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Secularism, “Religious Violence,” 
and the Liberal Imaginary  

    B rian  G oldstone    

   For the past several years now, intellectuals spanning the political and disciplinary 
spectrum have become increasingly obsessed with identifying the causes and 
potential remedies for what are presumed to be religiously motivated acts of vio-
lence. Since September 11, 2001, these are the experts to whom many have anx-
iously turned in order to better comprehend the nature of “religious 
terrorism”—which, of course, was what the attacks of that day were immediately 
identifi ed with.   1    Taking this burgeoning preoccupation as a point of departure, my 
aim in this essay is not only to take stock of the various and oft en incompatible 
positions assumed in these discussions but also to assess the fi gure and the cate-
gory of religious violence itself: the uses to which it has been put; the modes of 
feeling and subjectivity it has called upon, authorized, opposed, or rendered unin-
telligible; and, above all, the political and ethical projects its invocation has been 
able to mobilize in the present. Dating from the sectarian clashes of post- 
Reformation Europe, the memory and feared reemergence of religious violence 
have featured prominently in the organizing rationale for a secular ethos and 
polity, with the malignancy and inhumanity of the former perpetually contrasted 
with the salvifi c (though in many instances no less devastating) potentialities of 
the decidedly this-worldly powers that replaced it. But while such accounts of the 
relationship between religion and the secular state are in the annals of modern 
political thought both familiar and reassuring, less commonly has it been observed 
that what the latter seeks to redeem, indeed encourages and  incites , is a uniquely 
recalibrated religious subject. And it is in light of this longer tradition of secular-
liberal political discourse—a tradition characterized, with regard to matters of 
religiosity, by a distinctive confl uence of critique and commendation—that the 
prescriptions proff ered by those currently theorizing about religious violence can, 
I think, best be understood. 

 My purpose in what follows, then, is by no means to off er an improved theory 
of religious violence—why it happens, where it comes from, how it might be pre-
vented—but neither is it merely to criticize those who choose to engage in such 
endeavors. In this regard, my refl ections can be at least partly distinguished from 
those who have sought to call attention to the inconsistent and even incoherent 
means by which specifi c acts of violence are analytically ascribed to religious as 
opposed to nonreligious motives. For although their claims have come to consti-
tute the conventional wisdom of a populace at war, these experts on religious vio-
lence have not been without their critics: some who have challenged their 
pretensions to quantifi ability—the conjecture that  more  destruction has been 
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wrought by religious than nonreligious institutions or that religion is  more  likely 
to produce pathological subjects—and others who have simply underscored what 
they take to be a discourse beset with a range of contradictions.   2    Notable among 
those who have pointed to such inadequacies is Christian theologian William T. 
Cavanaugh. In a series of recent articles, Cavanaugh’s critical energies have been 
directed at, on the one hand, a radical reappraisal of the historiography surround-
ing early modern Europe’s wars of religion and, on the other, an attempt to under-
mine the analytical sustainability of the “religion” in contemporary discussions of 
religion and violence.   3    Surveying the vast archive dealing with these issues, he con-
vincingly shows that even the most sophisticated attempts to “separate a category 
called ‘religion’ with a particular tendency toward violence from a putatively 
‘secular’ reality”—and hence to distinguish religious aggressions from those gen-
erated by supposedly secular commitments—are ultimately doomed to failure, 
leading him to conclude that such attempts comprise and contribute to the persis-
tence of what he provocatively terms “the myth of religious violence.”   4    And this 
myth, he goes on to argue, not only has long underwritten the modern nation-
state’s persistent contrast between irrational forms of violence and those more 
enlightened cruelties considered necessary to contain them but has also served to 
consolidate the secularist demand that religion be done away with, or at the very 
least be made private, so as not to infect public and political life.   5    

 Cavanaugh is undoubtedly right to underscore these problems and in doing so 
to call attention to the ideological investments that accompany them. But in the 
end I fi nd his account to be inadequate in some important ways, and it is along 
these lines that my own approach seeks to depart from it. For while I share his 
skepticism of the confi dence with which many theorists have tried to distinguish 
religious from nonreligious phenomena, and agree that such comfortable binaries 
ought always to be challenged, it nevertheless strikes me as insuffi  cient to simply 
discard categories like religious violence as analytically incoherent; rather, it seems 
we ought to attend to the contexts in which such categories  are taken to cohere  and 
are spoken and written about as such. For if the myth of religious violence is as 
deeply entrenched as Cavanaugh believes it is, it will not do to emphasize the lack 
of rigor by which the concept is construed. In Cavanaugh’s work, this leads him to 
pay relatively little attention to the secularism that he claims is behind the myth 
and so also to neglect the distinctive sensibilities and aff ects—that is, the  modes  of 
secularity—that underlie the political visions of those who perpetuate it. 

 Th is essay tries to compensate for such neglect by following a somewhat diff er-
ent route. I propose that one way to think through the category of religious vio-
lence is to ask about the place it holds in the liberal imaginary, the work that it 
does, and the kinds of ethico-political formations it is taken to necessitate—and 
this brings me to ask about its connection to secularism. Following some recent 
attempts at reformulating the concept,   6    I point out that in its liberal democratic 
guise secularism indicates a complex relationship to religion that cannot be cap-
tured in terms of outright antagonism; rather, it seems that  specifi c kinds of religion  
are always and for myriad purposes being valorized and denounced, empowered 
and made provisional, and that the demand of liberal democratic states is less that 
religious signs and subjects be evacuated from public spaces than that the beliefs 
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and behaviors of those subjects be refashioned, by whatever kindnesses or cru-
elties the situation necessitates, in accordance with the transcendent values of a 
particular way of life.   7    Put otherwise, in terms borrowed from Foucault, the 
modern secular state can be seen as a highly sophisticated structure into which 
individuals and their various convictions, religious and otherwise, can by all means 
be integrated, but only on the condition that “this individuality be shaped in a new 
form and submitted to a set of very specifi c patterns.”   8    

