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SOCIAL THOUGHT AND COMMENTARY

Violence and the Profane:
Islamism, Liberal Democracy, and
the Limits of Secular Discipline
Brian Goldstone
Duke University

Today, when religion is emerging as the wellspring of murderous violence
around the world…what about restoring the dignity of atheism, one of Europe’s
greatest legacies and perhaps our only chance for peace?

Slavoj !i"ek, The New York Times, March 12, 20061

When, at the end of this great struggle, we shall have saved our free way of life,
we shall have made no “sacrifice.” The price for civilization must be paid in hard
work and sorrow and blood. 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, April 28, 19422

Civilization must, unfortunately, have its victims.
Lord Cromer, British Consul-General to Egypt, 1883-19073

Introduction

In February and March of 2006, amidst a worldwide “war on terror” initiat-
ed by the United States, two episodes—the so-called cartoon riots that

arose following the publication of inflammatory caricatures of Muhammad,
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and the arrest and threatened execution of Abdul Rahman, an Afghan convert
to Christianity—drew renewed attention to what many perceive to be an
incommensurable relationship between certain strands of Islam and secular,
democratic political arrangements. “Many of us in the West were reminded of
how vast the chasm is between you and us,” was how one prominent editori-
alist, addressing the “Muslim world” in the wake of these events, put it in The
New York Times.4 Using these two incidents as critical points of departure, I
seek to examine how the deployment of a certain kind of juxtaposition, or
what I am here calling profanation, became a strategic device in the discur-
sive spaces surrounding these events, with a number of writers incessantly
contrasting “Islamism” (shorthand for “Islamic fundamentalism”) to what they
saw as the defining characteristics of democracy, freedom, reason, and plural-
ism—in short, to civilization. But juxtapositions of this sort are hardly new.
Drawing especially on the recent work of Talal Asad, Saba Mahmood, and
William T. Cavanaugh, I will argue that the rhetorical opposition to religious
violence and its accompanying concepts (such as sacrifice, cruelty, and suffer-
ing) has, from the very beginning, served as an organizing impetus and legit-
imizing logic for secular liberalism. From this follows a central observation of
this essay, namely that secular liberalism, far from eliminating extreme forms
of violence (as it purports to do), instead tries to redefine the manner in
which, and, most importantly, the reasons for which one should be willing to
defend and offend, suffer and inflict suffering, and even to kill and die.
Secularism, I am arguing, bolsters this arrangement by encouraging the
demarcation of religion from public life or, failing that and more commonly,
by ensuring that religion never goes public in ways that might jeopardize the
state’s monopoly on violence.  

As a political doctrine, then, secularism inherently depends on the prima-
cy of a particular conception of citizenship. According to Asad, secularism is
more than simply the separation of religious from secular institutions in pub-
lic life; rather, what is distinctive are the new meanings ascribed to “religion,”
“ethics,” “politics,” and, indeed, “public,” and the manner in which one’s per-
sonal identifications (and thus commitments) are meant to shift along these
lines.5 More specifically, a person’s habits and sensibilities must be disciplined
just to the extent that one’s sense of political belonging—and the invention
of a distinction between “political” and “religious” belonging is crucial here—
no longer derives primarily from one’s religious community (especially when
such communities espouse doctrines deemed threatening to “the peace”), but
is instead found in the nation-state and its values. Foremost among these are
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the values of tolerance, forbearance, modesty, and, at least insofar as public
religiosity is concerned, nonviolence—not to mention the overlapping values
that capitalism both encourages and requires.6 Moreover, with time it
becomes conceivable that such disciplining will succeed precisely to the
degree that “religion” will no longer be seen as an opposing or even mutual-
ly exclusive sphere in relation to “politics,” but will instead be considered
complimentary or, perhaps, even necessary to the latter’s operations.
Invoking Louis Althusser, we might say that as an ideological project secular-
ism is ultimately geared toward the production of good (religious and politi-
cal) subjects. It is only after such disciplining has transpired that the willing-
ness to kill and die on behalf of the state has the possibility of becoming a
reasonable proposition. And it is in order to maintain the legitimacy of this
proposition that the advocates of secularism perpetually foreground what
!i"ek calls religion’s “murderous violence,” thereby justifying the ostensibly
more “humane” endeavors conducted under signs of pacification, enlighten-
ment, and, more contemporarily, freedom, democratization, and liberation. 

From the perspective of many in the West who have internalized such con-
ditions, the cartoon incident and Rahman proceedings were nothing if not
evidence of an undisciplined (and therefore highly dangerous) refusal of what
have become normative standards of thought and behavior. In what follows,
I will examine these issues from a variety of perspectives. First, I look at the
plethora of editorials and articles written about the cartoon riots and the
arrest of Abdul Rahman, with an eye not toward discovering “what really hap-
pened,” but rather with the hope that such scrutiny will above all elucidate
the West’s own deeply-held presuppositions regarding the kinds of commit-
ments (and thus violences) considered most conducive to modern, democrat-
ic milieus. Seeking to unearth the sources of these assumptions, I then turn to
scrutinize the guiding mythos of political liberalism, which, by contrasting
itself to a violent state of nature (with the so-called wars of religion serving as
its primary historical referent), variously presents itself as a savior from past
conflicts and as a preventive measure against present and future conflicts. By
appealing to a collection of inalienable human rights, the story goes, individ-
uals are able to transcend the supposedly unresolvable nature of doctrinal
and sectarian conflicts in favor of a more common good. But contained in
such narratives, and the very real political consequences they brought and
continue to bring forth, is a violence that justifies itself by constructing an
array of universal, rational or, in the idiom of political liberalism, “reason-
able” norms which, if the situation demands, must be implemented through



Violence and the Profane: Islamism, Liberal Democracy, and the Limits of Secular Discipline

210

coercive means—although “coercive” may not be the appropriate word, see-
ing as how the very notion of coercion, and the contexts in which it can be
applied, is itself contingent on particular political, historical, and cultural con-
figurations. Hence the view that power above all consists in the capacity to
create and define concepts, and that politics is little more than the appropri-
ation, manipulation, and contestation of such concepts.

