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Preface








I emerged from graduate school in an epoch of great hope for the discipline of comparative politics. David Easton’s definition of the political system offered a basis for analyzing both democratic and authoritarian, developed and developing countries. Structural-functionalism dominated the academy. Modernization theory garnered nearly unanimous support. We argued about whether the concept of political culture paved the way toward more useful comparison or only served to emphasize those elements of a system that are unique, but we thought we knew where we were going.


As I finished a dissertation and began to teach, I saw that those ideas and schemes, however provocative, constituted a set of lenses colored differently from the older, institutional lenses but nonetheless colored. The hope for quantification contained in some of the structural-functional thinking never proved practical, at least not in the Middle East and North Africa, the area of my special interest. Detailed comparisons of structures and functions produced description more than analysis. So what if a particular political structure does not perform a particular function that the structure performs in another political system? Methods, approaches, and paradigms began to proliferate.


Some of the most persuasive and influential work on the Middle East and North Africa continued to focus on a single society at a time. However much inspired by theory, and even though their authors often referred to them as “case studies,” they described a unique set of institutions functioning in a specific context. Even volumes in the Little, Brown series in comparative politics, while similar in theoretical interests, were not exercises in genuine comparison.


Alternatively, those who turned to rational choice models or political economy for theoretical inspiration neglected the unique for the general. Ronald Inglehart, who took political surveys to Europe (Eurobarometer) and then to the world as a whole (World Values Survey), claimed to show that political cultures remain unique even though his model of “human development” includes only universal propositions. According to Inglehart, all societies are headed in the same direction, though along somewhat different paths and at different speeds. The uniqueness of individual cultures gets lost in the wide-reaching comparisons.


In forty years of trying to teach comparative politics, I have struggled with a dilemma. I believe that students, like scholars, must understand some political systems in depth before they can make broad comparisons. To introduce all the countries of the Middle East and North Africa and suggest that the cultures are all similar is not satisfactory, in my view. But books on the politics of individual countries—and I have always used four countries as my base: Egypt, Israel, Turkey, and Iran—provide some depth for students but differ so much in perspective and approach that comparison is difficult. Some monographs are too complicated for beginning students. Journalistic studies, however readable, lack systemic analysis. Historical studies, however useful, do not emphasize the political dimension that I want to be the center of my course.


I have yearned for materials that would examine a subset of countries with regard to a single set of issues. In recent years, I have focused my course on the relationship between religion and politics, and I began to think about writing a book that would approach that domain and that domain alone. I yearned for a modern rendition of Donald Eugene Smith’s Religion and Political Development, an enormously ambitious volume that set no geographical or cultural limits for itself. I admire his boldness, but the conclusions do not stand up in the wake of the religious revival that has occurred since it was written.


Would it not be possible to (1) examine the propositions Smith and others have advanced against a more modest range of examples in genuinely comparative fashion and at the same time (2) ground those examples in sufficient cultural detail so that the unique qualities of political systems do not get lost in the comparison? In other words, might it be possible to combine some of the merits of single-country monographs with an effort at comparison limited to a single-issue area, religion? Might it be possible to generate some useful comparative generalizations at a regional level? This study pursues that possibility.


It also seeks the middle ground in another respect. Smith’s book was exceptional in its time, because it focused on a topic that was largely neglected: religion and politics. The infatuation of our discipline within modernization theory and the secularization hypothesis that lurked near the center of that theory caused most scholars to downplay the importance of religion. Then came the Iranian Revolution of 1979, which brought a great turnaround. Suddenly there was an outpouring of studies on Islam and politics. From the supply of books now available on the subject, one could easily conclude that religion is the most important factor in explaining politics in the Middle East and North Africa. With its underlying contention that politics has shaped religion as much as or more than religion has shaped politics, this study seeks to pull back from that idea without dismissing the religious revival as a passing phenomenon of little consequence.


In this second edition, I have added one case study to the four included in the original book. I initially justified my selection of countries on the ground of importance, and I think the addition of Saudi Arabia conforms to that standard. Turkey, Iran, and Egypt have populations (70 to 80 million each) that give them military, economic, and political weight in the region. Israel, despite a much smaller population, qualifies by virtue of its superior military and economic strength. The oil wealth of Saudi Arabia, combined with its rapidly growing population (about 25 million), makes it a member of the club. Moreover, adding Saudi Arabia means bringing into the study a second Arab state, a state that has long identified itself with Islam and is, unlike the other states included here, a monarchy. As one who has always had a strong interest in North Africa, I regret not including Algeria, Morocco, or even Tunisia. But here is the dilemma of one who teaches comparative politics: Is it better to introduce students to a large number of countries in a more superficial way or to a smaller sample of countries in a more detailed way? I have always preferred the latter option. Brief introductions to all the states of the Middle East and North Africa are readily available.


This volume treats five countries with regard to a single issue, the relationship between religion and politics. I have added brief chronologies to help students relate my account to a broader set of events, but I have not attempted to provide detailed coverage of elections, political economy, foreign policies, social issues, or other important topics. I have chosen depth over breadth, although depth is, of course, a relative term. The bibliography is a student’s route toward a still more thorough understanding than this volume can provide.
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Transliteration








Three of the countries included in this study speak languages written in non-Western alphabets. The fourth country, Turkey, switched to the Western alphabet in the early twentieth century but uses diacritical marks to indicate pronunciation of letters with multiple uses. Both Turkish and Persian include many words of Arabic origin, which are nonetheless pronounced or written differently in Arabic. These problems create difficulty for every Western writer, who must decide how to spell words and proper names coming from these languages. Writers must decide how to transliterate terms; readers must adapt to those decisions.


I have opted to use spellings that are common in the press, largely shorn of diacritical marks. For words that appear frequently in texts on Middle Eastern affairs, I will not use diacritics or set them off with italics. Where a word is less common and might be mistaken for other terms, I will use italics. Thus I will write ulama (rather than ulema or ulama). Ulema and ulama are both common spellings of the plural noun meaning “learned men, scholars of Islam.” I will write Quran, rather than Koran or Coran, because Quran has become the preferred spelling in the English-speaking world. And I will write Quran rather than Qur’an or Qur’ān for the sake of simplicity. I will write Shia rather than Shiah or Shi’a, and Shii rather than Shiite. For the concept of law in Islam, I will write sharia rather than shariah or shari’a. I will write halakha rather than halaka or halakhah for the concept of Jewish religious law. I will not italicize or capitalize either sharia or halakha, on the grounds that these concepts are commonly invoked in English and capitalization should be minimized.


When words such as these appear in quotations, I will honor the spellings used in the original source.


In general, I will use Arabic versions of words rather than Persian or Turkish derivatives. Thus I will write Muhammad Ali rather than Mehmet Ali (or Muhammad ‘Ali), and tariqat rather than tarikat, for Sufi orders; madrasas rather than medrese for institutions of higher religious learning. But I will violate that rule in some cases, such as ayatollah, which is the Persian title for a high-ranking member of the ulama, meaning “sign of God.” The Arabic would be ayatallah. And I will violate it with Persian and Turkish names, such as Khomeini.


For similar reasons I will drop the use of even ayn and hamza from proper names. Thus, the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad, ‘Ali ibn abi Talib, will be simply Ali. And the radical Islamist ‘Ali Shari’ati will be Ali Shariati. Of course, such policies still involve choice. I will write Gamal abd al-Nasir rather than Gamal Abdel Nasser—both versions of that name seem broadly accepted—or Jamal ‘abd al-Nasir or Jamal ‘abd an-Nasir, which some Arabists might prefer.


I will write Turkish words and names as the Turks write them, diacritics included, for the same reason one uses accent marks in writing French. The Turks use ş to indicate the “sh” sound. They normally pronounce c as English speakers pronounce “j,” but ç indicates a “ch” sound as in “child.” The ğ (as in Prime Minister Erdoğan’s name, for example) serves to lubricate the linkage of two vowels. Dots over vowels (as in Atatürk) have roughly the same effect on pronunciation in Turkish as they do in German.