 A signifi cant part of secularism’s claim to moral and political legitimacy, aft er 
all, was and continues to be linked to its claim not only to being able to provide 
space for the peaceable coexistence of a plurality of identities and beliefs but to 
being able to  secure  this space against anything or anyone that might stand to 
threaten it. To be sure, this double promise of public security, on the one hand, and 
individual liberty, on the other, relies on the regulatory and coercive power of the 
law to determine and eliminate such threats where they appear, but it also depends 
on the pedagogical apparatuses of the state to instill in subjects a particular under-
standing of liberty in conformity to which their commitments can be appropri-
ately ordered. It follows that some commitments may subsequently need to be 
reconfi gured (or else violently proscribed) for the sake of “the public good” and 
that, as Alasdair MacIntyre has observed, the moral calculus undergirding this 
vision of “the public good”—exactly a  liberal  calculus—will itself be rendered 
authoritative over against rival conceptions of social existence.   9    By this I am not 
suggesting that the modern secular state is in fact incapable of tolerating religious 
diff erence (a fallacy that recent scholarship on these matters has eff ectively dis-
abused us of) but only that there are certain kinds of diff erence that will be deemed 
intolerable and, if need be, subsequently recast or extinguished altogether. A closer 
examination of this articulation of secularism with sovereign power will, however, 
need to be undertaken elsewhere; here I only seek to capture some of the ways in 
which religion—or more precisely “religious violence”—has been invoked to make 
certain political formations, with their attendant aff ects and rationalities, seem 
prudent and to an extent even inescapable. I must stress again that my concern in 
this essay is neither to explain religious violence nor to defend “religion” (however 
this happens to be construed) against the accusations leveled at it. Rather, it is to 
attend to the more basic question of  what it is we do  when we assign responsibility 
for violence to specifi c agents and traditions—in other words, not to interrogate 
what “religious violence” means or why it happens but to ask what it does, what it 
stands for, and, perhaps most urgently, who is made to answer for it.  

    ***   

 I begin by looking at what has today become a highly visible and sensationalized 
perspective on religious violence. Th ose who espouse this view maintain that reli-
gion by its very essence fosters a predisposition toward intolerance and irratio-
nality among its practitioners and that its violent pathologies only reveal the truth 
of its hidden logic. Of course, it is Islam that is seen as especially likely to inculcate 
such tendencies, with recent events like the Danish cartoon aff air only serving to 
corroborate these suspicions. For many of those writing in its wake—from  celebrity 
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provocateurs to lesser-known scholars and editorialists—the Muslim reaction to 
the cartoons (at least as it was represented in the Western press) helped to confi rm 
not merely the saliency of an “Islamic threat” or even the danger of allowing 
 religious passions into the public sphere but, more importantly, the problem of 
an inherent, if not inevitable, penchant for violence built into the very constitution 
of “organized religion.”   10    Th us Slavoj Žižek would opine in the editorial pages of 
the  New York Times  that “the lesson of today’s terrorism is that if God exists, 
then everything, including blowing up thousands of innocent bystanders, is 
 permitted—at least to those who claim to act directly on behalf of God, since, 
clearly, a direct link to God justifi es the violation of any merely human constraints 
and considerations.” He concluded: “Today, when religion is emerging as the well-
spring of murderous violence around the world, assurances that Christian or 
Muslim or Hindu fundamentalists are only abusing and perverting the noble 
spiritual messages of their creeds ring increasingly hollow. What about restoring 
the dignity of atheism, one of Europe’s greatest legacies and perhaps our only 
chance for peace?”   11    Notwithstanding his earlier writings, in which he found in 
Christianity a model par excellence for a revived political militancy—and in St. 
Paul a precursor to Lenin   12   —Žižek’s comments can be seen to resonate with a long 
tradition of Euro-American thought stretching from the so-called radical enlight-
enment to the more recent polemics of pundits like Richard Dawkins and 
Christopher Hitchens. What these thinkers share is the conviction that those who 
persist in attributing religious violence to misappropriations of otherwise benevo-
lent belief systems only obscure the reality of religion’s naturally destructive incli-
nations. And, surprisingly or not, arguments such as these are to be found not only 
in popular diatribes but in a range of infl uential scholarly works as well. 

 Take Mark Juergensmeyer’s  Terror in the Mind of God , perhaps the most 
widely cited examination of the links between religion and violent militancy.   13    
Juergensmeyer, a prominent sociologist of religion, discloses in the book’s introduc-
tion that “although some observers try to explain away religion’s recent ties to vio-
lence as an aberration, a result of political ideology, or the characteristic of a mutant 
form of religion—fundamentalism—these are not my views.” Instead he sets out to 
“look for explanations . . . in a strain of violence that may be found at the deepest 
levels of the religious imagination”   14   —though, as I discuss below, he will later pro-
pose ways in which this imagination might be transformed from within. Regina 
Schwartz follows a similar yet somewhat narrower path, positing a link between the 
notion of identity exemplifi ed by the Abrahamic tradition (“the chosen people”) 
and the model of scarcity and intolerance it supposedly creates. Th is leads her to 
trace the roots of exclusionary violence to what she calls the “myth of monotheism”;   15    
and by so identifying what she considers to be “some key intersections between bib-
lical identity and later secular beliefs about collective identity,” Schwartz is able to 
hold monotheism responsible not only for explicitly religious acts of violence but 
for the atrocities fomented by modern nationalism as well.   16    

 A recent book by Hector Avalos, inspired in large part by and in explicit refer-
ence to Schwartz’s hypothesis, goes a step further. Aft er bluntly asserting that 
“while it does not always cause violence, religion is inherently prone to violence,” 
Avalos proceeds to accuse even those “pacifistic religions” conventionally 
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 associated with a commitment to nonviolence of harboring secret hegemonic 
aspirations.   17    Notwithstanding the dubious evidence mobilized to substantiate this 
charge, one might admire what appears to be Avalos’s desire to excavate, so as to 
destabilize, the inchoate premises underlying all varieties of sanctioned violence—
that is, until one reads a few pages later that a central argument of his book will be 
that “the lack of  verifi ability  in religious belief diff erentiates ethically the violence 
attributed to religion from the violence attributed to nonreligious factors.” 
Religiously motivated violence, he concludes, is “always ethically reprehensible, 
while the same cannot be said of nonreligious violence,” the latter being acceptable 
“in self-defense or to protect the physical well-being of others.”   18    If few of the 
aforementioned authors would be likely to put matters so brazenly, they neverthe-
less share with Avalos the view that religiously motivated violence is not only cir-
cumscribable but conceptually and morally dissimilar with regard to putatively 
secular aggressions.   19    

 Whatever notoriety such assessments may currently enjoy, and without 
diminishing the degree to which they shape the contours of public debate, the 
analytic with which I will be occupied here is one that purports to render religious 
traditions subdividable according to a range of productive and degenerative poten-
tialities and in so doing calls forth a decisive contrast between an enlightened, 
peaceful religiosity and what is taken to be its belligerent counterpart. Whether by 
making recourse to an essentialist notion of religion that simply reverses the claims 
of the critics cited above (“Religion  is  peaceful”) or by deploying a more ambiva-
lent conception (“Religion can  potentially  be a source of both peace and destruc-
tion”), those who promulgate this perspective invariably go to great lengths to 
stress that they in no way oppose religion—only its misuses that result in intoler-
ance, narrow-mindedness, and coercion. Th e implication is that religious commit-
ments can enter into and even play a positive role in the public life of modern 
societies, just so long as they abide by a predelineated (“minimal”) set of transcen-
dent political values.   20    