It is in this light that I attempt to reevaluate secularism, emphasizing not so
much the more common understanding of the term as a demarcation of reli-
gious from non-religious institutions—although it has of course taken this
form, albeit with uneven success—but rather by underscoring its more
inchoate project, that is, its disciplining of religion in such a way that now ren-
ders it compatible with the norms and precepts of liberal, democratic gover-
nance. As such, this essay is driven by a desire to call into question what Saba
Mahmood refers to as the “secular-liberal presuppositions about the proper
role religiosity should play in the constitution of a modern subjectivity, com-
munity, and polity.”7 But whereas Mahmood rightly concentrates her ethno-
graphic inquiry on the lives of the women within the Egyptian mosque move-
ment, leaving the repugnance many in the West feel toward such movements
largely unexamined, I will instead take repugnance itself, exemplified in the
editorials written in response to the events, as one optic through which to
broach these issues. Rather than attempting to discern the layered complexi-
ties that no doubt comprise both the Rahman proceedings and the cartoon
incident, I take the editorials themselves as exemplary moments of rupture
between, if not “civilizations,” then at least radically different ways of conceiv-
ing the import religion should have in, and in relation to, the modern world. 

Of Conversions and Cartoons
On September 29, 2005, Flemming Rose, culture editor of the daily newspa-
per Jyllands-Posten, approved an article that would appear the following day
under the title “Muhammeds ansigt” (“The face of Muhammad”). Months ear-
lier, the Danish paper had issued a notice to some forty caricaturists and car-
toonists inviting them to contribute their own rendering of the Prophet
Muhammad; of these forty, twelve artists responded with a drawing each, all
of which were published on September 30. Almost immediately, the images
elicited indignation from the already-alienated Muslim community in
Denmark. One drawing depicted the Prophet with a bomb in his turban, with
a lit fuse and an Islamic creed written on the bomb; another portrayed five
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stick figures, each with a Star of David and a crescent where the face should
have been, with a tagline that read: “Prophet, you crazy bloke! Keeping
women under yoke!” Still another showed Muhammad dressed like a mullah
and standing on a cloud, greeting newly arriving suicide bombers by shouting
“Stop, stop, we have run out of virgins!” Accompanying the cartoons was an
explanatory text written by the editor himself. “The modern, secular society is
rejected by some Muslims,” he wrote. 

They demand a special position, insisting on special consideration of
their own religious feelings. It is incompatible with contemporary
democracy and freedom of speech, where you must be ready to put up
with insults, mockery and ridicule. It is certainly not always attractive
and nice to look at, and it does not mean that religious feelings should
be made fun of at any price, but that is of minor importance in the pres-
ent context….8

By February 2006, after a number of major newspapers in France,
Germany, Italy, and Spain had reprinted the cartoons, mass demonstrations—
replete with flag and embassy burnings, trampled protesters, clashes with
police, and boycotts on European goods—were being staged in countries
throughout Europe, Africa, and the Middle East.9 The significant lapse of time
(almost six months) between the original publication of the cartoons and the
violent reactions which ensued can be at least partly attributed to the (at least
in the beginning) slow dissemination of the images throughout the world,
with one newspaper after another asserting its freedom of press and expres-
sion and, in turn, with one Muslim leader after another calling for apology,
retraction, and, when these demands went unmet, reprisal. In the end,
approximately three hundred people died in the midst of protest and count-
er-protest, along with more than 800 serious injuries and incalculable eco-
nomic losses in over thirty-five countries.10 Taking into account the fury
wrought by the initial publication in Jyllands-Posten, two representatives of
the newspaper, editor-in-chief Carsten Juste and culture editor Flemming
Rose, felt led to respond to the controversy, albeit in somewhat dissimilar
manners. In fact, one can almost read these responses—the first deferent and
cautious, virtually shocked by the slightest suggestion of intolerance; the
other indignant and self-assured, the very embodiment of universal reason—
as themselves caricatures of the Janus face of secular liberalism. In a letter
addressed to “Honourable Fellow Citizens of the Muslim World,” Juste wrote, 
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In our opinion, the 12 drawings were sober. They were not intended to
be offensive, nor were they at variance with Danish law, but they have
indisputably offended many Muslims for which we apologize. Maybe
because of culturally based misunderstandings, the initiative to publish
the 12 drawings has been interpreted as a campaign against Muslims in
Denmark and the rest of the world. I must categorically dismiss such an
interpretation. Because of the very fact that we are strong proponents
of the freedom of religion and because we respect the right of any
human being to practise his or her religion, offending anybody on the
grounds of their religious beliefs is unthinkable to us.11

In a less conciliatory tenor, and after attempting to justify his decision to pub-
lish the cartoons by pointing out what he considered to be “a marked increase
of self-censorship” among the European press with respect to Muslim minori-
ties, Flemming Rose wrote in The Washington Post,

Has Jyllands-Posten insulted and disrespected Islam? It certainly didn’t
intend to. But what does respect mean? When I visit a mosque, I show
my respect by taking off my shoes. I follow the customs, just as I do in
a church, synagogue or other holy place. But if a believer demands that
I, as a nonbeliever, observe his taboos in the public domain, he is not
asking for my respect, but for my submission. And that is incompatible
with a secular democracy.12