Experienced readers will have little difficulty with these matters, but may well disagree with my choices. My hope is that readers who are inexperienced in reading texts on the Middle East will be intrigued but not confused by these problems of transliteration. My objective is a policy that permits readers to focus on the substance of my argument.
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The Political Determinants of Religion







Revolution brought change to several countries of the Middle East in the spring of 2011, but one thing that did not change is the centrality of religion to politics. Although the toppled governments in Egypt, Tunisia, and Libya, all military in origin, saw themselves as secular, they nonetheless had trumpeted their fidelity to Islam. The opposition forces that arose to seize power in Egypt and Tunisia rejected the previous regimes for their hostility to Islamist groups and Islamic principles as well as their authoritarianism. Postrevolutionary political discussions all over the region centered on the place of religion in the state. Islamists strived to show that religion does not blind them to the realities of governing; secularists denounced Islamists but insisted upon their own respect for all religious belief. What had been a simmering issue partly concealed by repression and censorship came into the open and threatened to dominate the new politics in all three of these countries. Western leaders pleased by the overthrow of dictators they had dealt with, all the while holding their noses, now found themselves worried about relations with new regimes more deeply committed to religion than their predecessors. They worried that the new regimes would relapse into authoritarianism or veer toward anti-Westernism, or both. The same sorts of fears complicated attitudes toward the civil war in Syria, where a minority-dominated, sectarian regime supported by Shii Iran faced opposition from Sunni rebels, some of them Islamists. The emergence of Turkey as a democratic, Islamist model for these Arab states reassured many and disconcerted others.


At every turn of events, religion seems to insert itself into the politics of the Middle East, but the region is not unique. One is unlikely to read about current events in any country of the world without encountering some reference to the interplay of the religious and the political. It is hard to think of any moment when this would not have been so in the history of the inhabited space that emerged in the Mediterranean area in classical times and gave birth to three great interrelated religious traditions, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Only in the past two or three centuries have people begun to argue that there is something inherently wrong about entangling religion and politics and to suggest that these spheres should be utterly separate. Both Western scholars of Middle Eastern languages and cultures (Orientalists) and champions of modernization theory, such as the German sociologist Max Weber, argued that there were two contrasting possibilities: a “traditional,” religiously based state and a modern, secular state. But politics and religion have seldom been so thoroughly fused as the “traditional” model suggests or quite so separate as modern secularists might wish.


Five centuries before the beginning of the common era, Socrates challenged his fellow citizens to think rationally about political matters; he challenged the notion that the state should depend for its notions of justice upon the inscrutable actions and pronouncements of the gods. Accused of attacking the religion of the city, he responded obliquely that he believed in things “divine,” and hence in gods, but the defense did not save him from conviction by a jury of his fellow citizens. Yet rather than run away from his death sentence, he chose to obey the laws of Athens, proclaiming that the state is “dearer than one’s mother or father,” because only within the confines of a state can one live under the law, and without law, the good life is not possible. How could he be sure of these things?1 The little demon, his divine inspiration, did not stop him in his course of action. Socrates opposed the conventional religion of the city in the name of a belief in a logic itself sustained by divine inspiration.


About a thousand years later, Muhammad emerged in Arabia with a fresh religious vision and the requisite political skills to fashion a state. For many Westerners, and for many modern Islamists, Muhammad’s success illustrates the ultimate oneness of religion and politics in the Islamic tradition. In twentieth-century Egypt, Islamists following Sayyid Qutb would seek to re-create that oneness by invoking the revolutionary methods of Muhammad in an effort to overcome what he called the new age of ignorance, a modern jahiliyya.2 Some Westerners, reacting in part to Islamist claims, have suggested that Islam necessarily implies a politics of authoritarianism and aggressiveness. Yet Muhammad, even if he incarnated some perfect fusion of religion and politics, lived only ten years beyond the hijra (migration) from Mecca to Yathrib, a town that became known as Medina, the city of the Prophet. From the year 632, the new Islamic community faced the future without a prophet to guide it. The office of successor (caliph) was neither entirely religious in responsibility nor entirely political. The first caliph, Abu Bakr, told his fellow Muslims to follow him only so long as he remained faithful to God and the Prophet. “If I do well, help me, and if I do ill, correct me.” He claimed no divine powers.3 The Islamic world has struggled ever since to balance the religious and the political.


About eight hundred years after Muhammad’s death in 632, Sir Thomas More died a martyr in England for his principled stand against the king. A deeply pious man, More accepted appointment by Henry VIII as lord chancellor of England but could not bring himself to bend religious conviction on behalf of his king, who wanted to divorce his wife and marry his mistress, Anne Boleyn, without papal sanction. Henry believed he could not go forward without the moral legitimacy that More’s support would convey, but More saw the legitimacy of the British Crown as anchored in the law, and the law as dependent on righteousness and morality. To break with the Roman Catholic Church as the king wanted was simply wrong in More’s view. Neither he nor Henry sought to separate religion from politics; it was precisely their interdependence that drove Henry to execute More.


Five hundred years later, in a political system proclaiming the separation of church and state, Martin Luther King Jr. used religious conviction as the foundation of his campaign for civil rights. Like Socrates and Sir Thomas More, he proclaimed his allegiance to absolute standards of truth and justice, which were for him a part of the Christian faith. He appealed to fellow Christians to recognize the injustice of discriminatory laws in the name of a political system founded, in his view, on the Christian precepts of truth and justice. It is hard to imagine that a secular King could have won such support in the black community, and it is hard to imagine the success of the civil rights movement without the support of white liberals, many of them acting from religious conviction.


Of the three religions so tightly related by Abrahamic revelation that they are often called the “religions of the book,” Judaism seemed most disengaged from politics. In the Diaspora of Europe, Jews moved toward assimilation in nation-states dominated by Christians, keeping religion in the private sphere. Then, in the midst of the nationalist fervor of the nineteenth century, Theodor Herzl and others began to dream of a Jewish state, creating a movement that came to be known as Zionism. Although the leadership of the Zionist movement was predominantly secular, Zionism without reference to Judaism is inconceivable, and the notion of a Jewish ethnicity independent of religion—a concept embraced by the Israeli left—does not withstand close scrutiny. However, to equate Judaism with Israel and to label Israel a religious state oversimplifies a complicated matter. A purely religious state is a phenomenon just as difficult to imagine as a purely secular state.


Secular state, secularism, état laïc, laïcité, laïcisme, separation of church and state, religious state, Islamic state—all these terms tend to be used in ideological fashion to indicate what proponents deem a proper balance between the political and religious spheres. “The separation of church and state is a construct of political theory rather than a description of governing reality,” writes N. J. Demerath III.4 The terms continue to be used even though they do not accurately describe historical realities. On the one hand, French writers attempt to reinterpret laïcité to accommodate the modern reality of state involvement in religious organizations and education. The French government’s creation of a council to represent French Muslims illustrates a lack of clarity quite inconsistent with the theoretical formulation of the secular state, the état laïc. On the other hand, although Iranians have declared that theirs is an Islamic state, their constitution contains few elements that correspond directly to Islamic concepts or practice. Debate rages inside Iran about what sorts of liberties and changes can be permitted without jeopardizing the regime’s Islamic character.


All states combine religion and politics in some fashion. As Jean-Paul Willaime puts it, “Every set of political institutions is linked to a certain treatment of the religious fact.”5 When strong in organization, the religious sphere always constitutes a potential threat to the political domain because it appeals to the moral sensibilities of the nation. The political sphere, with the powers of coercion and incentive at its disposal, can make life difficult if not impossible for autonomous religious organizations, yet few states have managed to subjugate all manifestations of religion for long periods. Political stability requires “an appropriate harmony between religion and politics.”6 One might define harmony or balance as a condition in which neither the religious sphere nor the political sphere seeks radical redress in the relationship. That does not imply that the power of the two spheres is equal. The power resources of a religious establishment and a political regime are too different to be measured in terms of quantity or even quality. Balance merely suggests a condition, necessarily impermanent, in which neither side is explicitly seeking major change. Settlement would suggest the maintenance of a long-term condition of balance in a given country.