 For my purposes here it is worth noting, for example, that liberal democracies 
have rarely undertaken campaigns, whether inside of or beyond their borders, 
meant to bring about the wholesale eradication of “religion” (although particular 
religions, cults, sects, and so forth have been targeted); to the contrary, the secular 
ethic purportedly governing liberal societies mandates the mutual independence 
of politics from religion and guarantees its citizens the freedom to exercise both. 
In practice, however, this has not prevented the secular state from regulating, at 
times forcefully, those practices deemed to fall outside the purview of “proper 
religiosity”—a shift ing category whose adjudication relies both on a profound 
asymmetry between religion and legal power and on some way of discerning those 
beliefs and practices that can be shown to  authentically  belong to a given tradition. 
Th is may require courts, legislatures, or administrative offi  cials to directly engage 
with, interpret, or even endeavor to reshape the doctrines that are thought to com-
pose a particular “religion,” thereby causing agents of avowedly secular states to 
assume the interpretive duties of de facto theologians.   21    

 But more fundamentally it entails the presupposition, crucial to liberal secu-
larity, that there exist among and within specifi c traditions not merely a capacity 
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for “good” but also, as Hent de Vries puts it, “the possibility, the reality, or the risk 
and threat of ‘the worst.’”   22    Remaining mindful of and, indeed, vigilant against this 
specter of  the worst  has played a constitutive role in the structuring of modern 
subjectivities, authorizing distinctive political arrangements and the array of pre-
ventative and punitive measures—from profi ling and surveillance to intimidation 
and torture—intended to keep the danger of religious passions at bay.   23    Equally 
signifi cant, though, are the ways in which visions of what might be thought of as 
religion’s  best  possibilities—from helping to maintain civic virtues and morally 
buttressing ideas such as democracy and human rights to, at the very least, man-
dating that one’s beliefs be held in a suffi  ciently modest and noncompulsory 
 manner—have served to underwrite the brand of religiosity that a liberal culture 
normativizes and seeks to bring about or failing that, to marginalize and render 
obsolete. Which is only to say that it can no longer be assumed that secularism 
naturally resists all theologico-political formations, for it is precisely a distinctive—
and, I would submit, no less terrifying—political theology that it wishes to 
inaugurate.  

    * * *   

 Th e idea that religion, or specifi c religious traditions, can be disaggregated 
according to a calculus of moderation and extremism, purity and perversion, is 
ubiquitous in contemporary discussions pertaining to the relationship between 
“religion and violence.” Th us Charles Kimball will echo what has in many quarters 
become self-evident when he suggests that “distinguishing between corrupt forms 
of religious expression and authentic, life-affi  rming forms is essential if we hope to 
reduce the global threat.”   24    Drawing on the theoretical writings of Paul Tillich, reli-
gious studies scholar Lloyd Steff en similarly explores “the moral meaning of reli-
gious violence” by way of a choice between what he calls “life-affi  rming and 
demonic religion.”   25    Steff en defi nes the latter in terms of “irrational absolutism, 
fanatical obedience to authority, and an unfounded preoccupation with certainty” 
but hastens to add that demonic religion, while in fact  headed  toward evil, is “too 
complex and fl uid . . . to be equated with a full realization of evil”—this in apparent 
contrast to the title of Kimball’s book.   26    My interest here is not to parse the intri-
cacies of such arguments or to decipher what are taken by their authors to be con-
tributions to a theory of religious violence. It is only to point out that, notwithstanding 
Steff en’s insistence on the “complexity and fl uidity” of religious matters, he and 
Kimball agree not only that words like  demonic  and  evil  are useful ways of 
describing certain practices (they diverge only in their views of when they should 
be applied) or that such practices can be conclusively tied to specifi cally religious 
impulses (they take this for granted) but that the most important task facing con-
temporary observers of religion is to recognize the patterns of thought and 
behavior, even of reading and worship, that are most likely to produce them. Hence 
the extent to which debates surrounding religious violence oft en turn on the 
aptitude to discriminate life-affi  rming from insidious tendencies within and bet-
ween specifi c traditions, with the accompanying assertion that, while the  capacity  
for militancy is the monopoly of no religion in particular, there nonetheless 
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remains an array of forces that render some believers particularly susceptible to 
corrupting infl uences—and that therefore mark them as particularly dangerous.   27    

 Converging with this body of work, a growing number of experts have main-
tained—against those who would submit acts such as suicide bombing to the scru-
tiny of political, historical, or economic analysis—that the “war against terrorism” 
is, simply put, best understood as a  religious war . Th ey suggest, moreover, that ours 
is a war not of Islam versus Christianity or Judaism; to the contrary, as Andrew 
Sullivan famously argued in the  New York Times Magazine , it is a war of “funda-
mentalism against faiths of all kinds that are at peace with freedom and modernity.”   28    
Be that as it may, it is Islam, not Christianity or Judaism, that is singled out as espe-
cially given to extremist tendencies, and various now-familiar appellations—Isla-
mist, jihadist, Islamic fascist, and so on—are employed to mark those who have 
succumbed to this temptation.   29    “For the past two decades,” Sullivan writes, “this 
form of Islamic fundamentalism has targeted every regime [in the Middle East] 
and, as it failed to make progress, has extended its hostility into the West.” Echoing 
the diagnoses of Steff en and Kimball, he goes on to argue that what generates this 
current within Islam is “the blind recourse to texts embraced as literal truth, the 
injunction to follow the commandments of God before anything else, [and] the 
subjugation of reason and judgment and even conscience to the dictates of 
dogma.”   30    It follows that because Muslims as of yet lack the means to diff erentiate 
the domain of politics from religion (or so we are told), they are more likely to 
pose a threat to a pluralist world whose inhabitants do not share their views.   31    

