-
tive and institutional variation in bioethical perspectives and policy stances. 
Within the Christian tradition, the Catholic Church is both the strictest oppo-
nent of embryo research and the best-organized and most infl uential political 



religious pluralism and the politics of a global cloning ban  281

actor around the issue. The general Islamic approach to stem cell and cloning 
research is permissive, but there is no central institutional authority to articu-
late a binding policy stance. Judaism is also generally favorable to embryo and 
cloning research but has fewer adherents and a limited public policy impact. 
The Buddhist and Hindu traditions, deeply diverse internally, have so far been 
least engaged around the stem cell and cloning controversy. Taken together, the 
responses of these transnational religious traditions to the same scientifi c and 
technological breakthroughs constitute a plural and varied landscape.

As noted previously, the Catholic Church was slow to seize upon the embryo 
research issue. Through the 1970s it directed its criticisms at IVF as an artifi cial 
reproductive technology. Only in 1982 did John Paul II identify the protection 
of embryos as part of a larger campaign against abortion. Five years later, in 
1987, the church issued its fi rst comprehensive statement on IVF and embryo 
research, a Vatican instruction entitled Donum Vitae—or the gift of life. The doc-
ument reiterated the church’s opposition to IVF as an infertility treatment and 
took up the moral status of the embryo in more detail. It argued that the embryo 
should be treated as a human person from the moment of conception—not 
because there was any scientifi c proof of personhood but because human life is 
a gift from God and should not be willfully destroyed. The document was one 
of the precursors of John Paul’s notion of a “culture of life” from conception to 
death, set out in more detail in his encyclical Evangelium Vitae in 1995. Not all 
Catholic theologians followed this developing line of argument. Some invoked 
an older tradition, linked with Saint Thomas Aquinas and Aristotle, that postu-
lated ensoulment after the forty-day mark. But the Church as an organization 
endorsed the absolute protection of embryos from the point of fertilization.

The Church’s offi cial response to the cloning and stem cell breakthroughs 
of the late 1990s was set out in two documents. An August 2000 letter from the 
Pontifi cal Academy for Life Sciences argued that a living human embryo from 
the point of fertilization is “a human subject with a well defi ned identity, which 
from that point begins its own coordinated, continuous and gradual development. 
The embryo could not be considered a “simple mass of cells” but as a “human 
individual” with the “right to its own life” (emphasis in original). It followed 
that the destruction of embryos to derive stem cells is a “gravely immoral” act. 
Anticipating pro-research arguments based on biomedical hopes, the letter 
continued: “A good end does not make right an action which in itself is wrong.” 
By the same logic the letter condemned therapeutic cloning as the creation of 
embryos in order to destroy them. These arguments, while contested by some 
moral theologians, informed the Church’s international stance on the issue.4

Most Orthodox churches and some Protestant communities—most nota-
bly the Lutheran Church in Germany—aligned themselves with this position. 
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Others took a more permissive stance toward stem cell and cloning research. 
Here the Anglican Church, part of a larger international Communion, was the 
most infl uential. As early as 1985, a majority of the church’s Board for Social 
Responsibility had endorsed embryo research in the service of biomedical prog-
ress. The board developed several arguments then that would gain wide cur-
rency later—that the embryo, before the completion of the implantation stage 
at about fourteen days, has no nervous system, can still split and become twins, 
and is subject to natural mortality rates of greater than 60 percent. Under such 
conditions, the board argued, research in the service of noble ends such as 
the alleviation of human suffering was compatible with Christian teaching. A 
strong minority current of opposition to all destructive embryo research per-
sisted within the church, represented by the current Archbishop of Canter-
bury, Rowan Williams. A 2001 paper endorsed by a synod of the church laid 
bare some of these internal tensions. The document referred to the embryo 
as “sacred” while at the same time endorsing stem cell and cloning research. 
Across other Protestant denominations, too, the moral status of the embryo is 
in tension with the promise of an “ethic of healing.” Given these divisions, it is 
perhaps not surprising that the World Council of Churches has not endorsed a 
position on the issue.5

Jewish groups based in the United States, Europe, and Israel are among the 
most vocal supporters of stem cell research. Here the foundation is a Talmudic 
tradition that identifi es the forty-day stage of gestation as the point at which the 
fetus becomes a human being. The longtime chief rabbi of the United Kingdom, 
Immanuel Jakobovits, pioneered efforts to apply this tradition to new scientifi c 
technologies. In the U.S. context, Rabbi Eliot Dorff set out the prevailing Jewish 
position in testimony before the U.S. National Bioethics Advisory Commission 
in 1998—that the embryo is unformed, “like water,” for forty days.6 This tradi-
tion does not, in the eyes of many interpreters, justify interventions to destroy the 
embryo in utero. But it holds that an embryo in the laboratory, without the poten-
tial to grow into a human being, does not deserve the same protection—especially 
when research holds the promise of alleviating human suffering. The issue of 
creating embryos expressly for research is controversial in the Jewish tradition. 
For most authorities, it is deemed permissible if necessary to advance biomedical 
knowledge. But others, including Jakobovits, have opposed the creation of life in 
order to destroy it as incompatible with the Jewish moral tradition. The fi rst, less 
restrictive position on embryo creation has dominated across Orthodox, Conser-
vative, and Reform currents of Judaism, in Europe, Israel, and the United States.

This has been evident in the specifi c response to the stem cell and cloning 
breakthroughs. Two major organizations based in the United States, represent-
ing Orthodox and Conservative Judaism, backed stem cell research in 2001, 
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noting: “Our Torah tradition places great value upon human life; we are 
taught in the opening chapters of Genesis that each human was created in G-d’s 
very image. The potential to save and heal human lives is an integral part of 
valuing human life from the traditional Jewish perspective.” The same state-
ment refl ected some of the ambivalence within Judaism concerning the delib-
erate creation of embryos for research. “We believe it is entirely appropriate to 
utilize for this research existing embryos, such as those created for IVF pur-
poses that would otherwise be discarded but for this research,” the statement 
noted, but continued: “We think it another matter to create embryos ab initio 
for the sole purpose of conducting this form of research.” Subsequent state-
ments from the same organizations were more positive about the creation of 
embryos through cloning. Recalling that the Jewish tradition “states that an 
embryo in vitro does not enjoy the full status of human-hood and its attendant 
protections,” a statement made on the occasion of a 2002 Senate cloning debate 
argued it should be encouraged if it “advances our ability to heal humans with 
greater success.”7 In a similar vein, a report of the Israel Academy of Science 
and Humanities underscored that “the commandment to save lives supersedes 
many other laws in Judaism.”8

The debate within Islam has many parallels with that in Judaism. In Islamic 
law the fetus attains the status of personhood either at 40 or 120 days. Qur’an 
38:72–73 suggests a gradual process of human formation: “And your Lord said 
to the angels: ‘I am going to create human from clay. And when I have given 
him form and breathed into him of My life force, you must all show respect by 
bowing down before him.’ ” Collections of the sayings of Muhammad construe 
the attainment of personhood as a gradual process through which God infuses 
the fetus with form and spirit while in the womb: “Each one of you possesses 
his own formation within his mother’s womb, fi rst as a drop of matter for 
forty days, then as a blood clot for forty days, then as a blob for forty days, and 
then the angel is sent to breathe life into him.”9 As in the Jewish traditions the 
absence of full humanity from conception does not make its deliberate destruc-
tion licit; the embryo is considered a developing form of human life deserving 
of some protection. But full humanity, or fully formed personhood, is not yet 
present. As a seminar convened under the auspices of the Islamic Organiza-
tion for Medical Sciences put it in 1983, an “embryo is a living organism from 
the moment of conception, and its life is to be respected in all its stages, espe-
cially after spirit is breathed in” (emphasis added).10

Islam lacks a central teaching authority such as the Catholic magisterium. 
It is also less institutionalized than Judaism, which has an array of national 
and international organizations that take positions on public policy issues. The 
legal pronouncements (fatwas) of respected imams carry considerable weight. 
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And over the past decade Islamic bioethicists have convened more often to 
hammer out joint positions on sensitive issues, including embryo, stem cell, 
and cloning research. The Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC), an 
intergovernmental organization of predominantly Muslim countries, has pro-
vided a supportive institutional framework. In 1997, the OIC co-convened the 
Islamic Law Medical Seminar in Casablanca, which provided a general con-
demnation for cloning but remained open to future scientifi c applications. 
“Ordinary human cloning, in which the nucleus of a living somatic cell from 
an individual is placed into the cytoplasm of an egg devoid of its nucleus, is not 
to be permitted,” the seminar communiqué, adding that “if exceptional cases 
emerge in the future, they should be considered to verify compliance with the 
Shari’ah.”11