Any sort of balance depends upon the will of major actors in the two spheres, but it also depends upon the social environment in which these actors must function. Social change affects the two spheres differentially. For example, rising literacy rates increase the ability of the public to read scriptures and political propaganda, including that of religious groups. Believers who study religion in church and in school, and who learn about religions other than their own, come to think of religion as something chosen rather than given, as an object with a given set of characteristics that differentiates itself from other religions. Educated believers open the way toward change in the religious sphere; they enable, but do not necessarily force, religious elites to make new sorts of appeals to followers and demands upon them and the state. The political sphere, still dependent on old elites, may find these demands repugnant, even though by fostering education it may have triggered a transformation in the nature of religious activity. By promoting education and other welfare activities, the religious sphere may itself be able to change society in ways that threaten the power of dominant elites.


Hence, any balance between the religious and the political spheres depends upon a specific set of environmental circumstances over which each sphere has only marginal control. A relatively poor, isolated community governed by elites nominally responsible to an outside power may achieve balance by virtue of its distance from the forces of modernization and globalization. If that community comes to be absorbed into a larger one, or if indigenous forces take full control, or if the outside power introduces schools and teachers, stability may give way to instability in the relationship between religion and politics. To push social change, the state may seek to augment its autonomy from “traditionalizing forces,” such as religion, and the balance may tip away from the religious. At other times, the religious sphere may become aggressive in its efforts to redress the balance and curb the ability of political elites to act without religious support.


Historic Moments


Four historical developments have had particularly heavy consequences for the relationship between religion and politics. The first is the advent of the state itself. Marcel Gauchet hypothesizes a prehistoric domain in which religion holds a monopoly on the regulation of society.7 The foundation of the state constitutes “the first religious revolution in history,” he says, because it divides the locus of social control.8 With the state there emerges a hierarchy that requires explanation and justification. “All subsequent major spiritual and intellectual developments will arise from the contradictions between the inherited representations of the foundation, in whose name sovereignty is wielded, and the historical forms clothing its practice.”9 The state creates movement, whereas the object of religion is to “ward off movement and everything in the society that is likely to engender it. . . . The essence of religion is to be against history and against that which it imposes on us as destiny.”10


The second historical development is the shift from oral to written traditions, which gave rise to scholarship and the development of law and theology in the “religions of the book,” Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The religious sphere augmented its capacity to function in support of politics, or in opposition to it, over vast geographic spaces and even across cultures. The law (canon law in Catholicism, the sharia in Islam, the halakha in Judaism) became a standard for right conduct and rightful rule; usually a beneficiary, the state nonetheless felt constrained. The interpreters of the law constituted a group of intellectuals capable of exercising political influence.


The third great development, the invention of the printing press, made scholarship, scripture, and law accessible to much larger numbers of people. It was no longer just a few who were in a position to compare the standards of political activity with reality. As literacy rates began to rise, there emerged new religious sects and fresh political demands. The increasingly autonomous individual demanded liberty of religion and other freedoms. The printing press made its debut in Europe about the year 1500, stimulating a push for literacy and contributing to the spread of Protestantism, but the invention found its way to the Middle East only in the nineteenth century. That fact probably helps explain why the religious ferment linked to the diffusion of the printed text in Europe came later in the Middle East and North Africa.


Finally, the printing of materials in vernacular European languages after 1500 contributed to the growth of sentiments that have come to be identified as nationalism. Groups of people, divided by historical experience or united in vast empires with other groups, came to imagine themselves as communities.11 These communities coincided in only a few cases with existing political boundaries and in still fewer cases with the limits of religious affiliation. As the new phenomenon of the nation-state took shape in Europe and America, the old relationships between religion and politics—for example, a relationship between a multinational empire, such as the Ottoman, and a multinational religion, such as Islam—faced nationalist threat. Among late-developing European nations, Italy is an example of a place where nationalism challenged religion. Far from achieving immediate congruence between religion and state after unification in 1870, the new Italian Republic found itself at odds with the central institution of Christianity, the papacy. The Ottoman Empire faced nationalist challenges in Serbia, Greece, Egypt, and elsewhere in the Balkans. When the empire finally succumbed to European defeat in World War I, Turkish nationalists sought to build a new state without the Ottoman dynasty or its legitimating prop, the religious establishment.


Nationalism in the Middle East


As a new nation in the Middle East, one cut from the heart of a great empire, Turkey was the first to face the need to construct a new relationship between religion and politics. Having decided to accept the Anatolian peninsula as the geography of the new Turkey, the Turkish military, led by Mustafa Kemal (later called Atatürk, Father of the Turks), had little choice but to eliminate the imperial institutions that sustained the old order. And that meant attacking the Ottoman sultanate-caliphate, which had from the beginning pictured itself as a champion of mainstream (Sunni) Islam. While Mustafa Kemal invoked Islam in the name of the new Turkey, especially as he sought to rally non–Turkish speakers such as the Kurds to support the war for independence, politics dictated a revision of the relationship between Islam and the state.


Nationalism in the Middle East nonetheless differed from the European model, because new nations appeared without the widespread literacy that marked Europe in the nineteenth century. Whereas in Europe the development of national literatures had contributed to the growth of nationalism, the push toward mass literacy in the Middle East followed the development of nationalism.12 It was result rather than cause. Thus, when Mustafa Kemal decided Turkish should no longer be written in the Arabic script but in the Western alphabet, he discombobulated the literate few but not the illiterate many. Similarly, when he acted against the religious elites (the ulama and the Sufi orders), who were compromised by their ties to the landed and military classes of the old regime, he could do so with relative impunity. In Saudi Arabia and in other states of the Middle East, such as Jordan, Morocco, and the shaykhdoms of the Persian Gulf, the political irrelevance of the masses made it relatively easy to create or sustain relationships with religious elites. Limited literacy permitted a shift toward radical secularism in Turkey as it permitted a version of religious traditionalism in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere to capture nationalist impulses and minimize at least temporarily the potential tensions between religious and political life.13


One place where widespread literacy conditioned nationalism from the outset was the state of Israel. There a fog enveloped the relationship between religion and politics from the start. Most Jewish immigrants to Palestine before World War II came from Eastern Europe and had the benefit of schooling within the Jewish community. Once the immigrants were in Palestine, the Zionist leadership pushed them to learn Hebrew, which solidified national identity and underscored the relationship between Zionism and scriptures. The proliferation of secular and religious groups, each with somewhat different attitudes about the proper relationship between religion and politics in a Jewish community, made it impossible to govern in the name of religion and impossible to govern without the support of deeply religious people. Mass politics as a fundamental characteristic of Zionism, as it was of European nationalism, conditioned the relationship between religion and politics from the outset.


The invention of the printing press, mass literacy, and the new mass media—radio, television, cassette recorders, the Internet—all have transformed religion and politics. When the dissident religious leader Ayatollah Khomeini succeeded in reaching the Iranian masses via taped sermons in the months before the 1979 revolution brought him to power, he effectively transformed the structure of Islam in that state. In Cairo or Riyadh, taxi drivers listening to sermons on cassette engage in a modern version of an age-old exercise, but sermons on cassette also help create a system of preacher-stars, and since it is more difficult to control the production and dissemination of cassettes than it is to monitor who is preaching in a mosque, the technology hinders state efforts to control religious discourse.14 That the Saudi opposition finds itself reduced to using fax machines and the Internet to spread its ideas speaks both to the effectiveness and the ineffectiveness of the Saudi regime in its efforts to monopolize the religious sphere. When any Muslim with a few skills and a little money can create a Web site to “explain” Islam, the power once exercised by clergy is diminished.



Modernization Theory



Modernization theory as it was articulated in the 1950s and 1960s identified political development with secularization of the polity. A fusion of religious and political systems was said to mark traditional society, the term used to characterize third-world cultures prior to European intervention. The bureaucratization of the polity required the separation of religion and politics, and the creation of participatory institutions depended upon the rationalization of political culture. Religion might condition responses to modernity, but political development meant the progressive relegation of religion to the realms of civil society and private belief.