 Of course, some theorists have tried to refute the notion that Islamism is simply 
a catalyst for and manifestation of unbridled religious aggression. In her book 
 Th inking Past Terror: Islamism and Critical Th eory on the Left  , for instance, Susan 
Buck-Morss seeks to pry apart the association between religious extremism and 
Islamism by drawing attention to what she considers to be the largely atheological 
emancipatory ambitions of the latter. As part of a soon-to-be-realized “global 
public sphere,” Islamists and critical theorists are, according to Buck-Morss, those 
who “speak diff erent political languages, but whose goals are nonetheless the same: 
global peace, economic justice, legal equality, democratic participation, individual 
freedom, mutual respect.”   32    Yet, for a theorist whose understanding of cultural 
translation avers that we do not “already know where we stand,” her depiction of 
Islamism seems remarkably assimilated to the aims and desires of progressives 
such as herself. So even as she favorably cites and claims to be infl uenced by Talal 
Asad’s assertion, inspired by Walter Benjamin, that acts of translation ought to 
“retain what may be a discomforting—even scandalous—presence within the 
receiving language,” Buck-Morss nevertheless ends up (or rather begins by) depict-
ing Islamism as little more than a variant of the multitude of political subjectivities 
that make up an emergent “Global Left .”   33    I mention Buck-Morss’s argument nei-
ther to dismiss nor to endorse her assertion that, as she puts it, “Islamism is not a 
religious discourse, but a political one”—that what  appears  to be one thing is  actu-
ally  another—but instead to inquire into the work accomplished by such asser-
tions and the series of oppositions they manage to sustain.   34    In Buck-Morss’s 
narrative, for instance, the liberatory potential of Islamism resides precisely in its 
ability to couch demands for political reform in theological language while 
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 concomitantly showing Western audiences that “Islamism as a political discourse 
embraces far more than the dogmatic fundamentalism and terrorist violence that 
dominate in the Western press.”   35    Hardly a critical reappraisal of secular normativ-
ity, what we are left  with is an “Islamist project” whose appeal for intellectuals such 
as Buck-Morss lies in its divergence from and willingness to confront both impe-
rialist power and an aberrant religiosity. 

 To be sure, Buck-Morss is not alone in attempting to move beyond the preju-
dices that, particularly in the years since September 11, have typifi ed the West’s 
portrayal of the Muslim world. And seeing as how no scholarly account has done 
more to fuel such prejudices (and the policies derived from them) than the infa-
mous “clash of civilizations” hypothesis, a multitude of writers have felt com-
pelled to revisit the theory—some to modify it, others to discredit it altogether. 
It is to the former group that Martha Nussbaum’s acclaimed book on sectarian 
violence in India belongs. Against the implicit triumphalism of Huntington’s 
pronouncements, wherein a democratic West is contrasted to the intransigence 
of the Muslim world, Nussbaum argues that even within liberal democratic soci-
eties there exists a confl ict between tolerance on the one side and intolerant dog-
matism on the other: “We do see a ‘clash of civilizations’ in India, [but] it is not 
the one depicted by Samuel Huntington, between a democratic West and an anti-
democratic Islam. It is instead a struggle between two ‘civilizations’ in the nation 
itself. One civilization delights in its diversity and has no fear of people who 
come from diff erent backgrounds; the other feels safe only when homogeneity 
reigns and the diff erent are at the margins. . . . One sees richness in inclusiveness; 
the other fi nds inclusiveness messy, unmanly, and humiliating. . . . Th e ‘clash of 
civilizations’ exists in every modern democracy.”   36    While Nussbaum no doubt 
off ers this reformulation as a corrective to a number of prevailing stereotypes, 
the implications of her claim for the current political moment can be diff erently 
assessed: whereas the clash Huntington prophesied would be one in which 
“we”—that is, we in the Judeo-Christian West—confront an enemy easily identi-
fi ed in spatial, religious, and even racial terms, the adversary in Nussbaum’s sce-
nario is much less immediately recognizable.   37    Th e traits that distinguish them 
belong to no “civilization” as conceived by Huntington; they are as likely to be 
discovered in our midst, at the heart of a liberal democratic polity, as among 
those external others thus far unreached by the freedoms of democratization. 
Far from doing away with the idea that certain cultural or religious characteris-
tics separate “us” from “them,” Nussbaum rather implores her readers to  rear-
range  the boundaries by which Huntington’s civilizational diff erences are 
delimited so as to better understand how, in India and elsewhere, the “ideals of 
respectful pluralism and the rule of law can be threatened by religious ideology.”   38    
In this narrative and others like it,   39    the idea of a discrete and morally superior 
West is demystifi ed, to be sure, but only due to the realization that even “modern 
democracies” are susceptible to those qualities—religious intolerance chief 
among them—that defi ne their ostensibly uncivilized others.   40    Left  decisively 
intact is the danger of an immanent barbarism embodied in the fi gure of reli-
gious fanaticism, only now it is shown to threaten “the rule of law” both within 
and beyond the latter’s jurisdiction. 
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 Th ough it might easily pass unnoticed, it is important to note the extent to 
which Nussbaum’s postulation of a clash within resonates with a recurrent thematic 
in modern political thought, one in which “the state of nature” is postulated not 
simply as a condition outside of or temporally prior to the founding of civil society 
but as a menace wholly internal to it. “In this vision of political life,” write Veena 
Das and Deborah Poole, “the state is conceived of as an always incomplete project 
that must constantly be spoken of—and imagined—through an invocation of the 
wilderness, lawlessness, and savagery that not only lies outside its borders but also 
threatens it from within.”   41    In a like manner Carl Schmitt considered it a vital 
responsibility of the state to decide on a “domestic enemy” who, along with those 
territorially external ones, could then be appropriately dealt with. And this decision, 
pertaining not only to matters of life and death but to the possibility of inclusion 
in the political community, was seen as a prime measure of sovereignty: “As long as 
the state is a political entity this requirement for internal peace compels it in  critical 
situations to decide also upon the domestic enemy. . . . Whether the form is sharper 
or milder, explicit or implicit, whether ostracism, expulsion, proscription, or out-
lawry are provided for in special laws or in explicit or general descriptions, the aim 
is always the same, namely to declare an [internal] enemy.”   42    For Schmitt, as for 
Hobbes and Kant and so many others before him, the prospect that the state of 
nature (or the enemy taken to embody it) might reappear in contemporary political 
life elicited a fear that could be instrumentalized to encourage agents in submis-
sion to their sovereign   43   —and the force exercised by the latter in banishing this 
threat was, as legal and peacemaking violence, always to be distinguished from the 
lawlessness it was putting down.   44    Th e state of nature therefore comes to exist not 
only in the abstractions of political philosophers—although for many of these phi-
losophers it had a decidedly empirical dimension—but in the way this abstraction 
is thought to be enacted in the actual spaces and behaviors of a given people in a 
specifi c historical moment.   45    If this was indeed the case, then perhaps it is not too 
much to argue that invocations of religious violence perform a similar function in 
our own time; neither would it be too much to suggest that by pointing to these 
contemporary states of nature—the so-called sectarian confl icts in Iraq and 
Afghanistan are these days the most popular example—liberal commentators are 
able to demonstrate that certain inhabitants of the modern world  embody in the 
present  a survival from Euro-America’s own discarded past. According to the logic 
of this temporalization of diff erence, religious violence, and the ways of life from 
which it is thought to erupt, quite literally harkens to a former epoch. 