Subsequent rulings in favor of and opposed to therapeutic cloning have 
taken place, with the former prevailing in terms of numbers and infl uence. 
For example, the European Council for Fatwa and Research argued that “it is 
permissible to use the technologies of cloning in the fi elds of therapy by using 
stem cells to produce healthy organs that can replace the defective ones pro-
vided that this should not lead to damaging a fetus older than 40 days of age.”12 
In Singapore a fatwa committee of the Islamic Religious Council endorsed the 
view that deriving stem cells from “embryos below 14 days for the purpose of 
research, which will benefi t mankind, is allowed in Islam.”13 It was not until 
early 2003 that the OIC Standing Committee on Scientifi c and Technological 
Cooperation set up the International Committee on Bioethics. And in Janu-
ary 2005 the Islamic Organization for Medical Sciences endorsed therapeutic 
cloning at a meeting in Cairo. While it may be an exaggeration to argue that 
“therapeutic cloning is acceptable universally by all the Shia and the Sunni 
Muslims,” it is true that “embryos don’t have the same sanctity (that they do in 
the Christian faith).”14

It is even more diffi cult to fi nd authoritative positions on embryo, cloning, 
and stem cell research within Hinduism and Buddhism. Both religious tradi-
tions are marked by a deep internal pluralism that extends to questions of early 
human life and its signifi cance. Classical Hinduism placed the soul’s rebirth 
at the moment of conception. An early Hindu text, the Caraka Samhita, vividly 
describes the beginning of life:

Conception occurs when intercourse takes place in due season 
between a man of unimpaired semen and a woman whose genera-
tive organ, (menstrual) blood and womb are unvitiated—when, in 
fact, in the event of intercourse thus described, the individual soul 
(  jiva) descends into the union of semen and (menstrual) blood in the 
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womb in keeping with the (karmically produced) psychic disposition 
(of the embryonic matter).15

Later currents within Hinduism locate the presence of the soul at the three- to 
fi ve-month range, or go as late as seven months.

In the context of stem cell and cloning research, this less restrictive standard 
has prevailed. In response to a query from the U.S. National Ethics Advisory 
Board in 1998, Mata Amritanandamayi of India—a leading Hindu represen-
tative at the Parliament of the World’s Religions in 1993—argued, “The fuller 
understanding of cellular and reproductive processes can enhance the genetic 
engineering already underway and lead to new treatments for disease and the 
relief of suffering.”16 The Hindu group consulted by the government of Singa-
pore noted, “According to our Faith (Hinduism) killing a foetus is a sinful act.” 
But it further noted that “whether the 14 day old foetus is endowed with all the 
qualities of life is not well regarded. Therefore, there is no non-acceptance to 
use these ES cells to protect human life and advance life by curing disease.”17 
Due both to the diversity of Hinduism and to the secular cast of the Indian 
state, where the vast majority of Hindus live, the religious tradition has had 
little impact on the transnational political and policy debate. This could con-
ceivably change in years to come, as the National Bioethics Committee submits 
draft regulatory guidelines for political deliberation and approval.18

Buddhism, like Hinduism, encompasses a diversity of approaches to the 
embryo and the question of whether it is entitled to protection. As with Hindu-
ism, scriptural traditions tend to emphasize the embryo as part of humanity (as 
distinct from any assertions about the presence of a unique individual soul). 
Damien Keown summarizes the position: “From conception onwards the spiri-
tual and material components that constitute the new individual—what Bud-
dhists call nama-rupa (mind and body)—evolve together.”19 Any deliberate 
harm to the embryo is deemed incompatible with the notion of ahimsa, or non-
violence to living things. The Dalai Lama points to the Abhidharma, philosophi-
cal treatises written by the early Buddhist monks that argue that “consciousness 
enters the embryo through the meeting of the regenerative substances of the 
father and mother, and at that point it becomes a sentient being.” He acknowl-
edges that “from the classical Buddhist standpoint, it has become a sentient 
being and extermination of that would be morally equivalent, almost, to killing 
a human being.”20

In the context of stem cell breakthroughs, and their biomedical promise, 
some thinkers have contended that the Buddhist emphasis on compassion 
points to the positive value of biomedical research. The Dalai Lama himself 
has argued for a reconsideration of the moral status of the embryo in the light 
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of discoveries. Commenting on scientifi c knowledge about high levels of natu-
ral embryo loss, he has argued that “for the formation of life, for something to 
actually become a human, something more is needed than simply a fertilized 
egg.” Embryo and stem cell research might be countenanced in the Buddhist 
tradition: “It may be that what you do to a conglomeration of cells that have 
the possibility of becoming human entails no negative or karmically unwhole-
some act.” Without giving a precise cut-off point, the Dalai Lama concluded 
that “when you’re dealing with a confi guration of cells that are defi nitely on 
the track to becoming a human being, it’s a different situation.”21 The diversity 
of perspectives within the Buddhist tradition, broadly defi ned, is exemplifi ed 
by statements by leading Korean cloning researchers. Hwang-Woo Suk, the 
scientist whose research was discredited as fraudulent in late 2005, told an 
interviewer: “I am not versed in the creeds of Buddhism. But when I carry out 
research, I always check whether they square with the sublime spirit of the 
Buddha.”22 One of his collaborators told an American audience, “Cloning is a 
different way of thinking about the recycling of life.”23

Transnational religious communities have developed clear positions on the 
ethics of stem cell and cloning research in only a handful of cases. The Catholic 
Church, like most all national Orthodox churches, is fundamentally opposed 
to any research destructive of embryos, while Protestant groups are divided on 
the issue. The overall Jewish position in favor of research is clearly articulated. 
The Muslim tradition is generally favorable to research but divided somewhat 
on the question of creating embryos for research or therapeutic cloning. The 
absence of clear institutional structures to formulate authoritative positions, 
within and across Muslim countries, distinguishes Islam from the other Abra-
hamic faiths. Hinduism and Buddhism are extremely diverse internally. Each 
incorporates scriptural traditions that suggest conception as the start of a par-
ticular human existence—as well as other views that emphasize the centrality 
of compassion and an “ethic of healing” supportive of research. Overall, the 
last decade has seen a variety of religious perspectives on stem cell and cloning 
research, their articulation across national borders, and their interaction within 
the context of national politics. In 2001, when the cloning issue moved onto 
the agenda of the UN, this religious pluralism shaped efforts to forge an inter-
national regime to govern reproductive and therapeutic cloning.

The UN and the Politics of a Cloning Ban

The years after the announcement of Dolly’s birth saw a wave of national legis-
lation outlawing reproductive cloning, as well as repeated calls for international 



religious pluralism and the politics of a global cloning ban  287

regulation. It was not until 2001, however, that the cloning issue offi cially moved 
onto the United Nations agenda.24 Concerned about the eugenic implications 
of the new technologies—salient against the backdrop of the Nazi past—France 
and Germany jointly proposed an international convention against reproduc-
tive cloning in August. Therapeutic cloning, a divisive topic in national politics 
on both sides of the Atlantic, was omitted from the proposal. The intention 
was to forge broad global consensus against a procedure that was universally 
condemned. A German Foreign Ministry offi cial commented at the time, 
“Cloning is a worthwhile issue on which it’s safe to fi nd common ground, both 
with the French and the Americans.”25 The posited common ground did not 
materialize.

When the General Assembly’s Legal Committee, the body charged with 
discussing mandates for international conventions, fi rst took up the question in 
November 2001, the Vatican raised objections to the narrow focus on reproduc-
tive cloning. Archbishop Renato Martino, the Vatican’s permanent UN observer, 
acknowledged to the committee the importance of “achieving universal agree-
ment in the creation of a normative instrument, valid for all the world.” But the 
proposed convention, he insisted, should also address therapeutic cloning and 
outlaw the destruction of embryos in research. “Before the moral norm which 
prohibits the direct taking of the life of an innocent human being, there are no 
privileges or exceptions for anyone,” Martino asserted, quoting John Paul II’s 
1995 encyclical, Evangelium Vitae: “It makes no difference whether one is the 
master of the world or the ‘poorest of the poor’ on the face of the earth. Before 
the demands of morality we are all absolutely equal.”26

In December 2001 the General Assembly voted to set up the Ad Hoc Com-
mittee on an International Convention against the Reproductive Cloning of 
Human Beings, effectively ignoring the Vatican’s plea that therapeutic cloning 
also be considered. But two months later, the U.S. administration of George 
Bush backed the Vatican position in favor of a comprehensive cloning ban.27 
The U.S. stance was apparently an effort to placate conservatives upset about 
Bush’s August 2001 decision to allow some federal funding for embryonic stem 
cell research with existing cell lines. It also clearly refl ected Bush’s own reli-
gious convictions and determination to hold the line at the creation of embryos 
for research. As he told conservative activists in April 2002, in the midst of a 
failed effort to pass a comprehensive cloning ban in the Senate, “Life is a cre-
ation, not a commodity.” Addressing Evangelical audiences about the issue he 
would later refer to life as a “gift from God.”28

With Bush’s decision, battle lines were drawn. The United States came 
out in support of a proposal put forward by Costa Rica and backed by a group 
of mainly Catholic countries. It called for an international convention banning 
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all forms of cloning. France and Germany threw their weight behind a Belgian 
proposal centered solely on reproductive cloning. Germany and France had 
both outlawed cloning on their territory. But they and their supporters insisted 
that it was important to achieve consensus where it was possible—on repro-
ductive cloning—and effectively leave the question of therapeutic cloning to 
the UN member states to handle separately. India, China, South Korea, and 
Singapore, as well as a large number of European countries, also supported 
the Belgian proposal. Among the most outspoken was the United Kingdom, 
which had legalized therapeutic cloning in December 2001 and objected 
vehemently to the possibility that the issue might eventually be decided at the 
international level.