Modernization theory collapsed in the 1970s and 1980s under a withering barrage of critiques for its reification of two categories, traditional society and modern society; for its insistence on development as a linear process; for its transparent embrace of Western ideals under the guise of scientific objectivity; and for its failure to account for important aspects of both Western and non-Western history—to name a few of its most notable weaknesses. The secularization hypothesis, central to the whole body of theory, proved especially vulnerable to counterfactual critique. Religion began to reemerge as a dynamic, vital force in the politics of most Muslim countries; the civil rights movement in the United States, liberation theology in Latin America, the clash between Protestants and Catholics in Ireland, and the prominence of Christian democratic parties in several European states cast doubt on the notion that religion no longer counted in the politics of the West. The defenders of modernization theory found themselves trying to account for aberrations in implausible ways: “Yes, religion remains important in the United States, but American religion is more social than religious.” Or “the Islamic revival is a mere blip on the screen, a short-term deviation from the pattern.”


Modernization theory relegated religion to the dustbin of history—where Marx had already put capitalism—but like capitalism, religion did not go quietly. Religion and politics seem as thoroughly intertwined as ever, perhaps more thoroughly in some parts of the world than others, but the difference is one of degree rather than kind. Religion shapes politics, and vice versa. Under what circumstances, if any, can religion play a positive role in political development? How can the state negotiate a relationship with organized religion that serves the interests of political stability and of religious integrity? What are the possibilities for “settlement” of this relationship in a relatively durable way? Can one discern multiple versions of secularism or multiple roles for religion in political life? As one writer puts it: “We do not yet have a very good conceptual model, much less a theory, to account for the tumultuous entanglement of religion in politics all around the globe.”15


Comparative politics necessarily presupposes a normative perspective. Aristotle founded the discipline with his effort to discern the advantages and disadvantages of different types of government. Machiavelli fashioned his notion of the ideal prince on the basis of a conviction that a strong government capable of maintaining political order is better than a weak government and that peace is a requisite of civilized life. Both Thomas Hobbes and John Locke sought to construct models of good government capable of producing not just peace but a modicum of political liberty as well. Comparisons done in the name of structural-functionalism, Marxism, civil society, and political economy—all presume judgment about desirable versus undesirable outcomes. Any comparative treatment of religion and politics must ask how the interaction of religious and political spheres affects the possibility of realizing desirable outcomes.


The notion of political development, although it emerged from modernization theory, remains useful as a shorthand for desirable political outcomes. Following Samuel Huntington and others, Thomas Ertman defines political development to include two components: the institutionalization (bureaucratization) of the state and the expansion of inclusiveness through the implementation of constitutionalism.16 A state that is increasingly staffed by professionals, who are chosen on the basis of merit, will be capable of providing higher-quality services—defense, economic regulation, infrastructure, health, education; it will be increasingly capable of responding to emerging needs and using resources efficiently. A state based on broad participation and the guarantee of individual rights will command greater loyalty from its citizens and be capable of extracting the resources required to provide high-quality services. A state based on patrimonialism and authoritarianism will be incapable of competing with a bureaucratic, constitutional state in waging war and providing the good life for its citizens. As Ertman shows in the case of Europe, neither aspect of political development is sufficient without the other.


A study of religion and politics undertaken with political development as the norm must ask how the interaction of religion and politics affects the possibilities for bureaucratization and constitutionalism. Can organized religion, understood in the broadest sense as a set of beliefs, identities, organizations, and practices, contribute under specific conditions to political development? Does religion under some (or all) circumstances retard political development? Why does religion reinforce the strength and stability of the state under some circumstances and undermine it in others? Why under some circumstances does it devolve into sectarianism while in other contexts it becomes a foundation for compromise and construction? Under what circumstances does religion tend to disappear from the public arena, and under what conditions does it reappear?


Is any relationship between the political and religious domains more conducive than others to the emergence and maintenance of a bureaucratic-constitutional state? The secularization hypothesis suggests that such a relationship must be based on political secularism. Are other models of religious-political equilibrium conducive to political development at some stage? What might be the advantages of an official state religion?


These questions focus on religion as an independent variable and politics as a dependent variable. Scholars working from the perspective of modernization theory have asked whether Protestantism or Catholicism is more consistent with democratic development, whether Christianity or Islam poses greater obstacles to modernization, and whether citizens with strong religious beliefs are more or less inclined to vote for certain parties or policies.17 Religion appears from this perspective to be a fixed, primordial aspect of a person’s psyche and a long-term influence over the politics of a country. It is usually treated as having existed prior to the formation of political institutions and policies, a cause of politics rather than an effect. I propose to examine a set of propositions offered in this vein. The propositions are paired, one positive about the role of religion, one negative, in each of four categories: identity, ideology, institutions, and political culture. All the propositions reflect arguments found in the literature of sociology and politics, but the textual formulations, which combine and simplify ideas, are mine.


Identity


The modern doctrine of social contract proposes that states should be the creation of peoples who already have a common identity and reach agreement with each other to form a government. The French nation made revolution. The American nation revolted against the British and adopted a constitution. What the new nations showed was an incredible vigor produced by the loyalty and energy of the citizens who identified with them. Identity powers the nation-state. The question, then, of what constitutes identity with the nation becomes a much more critical issue than ever it was in the age of empire. In fact, the Ottoman Empire, which housed a panoply of religious and ethnic identities, came under pressure to acknowledge the rights and legitimacy of ethnic and religious minorities, who were increasingly hostile to an empire they began to see as outmoded.


The triumph of the nation-state, thanks largely to imperialism in the Middle East, has disrupted the relationship between religious identity and political identity virtually everywhere. There is not, and never was, any perfect correspondence between religious and political identity in the area, but it scarcely mattered in an earlier era. Now it does matter, because the new nation-states lack legitimacy. To pretend that all Syrians gathered together to make Syria a state would be preposterous. Modern Syria emerged from Ottoman control after World War I as a result of French and British decisions rather than Syrian self-determination. But the leaders of the new Turkey, like leaders in Egypt, Morocco, Iraq, Syria, and elsewhere, know that any hope of making strong, effective political entities means building an identity within the body politic. That is the foundation of any nation-state. Religious identities, on the other hand, divide states within their borders and create allegiances across borders, weakening fragile nation-states.


Hypothesis 1: A state built upon religious identity and reflecting major elements of national history may be able to construct institutions seen as indigenous in origin and capable of generating a loyalty among subjects and citizens that other governments do not enjoy.


A state that shapes its institutions to reflect religious tradition may appear more authentic and genuine than a state that keeps religion at arm’s length. The Saudi and Iranian states enjoy an aura of legitimacy that comes from identifying with Islam. Whether their institutions reflect foreign influences as well, or whether their policies always adhere to Islamic law, as they say they do, is another matter. Though surely not invulnerable, both states have survived difficult times and avoided the political instability characteristic of more secular states. The Moroccan and Jordanian monarchies have also clothed themselves in Islam and have managed to survive despite what Huntington defines as “the king’s dilemma”: To modernize is to undercut the tradition upon which the regime depends, but not to modernize society and economy is to invite revolt from a people that sees others benefiting from better lifestyles.18


In the Middle East, Israel is perhaps the state that has used religion most successfully as a badge of its uniqueness and authenticity. While Judaism does not figure in the constitution, because there is no constitution, it constitutes an essential aspect of state institutions. The government honors the Sabbath, leaders let themselves be photographed participating in religious ceremonies, Yeshiva students enjoy military exemptions, and, most important, the state bases its case for legitimacy on Jewish history. The Shoa (Hebrew for the Holocaust) constitutes the most critical aspect of that history; the Yad Vashem, a memorial to the Holocaust, is where foreign leaders go first when they make official visits. It is difficult to imagine a state capable of incorporating Jewish immigrants from all over the world that does not have Judaism built into its institutions.


States of relatively recent origin, such as those of the Middle East, may have a particular need to draw on religion as a source of identity. Durkheim argued that religion had its origins in the human need for society. All societies come together to assert common values, and in that process, they create a distinction between the sacred and the profane. Religion necessarily evolves as societies expand and contract and the elements of commonality evolve. No community can be without religion, in his view. To integrate church and state makes for a stronger community in newly created societies. Separation of church and state relativizes all religion and diminishes the value of the religious bond.19


Hypothesis 2: Religious identities, when not congruent with a state’s boundaries, may prevent the formation of strong polities capable of ensuring peace and liberty for its citizens.