 Th is, at any rate, is one way of reading the confrontation Nussbaum poses bet-
ween “respectful pluralism” and “religious ideology,” along with the other clashes 
summoned thus far: between “Islamism” and “dogmatic fundamentalism” (Buck-
Morss); between “corrupt” and “healthy, authentic” religious practices (Kimball); 
between “life-affi  rming” and “demonic” beliefs (Steff en); and between “fundamen-
talism” and “faiths of all kinds that are at peace with freedom and modernity” 
(Sullivan). And when Sullivan declares that “from everything we see, the lessons 
Europe learned in its bloody history have yet to be absorbed within the Muslim 
world”—by which he means that in the latter, as in sixteenth-century Europe, “the 
promise of purity and salvation seems far more enticing than the mundane allure 

0001285356.INDD   1120001285356.INDD   112 4/27/2011   5:44:28 PM4/27/2011   5:44:28 PM



Secularism, “Religious Violence,” and the Liberal Imaginary ■ 113

of mere peace”—we are meant to be reminded, amid what he calls “our new Wars 
of Religion,” of the conditions out of which the modern state emerged and if not 
for its legally protected principles of toleration, would be in perpetual danger of 
descending back into.   46    It is in this spirit that Bruce Lincoln, in a manner that 
rather epitomizes the story liberalism tells about itself, writes:

  Restoring religion to its dominant position within culture hardly puts an end to confl ict; 
it simply ensures that a culture’s most bruising confl icts will assume religious, rather 
than ethical or aesthetic character,  and in that form they can be more destructive than 
ever . When one rejects the Enlightenment’s values en masse and dispenses with its model 
of culture, one risks not just a return of the repressed, but novel Wars of Religion. 
Postmodern critiques have made us acutely aware of the many shortcomings associated 
with the regime of truth, style of culture, and practices of power introduced by the Age 
of Reason, and these are real enough. It is, however, worth remembering what the 
Enlightenment accomplished, which involves reading it in historic context and contrast-
ing it with what came before,  also with what could come aft er .   47      

 What this suggests is that not only advocates for an absolutist state, such as 
Hobbes and Schmitt, but liberals as well have depended on the specter of religious 
violence for the legitimation of their projects—among them the construction of 
“religion” as anchored in personal experience, expressible as belief statements, and 
dependent on private institutions or, in short, as that which is  inessential  to our 
common politics and morality.   48    And by keeping the memory (real or imagined) 
of religious violence constantly at the fore, liberal democrats have been able to 
secure for themselves, and for the social orders they commend, a politics of 
redemptive—if at times extraordinarily destructive—necessity. 

 Th us liberalism’s injunction against the entrance of “comprehensive doctrines” 
into political deliberation is considered to be a public good not only because it helps 
to maintain the integrity of an abstraction called “public reason” but because it is 
seen as a crucial means to warding off  the possibility of what Rawls once referred to 
as “mortal confl ict . . . over transcendent elements not admitting of compromise.”   49    
As political theorist Romand Coles puts it, “By repeatedly recalling the ‘wars of reli-
gion,’ Rawls believes he gets beneath our current confl icts: He recalls the tragic pos-
sibility that might fundamentally inform, orient, and limit our understanding of 
what is desirable in politics. . . . Political liberalism’s vitality will thus require that we 
repeatedly remember such mortal and never-too-distant confl ict.”   50    Consequently, 
those for whom religious commitments predispose its bearers to intolerance and 
coercion will be alarmed by the rapid deprivatization of religious movements 
worldwide and will do anything in their power to prevent what they perceive to be 
the encroachment of religious signs and symbols, biases and interests, into the 
domains of policy making and public life. If, on the other hand, “religion” can be 
subdivided (as the above-mentioned authors believe it can) into a range of positive 
and negative capacities—or even posited as essentially benefi cial or benign   51   —then 
it is not at all clear why religion, once it has been suffi  ciently reconstituted in con-
formity with the dictates of liberal citizenship, must as such be excluded from these 
domains.   52    And here we come to the prescriptive force of the discourse I have been 
exploring, which rests not, as critics like William Cavanaugh would have it, in a 
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repudiation of religion or even in an insistence that it be separated from public life 
but in an argument for a normative religiosity against which visions of “the worst” 
can be juxtaposed and its life-forms justifi ably undone. In closing, I consider such 
remedies as elaborated by one of the foremost scholars of religious violence and 
briefl y explore what they might imply for a rethinking of secularism.  

    ***   

 Unlike some of the more virulent currents of criticism leveled at religion in the 
contemporary West, the discourse I have focused on—a discourse that, in my view, 
quite profoundly dovetails with present US imperialist ambitions—is one in which 
religious violence and the tendencies taken to precede it (e.g., absolutism, intoler-
ance, literalism) are characterized as perverse expressions of otherwise pacifi c 
faiths or alternatively as manifestations of as-yet-undisciplined belief systems that 
must somehow be reshaped. It is taken for fact that the greatest threat confronting 
the civilized world is religiously motivated terrorism, and thus it is assumed that 
experts on the phenomenon will be able to contribute not only to its amelioration 
but also to the moral and legal tasks of assigning responsibility and directing pun-
ishment when it occurs—a service many of them are all too willing to provide. 
Th ey strike a populist chord within a largely religious populace, smartly distancing 
themselves from their “secularist” counterparts while off ering assurances that it is 
not religion that is to blame but only the actions of an unenlightened minority 
lacking in either will or capacity to free their beliefs from the bonds of uncritical 
acquiescence (or what Kant once famously referred to as “self-incurred tutelage”). 
And while their solutions are oft en as convoluted as their explanatory models, 
these academics, policy analysts, and journalists are able to reach consensus on the 
view that if some believers, particularly those identifi ed with Islam, are to be rec-
onciled to the modern world, they will need to be remade and reformed in accor-
dance with the latter’s values—which, far from entailing a disavowal of violence, 
more oft en involves a reconfi guration of the precise reasons for which one ought 
to be willing to suff er and infl ict suff ering and even to die and kill.   53    