The issue came to a head in November 2003. To most observers it appeared 
as if the U.S.-backed proposal would win a clear majority; several smaller island 
nations and developing countries had swelled the ranks of those supporting a 
comprehensive ban. But on the verge of a climactic vote on the two proposals, 
Iran introduced a procedural motion to delay consideration of the issue for 
two years. Speaking on behalf of the Organization of the Islamic Conference, 
whose ambassadors had convened prior to the meeting, the Iranian representa-
tive suggested that in view of the lack of consensus, more time was needed to 
study the issue. Several of the countries aligned with the United States, Costa 
Rica, and the Vatican joined in the the call for more time, and the Iranian reso-
lution passed by a vote of 80 to 79, with 15 abstentions. Some observers saw 
in the OIC move an effort to maintain a more liberal global research regime 
in accordance with Islamic precepts. Others saw an effort to put the issue off 
until after the 2004 U.S. presidential election. But given the divisions among 
Muslim countries on the issue, and the absence of fatwas considered univer-
sally authoritative, the declared reason for the motion—the need for more time 
to formulate clear positions—should not be dismissed. The U.S. representative 
put such a gloss on the vote at the time. Muslim countries, James Cunning-
ham suggested, “have a fundamental need to integrate policy and views from 
their religious community and in many places that integration hasn’t taken 
place yet.”29

As it happened, supporters of a comprehensive ban were able to get the 
issue back onto the General Assembly agenda in fall 2004—but again failed 
to break the deadlock. The same two proposals, with only minor changes, con-
fronted each other. And despite the best efforts of the Legal Committee staff 
to mediate, all signs pointed toward a showdown vote on which resolution to 
use as the basis for negotiations on an international convention. The Octo-
ber 2004 debates saw some sharp exchanges within the committee over the 
moral status of the embryo and the appropriateness of international regulation 
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of cloning research. Closely following the Vatican’s perspective on the early 
embryo, Costa Rica’s foreign minister Roberto Tovar espied “no substantial dif-
ference” between an embryo and an adult. “We were all once embryos and 
blastocysts,” he noted. His Honduran colleague was more explicit in invoking 
religious tradition: “We should not play God. Let us remember that we are 
simply dust after all.”30

With few exceptions, opponents of a comprehensive ban did not take 
up the question of the moral status of the embryo. The UK ambassador was 
unusually blunt, referring to the early embryo as “a ball of unspecialized cells,” 
but most of his colleagues emphasized two other arguments—the biomedical 
promise of the research and the principle of national sovereignty. They did 
not engage opposing philosophical and religious perspectives as much as they 
insisted on each country’s right to decide the question for itself. The South 
Korean representative noted that “many different religious and moral views 
exist regarding when human life begins.” Singapore’s spokesman noted that 
views of when life begins “differ from one religion to another, and even within 
religions”; he accused supporters of a comprehensive ban of trying to impose 
“value judgments.” In the same vein, the Chinese ambassador pointed to “a 
diversity of civilizations and cultures which should show mutual understand-
ing and respect,” and the Japanese ambassador underscored that “historical, 
ethical, cultural and religious traditions of each country should be respected in 
formulating a convention on this issue.”31

With a divisive vote imminent in November 2004, the members of the 
OIC, represented by Turkey as chair, forcefully argued in favor of more time to 
reach broader consensus. At this point, the Italian delegation won support for 
the creation of a working group to draft a nonbinding Declaration on Human 
Cloning—effectively tabling the more ambitious plan of a convention under 
international law. The chairman of the Legal Committee, eager to uphold its 
tradition of striving for the deepest possible consensus, welcomed the proposal 
with relief. Noting fundamental issues of “good and evil” bound up with the 
cloning question, and its relevance for “belief and religions,” he related his 
staff ’s concern that “it would be unbearable for the international community 
to be divided on an issue like cloning.” The nonbinding resolution offered a 
way out of the confl ict.32

The working group text sought to fi nesse the key issues by coming up 
with language that suggested a ban on all cloning but could also be construed 
as allowing for national decisions on therapeutic cloning. On March 8, 2005, 
the General Assembly voted on the text generated by the working group and 
endorsed by the Legal Committee. It called on member states “to prohibit 
all forms of human cloning inasmuch as they are incompatible with human 
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dignity and the protection of human life.” The word “inasmuch” created an 
opening for cloning that was not deemed incompatible with human dignity, but 
the resolution as a whole suggested a blanket condemnation. Not surprisingly, 
many of the supporters of the Belgian convention draft refused to go along. In 
the end the fi nal vote was 84 to 34 in favor of the declaration, with 37 absten-
tions. Muslim-majority nations came down on different sides of the question. 
Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, for example, supported the resolution, while Iran, 
Turkey, and Jordan abstained. Most all Catholic-majority nations favored the 
resolution, with Brazil an important exception.

Conclusion

The UN cloning debate of 2001–2005 illustrated both the importance of reli-
gious actors in world politics and the limits of their infl uence. In the years 
before the UN took up the issue, religious communities staked out positions on 
stem cell and cloning research in national political controversies, particularly 
in Atlantic democracies. They also began to articulate positions at the interna-
tional level, grappling with scientifi c and ethical questions that, by their very 
nature, crossed over national boundaries. The result was a diverse set of ethical 
stances within and across religious communities, ranging from the Roman 
Catholic Church’s offi cial opposition to all destructive embryo research, through 
the more permissive stances of Judaism and Islam, and a great diversity of 
views within Hinduism and Buddhism. Religious pluralism around the clon-
ing issue not only refl ected different scriptural and theological approaches to 
the moral status of the embryo and the promise of biomedical progress. It was 
also a function of the diverse confi guration of religious organizations, some 
more international and institutionalized than others.

In the UN context, the international and political reach of religious actors 
became clear in November 2001, when the Vatican engineered a successful 
effort to place therapeutic cloning, and not just research cloning, on the global 
agenda. This initiative, backed by most Catholic-majority countries and by 
the United States of George W. Bush, changed the terms of debate and pre-
cipitated a deadlock at the international level. As the debate progressed, the 
other crucial voting bloc, the Organization of the Islamic Conference, sought 
to arrive at a consensus around the issue. The OIC’s successful effort to defer 
a vote that might have resulted in a U.S. and Vatican victory in 2003 and again 
in 2004 refl ected, in part, the more permissive approach to embryo research 
in the Muslim tradition. But OIC members did not articulate their position in 
religious terms; they referred instead to the need for more time to explore 
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the issue and seek consensus. The diversity of views within Islam on cloning 
research, reinforced by the lack of a central teaching authority, contributed to 
the UN controversy not being cast primarily in terms of competing religious 
and ethical perspectives.

Ultimately, the dominant secular terms of the UN debate had more to do 
with the institutional culture of the organization than with the nature of the 
cloning issue. The organizing principle of national sovereignty constrained the 
terms of the deliberations. In the Legal Committee and the General Assembly 
there was some engagement with fundamental ethical and religious questions, 
including when life begins and deserves protection, and the moral imperative 
of healing the sick. But the decisive argument of supporters of therapeutic clon-
ing was that the decision should be left to states. Given the existence of deep 
philosophical and religious differences, they insisted, national political com-
munities should decide the issue for themselves. The norm of national sover-
eignty, institutionalized within the United Nations itself, framed the terms of 
the debate and contributed to the outcome: a toothless and ambiguous declara-
tion with no practical implications for the future worldwide trajectory of stem 
cell and cloning research.

The cloning case suggests some broader implications for the way we think 
about religious pluralism in world politics. The vast majority of the world’s 
population are members of religious communities—probably well over 80 per-
cent. In the post–cold war world, religion has emerged as a more salient 
marker of individual and group political identity. Simultaneously we are seeing 
a growing number of global issues with ethical dimensions that intersect with 
religious traditions, including not just cloning but economic and social devel-
opment, public health crises, humanitarian disasters, and human rights. In 
this emergent constellation it is critical that religious communities engage one 
another and secular actors and institutions—not to arrive at consensus about 
how to address these and other global challenges, but to learn more about 
opposing viewpoints so as to promote workable compromises and sustainable 
solutions.

The bioethical issues explored in this chapter provide some evidence of 
transnational intellectual and political mobilization. Roman Catholic, Protes-
tant, and Orthodox Christian communities have taken up questions of human 
rights and human dignity raised by revolutions in the life sciences. Over the 
past decade the Organization of the Islamic Conference has become a frame-
work for bioethical refl ection among Muslims—and a platform for involve-
ment in international controversies. Various currents of Judaism, concentrated 
in Israel, the United States, and Europe, have developed principled positions. 
And Hindu and Buddhist thinkers around the world have begun to explore 
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ways to apply their diverse traditions to new discoveries. These conversations 
within and across traditions are not disconnected; they are framed by the com-
mitments to human rights and human dignity enshrined in international law. 
But transnational interreligious and religious-secular debate about science and 
bioethics remains fragmented and uneven. The nation state remains the criti-
cal locus of political contestation and policy formation.