This hypothesis counters the first. The champions of hypothesis 2 tend to see religious (and ethnic) identity as primordial, anchored deep within the human consciousness, hence enduring and nonnegotiable. Examples to support that notion abound: India, Northern Ireland, Belgium, Lebanon, Iraq, Sudan, Nigeria, and others. Hobbes, who saw the divisive effect of religion in seventeenth-century England, thought the Leviathan required a single religious identity focused upon the sovereign. Locke built a case for toleration, but not of Catholics or atheists, groups deemed incapable of collaborating in the construction of a liberal state. Arend Lijphart’s consociational or consensus model, liberal and somewhat democratic, seemed to promise political development in states deeply divided by religion, but the collapse of Lebanon and the tribulations of Belgium have weakened the case for consociationalism.20 Of course, there are also examples of modern states where multiple religious identities have not prevented the development of a strong constitutional state.


The hypothesis gains strength from being sharpened. An increased emphasis on religious identity as a tool for mobilizing political action may divide a state and compromise its ability to ensure peace and liberty. It may lead to sectarianism rather than to sectorialism, by which Avishai Margalit means that a group retains an “overriding commitment to keeping a shared framework.”21 The mobilization of the Shia in Lebanon in the early 1970s under Imam Musa al-Sadr to fight for social justice and a fair share of political influence in that country triggered resistance from the dominant Maronite Christian group. While the subsequent civil war can scarcely be regarded as a struggle between Christians and Muslims over religious doctrine, the appeal to religious identity in the Shii community elicited an analogous appeal on the part of others. Similarly, the rise of Islamism in Egypt in the 1970s and 1980s led to attacks on the Christian minority, who, suddenly embattled, began to rally as a group to fight for their place in politics. The creation of an Islamic republic in Iran jeopardized the already precarious position of minorities such as the Bahais.


Ideology


Religious ideas about authority tend to follow from political ideas, and political ideas often seek to ground themselves in religious thought. “In Georgian England, as much as in the seventeenth century, politics was a branch of theology,” writes William Gibson.22 One might say something similar about the Middle East in the twenty-first century. The political ideologies most hostile to religious authority—Marxism, especially in the Soviet interpretation, and French radicalism at the end of the nineteenth century—have not fared well. The Soviet Union collapsed without having eradicated religion, the French infatuation with laïcité diminished with the fall of the Third Republic and the rise of a Christian democratic party in that country, and Turkey backed away from its laïcisme when it moved to multiparty democracy after World War II. The flow of ideologies and analogies has been from politics to religion, not vice versa, but religion has successfully resisted ideas, such as Marxism, that threatened the existence of the religious sphere. Politics cannot dictate religious ideology, but religious actors have historically been creative in adapting religious ideas of authority to political circumstances.23


Modern religions have all faced the challenge of adapting to the democratic surge of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. François Burgat echoes what many have said: “There is a fundamental antipathy between all religious dogma and the democratic idea.”24 Dogma depends upon certainty, which is anchored in revelation for all peoples of the book. Dogma does not depend on democratic decision-making to give it the stamp of truth. In their dogmatic forms and over long spans of history, Christianity, Judaism, and Islam have all been illiberal and undemocratic in their basic message. Many thousands of pages have been written to show how one or the other of these religions is or is not propitious for the emergence of modern liberalism, socialism, or democracy. But since human beings constructed the dogmas of all religions when they knew nothing of modern liberalism, socialism, or democracy, any hint of these modern ideas in ancient texts must be regarded as purely accidental. Fortunately, all three of these religions do contain elements that can and do serve in the contemporary era as tools for legitimating the evolution of religious thought in liberal and democratic directions.


Hypothesis 3: The progressive exclusion of religion from the body politic would undermine the state’s legitimacy. The most fundamental principles of liberal-democratic government cannot be reduced to empirical propositions. It is impossible to show empirically that people are equal. That proposition, like others, requires a leap of faith or a normative judgment. Religion can help nurture faith in democracy.


Liberalism in Europe came from political thought deeply influenced by both classical and Christian writers, and religious dissenters were among those who pushed first and hardest for liberty. Owen Chadwick writes: “In Western Europe the ultimate claim of the liberal was religious. Liberal faith rested in origin upon the religious dissenter.”25 To be free to practice religion meant freedom to speak on other matters. When dissenters formed colonies in North America, they did so to be free to worship and free to establish ethical governments. In the Great Awakening of the eighteenth century, Jonathan Edwards and his followers invoked a new, benevolent, rational God. Fewer were the references to God as king. Instead, “biblical ideas of covenant were combined with Lockean ideas of political obligation.”26 As David Nicholls explains, religion supported the new politics and the new constitution: “The constitution was viewed by many Americans as an earthly reflection of that divine constitution according to which God rules the universe.”27


Can a liberal polity sustain itself and its authority in the long run without reference to any standards external to its own decision-making processes? Those processes depend upon some form of majority rule to lend righteousness and moral purpose to the actions of the state. A majority authorizes a constitution, which authorizes a majority to decide what is right. Yet many would insist, with Martin Luther King, that laws approved by the majority can be unjust. For King, there was little question that the legitimacy of American government depended upon notions of justice generated in the Western tradition of political thought, itself conditioned by Christianity. To sever the link between religion and politics would deprive the political system of a critical source of its claim to do what is right.


Some have argued that liberalism faces a crisis of legitimacy precisely because it has sought to separate itself from its religious origins. The state has come to represent individual interests, whose only legitimacy lies in the wills of its citizens. Removed from its pedestal, the state must follow what its members decide is the path of virtue; it has lost the ability to chart that path.28 The liberal state, says Ernest Fortin, is condemned by modernism to defend itself in secular terms, looks to philosophy for new foundations, but philosophy still seems more bent on destroying than on creating foundations: “Civil society depends for its stability and well-being on the attachment of its citizens to a set of laws and a corresponding way of life that are never completely rational, but that attachment is undermined by the philosopher’s unswerving dedication to reason.”29


The nation-state itself is an artificial entity. It has no intrinsic legitimacy. Whereas the early nation-states of Europe found plausibility in common language, they also looked in many cases to religion as a legitimating force. Newer states, many contrived on the drawing boards of Europe and constructed on the European model by imperial powers, struggle to establish legitimate credentials. It is not surprising that they, too, seek to cover themselves with religious symbols, rhetoric, and ideas. They seek a grounding that secular liberalism cannot provide.


Hypothesis 4: Some religions, such as Roman Catholicism and Islam, are undemocratic in tendency. Others (varieties of Protestantism) seem to be linked to the growth of democratic institutions. Hence, some types of religion must give way or engage in reform if political development is to occur.


Nicholls argues that images of God necessarily derive from human experience. Insofar as human beings imagine God as authoritative and powerful, they invoke political analogies to describe those roles—ruler, Lord, king, master, sovereign, judge. God rules the heavens as kings and presidents rule on earth.30 By the same token, religious understandings of God necessarily come to influence political ideology. For example, a notion of a transcendent God far removed from human affairs, oblivious to the disputes of humankind, unavailable to the prayers and entreaties of mere individuals, prime mover and final judge of human behavior, becomes one model for political authoritarianism. However, the image of a God present in the world to alleviate the suffering of humankind and guide it to better pastures, a God to be discovered in the actions of some and absent from the actions of others, may lend itself to exploitation by political authorities claiming to represent God on earth. Nicholls writes: “A God who is unambiguously immanent may too easily be used to sanctify a current political system, while a merely transcendent being, ruling over an alien world, readily provides a model, and thus a potential legitimation, for arbitrary political rule.”31


Radically transcendent and thoroughly immanent concepts of God sustain authoritarianism, but neither mainstream Christianity nor mainstream Islam takes an extreme position on this matter. In the case of Christianity, God appeared on earth. In the case of Islam, God sent down the Quran to shepherd human beings toward a better life. Saint cultures emerged in both religions to soften the dichotomy between heaven and earth. Donald Eugene Smith rates Islam and Roman Catholicism equal in “dogmatic authority” and “directive authority” (three points each on a three-point scale) but ultimately judges Catholicism more authoritarian not because of ideology but because of organization (a hierarchical as opposed to an organic religion).32


Rulers in both traditions have found ample ammunition to claim divine origin, divine guidance, and divine status for their own versions of authoritarianism. Scholars have argued that the Catholic countries of Europe struggled longer and harder against authoritarian rule than did the Protestant states. Inglehart has reiterated the Weberian contention that Protestantism triggered the growth of materialism and entrepreneurship in northern Europe, and this shift in values ultimately contributed to the growth of liberal constitutional regimes in these countries. Attitudes in Catholic Europe remain somewhat more traditional and authoritarian in the survey data he analyzes.33 Ideology slows political development by retarding the shift in values toward greater citizen confidence and competency.