In February 2006, around the time Rose was writing this response, Abdul
Rahman was arrested in Afghanistan for converting, sixteen years earlier, from
Islam to Christianity. Having converted while working as a staff member for a
Christian non-governmental aid group in Pakistan, Rahman lived abroad for
several years, in Germany and then in Belgium, where he continually tried,
unsuccessfully, to gain asylum. Compelled to return to a newly “liberated,”
post-Taliban Afghanistan, Rahman and his ex-wife (she had divorced him
years earlier, apparently due to his newfound religious persuasion) became
embroiled in a custody battle over their two daughters; it was during this time
that she raised, in court, the issue of his religious beliefs as grounds for deny-
ing him custody. A short time later Rahman’s own family reported him to the
authorities, and he was subsequently arrested when police discovered that he
possessed a Bible.13 As the case became politicized and rapidly gained public-
ity, the prosecution asserted that, based on a hadith, or Islamic oral tradition,
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Rahman’s apostasy was punishable by death. Referring to him as a “microbe,”
state prosecutor Abdul Wasi demanded Rahman’s repentance and called him
a traitor: “He should be cut off and removed from the rest of Muslim society
and should be killed.” The Afghan Attorney General echoed this sentiment,
and was quoted as saying that Rahman should be hanged.14

Legal experts around the world decried the situation, believing the case
exposed an intrinsic aporia at the heart of Afghanistan’s recent constitution.
The contradiction, they argued, rested upon the fact that while granting free-
dom of conscience and religion to Afghani citizens—specifically located in its
avowal of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights—the constitution nev-
ertheless maintained that no law could supersede the imperatives of Islamic
moral codes. Inasmuch as the latter were concerned the constitution
deferred to the Hanafi school of Shari’a law, which at the time held sway over
the majority of Afghanistan’s judiciary. By mid-March, with the cartoon
protests tapering off, the international media turned its attention to
Rahman’s impending trial, which soon brought condemnation, including
calls for economic sanctions against Afghanistan, from dozens of Western
humanitarian and religious organizations. In light of these many denuncia-
tions, Ansarullah Mawlawizadah, the chief judge in the case, announced a
compromise: Rahman would be given an opportunity to reconsider and
renounce his conversion to Christianity. 

We will invite him again because the religion of Islam is one of toler-
ance. We will ask him if he has changed his mind. If so we will forgive
him. The Prophet Muhammad has said several times that those who
convert from Islam should be killed if they refuse to come back. And
while this is so, Islam is a religion of peace, tolerance, kindness, and
integrity. That is why we have told him that if he regrets what he did,
then we will forgive him. 

The judge concluded by announcing, “If he does not repent, you will all be
witness to the sort of punishment he will face.”15 Responding to such pro-
nouncements, Rahman told reporters, “They want to sentence me to death
and I accept it…I am a Christian, which means I believe in the Trinity…I
believe in Jesus Christ.”16 Just days after Mawlawizadah’s comments, and fol-
lowing the psychiatric evaluation Rahman had been forced to undergo—
which infuriated observers even further, implying as it did that Rahman had
to be mentally unstable if he was unwilling to renounce his conversion—he
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was released from police custody and immediately departed for Italy, where
he had finally been granted asylum.

* * *

“At first I sympathized with your anger at the Danish cartoons because it’s
impolite to trample on other people’s religious symbols,” wrote acclaimed
columnist David Brooks at the height of the cartoon protests. “But as the rage
spread and the issue grew more cosmic, many of us in the West were remind-
ed of how vast the chasm is between you and us.”17 Here, Brooks succinctly,
if somewhat melodramatically, expresses what became a common refrain in
response to the cartoon controversy. Although there was considerable dis-
agreement in the United States and Europe over whether or not the images
should have been published and then republished at all—with Harper’s edi-
tor Lewis Lapham calling the decision of most North American newspapers
not to reprint the cartoons “a coordinated attack on the freedoms of thought
and expression fundamental to the existence of a liberal society and the
workings of democratic government”18—nearly everyone who chastised the
insensitivity of those who published the cartoons quickly added their con-
demnation of the anger the publications elicited. Hence the editors of The
New York Times opined: “The easy points to make about the continuing crisis
are that (a) people are bound to be offended if their religion is publicly
mocked, and (b) the proper response is not to go on a rampage and burn
down buildings. If Muslim organizations want to stage peaceful marches or
organize boycotts of Danish goods, they’re certainly within their rights.”19

Such “rampages” are, Brooks continues, nothing if not evidence of a vast
chasm separating two worlds. 

In our world we spend our time sifting and measuring, throwing away
the dumb and the offensive, e-mailing the smart and the incisive. We
believe in progress and in personal growth. By swimming in this flurry
of perspectives, by facing unpleasant facts, we try to come closer and
closer to understanding. But you have a different way. When I say “you,”
I don’t mean you Muslims. I don’t mean you genuine Islamic scholars
and learners. I mean you Islamists.20

Unlike those Islamists who respond to what they consider to be blasphemy with
angry demonstrations and even violence, Brooks suggests that the proper
response—the response of those in “his world”—would be to “throw away the
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dumb and the offensive,” or perhaps, if this fails to bring about the desired out-
come, to “stage peaceful marches or organize boycotts of Danish goods.” 

But note also the decisive contrast he draws between “Muslims” and
“Islamists.” Leaving aside the question of how Brooks came to possess the the-
ological wherewithal to be able to distinguish “genuine” from inauthentic
Islam—an increasingly common phenomenon which, as will be discussed
below, Saba Mahmood recently analyzed with respect to the U.S. State
Department—we might nonetheless trace the deployment of this distinction
to what anthropologist Mahmood Mamdani has termed “Culture Talk.”21 In
the rampant editorializing which accompanied the events outlined above,
this mode of juxtaposition was evinced in the frequent discriminations made
between “our world” and “their world,” and, perhaps more significantly,
between “Islam” and “Islamism”—the latter term apparently standing for a
religiosity at odds with the form belief should take in modern, democratic
milieus. More often than not it is the violent and/or political orientation of
Islamism that elicits and purportedly substantiates such a contrast. 