Over the period explored in this chapter (2001-2005), the world was reeling 
from September 11, 2001, and its aftermath, including the war in Afghanistan 
and the invasion of Iraq. Bioethical questions—including the cloning issue—
were rarely in the media spotlight. In the years since, the life sciences revolu-
tion and its implications have remained overshadowed by issues of peace and 
war, democracy and justice, and economic and social development. Still, the UN 
cloning controversy was a critical juncture: the fi rst time that religious and secu-
lar actors and arguments engaged, at a global level, the critical issue of how and 
whether to govern a scientifi c enterprise with tremendous potential for good 
or for ill. Because science has a transnational dimension and scientifi c break-
throughs raise universal ethical issues, religious and secular actors within the 
state and civil society will grapple with regulatory issues into the future—at the 
international, as well as the national level. How religious pluralism will shape 
the global governance of the life sciences remains an open question. But as 
long as religious communities remain institutionally weak and politics remains 
centered on national interests and national sovereignty, the prospects for 
transnational deliberation on—and governance of—revolutionary life science 
technologies will remain dim.
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U.S. Foreign Policy and Global 
Religious Pluralism

Elizabeth H. Prodromou

Any effort to understand, much less to manage, the role of reli-
gion in world affairs must address a single, overarching reality: a 
historically unprecedented pluralism evident in national religious 
demographies, internally diverse faith traditions, and transnational 
religious actors and activities. This multilevel and crosscutting 
global religious pluralism refutes the theories of secularization that 
dominated social science theory and international relations praxis 
for most of the twentieth century. It also poses new foreign policy 
challenges, as national leaders seek to combine the pursuit of mate-
rial interests in wealth and security with attention to questions of 
cultural difference, religious freedom, and human rights in an era 
of globalization.

The case of the United States, the world’s predominant power 
at the outset of the twenty-fi rst century, illustrates the opportunities 
and risks for foreign policy at this new juncture of global religious 
pluralism. With its global reach and long-standing commitment to 
universal human rights, the United States is uniquely positioned to 
address two salient features of the new constellation—religious per-
secution in diverse national contexts and the threats posed by mili-
tant religious movements. American responses to this constellation 
since the late 1990s, I argue, have been defensive and reactionary, 
driven by qualitative change in the infl uence of religion in the forma-
tion and articulation of U.S. foreign policy. It may be premature to 
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make a defi nitive case for a distinctively religious turn in U.S. foreign policy, 
given lack of access to the internal deliberations of recent administrations. 
Nonetheless, there is credible evidence, in the form of America’s international 
actions and public rhetoric, and, equally important, in the domestic and inter-
national responses and interpretations of Washington’s actions, to support the 
claim of a qualitative change in the role of religion in American foreign policy 
since the end of the cold war and, especially, over the last decade. This chap-
ter explores the nature, as well as the consequences for world politics, of this 
qualitative difference from historical patterns in how religion matters in U.S. 
foreign policy.

This chapter is divided into four sections. I fi rst offer a brief historical 
overview of the infl uence of religion as an animating force in American for-
eign policy. A historicized perspective on the place of religious discourse, 
ideas, and actors in America’s role in the international arena highlights what 
is distinctive and particular about the contemporary relationship between reli-
gion and U.S. foreign policy. Two subsequent sections focus on policy turn-
ing points and their legacies: the International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA) 
of 1998 and the proclamation of the War on Terror after the attacks of Sep-
tember 11, 2001. These key junctures of 1998 and 2001 changed the profi le 
of religion in U.S. foreign policy and national security strategy and help to 
explain the international perception of an unparalleled turn toward God in 
American statecraft and, at its source, the Executive Offi ce.

A fi nal, concluding section argues that the religious turn threatens to 
isolate the United States and, paradoxically, undermine its efforts to combat 
global religious persecution and to counter international terrorism. Wash-
ington’s policy on religious freedom and against terrorism, especially over 
the last decade, is widely perceived as a cynical control-response to global 
conditions of unprecedented religious pluralism and challenges to Ameri-
can hegemony. Efforts to promote peace and toleration among different 
religious communities and within diverse civil societies—most visible, and 
least successful, in the ongoing occupation of Iraq—are widely perceived 
as the religious dimensions of an aggressive imperialism, mainly under-
pinned by a neoconservative ideology but also endorsed by proponents of 
liberal interventionism.1 As a result, the religious factor in Washington’s 
formulation and conduct of foreign policy has become securitized. By trans-
forming religion into a source of risk and confrontation in foreign policy 
over the past decade,Washington has actually weakened America’s capac-
ity to advance religious freedom, human rights, and peace in a religiously 
plural world.
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Historical Legacies: Religion, American Exceptionalism, 
and U.S. Foreign Policy

A periodization of U.S. foreign policy after the cold war shows a gradual yet dis-
cernible shift in the salience of religion, both domestically and internationally. 
Domestically, the rise of the Religious Right—a process that began under Ron-
ald Reagan’s presidency, continued under subsequent Republican and Demo-
cratic administrations, and has been cast into stark relief during the presidential 
terms of George W. Bush—enabled a bargain of convenience between religious 
and nonreligious groups whose shared concerns about religious persecution and 
human rights were not necessarily matched by a compatibility between their 
broader political interests. Internationally, the renewed infl uence of religious 
actors coincided with a growing willingness of U.S. foreign policy elites, mainly 
secular in orientation, to privilege force over diplomacy and unilateral over multi-
lateral action—a trend most evident in Washington’s declaration in Septem-
ber 2001 of the War on Terror and the U.S. invasion of Iraq in March 2003.

It would be a mistake to reduce the infl uence of religion in U.S. foreign 
policy to the G. W. Bush presidency and its immediate predecessors. The his-
torical roots of that infl uence go far deeper. An expansive scholarly literature 
explores the origins and manifestations of a deep strain of religious messianism 
that runs through the master narrative of America’s claims of exceptionalism 
as a nation-state. From the founding myth of Puritan settlement of the New 
World as a struggle for religious freedom, to the articulation of the doctrine of 
Manifest Destiny as a rationale for America’s westward territorial expansion, 
to Wilsonian internationalism as a public service creed, and the defi nition of 
the cold war as a battle with atheistic communism, religion and a religious 
political culture have been a constant element in “the longstanding U.S. view 
of itself as morally superior, and therefore exceptional vis-à-vis other powers.”2 
The pervasiveness of religious themes in U.S. foreign policy is unsurprising, 
given that America’s political culture has been informed by what Robert Bellah 
aptly described as civil religion, wherein collective political identity has been 
expressed as a nation self-consciously “under God.”3

Yet, even with such evidence of religious legacies, Douglas Johnston was 
right to observe in the mid-1990s that “American diplomacy has essentially 
placed religion beyond the bounds of critical analysis.”4 Within the post–World 
War II foreign policy establishment, deep skepticism about the inherent irra-
tionality of religion, including its capacity to provoke violence, led to the mar-
ginalization of what Jean Bethke Elshtain refers to as “God talk” in American 
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foreign policy. 5 References to religion, God, and transcendence have been rare 
in policy rhetoric, with the notable exception of presidential inaugural speeches 
or political party platforms.6 And while Secretary of State John Foster Dulles 
condemned atheistic communism during the 1950s, secularist and materialist 
assumptions meant that U.S. foreign policy during the cold war was based on a 
“cognitive map of the fi eld of international affairs“[that has been predicated on] 
“segregating religion from the ‘normal’ concerns of state.”7

Within the dominant secular policy mind-set, religious freedom was a mar-
ginal issue. Absence of concern with religion in the cold war and, even, post–cold 
war era was evident in Washington’s lack of foreign policy focus on violations 
of religious freedom—for individuals and groups—in both allied and rival 
states. As evidence, successive U.S. administrations made little effort either to 
publicize or to condemn violations of religious human rights in cases as wide-
ranging as the Saudi theocracy, Iran under the Shah, communist China, and 
secular-authoritarian Turkey. Presidents and their administrations occasionally 
criticized violations of religious freedom in such cases, but the critiques were 
overwhelmingly rhetorical fl ourishes within the context of support for human 
rights in general. In practice, secular balance-of-power thinking and material 
interest considerations—the importance of stability in Iran, for example, or of 
Saudi oil, Chinese markets, and U.S. access to NATO bases in Turkey—tended 
to trump religious freedom concerns.8