The reform movement in Islam launched by Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and carried forward by Muhammad Abdu in Egypt proceeded from similar assumptions. Abdu believed that political and economic development in the Muslim world depended upon revising Islamic theology. The prevailing Sunni view held that truth came only through revelation and that Islamic law, as compiled by the scholars of the ninth and tenth centuries, followed directly from revelation. Religious authority aligned itself to support an authoritarian ruler committed to upholding Islam and to opposing any innovation, deemed heretical because one human being cannot change what God has fixed. Abdu argued that revelation itself affirmed reason, and thus modern scientific discoveries based on reason could not contradict revelation; they could not be deemed heretical innovation. For Afghani, Abdu, Rashid Rida, and others of reformist inclination, the capacity of Muslim societies to modernize depended first upon change in the ideology of Islam. They looked for inspiration to the pious ancestors (salafi).


Westerners joined these salafi reformers in blaming the backwardness of Muslim societies—economic, social, and political—on the dogmatic character of Islamic thought. Describing the victory of theology over philosophy in the medieval Islamic world, Orientalists portrayed a society convinced that it had established the truth and insulated itself against fresh ideas in any realm. The late representatives of the Islamic philosophical tradition, Ibn Rushd (Averroës) and Ibn Khaldun, however influential in the West, exercised little or no influence on Islamic thought. More advanced in military and bureaucratic techniques than its European contemporaries of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the Ottoman Empire could not keep pace with Europe as the scientific, technological, philosophical, social, and political revolutions unfolded there. The Ottomans disdained innovation in deference to an ideology of unchanging truth founded in revelation. Such is the argument that religious ideology can obstruct political development.


Institutions


Separation of church and state remains fundamental to liberal thinking, just as the fusion of religion and politics remains an objective of Islamists. But neither fusion nor separation of religious and political institutions has proved workable. Islamists look to the Medina state, founded by Muhammad in 622 and destroyed by the first civil war (656–660) within the Islamic community, as an example of the fusion they admire. Even then a struggle over compiling the Quran under the third caliph, Uthman, suggests potential if not real divergence between the organization of religion and the organization of the state. Similarly, it may be possible to speak of John Calvin’s efforts to make the city of Geneva into “one great church,” but, like the Medina state, the arrangements depended largely on the presence of a single man. Muhammad’s Medina and Calvin’s Geneva constitute but tiny segments of Muslim and Christian history. They are scarcely typical of either tradition.


The complete separation of religious and political institutions has been fleeting and illusory, because religious institutions cannot exist apart from sovereign authority. Even if religious institutions are not explicitly a part of the state but rather constitute a part of civil society, the authority of the state creates the shell in which civil society can function. The state may decide to tolerate autonomous religious organizations or even favor them with tax benefits in exchange for support of the existing political order. It may choose not to favor any one organization over another. It may choose to treat members of all religious organizations as equal in importance to each other and to atheists and agnostics. But no more than corporations chartered by the state or benevolent associations founded in conformity with the law can religious organizations be entirely separate from the state.


The case of France shows why complete separation is not possible. The French conception of secularism (laïcité) responded to a precise set of political circumstances.34 Champions of republican institutions at the end of the nineteenth century regarded the Roman Catholic Church, bulwark of the nobility and the monarchy in the ancien régime, as a reactionary force, hostile to liberal, democratic ways. (At the same time, the French state undertook a colonial mission civilisatrice, which was heavy in religious overtones.) Republicans sought to separate church and state and, especially, to take education out of “enemy” hands. A century later, after almost fifty years of the Fifth Republic, with the Church no longer an enemy, the state helps support private (Catholic) schools, permits tax deductions for religious donations, and funds cultural activities linked to religious causes. For example, it has supported museums located in churches, infrastructure for a papal visit to France, and Islamic cultural centers, which include mosques. This is the new version of laïcité. France may require more separation of political and religious institutions than do other European states, but the difference between France and the others is diminishing. (One French writer puts the other European states into three categories: (1) “absence of laïcité”: Great Britain, Denmark, Greece; (2) “semi-laïcité”: Germany, Belgium, Netherlands, and Luxembourg; and (3) “quasi-laïcité”: Portugal, Spain, and Italy.)35 Very attached to the concept of laïcité, the French would rather redefine it than simply acknowledge its inadequacy.


States have historically depended on religious organizations for a number of services vital to political development. In Europe the early development of state bureaucracies depended upon the literate class, composed mostly of clerics, who became clerks. The Church helped supply local leadership, community solidarity, schools, and welfare services long before states began to think about supplying these things. Effectively, the Roman Catholic Church, and eventually Protestant churches, gave the state greater capacity to provide for the needs of subjects than it would otherwise have had. Mosques, religious foundations, Sufi orders, and lay Islamic organizations perform some of these same services in the Islamic world. State takeover requires an increase in the state’s bureaucratic, managerial capacities; in the absence of that capacity, takeover diminishes innovation, reduces service, and increases public dissatisfaction.


Religious organizations also help provide structure to a state in which political parties do not exist. Before the era of mass communication, the church reached more people than did any other institution. Dissident groups used religion to oppose the state, and the state did not hesitate to ask the established church for its support against these groups, or for war against heretic foreigners. In his study of Lindau, Germany, Wolfart argues that the breakup of Christianity into multiple confessions contributed to state building in early modern Europe.36 The Catholic Church, closely tied to the French nobility, built rural support of the monarchy in the ancien régime. The Church of England, reaching across class barriers, structured the social stability of eighteenth-century England.37 Alexis de Tocqueville saw the churches of America as the great organizational underpinning of democracy at a time when parties were just beginning to take root. Meeting with friends and neighbors, talking about the issues of the day, committing oneself to God and country, and participating in the new democracy were all possible through the churches. The role of churches in fostering political interest and activity may still hold. Recent studies show that churchgoing among African Americans correlates positively with political involvement.38


Hypothesis 5: Religious organizations engaged in projects promoting the common welfare—education, medical care, child care, and the like—can help generate a set of nongovernmental institutions that train citizens and open the way to a stronger, more inclusive state. They can contribute to the construction of civil society. Politicization of religion produces a pluralization of religious groups that may eventually contribute to pluralism in the political arena.


Durkheim posits that religions inherently reflect society. They grow from people’s needs for social solidarity, and therefore they inevitably produce churches—communities of believers or disciples who profess common beliefs and follow common rites. Serving social needs is thus a primary rather than a secondary goal.39 Religious institutions in many parts of the world have been major providers of clerical and educational services. Tocqueville noted the extent to which the churches of America helped draw people together and prepare them for full participation in democratic political life.