A product of Cold War ideology, Mamdani locates the genesis of such jux-
tapositions in the writings of Bernard Lewis and Samuel Huntington, both of
whom have referred to the current conflicts as a “clash of civilizations” (a term
popularized by Huntington’s 1993 Foreign Affairs piece by that title, and itself
heavily indebted to Lewis’ “The Roots of Muslim Rage” published three years
earlier).22 Influential as Huntington’s theories may have been, Mamdani
believes that Lewis provided the more lasting version of Culture Talk inas-
much as he argued that clashes within civilizations would to a large extent dic-
tate the form that more significant conflicts between civilizations would take.
(One such “clash” in the contemporary Islamic context might, from this per-
spective, be ongoing debates over interpretations of jihad and the proper role
this concept should play in civic and international affairs.) So while the Bush
administration has repeatedly distanced itself from those who would perceive
the war against “radical Islam” as a war against Islam as such, it was Bernard
Lewis who first popularized this vocabulary and provided the scholarship that
would make such differentiations meaningful. In this way, his ideas gave way
to and ostensibly justified Brooks’ now-prevalent distinction between
“Muslims” and “Islamists,” or between what Mamdani more provocatively
calls “good Muslims” and “bad Muslims.”23

But lest one suppose that Brooks’ ethnocentric binarisms are unique to his
specific brand of social conservatism, one need only look to the comments of
more left-leaning writers and publications for evidence of much the same.
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Indeed, the peculiarity of the cartoon controversy was that, in presenting the
“progressive and rational” world with a common enemy, it allowed for a soli-
darity beyond political partisanship seldom seen in the United States and
Europe. Thus one reader would write, in response to Brooks’ column, of one
“unexpected but heartwarming consequence of the Muslim anger” over the
Danish cartoons: “Despite stark, contentious divisions in the United States
between Republicans and Democrats, we are coming together to embrace our
common belief in a bedrock principle of our Republic—freedom of expres-
sion. It is stunning to understand that we can, after all, stand united.”24 So
while perhaps few would employ Brooks’ purposefully incendiary rhetoric,
the central assertion of his column—that freedom of expression is a core prin-
ciple of modern, democratic societies, and that the cartoons, distasteful as
they may have been for some, were undoubtedly not cause for violence—was
reiterated by a variety of perspectives. The editors of The Nation, for example,
wrote that “there is certainly no moral equivalence between the attacks on
Danish embassies and the publication (or republication) of a cartoon, howev-
er offensive,” and that freedom of speech “is an essential principle that dem-
ocratic societies have established over years of struggle, and we remain vigi-
lant in its defense.”25 This was echoed by the editors of The Economist, whose
subheading unequivocally stated “Free Speech Should Override Religious
Sensitivities,” and then went on to explain that “freedom of expression,
including the freedom to poke fun at religion, is not just a hard-won human
right but the defining freedom of liberal societies. When such a freedom
comes under threat of violence, the job of governments should be to defend
it without reservation.”26 For his part, evangelical spokesman Charles
Colson—a noted opponent of free speech legislation in most other situa-
tions—insisted that the publication of the cartoons was simply “the kind of
thing that those of us in free countries expect of a free press,” and that “the
Muslim response has been unthinkably violent.”27

While the circumstances surrounding the cartoon controversy involved a
degree of uncertainty as to the appropriateness of the actions which first led
to this “unthinkable violence,” the international reaction to Abdul Rahman’s
arrest in Afghanistan involved no such ambiguity. Whereas the responses to
the cartoon protests were somewhat tempered by an acknowledgement of
insensitivity toward the Qur’anic prohibition against renderings of
Muhammad, the prospect of someone being executed for their religious
beliefs was viewed with unqualified horror and incredulity. It was roundly
condemned as “unimaginable” and served to reinforce the impression of a
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deep incommensurability between democratic norms (namely freedom of
religion) and, in this case, an Islamic mandate against apostasy. Thus Amnesty
International labeled Rahman a “prisoner of conscience” and called for his
“immediate and unconditional release.”28 Meanwhile, Tony Perkins of the
Family Research Council, a conservative evangelical organization not com-
monly allied with Amnesty International, articulated what would become a
widespread reaction to the trial. Throwing doubt on the extent to which
Afghanistan had truly been liberated, Perkins wrote, “How can we congratu-
late ourselves for liberating Afghanistan from the rule of jihadists only to be
ruled by Islamists who kill Christians? Americans will not give their blood and
treasure to prop up new Islamic fundamentalist regimes.”29 President Bush,
criticized for his initially tepid response, soon echoed Perkins’ remarks: “It is
deeply troubling that a country we helped liberate would hold a person to
account because they chose a particular religion over another.”30 The editors
of The New York Times went even further: “the case is more than deeply trou-
bling; it’s barbaric.”31

Adding his voice to this chorus of disdain, Slavoj !i"ek wrote in reference
to both the cartoons and the Rahman case that “the lesson of today’s terror-
ism is that if God exists, then everything, including blowing up thousands of
innocent bystanders, is permitted—at least to those who claim to act direct-
ly on behalf of God, since, clearly, a direct link to God justifies the violation
of any merely human constraints and considerations.” Arguing that “funda-
mentalists do what they perceive as good deeds in order to fulfill God’s will
and to earn salvation,” !i"ek proposes in its place a kind of Kantian morali-
ty—exemplified for him by the “European tradition of atheism”—whereby
one “does good simply because it is the right thing to do.”32 Notwithstanding
the title of his 2001 book The Fragile Absolute: Or, Why is The Christian Legacy
Worth Fighting For?33, !i"ek’s assertion of the dangers of fundamentalism
nevertheless invokes a specter which has been and continues to be crucial for
the legitimation of the liberal nation-state: the specter of religious violence.
Moreover, he leaves unanswered a question, a fundamentally simple ques-
tion, similarly left unanswered by the editorials and op-eds cited here: If vio-
lences carried out on behalf of religious convictions are unacceptable and
“barbaric,” then what forms of violence are acceptable?