Despite the indisputable hegemony of secularist and materialist assump-
tions over religious ideas and values in U.S. foreign policy for most of the 
twentieth century, a brief review of social science scholarship and public policy 
works, as well as public opinion polls and survey data conducted since the start 
of the third millennium, and especially since the events of 9/11, confi rms the 
existence of a perception that religion matters in U.S. foreign policy.9 More 
precisely, the aforementioned sources point to an overwhelming perception, 
at both the domestic and external levels, that there is something unique about 
the way that religion matters in the formulation, execution, and objectives of 
U.S. national security strategy. Accordingly, scholars, public policy makers, and 
media analysts in the United States and abroad express the view that there has 
been a decisive turn toward God, or, in the words of Madeleine Albright, toward 
“the Almighty,”10 in the service of consolidating America’s global hegemony in 
a post-biploar world. Religion, therefore, has become the handmaiden of a well-
defi ned grand strategy “to expand an American imperium”11 guaranteed by the 
state’s unparalleled military might and dedicated to the projection of American 
culture and the preservation of American economic interests; simply put, con-
temporary U.S. foreign policy making combines the elements of a religious 
crusade with neomercantilist economic policy and military supremacy.
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Some may dismiss out of hand the preceding perception as a vulgarized 
misunderstanding—either of the continuing dominance of “rational” interests 
of a materialist and secularist nature in U.S. foreign policy, or of an admirable 
shift toward the systematic analysis and incorporation of religion as leverage for 
a post–cold war U.S. foreign policy that is dedicated to spreading the realities 
of equality and freedom through encouraging democracy and markets around 
the world. However, there exists a pervasive perception, in both public and elite 
opinion around the world, that religion—in the form of a highly particularized 
religious perspective built on civilizational assumptions12 and expressed in a 
collaboration of conservative ideological and religious interests13—is being used 
as an ethical, conceptual, and rhetorical instrument of support for U.S. foreign 
policy. This perception deserves serious consideration, given that it has gener-
ated measurable, if unanticipated, risk factors for American national security.14

The International Religious Freedom Act of 1998

Two factors help to explain the actual shift in the role of religion in U.S. foreign 
policy, as well as the strong perception of a turn toward God in American diplo-
macy. The fi rst factor is the passage of the International Religious Freedom Act 
of 1998, which marked a new foreign policy departure—the institutionaliza-
tion of an important human right as a priority for the United States.

The legislation, passed unanimously by both houses of Congress and signed 
into law by President Bill Clinton, had as its overall purpose “to strengthen 
United States advocacy on behalf of individuals persecuted in foreign countries 
on account of religion.”15 The act was intended “to authorize United States 
actions in response to violations of religious freedom in foreign countries.” 
To that end, IRFA brought about institutional innovation: an ambassador-at-
large for international religious freedom within the Department of State, the 
Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) to be appointed by 
Congress, and a special adviser on international religious freedom within the 
National Security Council. An administrative core of the new arrangement was 
the Offi ce of International Religious Freedom within the State Department, 
which was meant to complement the work of the USCIRF, especially around 
the identifi cation of “countries of particular concern” (on account of their egre-
gious violations of religious freedom) and recommendation to the executive 
branch of U.S. foreign policy censures, sanctions, or other measures.

One might argue that IRFA’s passage was not a sharp break with the previ-
ous course of American foreign policy—in three respects. First, IRFA might 
be construed as a natural international extension of national experience—the 
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positive legacy through which religious freedom served to attenuate Old-World 
hostilities, in effect reconciling warring Protestant (and, later, Catholic) immi-
grants on the basis of the First Amendment consensus. “The right to freedom 
of religion,” according to IRFA, “undergirds the very origin and existence of the 
United States.”16 Second, the act was broadly compatible with a range of interna-
tional human rights documents and declarations already endorsed by the United 
States: the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966), and the Declaration on the Elimi-
nation of All Forms of Intolerance and Discrimination Based on Religion or 
Belief (1981).17 Third, there was precedent for legislation linking religious free-
dom and American foreign policy. In 1974 the Jackson-Vanik Amendment cre-
ated linkage between economic and cultural cooperation with the Soviet Union 
and Moscow’s willingness to loosen its strictures on Jewish emigration.18

Despite the aforementioned elements of continuity, the IRFA was unprec-
edented in many crucial respects, and it is in these unique aspects that the per-
ception of a turn toward religion in Washington’s international relations gains 
traction. Above all, the legislation was unique because it legally formalized the 
relationship between American policy abroad and religion, and by mandating 
the promotion and protection of religious freedom as an offi cial goal of U.S. 
foreign policy, the IRFA linked religion to American national security. Equally 
signifi cant was the fact that the origins of the IRFA lay in an unprecedented 
domestic political mobilization, a multifaith political coalition, which has been 
characterized as the New Religious Right.

The New Religious Right is a heterogeneous constituency distinct from 
the traditional Religious Right, which had primarily been composed of socially 
conservative, frequently isolationist, Evangelical Protestant Christians; best 
exemplifi ed by the Moral Majority of the early 1980s, with its high-profi le focus 
on abortion, prayer in schools, and family values issues, these conservative 
Christians had largely failed in their efforts to use electoral politics to shape 
the country’s domestic social policy during the Reagan years. The product of 
internal debate about the causes of previous electoral and policy failures, the 
New Religious Right cemented domestic concerns to foreign policy priorities. 
Emerging during the Clinton administration and congealing during the fi rst 
administration of G. W. Bush, the New Religious Right was an amalgam of 
Evangelical Protestants, religiously and socially conservative Catholics, and 
politically conservative Jews, all of whom were committed to an activist, milita-
rized U.S. foreign policy.

The centrality of Evangelical Protestantism to a grand strategic vision of 
a global Pax Americana was crucial to the New Religious Right. Evangelical 
Protestant groups enjoyed a history of public activism in U.S. domestic politics, 
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the existence of signifi cant organizational and capital resources for domestic 
and transnational mobilization, and an expressed commitment to develop a 
theological framework for global engagement based on principles of equality 
and freedom as God-given rights. The less-than-obvious affi nities between 
Evangelical Protestants, on the one hand, and conservative Jewish groups, on 
the other, derived in large part from their shared support for the state of Israel, 
albeit with very different theological rationales whose political end points, par-
adoxically, are completely incompatible.19 Where Evangelical Protestant and 
conservative Jewish groups found common cause on U.S. foreign policy in 
the Middle East, conservative Catholics and Evangelical Protestants combined 
support for religious freedom with a shared approach to many domestic social 
questions. All three groups shared an overall skepticism about the compatibil-
ity of Islam with Western norms of human rights and democracy.20

Given the heterogeneity and internal cleavages of the New Religious Right, 
it is unsurprising that a common vision for America in the world, includ-
ing a commitment to spreading America’s conception of liberty through the 
promotion of democracy, helped to hold it together through the 1990s.21 
Egregious examples of religious persecution in the post–cold war world, par-
ticularly attacks on Christians in southern Sudan carried out by the Muslim-
dominated government based in the north, were picked up by the American 
media, and long-standing Evangelical Protestant and Jewish concerns about 
religious persecution under communist regimes in the Soviet Union and 
China began to capture the attention of a wider public expecting to see human 
rights improvements in the wake of the termination of bipolar rivalry. Conse-
quently, an opportunity arose for political entrepreneurs to build a coalition 
for far-reaching, unpre cedented legislation in support of religious freedom—a 
coalition anchored in the New Religious Right and also encompassing some 
secular human rights advocacy organizations. The IRFA, signed into law in 
October 1998, was the result.22

The IRFA was unique, above all, in that it legally formalized the relation-
ship between U.S. foreign policy and religious freedom. However, the legisla-
tion also signaled a substantive, if not immediately consequential, shift in the 
American foreign policy establishment’s traditional secularist bent, by virtue of 
recognizing the existence of links between religious pluralism, religious free-
dom, and political stability. According to the act, “more than one-half of the 
world’s population lives under regimes that severely restrict or prohibit the 
freedom of their citizens to study, believe, observe, and freely practice the reli-
gious faith of their choice.” Ultimately, IRFA was designed “to channel United 
States security and development assistance to governments other than those 
found to be engaged in gross violations of the right to freedom of religion.”23
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Nonetheless, despite the legal foundations and institutional mechanisms 
created by the legislation, critics have charged that religious human rights 
remain a second-order priority for America’s foreign policy apparatus. Under 
Clinton, the State Department and the White House largely ignored the early 
policy recommendations of the USCIRF—a trend that has not improved signifi -
cantly under the Bush administrations. Among the most incisive critics is none 
other than Robert Seiple, former U.S. ambassador-at-large for international 
religious freedom, for whom the failure to respond to egregious human rights 
and religious freedom violations suggested the “need to practice a more mature 
form of confessional foreign policy.”24 Even more direct criticism has been lev-
eled by Thomas Farr, the fi rst director of the Offi ce of International Religious 
Freedom. Farr characterized the implementation of the IRFA as “anemic” and 
evidence of a continuing “secularist myopia.” Despite the bipartisan consensus 
of 1998 and the continued salience of the religious freedom issue in world poli-
tics, national elites refused “to acknowledge religion as a factor requiring direct 
and immediate attention” in Washington’s foreign policy calculations.25