Vaclav Havel has done more to revive the theory of civil society than any other statesman. For him civil society comes as a response to a state that tries to dominate every aspect of social interaction so that citizens forget that they themselves can be the protagonists and animators, that they can, independently of the state, provide for many of their own needs and, from that experience, learn that the state, too, is their instrument, not their tutor. Political scientists have seized upon this notion and examined the extent to which various contemporary states nourish civil societies capable of carrying the societies eventually toward more liberal and democratic institutions. A pair of volumes on the Middle East edited by Augustus Richard Norton reflects that perspective.40


Islamist organizations such as the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and Jordan have created or reinvented a set of associations and organizations that enhance civil society.41 The Brotherhood got its start as a community organization in Ismailia, an Egyptian city in the Sinai peninsula. As the Brotherhood spread to other cities, it sought to engage its members in constructing facilities such as mosques, schools, sports centers, and parks. It provided services, including education, to its members. With roots in the literate, modernizing, lower middle class, it created elements of a civil society that eventually became a political force. The state has nonetheless regulated, channeled, controlled, limited, and otherwise dominated the civil society.42 Religion has strengthened civil society, and if civil society has thus far been unable to take control of the state in which it functions, it nonetheless represents a force for democracy. Robert Hefner calls it civil-democratic Islam as opposed to statist Islam.43


As Eickelman and Piscatori argue, it is increasingly difficult to identify Islam with a single voice and a single organization in Muslim-dominated countries.44 Even in Saudi Arabia, where the state uses its power to maintain a unified front, dissident voices from within the ulama have made themselves heard. In the somewhat more liberal atmosphere of Hosni Mubarak’s Egypt, a cacophony of voices claimed to speak for Islam: militants demanding revolution, secularists demanding a rethinking of the sharia, ulama attempting to support or influence state decisions, the Brotherhood and its multiple offshoots seeking to steer government action by undercutting the interpretations and authority of the ulama, and the state itself trying its best to flood the market with religious propaganda designed to legitimate its policies and actions. That list leaves out Coptic Christians, who have become more politicized in an effort to stave off Islamist legislation, and Muslim Sufis, who since 2011 may be inclined to join the game. Eickelman and Piscatori, among others, speculate that the de facto pluralization of Islamic institutions in Egypt and elsewhere bodes well for democratization.45 Pluralism coupled with tolerance produces political competition.


Hypothesis 6: Organized religion, where it takes hierarchical form, may obstruct political development by resisting state efforts to develop state authority and to provide directly for the general welfare of citizens. Only a state in which religion and politics are thoroughly separated can provide political development.


Machiavelli pronounced Christianity the worst of religions for sustaining political stability, because it was not identical in scope with any state. As a power outside the state, the papacy had followers and opponents in every community, dividing where it ought to have united. It did not hesitate to invite foreign intervention in the Italian peninsula, if such action served the interests of the Church. Venice earned the enmity of Rome for treating the papacy as just another state, driven by interest rather than principle. The Venetian refusal to accept papal appointments led to the imposition of sanctions against one of the most advanced polities of its day.


Roman Catholicism is more hierarchical than Islam by virtue of the priesthood and centralized management. The alliance of the Catholic Church with the ancien régime and the Church’s opposition to the French Republic through the late nineteenth century embittered the debate in France about public schools. The papacy set itself against the Italian Republic in the first half century of the republic’s existence, forbidding Catholics to vote or hold office. Smith treats Islam as an “organic” religion, that is, one lacking in a distinct religious hierarchy, but the Ottoman sultans of the Tanzimat period came to see the corps of ulama, with its prerogatives and privileges, as separate from the will of the sovereign and as an obstacle to reform.46 In Egypt Muhammad Ali sought to subjugate the ulama, perhaps because of their standing as an indigenous elite sustained by significant economic resources. To do so he sought to create hierarchy by elevating the Shaykh al-Azhar to preeminence over other ulama.47 Thus Islam became hierarchical in some times and places.


The separation hypothesis presumes that organized religion must move from the public realm to the private and become a matter of individual conscience. The theory claims that government combined with an official church limits the freedom of citizens to practice religions of their choice. Effective, rational government requires the services of all citizens, religious or not. Since moral claims cannot be verified, the claims of religious organizations deserve no more weight than the interests and claims of groups lacking the authority of God. Constitutional, bureaucratic government depends upon the will of the people, not the will of God. As Peter Berger puts it: “Religion mystifies institutions by explaining them as given over and beyond their empirical existence in the history of society.”48 Modern government seeks to demystify itself and its processes.


Political Culture


Religion can contribute to personal and national identity. It offers ideological perspectives on the relationship of human beings to authority. It brings people together in organizations with potential and actual political influence. But above all, it constitutes a social “fact” in every country of the world. People pray. They attend services in churches, synagogues, and mosques. They participate in religious organizations. Most important, they see religion as a guide to behavior, promoting the good and fighting evil. When people everywhere invoke God in happiness and in despair, in gratefulness and in resentment, the expressions may be more automatic than calculated. The instinct to do right may lie much deeper than the commandments people remember and invoke. People who do not profess religious commitments do not behave much differently than those who do, but the actions of those without explicit commitment may reflect religious upbringing or exposure. The religious fact is a powerful element of every national culture, and governments ignore it at their peril.


In some circumstances, political culture may change more quickly than political institutions, and the result may be political instability. The U.S. antislavery movement in the middle of the nineteenth century is an example. A groundswell of public opinion against slavery propelled in part by religious belief and religious organizations transformed the public mind-set about slavery before political institutions could move against it. In other circumstances, political institutions seek to change political culture. The French and Russian revolutions produced governments bent upon transforming the way citizens understood their relationship to political authority. With propaganda and education, they sought to create a new citizenry. In postrevolutionary circumstances, the training of subjects and citizens becomes a critical issue. What are future generations to be taught about private versus public good, legitimate political authority, the relationship between law and morality, the place of religion in society, and the social mores they have come to take as defining elements of their lives? Such education must start from a notion of current attitudes, and in every country those attitudes reflect aspects of religious heritage.


Religion appears more important as a defining element of culture in some societies than in others. Many European students of Middle Eastern cultures writing in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries portrayed the region as bound up in religion, and the West as liberated from it. Survey data now suggest that the proportion of people in Egypt, Turkey, or Iran who see religion as important to their daily lives might be higher than it is in Europe but not necessarily higher than in the United States.49 Is there any society in which religion can be ignored as a factor in shaping mass attitudes toward morality and authority? If political development means movement toward greater participation and inclusiveness, then political stability will be increasingly dependent on congruence between state policies and political culture.50


To perpetuate themselves, modern states seek to train inhabitants as subjects or citizens. Similarly, religious groups, whether they represent a majority or a minority of a society, must socialize their young, if they are to survive as distinct entities. For much of European and Middle Eastern history, religious organizations provided the only education available in the society, training both secular and religious leadership, usually from the noble classes. In modern times some states have assumed all responsibilities for education, including the preparation of clergy. Turkey in its first forty years of independence is an example. The idea was to teach an Islam that accepted the removal of religion from direct participation in the political sphere and distanced itself from the mysticism that enjoyed great popular appeal, especially in the rural, less modernized areas. The British sponsored such educational policies in Egypt, and the French did the same thing in Algeria. They hoped to use a modernist version of Islam to fashion loyal colonial subjects, cutting them away from the Ottoman tradition and the existing political culture.51 Successor nationalist regimes continued these colonial policies.


In France, the question is most frequently posed in the opposite way: Can the republic survive without an educational system that is laïque? When three Muslim girls were expelled from high school for wearing head scarves in 1989, the government asked the Conseil d’État, a high administrative court, to rule on whether laïcité had been violated. The court responded that the mere wearing of head scarves did not compromise the integrity of education, if there was no effort to proselytize or otherwise disrupt the classroom, but this response, far from settling the issue, touched off controversy and an outpouring of books defending laïcité. Most of these books note that laïcité nonetheless means something quite different now than it did at the end of the nineteenth century, when republicans deemed that they could solidify loyalty to the republic only by taking over the educational responsibilities exercised by the Catholic Church. Teachers became—and remain—apostles of republican unity, alert to any hint of religious particularism. But the Catholic Church no longer constitutes a threat to republican unity, and the state has even subsidized private (mostly Catholic) schools since 1958. Private schools must hire teachers with credentials approved by the state and include programs of instruction approved by the state, but they may also offer additional courses and activities. Socialist efforts in the 1980s to redress the balance in favor of purer secularism failed, as did rightist efforts to move the marker in the other direction, with the authorization of charter schools, in the following decade. The explosion of the head-scarf controversy shows the continued centrality of education to the relationship between religion and political culture in France.52


Schools have also been at the center of the culture wars in the United States. On the one hand, if the Founders intended that separation of church and state would guarantee the autonomy of religion but not free the state from religious standards of right and wrong, public schools would not necessarily avoid teaching about religion, and government might reasonably encourage and even support religious schools. On the other hand, it is not obvious how state-funded schools should treat religion. Religious groups have protested the elimination of prayer from schools and the failure of schools to teach morality. Critics accuse schools of teaching an antireligious philosophy they call secular humanism. Teachers and school boards are afraid to include courses on comparative religion or the history of religions, which might well offend the groups most intent on promoting spirituality in the schools. Permitting and subsidizing religious schools, subject to conditions and cooperation, goes partway toward solving the problem at the risk of perpetuating discrete, autonomous religious communities, indifferent to the logic of public discourse, but it does nothing to expose the public-school student to religious history and doctrine. Surely the Founders did not imagine that the separation of church and state would mean the separation of citizens from knowledge of religion, but many contemporary Americans arrive in college without a solid understanding of Judaism or Christianity, Protestantism or Catholicism, much less Islam.