In what follows, I aim to explore this question by demonstrating how the
liberal mythos which gave rise to the modern nation-state retains the justifi-
cation for a whole range of new modes of violence. I suggest that the solu-
tion offered by liberalism consists not so much in a disavowal of violence as
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such, but rather in the secularization (and ostensible rationalization) of vio-
lence which, by way of contrast, attempts to render more “traditional”—“sec-
tarian,” “ethnic,” “tribal,” and of course religious—violences obsolete. In the
above commentaries, we have witnessed the repulsion elicited when religion
strays outside the “limits of reason alone,” that is, when it refuses to lessen
the severity of whatever its practitioners happen to deem non-negotiable (in
this case blasphemy and apostasy) and in so doing relies on the particularity
of its dogmas for the substance of its moral, legal, and political visions. I real-
ize, however, that my account thus far has been incomplete and perhaps
negligent—I have not, for instance, given voice to the vast diversity of opin-
ions which exist within the so-called Muslim world, nor have I recognized
those within the United States and Europe who have significantly criticized
the sanctity of such notions as “free speech.” Without doubt, it is important
to avoid the appearance of uniformity in the narration of events such as
these. Nevertheless, I consider it equally imperative that we recognize the
continuities that exist between contemporary characterizations of
“Islamism” and that unique style of argumentation and critique which, in the
next section I attribute to the apologists and theoreticians of secular liberal-
ism. It is the misrecognition of such continuities which can and oftentimes
does lead to the authorization, unwitting perhaps, of the distinctive vio-
lences which both accompany and accomplish the liberal nation-state.

“Religious Violence” and the Politics of Profanation
As a number of the preceding commentaries will attest to, the notion of taboo,
with its companion concept of the sacred, has been marshaled for quite tac-
tical purposes in recent characterizations of Islam. More often than not, the
debates surrounding the cartoons hinged on the degree to which a free press
should be expected to respect “Islamic taboos” in public, while the Abdul
Rahman seemed to expose an intrinsic tension between the “sacredness” of
universal human rights and the “sacredness” of Islamic codes of conduct. The
utilization of these concepts, particularly in reference to a religious or cultur-
al other is, however, hardly new—although it might be considered especially
modern. Coming to prominence during the Victorian age, in the context of an
intellectual climate obsessed with discovering the basis for a wholly rational
morality, “taboo” came to stand in for both a crude and primordial stage of
moral development, from which the vanguard of nineteenth-century intelli-
gentsia had obviously progressed, and as that which continued to “survive” in
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certain less-enlightened realms of Victorian society—above all in the Church.
In the words of Alasdair MacIntyre,

Taboo was both a problem and a solution for the Victorians, because in
the taboo customs of Polynesia they saw what they took to be primitive
anticipations of their own scheme of rational ethics, but in a form dis-
figured by superstitious conceptions of the sacred and of sacred power
and by a failure to distinguish genuine moral rules from arbitrary and
irrational prohibitions.34

Taboo, in other words, resembled Victorian morality inasmuch as it stipulat-
ed a normative realm of social behavior, but was dissimilar by virtue of its
supposedly sacred character. It was at this point that “the profane” came to be
seen in some circles as not only an antidote to the uncivilized, irrational man-
dates of primitive taboo, but also as that which unsettled and unseated the
mysteriousness of the sacred realm in all of its manifestations. Profanation
thus became a crucial modality in the process termed secularization by the
very social scientists who, incidentally, first “discovered” the sacred. 

In subsequent encounters between Europe and the non-European world,
and in the midst of Europe’s own social upheavals, profanation became, in
Talal Asad’s words, a kind of “forcible emancipation from error and despot-
ism.”35 But because reason—constituted in opposition to superstition, fetish,
and taboo—requires that “false things be either proscribed and eliminated,
or transcribed and re-sited as objects to be seen, heard, and touched by the
properly educated senses,” the successful unmasking of pretended power
therefore serves to establish the legitimate power of the universal reason
which displaces it.36 Consequently, far from signaling a truly de-transcenden-
talizing maneuver, as is often assumed, the profane rather involves the trans-
ference of transcendent qualities from one sphere to another, whereby, for
instance, the “sanctity of conscience” is made a universal principle in oppo-
sition to ecclesiastical authority and the rules authorized by casuistry. The
sacred, in other words,  remains in modernity firmly intact. Dyab Abou
Jahjah, whose Arab European League protested the Mohammed cartoons by
publishing their own picture of Hitler in bed with Anne Frank, perfectly cap-
tured this truism when he said, “Europe has its sacred cows, even if they’re
not religious sacred cows.”37

Against those who would place profanation firmly on the side of a self-evi-
dent empiricism, Asad argues that “although profanation appears to shift the
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gaze from the transcendental to the mundane, what it does is rearrange bar-
riers between the illusory and the actual.”38 What Asad means here is that
while profanation presents itself as a much-needed instrument of demystifi-
cation, it nevertheless ends up substituting one transcendental imperative (a
religious prohibition, for example) for another (such as freedom of speech).
Because this rearranging of concepts more often than not occurs within the
realm of politics, it falls to an anthropology of the political to uncover the
ways in which such rearrangements posit, and then render normative, certain
assumptions about sociopolitical existence, while concomitantly vilifying
those experiences which are perceived to contradict them. 

Profanation, seen in this way, is a strategic weapon whose ammunition is
a universal conception of the sacred that seeks to contrast itself—if need be
through insults, mockery, ridicule, physical coercion, or through less overt tac-
tics—with the particularity of religious taboos. This can be seen when
Flemming Rose writes that the demand to “observe [Islam’s] taboos in the
public domain” is “incompatible with a secular democracy,” and that the
anger expressed over the transgression of such taboos is irreconcilable “with
contemporary democracy and freedom of speech, where you must be willing
to put up with insults, mockery, and ridicule.”39 The “wellspring of murderous
violence” to which !i"ek refers must then at least partly result from a refusal
on the part of “fundamentalists” to accept the proposition that their taboos
are operative only in the private realm of mosque, church, and temple. And
because the violence attending the stubborn attachment to such taboos has
been deemed irrational (or “barbaric,” as The New York Times would have it),
the only rational solution can be the reassertion, by force if necessary, of a
common good through which, and only through which, sustained peace can
be achieved. Since the advent of modernity, this common good has been
found in the protection of the sovereign state, where sacredness now inheres
almost exclusively in its leaders, its citizens and, most importantly, its socio-
juridical codes of conduct. 