Such criticisms are, arguably, overstated, since the IRFA’s impact, at least, 
has increased the salience of religious freedom consideration in U.S. foreign 
policy deliberations in multiple contexts, indicating the substantive change in 
how religion factors into the American foreign policy-making calculus. How-
ever, the greatest impact of the IRFA, until now, may well be in the interna-
tional perception of how religion matters in U.S. foreign policy. In the context 
of globalization, the sole superpower and a Christian-majority country placed 
singular emphasis on religious freedom in its public human rights and democ-
racy agenda. In a world marked by increasing religious pluralism and intense 
competition for adherents, the U.S. government was perceived by many to be 
backing Christian proselytism and mixing in other states’ domestic affairs. 
International policy elites and publics were aware of, and in some cases, misin-
formed about, the origins of the IRFA in the political alliance linking domestic 
electoral clout and policy goals to a vision for America’s status as global super-
power. The consequence was the same in terms of perceptions: as a Chinese 
foreign policy spokesman opined, the United States should “stop interfering in 
China’s internal affairs under the pretext of religion”—a view echoed in other 
states as well.26

September 11, 2001, the War on Terror, and the Invasion of Iraq

Yet, the argument that there has been a religious turn in U.S. foreign policy does 
not rest solely on passage of the International Religious Freedom Act. It is the 
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combination of IRFA with the post–September 11, 2001, War on Terror and U.S. 
invasion of Iraq that reinforces that case. With the attacks on the World Trade 
Center and the Pentagon, the United States was forced to confront Al-Qaeda 
and the phenomenon of international terrorism linked with Islamic radicalism. 
The U.S. response did not have to have a salient religious dimension. It could 
have centered on secular calculations of material interest—the importance of 
defeating the terrorist threat militarily and of political and economic reform 
designed to undermine Islamic radicalism across the Middle East and beyond.

This secular mind-set was, in fact, dominant among neoconservatives 
within the administration of G. W. Bush. Interestingly enough, the preceding 
administrations, of G.H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton, had also refl ected skepti-
cism about the possibilities for activating “the reconciling aspects of religious 
faith”27 for purposes of making America strong in the world, and instead, con-
ceived of the stability and opportunities of the post-bipolar system as driven by 
“powerful secular trends.”28 Yet, the political leaderships of both parties also 
recognized that, given the striking religious pluralization of American society 
generated by changing immigration patterns and demographic trends in the 
latter part of the twentieth century,29 the country’s religious map and, there-
fore, potential voter alignments30 must be considered in foreign policy choices 
aimed at achieving a grand strategy of American hegemony.

Therefore, it was in the recognition of religion as a nexus between domes-
tic policy concerns, electoral outcomes, and foreign policy that the faint indica-
tors are evident in terms of the change in the historical pattern of how religion 
matters in U.S. foreign policy. Indicative was President G.H.W. Bush’s celebra-
tion of victory in the fi rst Gulf War in 1991 as the dawn of a “new world order,”31 
effectively recasting the human agency of America’s military might in the 
transformative light of divine agency. Bush also drew on the myth of  American 
exceptionalism, referring to the United States’ “special responsibility to assist 
those in other countries who are now working to make the transition to plural-
ist democracies”—a statement consonant with the Manifest Destiny tradition. 
In a reference to its victory over communism in the cold war, Clinton placed 
the United States on “the right side of history” in the “fullness of time.” For 
Clinton, Washington’s policy of peacebuilding through promoting democracy 
and markets refl ected America’s “duty to be authors of history.”32

Generally speaking, the fi rst Bush and Clinton used religious language 
and allusions to deliberately cut across partisan lines, in order to appeal to a 
cen trist electoral constituency whose isolationist impulses threatened to rear 
up in the absence of a Soviet threat.

However, the distinctiveness of the role of religion in U.S. foreign policy 
after the cold war, and more specifi cally, post-9/11 events was etched most 



306  religious actors in world politics

starkly in the rhetoric of George W. Bush. Bush’s personal faith, combined with 
religious fl ourishes in his rhetoric, put a strong religious imprint on his admin-
istration’s foreign policy after September 11, 2001. The President’s approach, 
shared by the then ascendant New Religious Right, confi rmed the impression 
generated by the IRFA of a stronger religious orientation in America’s engage-
ment in international affairs.

One can draw a clear line between Bush’s personal religiosity and his rheto-
ric once in offi ce. Bush was a late convert to Evangelical Protestantism. By his 
own account, he found Jesus at the age of forty, under the guidance of the Rever-
end Billy Graham. When asked during the 2000 campaign to name his favorite 
philosopher, Bush’s response was Jesus. Consistent with contemporary formu-
lations of Evangelical Protestantism, Bush’s personal theology centers on indi-
vidual redemption through the victory of good over evil and involves an intimate 
relationship with Jesus Christ. In this optic, presidential leadership is an expres-
sion of God’s will. “There is only one reason I am in the Oval Offi ce and not in a 
bar,” Bush wrote in his offi cial biography. “I found faith. I found God.”33

Bush laced his fi rst inaugural address with Christian allusions that hinted 
at his vision for U.S. hegemony and America’s responsibility to utilize foreign 
policy to carry out God’s will. In one passage, Bush likened the United States 
to the Good Samaritan of the New Testament parable: “When we see that 
wounded traveler on the road to Jericho, we will not pass to the other side.”34 In 
another passage, he described “our nation’s grand story of courage and its sim-
ple dream of dignity.” That story, he insisted, was shaped by God’s own hand: 
“We are not this story’s author, who fi lls time and eternity with his purpose.” 
For Bush, God had singled out America to be his chosen instrument—so that 
God’s will “is achieved in our duty.”35

The main tensions within Bush’s fi rst foreign policy team centered on the 
use of force and commitments to multilateralism—national security strategy 
was the issue, not the question of religion’s role within it.36 Bush’s advisers 
included respected academics and proven military leaders, such as Condoleezza 
Rice and Colin Powell, both known to favor traditional diplomacy over the use 
of force. Secretary of State Powell emerged early as the champion of a foreign 
policy approach based on pragmatism. The risk-averse pragmatists followed in 
the spirit of Clinton’s liberal interventionism. They insisted on the priority of 
multilateral over unilateral action, and on the value of stability over any aggres-
sive promotion of democratization or the use of military force. Religious free-
dom mattered for Rice, Powell, and their associates, but mainly as one human 
right among others—signifi cantly, an approach in continuity with that of the 
Clinton administration. This group’s reaction to September 11, 2001, was not 
to launch an ambitious effort of regime change in the Arab-Muslim world but 
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to build a coalition to defeat Al-Qaeda and destroy its base in Afghanistan by 
removing the Taliban.

This pragmatic group was outfl anked by the more ideological neocon-
servatives concentrated in the Defense Department, on the National Security 
Council staff, and in the offi ce of  Vice President Dick Cheney. Deputy Secre-
tary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz emerged as their leading representative. The 
neoconservative agenda as it developed during the 1990s aimed “to turn . . . a 
‘unipolar moment’ into a unipolar era.”37 The idea was to expand and perpetu-
ate America’s post–cold war global dominion through an expansion of democ-
racy and free markets. What distinguished this neoconservative generation 
from the previous one, also notable for its embrace of democracy and markets, 
was a readiness to apply military power to the global transformational project—
power to be exercised with allies, where possible, and alone where necessary. 
Michael Mann has convincingly argued that the military background of many 
second-generation neoconservatives defi nitively shaped their foreign policy 
worldview.38 Military might became the sine qua non for the universalization 
of American principles and was the essential support for “a principal aim of 
American foreign policy,” to “bring about a change of regime in hostile nations” 
wherever “tyrannical governments acquire the military power to threaten their 
neighbors, our allies, and the United States itself.”39 As with the pragmatists, 
there was little or no reference to religion in this rhetoric, even if it rested on an 
implicit faith in the rightness of the American cause.

It is signifi cant that neither of the two ideological factions in the Bush for-
eign policy team was particularly religious in its orientation. In their writings 
and speeches, Cheney, Powell, Rice, Rumsfeld, and Wolfowitz indicated little 
affi nity for the president’s religiosity. But the president, through the symbolic 
force of his offi ce, was able to project a faith-based dimension onto the strategic 
calculations of others. His personal religiosity helped to build a bridge between 
the ascendant, neoconservative faction and the New Religious Right, a core 
source of Bush’s domestic support. In the 2000 elections and again in 2004, 
Evangelicals and conservative Catholics responded positively to Bush’s call for 
compassionate conservatism and faith-based initiatives. The idea of transform-
ing the world in America’s image resonated with those who identifi ed with 
the United States as a Christian nation and with its president, a self-professed 
Evangelical. Bush’s personal theology, then, not only informed his insistence 
on America’s responsibility to secure the world against evil, but also played into 
the hands of neoconservatives, enabling them to “seize the policy initiative in 
Washington.”40

It was the events of September 11, 2001, that crystallized the application of 
the president’s personal theology to his view of America’s place in the world.41 
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Where Bush was cautious during the 2000 presidential campaign about align-
ing his foreign policy ideas with any divine plan, the attacks on the World Trade 
Center and the Pentagon catalyzed the transformation of his personal theology 
of individual salvation into a religiously informed perspective on U.S. foreign 
policy. In addressing the nation on his return to the White House on Septem-
ber 16, 2001, Bush cast himself as a crusader and an agent of Divine will: 
“This crusade, this war on terrorism is going to take a while.”42 Several days 
later he remarked in an address before Congress: “The course of this confl ict 
is not known, yet its outcome is certain. Freedom and fear, justice and cruelty 
have always been at war, and we know that God is not neutral between them.”43 
Before the month of September 2001 had ended, the outlines of a policy of 
“coercive democratization”44 were in place—the combination of the unilateral 
projection of American military might with the advancement of freedom and 
democracy designed to counter both tyranny and terrorism.