Hypothesis 7: “Rational” types of religion may trigger individual initiative, encourage the spread of education, and spur economic growth. Economic prosperity will in turn make available resources vital to the construction of a modern nation-state, and an increasingly educated, rational political culture will support liberalization and democratization.


In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber argued that the peculiar propensities of Calvinism as a kind of worldly asceticism had triggered the development of capitalism in Western Europe.53 The Calvinist belief in predestination seemed to deprive human beings of even the slightest control over their eternal fate. An inaccessible, omniscient God preordained the destiny of every human being, but this transcendent God also left human beings free to read the Bible and think about what one who merited salvation ought to do. Calvinists found themselves driven by inner ethical impulses to make this world and their place within it better. Success made them confident of their selection by God, and the certainty of selection gave them the confidence to be pioneers of the Industrial Revolution in Europe.


Inglehart finds support in modern survey data for an updated version of the Weberian hypothesis. Protestantism’s instilled drive for achievement and education fostered economic growth in the West. Constructing an index of “achievement motivation” from interviews conducted in forty-three countries, Inglehart discovered a high correlation between the mean index for each country and the mean economic growth rate for that country between 1960 and 1990. He reasons that countries ranking high in achievement motivation tend to save and invest for the future and to act with determination to obtain their goals. “In short, growth rates are best understood as a consequence of both economic and cultural factors.”54


Inglehart takes this argument one step further by confirming that economic development correlates positively with the emergence of liberal democracy. And he goes beyond that to assert that cultural factors, such as the level of education, push a society toward more liberal, participatory values that are, for him, a second major axis of modernity. “Rational religion,” which Weber defined as religion shorn of most of its magical and mystical properties and anchored in an ethical code, thus promotes political development.


In a study of Canada and the United States, Corwin Smidt concludes: “The data reveal that religious tradition is moderately related to both social trust and civic engagement, though somewhat more strongly so in terms of civic engagement than social trust.” The study shows a particularly strong relationship between religiosity and civic engagement among black Protestants in the United States. “This pattern is consistent with the findings of previous research that religious involvement, particularly among those who lack the resource of money, imparts civic skills and engenders civic involvement.”55


Hypothesis 8: A culture steeped in religion—committed to myth, magic, and faith in God rather than faith in human effort—will be unable to produce subjects, much less citizens, of a modern state. Such a culture must be secularized—that is, rationalized—if genuine political development is to occur.


In the introduction to his book on Spinoza, Steven Smith writes: “The aim of the work as a whole is the liberation of the individual from bondage to superstition and ecclesiastical authority. Spinoza’s ideal is the free or autonomous individual who uses reason to achieve mastery over the passions.”56 Political development depends upon autonomous, rational individuals.


That seems to be what Weber meant by the “disenchantment of the world,” a phrase that appears as the title of a book by Gauchet, who writes: “For Weber this expression specifically meant ‘the elimination of magic as a salvation technique.’ I do not believe that broadening it to mean the impoverishment of the reign of the invisible distorts this meaning.”57 Gauchet sees the very birth of scriptural religion as the beginning of a relentless process of secularization. The logic of secularization lies within all the religions of the book—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—and secularization means declining influence of religion (and the supernatural) on culture. In Religion and Political Development, D. E. Smith writes:


Underlying the secularization of political culture is the decline of explicitly religious values, generally throughout the society. Religiosity and piety are no longer highly valued socially. Material values rank higher than otherworldly values. . . . There is growing scepticism concerning the truth or validity of traditional religious doctrine. . . . Religious values no longer motivate importantly. . . . People do not think about religion much; it occupies a diminishing part of their consciousness. There is growing tolerance of religious values foreign to one’s own culture and a growing relativism based on scepticism of all religious truth claims.58


Like Weber and Talcott Parsons, Smith regards secularization as fundamental to political development, a description of what has occurred in the West and a prescription for the developing world. He describes not just a decline in the influence of organized religions but, with his reference to consciousness, a decline in individual religiosity as well. Berger, who later had second thoughts about these matters, says much the same thing in The Sacred Canopy:


[Secularization] affects the totality of cultural life and of ideation, and may be observed in the decline of religious contents in the arts, in philosophy, in literature, and most important of all, in the rise of science as an autonomous, thoroughly secular perspective on the world. And as there is a secularization of society and culture, so is there a secularization of consciousness.59


Echoes of logical positivism, a philosophical movement that began in nineteenth-century Europe and gained momentum in the twentieth century, reverberate in this and other statements of secularizing necessity. Logical positivism insists that only the empirical verification of testable hypotheses can generate truth. Science and rationality produce a truth that drives out magic and eventually every attachment to something that lies beyond empirical confirmation (“the reign of the invisible”). The ostensible objective of logical positivism is merely description, and description of the particular (as in the analysis of the secularization of Europe) becomes universal by virtue of theory. Political development, understood as the growth of bureaucracy and constitutionalism, requires secularization.


Most proponents of this perspective, from Spinoza through Weber, Durkheim, and Parsons, welcome secularization as a positive outcome, and only a few authors, such as Marcel Gauchet and Ernest Fortin, deplore it. For example, Gauchet worries that the disenchantment of the liberal state leaves it without the capacity to assert itself on behalf of the common good. Without any magic to lift it above the fray, the state becomes a mere container for the multitude of ideas and interests that percolate within it.60 Fortin deplores secularization, and the role of churches in that process, for its impact on the loss of spirituality. Not even the separation of church and state has saved spirituality from the mundane, because churches have been more preoccupied, in his view, with membership and material standing than with the welfare of souls:


Contrary to its stated aim, liberal democracy does breed a specific type of human being, one that is defined by an unprecedented openness to all human possibilities. What this leads to most of the time is neither Nietzschean creativity nor a noble dedication to some pregiven ideal, not a deeper religious life, nor a rich and diversified society, but easygoing indifference and mindless conformism.61


No one takes religion seriously, and the culprit, in Fortin’s opinion, is liberal democracy.


Religion as a Dependent Variable


These eight contradictory propositions all presume that religion shapes political outcomes in some fashion, whether through identity, ideology, institutions, or political culture. In a short-term perspective, religion is an independent variable of some significance in explaining why a given political system veers in one direction or another. There is, however, a strong case to be made for religion as an effect, rather than a cause, especially from a long-term perspective. The religious makeup of a country is partly a result of geography, economics, and social structure, but it is also a product of political influence and decision.


Hypothesis 9: Politics shapes religion much more than religion shapes politics. Religion should thus be understood as a dependent variable, not a causative factor for political development.


In the grand scheme of human history, religion has been a variable. Insofar as it is a product of society, as Durkheim argued, then it logically must change as the definition of society itself evolves with the ages. Berger says, “Religion is the human enterprise by which a sacred cosmos is established.”62 Since all human enterprises change, religion must necessarily change. If religion is a search for meaning in life, in nature, and in the cosmos, then the effort has no logical end, because the object of the search is not fixed. Most religions seek to establish foundational truths that can resist the erosion of history. God is portrayed as an author of historical change who is unaffected by it, yet religions are produced by human beings whose experience and knowledge of God have necessarily occurred within history, not outside of it.
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