In his fascinating book Theopolitical Imagination, William Cavanaugh argues
that this story of the rise and development of the modern state can be seen as
an alternative soteriology to that of the Christian church, whereby salvation
from the violence of conflicting individuals now comes through the enactment
of a sovereign social body.40 While articulations of a collective body resulting
from a social contract can be found in both Locke and Rousseau, the metaphor
was most powerfully formulated by Hobbes, who defined his great Leviathan as
“one person, of whose acts a great multitude, by mutual covenants with one
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another, have made themselves every one the author, to the end he may use the
strength and means of them all, as he shall think expedient, for their peace and
common defence.”41 Quite literally, the Hobbesian contract calls for the “signing
over” of one’s right to violence to the sovereign body, be it in the form of a king
or some other collective unit. Only the establishment of a commonwealth along
these lines, the story went, could offer humanity the “peace and common
defence” which it had so obviously heretofore lacked, and so also the only gen-
uine possibility for lasting protection. 

But what did people need protection from? According to Cavanaugh, the
soteriology of the modern state is incomprehensible apart from the fact that
the church was “perhaps the primary thing from which the modern state is
meant to save us.” 42 When the religious consensus of civil society was shat-
tered by the Reformation, the passions arising from religious dogmas were
loosed, which soon lead to Catholics and newly minted Protestants killing
each other in the name of doctrinal loyalties. Arising from the ashes of these
“wars of religion,” the modern secular state with its privatization of religious
expression was deemed necessary to preserve peace among warring religious
factions. What’s more, in order to maintain the vitality of the state, the popu-
lar belief that particular doctrines or denominations contained within them
the ultimate good had to be replaced by a notion of a public, or “common
good,” which would ultimately render something like a theological consensus
unnecessary and, in many ways, superfluous.43 It thus happened that liberal
political theory was, in a certain sense, called into being precisely by the
tragedies of religious conflict that it would hereafter delineate its own identi-
ty in opposition to. Those archaic few still willing to kill and die on behalf of
“religious doctrines” would now become liberalism’s constitutive other.

Thus, Cavanaugh cites political theorist Judith Shklar’s succinct version of
liberalism’s formative period: 

Liberalism…was born out of the cruelties of the religious civil wars,
which forever rendered the claims of Christian charity a rebuke to all
religious institutions and parties. If the faith was to survive at all, it
would do so privately. The alternative then set, and still before us, is not
one between classical virtue and liberal self-indulgence, but between
cruel military and moral repression and violence, and a self-restraining
tolerance that fences in the powerful to protect the freedom and safety
of every citizen…44
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The canonical status of this narrative—of tragedy and redemption, of cruel-
ty and tolerance—can be evinced by surveying a number of the foremost
proponents of political liberalism, from Locke and Rawls to, more recently
and popularly, Flemming Rose, David Brooks, and the editors of The New
York Times. For just as Brooks contrasts the violence of Islamic dogmatism to
the “rational and progressive” argumentation of democracies, John Rawls
similarly invokes the specter of a tragic past—or distant other—of religious
violence in order to maintain the potency of his own prescriptions. Rawls
stresses that “political liberalism starts by taking to heart the absolute depth
of that irreconcilable latent conflict,” by which he means those “mortal con-
flicts” over comprehensive doctrines with “transcendent elements not admit-
ting of compromise.”45

Romand Coles rightly observes that “in the face of this death…political
liberalism discovers a certain resolution and resoluteness,” and that this res-
oluteness, constituted as it is by the constant “recollection” of religious con-
flict, serves to underscore “the profound role that tragic sensibility plays in
Rawlsian liberalism.”46 For example, when Rawls conjures up the memory of
“Catholics and Protestants in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries” in
order to make a point about the need for an ideologically neutral legal order,
he is essentially saying that the vitality of a liberal democracy intrinsically
depends on certain restrictions being placed on the kinds of discourses
allowed entrance into the public realm.47 In Coles’ critical appraisal of Rawls,
public reason “must be absolutely sovereign over the borders of legitimate
public discourse and define the principles that are to govern liberal public
territory”; otherwise we will “easily fall” into an abyss not unlike the never-
to-distant violences of our premodern past.48 We must vigilantly guard, liber-
alism perpetually reminds us, against those comprehensive doctrines from
which these primal violences derive.

Thus, when contemporary writers such as Richard Cohen of The Washington
Post declare that “Afghanistan remains deeply medieval” and that “the murder
of a person for his religious belief…is something we in the West stopped
accepting hundreds of years ago,” we might recognize his indebtedness to lib-
eral thinkers such as Rawls who situate religious violence temporally prior to,
and as a general impetus for, the establishment of liberal governance.49 But
there is, Cavanaugh suggests, a slight problem with such commonsensical
accounts of the relation between religious violence and the state: they are
more or less inaccurate, and the general acceptance of this narrative marks it
as one of the enduring fables of political theory. He makes a convincing case
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for seeing the “wars of religion” not as an impetus for the founding of the mod-
ern nation-state, but rather as the birthpangs of the newly-constituted state.
Moreover, Cavanaugh asserts that not only were these battles being waged for
political and economic reasons, but that “what was at issue in these wars was
the very creation of religion as a set of privately held beliefs without direct
political relevance.”50 It is therefore deeply anachronistic to speak of “religious
violence” insofar as such a category already presupposes a bounded and essen-
tial conception of “religion”—as distinguished from, say, “politics” and “eco-
nomics”—that did not exist at the time. 