The language that Bush used to explain the U.S. response to September 11, 
2001, compellingly expressed the fusion between the worldview of the New 
Religious Right and the secular neoconservative ideology. Bush painted a Man-
ichaean world of good versus evil and returned continuously to the discursive 
theme of America’s position on the side of good. “This will be a monumental 
struggle of good versus evil,” he told a national and international audience the 
day after the attack. “But good will prevail.”45

This ethical dualism was compatible with a secular neoconservative 
approach. Yet, Bush went further. While careful to draw a distinction between 
the terrorists and most peace-loving Muslims, his good versus evil frame, over-
laid with his personal theology, injected a religious element into his response 
to the attacks. Because terrorists constituted the very embodiment of evil—
“the evil ones” who “have no country, no ideology” other than “hate”—the War 
on Terror was America’s “responsibility to history,” America’s “calling.”46 For 
Bush, that calling was linked to his own mission in elected offi ce; he famously 
told a reporter: “I’m in the Lord’s hands.”47

In the months that followed the terrorist attacks in New York and Wash-
ington, the United States and an allied coalition launched a successful mili-
tary operation against the Taliban in Afghanistan, which had been harboring 
Osama Bin Laden and other Al-Qaeda leaders. Still, the goals of U.S. foreign 
policy were broader than retaliation against the perpetrators of the attacks and 
went beyond what many of America’s allies were willing to accept. At the level 
of rhetoric, the January 2002 State of the Union address marked a critical turn. 
Bush linked the War on Terror with a strategy to defeat the “axis of evil,”48 
defi ned to include Iraq, Iran, and North Korea. Iraq had already emerged as 
the paradigmatic case for the application of the neoconservatives’ national 
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security strategy after the Al-Qaeda attacks—a push for regime change centered 
on democracy and human rights that, however selectively applied, resonated with 
the New Religious Right’s own global vision of religious freedom and human 
rights. A recalibration of the map of power in the Middle East marked the 
fusion of otherwise incompatible secular and religious worldviews, through a 
collaboration of domestic political interests.

In the drive for war, Vice President Cheney, Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld, 
his deputy secretary Wolfowitz, and others brought a variety of arguments to 
bear—including alleged links between Saddam Hussein and Al-Qaeda and the 
Iraqi dictator’s purported efforts to amass weapons of mass destruction. The 
largely secular neoconservatives also deployed ethical certainties that dovetailed 
with Bush’s religious worldview. In this sense, the utopianism and ideological 
fundamentalism of the neoconservatives, while secular, resonated deeply with 
the New Religious Right,49 which had responded positively to Bush’s election 
slogan of compassionate conservatism. By the time that Bush ran for president, 
the traditional bloc of Christian conservatives that had been electorally ineffec-
tive and publicly discredited by the scandals of the 1980s had remade itself 50 
along lines that were sympathetic to the neoconservative vision of U.S. foreign 
policy, as a chance to globalize a religious freedom and human rights agenda 
through a regime-change approach and security strategy articulated in unmis-
takably eschatological terms.

Quoting from the president’s notable speech at West Point on June 2002, 
The National Security Strategy of the United States of America, 2002, rejected the 
charge that it was “somehow undiplomatic or impolitic to speak the language 
of right and wrong.”51 In an effort to mobilize public support for the war, Bush 
stepped up explicitly religious imagery in his January 2003 State of the Union 
address. Americans, he asserted, should be “confi dent in the ways of Provi-
dence, even when they are far from our understanding. Events aren’t moved by 
blind change and chance. Behind all of life and all history there is a dedication 
and purpose, set by the hand of a just and faithful God.”52

The controversial, American-led war launched in March 2003 to bring 
down the Saddam Hussein regime marked a new departure in the interplay 
of religion and U.S. diplomacy. The Bush Doctrine of preventive war embed-
ded in The National Security Strategy of 2002 53 committed the United States to 
perpetuating its global military supremacy, designated democratic capitalism 
the “single sustainable model of national success,” and, importantly, assigned 
to the United States a missionary obligation to “extend the benefi ts of freedom 
across the globe.”54 The document claimed for the United States the prerogative 
of enumerating what it termed “the nonnegotiable demands of  human dignity” 
in the form of “the rule of law; limits on the absolute power of the state; free 
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speech; freedom of worship; equal justice; respect for women; religious and 
ethnic tolerance; and respect for private property.”55

If the passage of the IRFA had been suggestive of a shift in the historical 
pattern of religion’s salience in U.S. foreign policy after the cold war, America’s 
war in Iraq as the headline of Washington’s post-9/11 security strategy became 
the focus of the shift and, above all, cemented an international perception that 
religion had become central to U.S. foreign policy actions. The devolution of 
conditions in Iraq has reinforced the perception abroad, and in some quarters 
in the United States, that religion’s infl uence in American foreign policy has 
contributed to global disorder.

In particular, America’s failure to envision and, then, inability to contain the 
insurgency that has led to a Sunni-Shia civil war in Iraq and the country’s emer-
gence as a theater of operations for Al-Qaeda have contributed to international 
views, especially in Muslim-majority countries, that America’s claims about 
support for democracy are rhetorical coverage for a new crusade by the world’s 
Judeo-Christian superpower. The fact that the IRFA has neither produced any 
visible change in America’s ongoing alliance with authoritarian regimes in Pak-
istan, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia nor evoked any critique of Israel’s human rights 
policies toward its Arab Christian and Muslim communities has intensifi ed the 
aforementioned view among Muslims around the world.

By the same token, the dramatic deterioration of the situation in Iraq after 
2005 has produced tensions and fragmentation in the alliance of convenience 
between neoconservatives and the New Religious Right, as well as within the 
latter group. Prior to the action in Iraq, an amalgam of liberal-moderate Chris-
tian ethicists publicly declared their opposition to the Iraq war. The Council 
of Bishops of the United Methodist Church, Bush’s own denomination, pub-
licly denounced his approach: “A preemptive war by the United States against 
a nation like Iraq goes against the very grain of our understanding of the gos-
pel, our church’s teachings, and our conscience.”56 With the deepening quag-
mire in Iraq, the internal divisions within the New Religious Right have led 
to a distancing of the group from the Bush administration’s global agenda of 
democrati zation-cum-counterterrorism. Meanwhile, most of the neoconservative 
architects of Bush’s post–September 11, 2001, strategy have left offi ce, including 
Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz, and the pragmatists around Condoleezza Rice and 
Rumsfeld’s successor, Robert Gates, have failed to design a multilateral strategy 
that can stabilize Iraq and lead to a U.S. withdrawal from that country.

In sum, the presidency of G. W. Bush leaves little doubt that religion 
matters in U.S. foreign policy. However, the Bush presidency, in response to 
the 9/11 events and the legislative event of the IRFA, clarifi ed—and, for the 
moment, has eliminated the contingencies in—the historical particularities of 
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the new nexus between religion and American foreign policy since the end of 
the cold war: a militaristic expression of the commitment to promote religious 
freedom abroad and to protect American national security against the threats 
of religious radicalism. The realities and, equally important, the perception of 
the causes, consequences, and possible future, or this nexus, have produced a 
paradox—an erosion in America’s soft- and hard-power assets for improving 
religious human rights around the world and for protecting American security 
against the perils of religious extremism.

Conclusion

This chapter has analyzed the origins and implications of the relationship 
between religion and American foreign policy in a contemporary international 
system marked by unprecedented religious pluralism. My aims went well 
beyond making the case that religion matters in Washington’s formulation and 
conduct of foreign policy. Instead, I aimed to support the argument that there 
has been a substantive change in the historical pattern whereby religion was 
salient to America’s role in world affairs, as well as to explain how this change 
has occurred and to suggest the consequences of this new connection between 
religion and U.S. foreign policy.