 Th us Mark Juergensmeyer, whose highly infl uential book I mentioned above, 
concludes his study with fi ve “scenarios for peace,” that is, fi ve possible ways in 
which the “war with religious terrorists” might come to an end. Th ese scenarios are 
(1) destroy terrorism with sheer force (“In order for the destructive strategy to 
work, a secular government must be willing to declare total war against religious 
terrorism and wage it for many years”); (2) “terrify terrorists” with the threat of 
violent legal reprisals or imprisonment; (3) terrorism, in some vaguely apocalyptic 
manner, “wins”; (4) by “supporting moderate leadership within the communities,” 
religion is henceforth “taken out of politics and retired to the moral and meta-
physical planes”; and fi nally, (5) permit “religious values and expressions of faith” 
into the public and political spheres. While he does not rule out the potential effi  -
cacy of the fi rst two, and hopes that the third will not come to pass, it is the remain-
ing two scenarios—both played out on what he calls “the battlefi eld of ideas”—that 
for him hold the greatest appeal.   54    Despite his acknowledgment of the  unlikelihood 
of being able to depoliticize Islamic teachings from without, he off ers examples of 
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liberal Muslim intellectuals (such as Hassan Hanafi  and Abdolkarim Soroush) 
who, with Western moral and material support, have the potential to bring about a 
reformation from within. For in addition to arguing that interpretations of scrip-
ture “are relative and change over time,” these reformists “advocate an unmediated 
form of religion that is both personal and public.”   55    What makes them especially 
attractive to Juergensmeyer and other liberal analysts is that “like socially respon-
sible Protestants,” they “see a prophetic role for religion in the public arena. Th is is 
a form of social activism that eschews political power in favor of moral suasion, 
and it has transformed the idea of struggle into a contestation of ideas rather than 
opposing political sides.”   56    It is not that Juergensmeyer judges all Islamic sensibil-
ities to be inherently incompatible with modern political culture—indeed, his fi nal 
scenario goes so far as to gesture toward the possibility of “healing politics with 
religion.”   57    He merely asserts that if some believers are to be recognized by and 
have their voices heard in liberal democracies, they will need to “enter the public 
arena in undogmatic and unobtrusive ways.”   58    Hence Juergensmeyer, like many of 
the other experts cited here, urges that along with fi ghting religious terrorism 
through the deployment of more conventional means (i.e., “the judicious use of 
state violence”), the US government ought to simultaneously pursue a strategy of 
locating and bolstering indigenous Muslim “renovators” (to use Mark Lilla’s term) 
with whose help a religiosity more commensurate with liberal democratic values 
might begin to be cultivated. 

 What has all this to do with secularism? A recent article by Saba Mahmood may 
help to bring some of these issues together.   59    It has become something of a 
commonplace to assert that the doctrine of secularism—so far as it recognized the 
ultimate irresolvability of theological debates, discovered a political ethic alto-
gether free of religious attachments, and constitutionally mandated state neutrality 
with regard to specifi c religious truths—emerged as the political solution to 
Europe’s bloody religious confl icts and in doing so established the principles of 
toleration and freedom of conscience in their place. Mahmood, however, demon-
strates the inadequacies of such accounts and proposes in their place a conception 
of secularism more consistent with the aims and eff ects of its realization in the 
modern state. Taking as her focus current US eff orts to reform the sensibilities of 
Muslims deemed dangerously inclined toward fundamentalist interpretations of 
Islam—a venture commenced under the aegis of the National Security Council’s 
“Muslim World Outreach” and uncannily resembling the strategy advocated by 
Juergensmeyer—Mahmood suggests that such projects be seen not as an abroga-
tion of secular principles but as their reasonable extension.   60    In so arguing, 
Mahmood perceptively draws our attention to the  disciplinary  or  civilizing  impetus 
internal to secularism, one that resides less in the separation of religious from 
political institutions, or in the displacement of religion from the public domain, 
than in “the kind of subjectivity a secular culture authorizes, the practices it 
redeems as truly (versus superfi cially) spiritual, and the particular relationship to 
history it prescribes.”   61    Mahmood’s interrogation shows that far from providing for 
the peaceful coexistence of a multiplicity of identities and beliefs, secularism rather 
insists on the production of “a particular kind of religious subject who is compat-
ible with the rationality and exercise of liberal political rule.”   62    In other words, to 
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reiterate a point I have been making throughout this chapter, we might say that 
liberal secularity—or at least that brand of liberal secularity currently being 
exported to the ends of the earth—is premised not simply on the  toleration  of 
diff erence but on the power of a strong state to enforce this principle and to ensure 
that religion will henceforth assume a modulated form. Of course, there is a way in 
which the very category of religious violence already presupposes this solution, for 
it was born out of a period, much like our own, in which the perceived threat to a 
collective way of life was precisely what sustained it and in which the reconstitu-
tion of religion’s place and meaning within civil society was taken to be a critical 
precondition for the survival of both. 

 So when a respected scholar like Mark Juergensmeyer writes of the diff erent 
mechanisms by which “the war against terrorism might come to an end” and advo-
cates not only the careful use of state violence but also a strategy of reshaping Islam 
from within, there seems to be a strikingly familiar logic at work. To be sure, secu-
larism takes on myriad confi gurations, and they do not all insinuate a common telos; 
likewise, the subjects it produces and the relationship to “religion” it enjoins will vary 
across time and space.   63    But amid the geopolitical-ideological terrain in which we 
currently fi nd ourselves—the terrain in which the discourse I have enumerated fi nds 
its mandate and intelligibility—secularism is ineluctably bound up with sovereign 
power, and together they constitute a politics of religion-making. Violence fi gures 
prominently in this arrangement: both as that which might at any time erupt among 
certain forms of religious life and as that which the secular state infl icts in order to 
forestall such threats and to better facilitate its various modes of subjectivation and 
accumulation. One is transgressive, inhumane, gratuitous; the other, necessary and 
salvifi c, administered on behalf of universal humanity and in accordance with 
“a secular calculus of social utility and a secular dream of happiness.”   64    

 I have suggested that the category and contemporary renderings of religious 
violence ought to be seen as coextensive with a particular modality of liberal 
political rule. Whether the authors whose work I have critically assessed are 
self-consciously invested in this vision of liberal secularity and the predatory pro-
cedures it currently sustains is, it seems to me, inconsequential for the argument 
I have been making (though we would no doubt be naive to dismiss such a possi-
bility). Instead, what I have been exploring is the prospect that between a specifi c 
object of discourse (religious violence) and a specifi c kind of political formation 
(secularism) there appear a number of disquieting correspondences. Th ese include 
not only an array of shared diagnoses as to where the roots of religious aggression 
lie—a lack of critical distance between divine text and lived experience, an over-
emphasis on received authority, a lack of individualism on the part of believers, 
a traditional culture of martyrdom, and so forth. Th ey also include a concept of 
religion within which can be discerned both a terrifying fi gure of the premodern 
past and an enlightened believer perfectly at home in this world. And in the com-
plex of attitudes and emotions, antipathies and fears, that constitute life in a 
modern nation-state, in the possibilities thereby enabled and foreclosed, it is the 
latter fi gure that is rendered normative and whose attributes are fostered; the 
former that must be transfi gured or made extinct. “Religious violence” assists in 
carrying such projects forward.  
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    ■  N O T E S   

 Earlier versions of this essay were presented at Hofstra University and as part of the 2007 
American Anthropological Association panel “Liberal Tradition, Ways of Life, and 
Diff erence,” in Washington, D.C. I am grateful to Talal Asad, Daniel Colucciello Barber, Jake 
Kosek, Saba Mahmood, and Michael Nijhawan for their generous feedback and criticisms.   