However, more is at stake here than mere terminological errors. For in
addition to presenting us with a revisionist impression of “religion” culled
from a modern political sensibility, this account equally seeks to delineate the
very idea of a “political realm” that can stand in autonomy from (and, for
many theorists, opposition to) the religious. Hence nearly all discussions of
“religion and violence,” including those mentioned above, knowingly or not
employ a normative definition of religion that serves to differentiate it from
the equally normative realm of politics, just as the church is subsequently dis-
tinguished from the state—formal distinctions which are, in fact, particular to
the project of secularism. It is in this light that we can appreciate the outrage
and bewilderment experienced by many in the West when confronted with an
Afghan government that would, as President Bush put it, hold a person to
account because they chose a particular religion over another: if nothing else,
it harkened back to a time when “religion” and “politics” were indistinguish-
able, before the secularization and thus differentiation of modern institutions
had fully transpired. 

With the newly distinct categories of religion and politics arose a similarly
distinct legal apparatus that would henceforth determine the behavioral and
jurisdictional limits proper to each sphere. The legitimate use of violence with
respect to each sphere therefore figures prominently in positive legal theory
where, as Walter Benjamin once wrote, “it undertakes a fundamental distinc-
tion between kinds of violence independently of cases of their application.
The distinction is between historically acknowledged, so-called sanctioned
violence, and unsanctioned violence.”51 At this point we can take note of the
almost banal fact that while the violences of Islamic fundamentalism have
been roundly condemned, we have yet to read by these same pundits a
denunciation of violence as such. And it is this legitimation by default of cer-
tain types of violences that is, I am arguing, a fundamental attribute of moder-
nity, and is also a defining feature of liberal democracy and the secular state. 
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“Making a Garden in a Jungle”: Liberal Democracy, Valuable
Violence, and the Remaking of Religion 
What, then, is the status of modern violence, particularly in relation to the lib-
eral democratic nation-state? Pertinent to this question is Asad’s exploration of
the categories of suffering, pain, and cruelty, and the way these ideas take
shape in response to what he calls the cultural grammars of specific times and
places. In his “Reflections on Cruelty and Torture,” Asad begins by observing
that a “major motive of secularism has clearly been the desire to end cruel-
ties—the deliberate infliction in this world of pain to the living body of others,
and the causing of distress to their minds—that religion has so often initiated
and justified.”52 But while he goes on to reference the decidedly nonreligious
cruelties of the twentieth century—most prominently Stalinism and Nazism—
his concern is not with keeping a scorecard of sufferings inflicted by secular
regimes versus religious ones, but instead with examining the ways in which
“moral sensibilities about deliberately inflicted pain have been formed in mod-
ern secular society.”53 If in fact the development of liberal democracies has wit-
nessed a progressive decline of cruel, inhuman, and degrading practices (which
is debatable to say the least), it is partially because the very definitions of
“cruel,” “inhuman,” and “degrading” have been contingent on the particular
cultural, historical, and legal configurations of their deployments. After thus
relativizing such seemingly unambiguous categories, Asad goes on to offer a
compelling account of how prohibitions against such practices have more sig-
nificantly been part of “a secular story of how one becomes truly human.”54

In order to grasp the force of this last statement, one first needs to recog-
nize the ways in which the modern sensibility regarding physical pain, as well
as notions of cruelty, have often been determined by the extent to which it
occurs, or is inflicted, “without good reason.” What this involves is a perspec-
tive that purports to judge whether or not the means of a particular proce-
dure—be it in the interrogation of a prisoner, the execution of a criminal, the
slaughter of animals, or the specific strategies employed in warfare—justify
its ends. After all, central to the project of modernity was the attempt to uni-
versalize certain standards of behavior—contemporarily articulated, for
example, by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights—that would coincide
with a new moral conscience, one in which gratuitous or inefficient pain was
considered immoral, while other types of pain were considered unavoidable
and in some circumstances even productive. “Thus it has often been claimed,”
Asad writes, “that European rule in colonial countries, although not itself
democratic, brought about moral improvements in behavior—that is, the
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abandonment of practices that offend against the human.”55 More recently,
such arguments have been marshaled in an attempt to justify the deaths of
thousands of civilians in the so-called liberation of Afghanistan and Iraq from
their “inhumane” governments, to rationalize the torture of prisoners, and to
validate Israel’s long-standing practice of “targeted killings” of those it consid-
ers dangerous. 

When Lord Cromer, the British colonial officer, famously wrote that “civi-
lization must, unfortunately, have its victims,” he apparently meant that in
the course of imposing what administrators considered to be civilized stan-
dards of justice and humanity on a subject population, some forms of suffer-
ing were deemed, in Asad’s words, “necessary to the process of realizing one’s
humanity—that is, pain that was adequate to its end, not wasteful pain.”56

This logic of means and ends is inextricably tied to the formation and under-
lying rationale of liberalism’s account of itself. Asad notes the extent to which
the “secular, liberal state depends crucially for its public virtues (equality, tol-
erance, liberty) on political myth—that is, on origin narratives that provide a
foundation for its political values and a coherent framework for its public and
private morality.”57 What Asad finds interesting is not that myth has been
deployed in the service of a particular politics—for as Benedict Anderson,
Charles Taylor, and others have shown, all political arrangements initially take
shape in the imagination58—but he is rather interested in the substance of
this myth and the multifarious ways it crystallizes into the normative presup-
positions that undergird particular attitudes and behaviors. 