The chapter shows that the reasons that religion matters in American for-
eign policy after the cold war stem from a new confi guration of domestic inter-
est groups in tandem with a fundamental paradigm shift in the post-bipolar 
international power structure. The chapter also explains the operational results 
of these two factors—in the form of the IRFA legislation and the post-9/11 War 
on Terror. Finally, the chapter provides suggestive evidence that the relationship 
between religion and U.S. foreign policy has created empirical realities and 
active perceptions which now function as confi ning conditions on America’s 
capacity to engage with global religious pluralism in a manner that enhances 
human rights and diminishes religious totalitarianism. In short, the policy deci-
sions taken after the cold war, and most intensely during the G. W. Bush presi-
dency, have consolidated a relationship between religion and U.S. foreign policy 
that, at least in the short term, may be detrimental both to American national 
security and to forces for religious tolerance in international relations.

It bears emphasis that the initial post–bipolar decade had prefi gured the 
shift in the salience of religion in American foreign policy, particularly insofar 
as the Clinton administration was willing to draw on religious interest groups 
for electoral support and, signifi cantly, to justify America’s unilateral use of 
force in cases of humanitarian crisis, nation-building through regime change, 
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and military threat. The emergence of the multifaith and liberal secularist 
coalition that led to the passage of the International Religious Freedom Act was 
the fi rst explicit policy indicator of the new turn toward religion in America’s 
emergent foreign policy in a post-bipolar world order.

However, it is equally important to emphasize that, while the Clinton presi-
dency opportunistically and somewhat grudgingly drew the general outlines 
of the new nexus between religion and U.S. foreign policy as a collaboration 
between “the mighty and the Almighty,”57 the Bush presidency has lent cre-
dence to the view that the relationship between religion and American policy 
abroad amounts to God’s choice on behalf of American initiatives—even when 
executed through unilateral force—to promote religious freedom and defeat 
religious extremists like those who attacked the United States on September 11,
2001. The past seven years, after all, have seen a decisive move by religious 
groups and religious ideas into the operational side of foreign policy. Religious 
rhetoric has become more than an abstract legitimation mechanism or a part 
of American civil religion, since convictions about America’s divine calling to 
spread democracy and freedom have been articulated by an Evangelical presi-
dent endorsing neoconservative ideas and the unilateral application of U.S. mili-
tary might to respond to new security threats.

On the basis of IRFA alone, then, it would be diffi cult to explain the wide-
spread perception, abroad and in the United States, of a religious thrust in 
Washington’s foreign policy. Viewed in isolation, IRFA marked an important 
departure, but its uneven implementation suggests the importance of religion 
as a rhetorical mantra, rather than a key priority area, in American politics. Only 
in combination with the 9/11 attacks and the subsequent War on Terror did reli-
gious considerations advance to more prominence in U.S. foreign policy, partic-
ularly with reference to the Muslim world. The campaign against Al-Qaeda, the 
war on the Taliban in Afghanistan, and the invasion of Iraq have demonstrated 
a reliance on military solutions to complex political, socioeconomic, and cultural 
problems, and have lent serious traction to the view that America’s declared 
commitment to democracy, human rights, and religious freedom is part of a 
strategy of global hegemony built on the protection of the frontiers and outposts 
of the West. Under Bush’s presidency, Samuel Huntington’s “Clash of Civiliza-
tions” thesis, unfortunately, has been enlivened.

As a concluding observation, it is important to be clear that this chapter 
does not argue that U.S. foreign policy after the cold war has been essentially 
and exclusively religious. Of course, presidents Bill Clinton and G. W. Bush 
brought personal faith convictions to their views about America’s transforma-
tive role in the post-bipolar world., and G. W. Bush has obviously interpreted 
the War on Terror and democracy-promotion as part of God’s plan for the 
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United States and the world. Yet, most of the primary architects of U.S. foreign 
policy since the collapse of the Soviet Union have been driven by a more secular 
vision of America’s role in the world and the importance of shoring up Ameri-
can national interests, unilaterally and with military force, where necessary.

It is the uneasy juxtaposition of these two strands of thought, one more reli-
gious, the other more secular, expressed in a shared vision of American trans-
formative power in international affairs, that has analytical implications worth 
considering for their intellectual richness and policy urgency when it comes to 
global religious pluralism.

What are some of the analytical implications of this confl uence of the reli-
gious and the secular? We are, it is often argued, living in a desecularizing 
world, in which religion is fi nding its way back into the public sphere, politics, 
and the dynamics of government. Resurgent religion, in this view, marks the 
rise of a postsecular era. Yet, such a zero-sum analysis misses ways in which 
religious and secular forces, often inextricable, combine to shape political and 
policy outcomes in world affairs. The multidimensional coalition of religious 
and secular interests and ideas at work in U.S. foreign policy supports Martin 
Marty’s notion of the world as a religio-secular reality characterized by the sus-
tained, fl uid, and above all pluralized presence of religion.58 This religio-secular 
reality implies a range of possible arrangements when it comes to the relation-
ship between religious pluralism and world politics—for example, situations 
where the salience of religious freedom issues may be folded into secular con-
ceptions of universal human rights, or alternatively, where both perspectives 
are trumped by calculations of material interest. These different perspectives, 
diffi cult to disentangle, intersected within the second Bush administration.

Furthermore, in a world marked by growing religious pluralism and com-
plex political-ethical dilemmas (for example, whether to push for democracy and 
free elections that might bring illiberal forces to power), either the conviction 
or perception of an identity between U.S. foreign policy and Divine Providence 
will almost certainly provoke a defensive reaction against what will be seen as 
an arrogant effort to impose American beliefs on the rest of the world. A simi-
lar reaction is likely as a response to the secularist blinders that overlook the 
diversity and elasticity that is the hallmark of the contemporary religio-secular 
reality. Emphasis on force as a means of regime change will miss the salience of 
religious factors in sustainable political solutions after the execution of force.

It is the power of the presidential offi ce and its pulpit, together with the 
bluntness, boldness, and lack of nuance that characterize the incorporation 
of religion as a variable in American national security strategy, that under-
scores the importance of understanding religio-secular interactions, linkages, 
contradictions, and compatibilities. The failure to appreciate the religio-secular 
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nature of world affairs accounts for the perception that God has captured the 
White House and U.S. foreign policy since the end of the cold war, and Septem-
ber 2001, in particular.59 Since the Bush administration’s decision to invade 
Iraq, and in light of the terrorist violence and civil war that have marked the 
occupation phase, arguably the most controversial question in world politics 
has become whether or not the United States stands within the order of inter-
national law. Signals in 2006–2007, and more recently, that the United States 
might repeat its Iraqi adventure with a military engagement with Iran have 
provoked intense domestic and international debates about whether the United 
States has placed itself outside the international legal structures it has helped to 
create and sustain through the end of the bipolar era. Overall, the future world 
role of the United States, especially its will and capacity to contribute to struc-
tures of global governance that help to temper the rigidities of the Westphalian 
order (a system of sovereign states increasingly challenged in their capacity to 
address both the material and normative aspects of equity and justice) is under 
intense, critical scrutiny. Within this broader context, the relevance and role 
of religion in America’s evolving foreign policy and national security strategy 
deserve further, careful analysis.

Looking ahead, a more effective U.S. foreign policy in the present age will 
have to incorporate what Alfred Stepan describes as the multivocality, the inter-
nal diversity, of all religious traditions, and the complexity of their interactions 
with the secular order.60 In the context of the democratization literature, Stepan 
called for the integration of religion into a sustainable democratic politics built 
on the “twin tolerations”—that is, the minimal boundaries of freedom of action 
that must somehow be crafted for political institutions vis-à-vis religious author-
ities, and for religious individuals and groups vis-à-vis political institutions.61 
In the context of U.S. foreign policy, the relationship between the religious and 
the political must also be carefully managed. Under Bush the military promo-
tion of democracy and human rights, including religious freedom, has proved 
counterproductive. The juxtaposition of the IRFA and the War on Terror, over-
laid by the faith-laden rhetoric of George Bush, gave credence to the view that 
support for democracy was a cover for American imperialism. The capacity of 
U.S. foreign policy to contribute multilateral global governance and sustainable 
democratization strategies that advance human rights requires moving beyond 
a crusading stance toward a more pragmatic embrace of multilateral diplomacy 
and international institutions.

Almost two decades since the end of the cold war, the idea of the United 
States as a benevolent hegemon and guarantor of world order has lost adher-
ents. However, there remains loose consensus in the United States and abroad 
in favor of such an order, grounded in respect for basic human rights, including 
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religious freedom. And there is an acknowledgment, often grudging, that 
only the United States has the economic, political—and ultimately, military—
resources to play a leading role in securing such an international order, not in 
isolation, but in collaboration with others. However weakened its moral author-
ity, the United States possesses material resources that could serve to strengthen 
international law and global governance in a post–bipolar order marked by a 
resurgence of ethnic and religious differences and greater cultural and religious 
pluralism. The religious political culture of the United States, anchored in its 
Christian majority, expressed in its civil religion, and articulated in its presiden-
tial rhetoric, is not going to disappear. It will continue to create tensions with the 
rest of the world. But a positive redirection of the role of religion in American 
foreign policy—in the service of durable forms of global governance and robust 
democratic regimes—is possible. This presupposes a break with the destructive 
combination of religion, unilateralism, and resort to force that have character-
ized U.S. foreign policy under the presidency of George W. Bush.
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