       1.  Th e well-known theorist and historian of religion Bruce Lincoln succinctly captures 
this view: “It is tempting, in the face of such horror, to regard the authors of these deeds as 
evil incarnate: persons bereft  of reason, decency, or human compassion. Th eir motives, 
however—as revealed by the instructions that guided their fi nal days—were intensely and 
profoundly religious. We need to take this fact seriously, uncomfortable though it be, since 
it can tell us important things about the events of the 11th, the broader confl ict of which 
those events are a part, and also the nature of religion.” Note, however, that it is not just  any  
religion that is to blame: “Rather, these men embraced an extremely militant reformulation 
of maximalist currents within Islam. . . . It was their religion that persuaded Mohamed Atta 
and eighteen others that the carnage they perpetrated was not just an ethical act,  but a 
sacred duty .”  Bruce Lincoln,  Holy Terrors: Th inking about Religion aft er September 11   
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 16 (emphasis added) .  

   2.  See, for example,  Richard King, “Th e Association of ‘Religion’ with Violence: 
Refl ections on a Modern Trope,” in  Religion and Violence in South Asia: Th eory and Practice , 
ed. John Hinnells and Richard King (London: Routledge, 2005), 226–57  .  

   3.  See  William T. Cavanaugh,  Th eopolitical Imagination: Discovering the Liturgy as a 
Political Act in an Age of Global Consumerism  (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2002) ;  William 
T. Cavanaugh, “Th e Violence of ‘Religion’: Examining a Prevalent Myth,”  Kellogg Institute for 
International Studies Working Papers  310 (2004), 1–41,  http://nd.edu/~kellogg/publica-
tions/workingpapers/WPS/310.pdf  ;  William T. Cavanaugh,  Th e Myth of Religious Violence: 
Secular Ideology and the Roots of Modern Confl ict  (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2009) .  

   4.  Cavanaugh, “Violence of ‘Religion,’ ” 28. Lincoln’s  Holy Terrors  is one book belea-
guered by such diffi  culties (although Cavanaugh does not cite it). Despite beginning his 
book by criticizing past eff orts to defi ne religion, Lincoln proceeds to do just that, suggest-
ing that while earlier attempts were problematic (inasmuch as they relied, for instance, on 
concepts derived from Protestantism), these “hardly render futile all eff orts at defi ni-
tion . . . particularly when one understands these as provisional attempts to clarify one’s 
thought, not to capture the innate essence of things.” Innate essence or not, he nevertheless 
provides what he calls a more “proper defi nition” of religion, one that is “polythetic and fl ex-
ible” and includes a minimum of four domains: (1) discourse, (2) practice, (3) community, 
and (4) institution. But, as Cavanaugh might ask, would not each of these features also be 
found in what are thought to be secular domains of modern life? Perhaps preempting such 
questions, Lincoln’s defi nition becomes circular and self-referential. What makes practices 
and communities “religious” is their reliance on religious discourse, which Lincoln defi nes 
as “a discourse whose concerns transcend the human, temporal, and contingent, and that 
claims for itself a similarly transcendent status.” Lincoln,  Holy Terrors , 2–5. Yet it seems that 
many kinds of discourse—especially those aspiring to universal applicability, much like 
Lincoln’s defi nition of religion—would easily fulfi ll these criteria, leaving one to question 
the status of the remaining domains.  

   5.  “On the surface,” Cavanaugh writes, “the myth of religious violence establishes a 
dichotomy between our peace-loving secular reasonableness and their irrational religious 
fanaticism. Under the surface lies an absolute ‘religious’ devotion to the American vision of 
a hegemonic liberalism that underwrites the necessity of using violence to impose this 
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vision on the Muslim other. Th us, we must bomb them into the higher rationality” (“Violence 
of ‘Religion,’” 34–35).  

   6.  See  Talal Asad,  Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity  (Stanford, 
CA: Stanford University Press, 2003) ;  Talal Asad, “Trying to Understand French Secularism,” 
in  Political Th eologies: Public Religions in a Post-Secular World , ed. Hent de Vries and 
Lawrence Sullivan (New York: Fordham University Press, 2006), 494–526  ;  Partha Chatterjee, 
“Secularism and Tolerance,” in  Secularism and Its Critics , ed. Rajeev Bhargava (New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 1998), 345–79  ;  Saba Mahmood, “Secularism, Hermeneutics, and 
Empire: Th e Politics of Islamic Reformation,”  Public Culture  18, no. 2 (2006); 323–47  ; 
 Winifred Sullivan,  Th e Impossibility of Religious Freedom  (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2005) ;  Charles Taylor, “Modes of Secularism,” in  Secularism and Its Critics , 
ed. Rajeev Bhargava (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1998), 31–53  ;  Charles Taylor,  A 
Secular Age  (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007) .  

   7.  It is this conceptualization of secularism—which I do not mean to suggest is the 
 only  possible conceptualization—that seems most elusive to those who for various reasons 
seek to posit particular political formations (or themselves) as essentially nonsecular. Th us 
the secularity William Connolly opposes his own pluralistic vision to is premised on a 
rather restricted notion of the concept, one rooted more in the transcendental reason of the 
liberal Enlightenment—to which thinkers like Rawls and Habermas are heir—and less in 
the way secularism has actually manifested itself coextensively with the dictates of liberal 
democratic market states. In the latter, secularism is geared toward neither the banishment 
of religion from the public sphere nor, in a more philosophical register, the proscription of 
religious or metaphysical modes of argumentation but, rather, toward the construction of 
distinctive modalities of religious subjectivity and belonging—above all, in Connolly’s 
world, those that assent to and embody a range of commitments and sensibilities (tolerance, 
awareness of fi nitude, introspection). Th is line of secularism has always opposed itself to 
Europe’s more radical ideologies, but such oppositions (and concomitant prescriptions) in 
no way render it less “secular”—which is what I aim to demonstrate below by contrasting 
what I take to be two diff erential ways in which religious violence has been theorized. See, 
for instance,  William Connolly,  Why I Am Not a Secularist  (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1999) .  

   8.   Michel Foucault, “Th e Subject and Power,”  Critical Inquiry  8, no. 4 (Summer, 1982), 
783  .  

   9.  Alasdair MacIntyre puts it as thus: “Any conception of the human good according to 
which, for example, it is the duty of government to educate the members of the community 
morally, so that they come to live out that conception of the good, may up to a point be held 
as a private theory by individuals or groups, but any serious attempt to embody it in public 
life will be proscribed. And this qualifi cation of course entails not only that liberal individ-
ualism does indeed have its own broad conception of the good,  which it is engaged in 
imposing politically, legally, socially, and culturally wherever it has the power to do so , but also 
that in so doing its toleration of rival conceptions of the good in the public arena is severely 
limited” ( Whose Justice? Which Rationality?  [Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1988], 336 (emphasis added).  

   10.  For critical analyses of such reactions to the cartoon incident, see  Talal Asad, 
“Refl ections on Blasphemy and Secular Criticism,” in  Religion: Beyond a Concept , ed. Hent 
de Vries (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008), 580–609  ;  Webb Keane, “Freedom and 
Blasphemy: On Indonesian Press Bans and Danish Cartoons,”  Public Culture  21, no. 1 
(2009): 47–76  ;  Brian Goldstone, “Violence and the Profane: ‘Islamism,’ Liberal Democracy, 
and the Limits of Secular Discipline,”  Anthropological Quarterly  80, no. 1 (2007): 207–307  .  

   11.   Slavoj Žižek, “Defenders of the Faith,” the  New York Times , March 12, 2006, 4.12  .  
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   12.  See  Slavoj Žižek,  Th e Fragile Absolute: Or, Why Is the Christian Legacy Worth Fighting 
For?  (London: Verso Books, 2001) .  

   13.   Mark Juergensmeyer,  Terror in the Mind of God: Th e Global Rise of Religious Violence  
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001) .  

   14.     Ibid.   , 6.  
   15.  “[When] scarcity is encoded in the Bible as a principle of Oneness (one land, one 

people, one nation) and in monotheistic thinking (one Deity), it becomes a demand of 
exclusive allegiance that threatens with the violence of exclusion” ( Regina Schwartz,  Th e 
Curse of Cain: Th e Violent Legacy of Monotheism  [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1997], xi ).  

   16.     Ibid.   , 12. Schwartz supports this claim by suggesting, drawing on the work of Peter 
Alter, that we look to nineteenth-century German pietism—and not, as is oft en believed, to 
the French Revolution—for the origins of modern nationalism. In her view, this alternative 
history helps to “show how and why the following assertion holds: ‘in nationalism, the reli-
gious is secularized, and the national sanctifi ed’ ” (   ibid.   , 13). For a challenge to the idea that 
nationalism is merely a form of secularized religious belief, see Asad,  Formations of the 
Secular , 187–94; and, in something of a diff erent register,  Hans Blumenberg,  Th e Legitimacy 
of the Modern Age  (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985  ).  

   17.   Hector Avalos,  Fighting Words: Th e Origins of Religious Violence  (New York: 
Prometheus Press, 2005), 18  . Avalos, a Harvard-trained philologist and professor of reli-
gious studies, elaborates: “In fact, even so-called pacifi stic religions oft en approve of vio-
lence in subtle ways. I saw that ‘peace’ itself was simply the name for the set of conditions 
favorable to a proponent group rather than some absolute rejection of violence. Other times, 
‘peace’ was simply an intermediary state in which pacifi sm was maintained for political and 
self-interest rather than for any systematic opposition to all violence.”  

   18.     Ibid.   , 20, 29.  
   19.  Anthropologist James Faubion’s otherwise subtle commentary ends up reinforcing 

similar assumptions. “Th at the logic of religious violence is diff erent from the logic of either 
social or political violence is worth underscoring,” he writes, leading him to conclude that if 
nonviolent clerics are to have any success in curbing it, “they will fi rst have to face squarely 
 how deep the connection is between the religious imagination and violence .”  James D. Faubion, 
“Religion, Violence, and the Vitalistic Economy,”  Anthropological Quarterly  76, no. 1 (2003): 
82–84 (emphasis added) . For a more “scientifi c” study that advances a similar position, see 
 James K. Wellman and Kyoko Tokuno, “Is Religious Violence Inevitable?”  Journal for the 
Scientifi c Study of Religion  43, no. 3 (2004): 291–96  .  

   20.  One reason for paying attention to this perspective is that it seems to command a 
great deal more authority at the nexus of popular opinion and policy making—at least in 
the United States, whose population is, according to innumerable polls, largely “theistic” and 
where positions such as Žižek’s are unlikely to gain mainstream purchase. Of course, such a 
realization must be brought to bear on any discussion of secularism in the United States, for 
a nation never to have elected a president who did not openly believe in God and where civil 
religion has long overlapped with the dominant political imaginary is also bound to require 
a notion of secularism not restricted to, say, the ideological structure of French  laïcité .  

   21.  See especially Sullivan,  Impossibility of Religious Freedom ; and Mahmood, 
“Secularism, Hermeneutics, and Empire.”  

   22.   Hent de Vries,  Religion and Violence: Philosophical Perspectives from Kant to Derrida  
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002), 212, 1  . De Vries opens his impressive 
 Religion and Violence  with the claim that violence “fi nds its prime model—its source, force, 
and counterforce—in key elements of the tradition called the religious. It can be seen as the 
very element of religion. No violence without (some) religion; no religion without (some) 
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violence.” It remains unclear to me, however, what de Vries means by “the tradition called 
the religious” or why violence should be seen as intrinsic to it.  

   23.  Talal Asad writes: “Anything that can be used to counter attempted subversions of 
the state—any cruelty or deception—acquires justifi cation as a political technique. In ‘a state 
of exception,’ liberal democracies defend ‘the rule of law’ not only by issuing administrative 
orders to eliminate public disorder but also by extrajudicial means of secret violence (the 
infl icting of pain and death), so long as that contradiction doesn’t cause a public scandal” 
(“Trying to Understand French Secularism,” 508).  

   24.   Charles Kimball,  When Religion Becomes Evil: Five Warning Signs  (San Francisco: 
HarperCollins, 2002), 7  . Later Kimball explains: “As human institutions, all religions are 
subject to corruption. Th e major religions that have stood the test of time have done so 
through an ongoing process of growth and reform, a process that continually connects 
people of faith—Jews, Hindus, Muslims, Buddhists, Christians, and others—with the life-
sustaining truths at the heart of their religion. Th e religions diff er in many ways, of course, 
but they converge in teaching both an orientation toward God or the transcendent and 
compassionate, constructive relationships with others in the world” (   ibid.   , 39).  

   25.   Lloyd Steff en,  Holy War, Just War: Exploring the Moral Meaning of Religious Violence  
(London: Rowman and Littlefi eld, 2007), 49  .  

   26.     Ibid.   , 126. Th e category of evil has certainly received ample attention in recent schol-
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