To demonstrate this point, Asad scrutinizes an argument made by Margaret
Canovan, a well-known political philosopher. Canovan not only believes that
the fundamental principles of liberalism rest on mythical assumptions about
the nature of mankind and the nature of society, but also stresses that if lib-
eralism is to have any import in the contemporary philosophical-political
landscape, these assumptions must be wholeheartedly acknowledged as
myths.59 Canovan points out that in the eighteenth century the ideas that
would form the core of liberal thinking were rooted in a distinctive concep-
tion of “nature” as deep reality. The terminology of natural rights—“all men
are created equal,” “everyone possesses human rights”—referred “not simply
to what men (and later women) should have, but to what they do in fact pos-
sess in the reality of human nature that lies beneath the distorted world as it
now appears.”60

Why, Asad queries, did the early promoters of liberalism mobilize the lan-
guage of nature in this way? Simply put, because they thought the idea of
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nature best served to justify and explain a variety of phenomena, and further-
more offered a useful position from which to criticize worldly conditions. “To
insist that manifest social inequalities and constraints were ‘unnatural’,” Asad
explains, “was in effect to invoke an alternative world—a mythical world—
that was ‘natural’ because in it freedom and equality prevailed.”61 But when
the sociological realism of the nineteenth century, which accompanied the
emergence of what might be referred to as a social ontology of violence, led to
the predominance of a new conception of nature, liberalism was deemed
impotent both to adequately deal with harsh social realities and, perhaps
more significantly, to account for the multiplicity of norms being found in non-
European societies. For when nature is interpreted positivistically in terms of
statistical norms or ethnological datum, a variety of behaviors and sentiments
can claim to be equally “natural.” With this history in mind, Canovan argues
that the defense of liberal principles can only effectively proceed when, contra
the Rawlsian reliance on abstract reason, liberals recognize and draw openly
on its longstanding myth—precisely a prescriptive myth—of natural rights.
Canovan provocatively writes that

the essence of the myth of liberalism—its imaginary construction—is to
assert human rights precisely because they are not built into the structure
of the universe… Liberalism is not a matter of clearing away a few acci-
dental obstacles and allowing humanity to unfold its natural essence. It is
more like making a garden in a jungle that is continually encroaching.62

With this statement, Canovan gets at the heart of the justifications for violence
built into the very foundation not only of the modern nation-state, but also
of the entire project of democratization and human rights that is so much a
part of today’s geopolitical terrain. It also sheds light on what Asad means
when he says that integral to secularism’s original mandate has been the
attempt to humanize the world. “Making a garden in a jungle”: this image
succinctly captures the liberal conceit (whether based on myth or abstract
argumentation) to epistemological certainty—that its vision of humanity is
something worth creating—in addition to allowing us to see what Asad calls
“the violence lying at the heart of a political doctrine that has disavowed vio-
lence on principle…the violence of universalizing reason itself.”63 Such a vio-
lence, he seems to suggest, proceeds from such a certainty. 

A garden is a strikingly innocuous metaphor, but we would do well to
remember that they arise in jungles only after a considerable amount of cut-
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ting away and uprooting has occurred. The innate violence of this imagery goes
a long way toward explaining a whole range of seemingly disparate phenome-
na—from Manifest Destiny and European colonialism to imposed democrati-
zation and global capitalism (after all, what is “making a garden in a jungle” if
not the moral architecture underwriting the primitive accumulation of capi-
tal?). Furthermore, it allows us to understand the reasoning by  which even
those “progressives” who would under most circumstances oppose violent
force have gradually come to support military actions that promise to depose
of barbarity. This has especially been the case with regard to current outcries
against Islamism—for example, in campaigns undertaken by groups like the
Feminist Majority, whose emphasis on the burka-clad bodies of Afghan women
became crucial in establishing legitimacy for the Bush administration’s mili-
tary endeavors. “Many feminists,” Saba Mahmood writes, “would have little dif-
ficulty supporting projects of social reform aimed at transforming the attach-
ments, commitments, and sensibilities of the kind that undergird the practices
of the women I worked with, so that these women may be allowed to live a
more enlightened existence.”64 It is decisive, then, that the violence required
by the cultivation of enlightenment—even when it inflicts unprecedented suf-
fering—should always be distinguished from the violence of the dark jungle
and the transgression of law. Thus Asad concludes:

“Political and legal disciplines that forcefully protect sacred things (indi-
vidual conscience, property, liberty, experience) against whatever vio-
lates them is thus underwritten by the myth. Liberalism is not merely
the passion of civility… It claims the right to exercise power, through
the threat and the use of violence, when it redeems the world and pun-
ishes the recalcitrant.” 65

To a large extent, then, the conditions under which an action can even be
considered cruel and inhumane is fundamentally determined by which side
of the binary—garden/jungle, secular/religious, state/terrorist, democratic/
tyrannical, peacemaking/fanatical, friend/enemy and so forth—one’s vio-
lence happens to find itself on. The politico-juridical status of violence is cru-
cial here, with international standards such as those established by the
Geneva Convention and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights attempt-
ing to regulate, for example, what “normal” warfare should consist of. So it
happens that the mass slaughter of civilians through aerial bombardment—
the result of a well-known U.S. military doctrine of using overwhelming force
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(preferably from the air) in order to maintain minimal American casualties—
goes largely unquestioned, while violence perpetrated by suicide bombers on
civilians in close proximity is invariably condemned. Again, the law never
seeks to eliminate violence; rather, it’s object is always to regulate violence
toward particular ends. But more is at stake here than the paradoxes that
attend legal prohibitions against certain techniques of violence. More signif-
icant is the location of particular violences, that is, where they are carried out
and by whom, as well as the reasons by which they are judged permissible
and/or inescapable. 

In terms of the events being considered here, the variables of location and
reason offer useful points of departure. The Abdul Rahman case presented a
human rights crisis of “barbaric” proportions because a man was arrested,
with accompanying calls for his execution, as a direct byproduct of his reli-
gious beliefs. It should be emphatically noted that it was the religious nature
of the arrest that brought international condemnation, and not the fact that
he was to be executed by a state with a newfound monopoly on physical vio-
lence. (After all, acts of treason against the United States, as stipulated by the
Constitution, remain punishable by death, and the US regularly executes
those considered to be incorrigible menaces to society.) It is therefore with
more than a touch of irony that Cavanaugh describes the current world situa-
tion (echoed in the sentiments of everyone from !i"ek to conservative
Christians to the editors of The Economist) as one in which the West is increas-
ingly being threatened by a Muslim culture whose primary point of difference
with our own is its stubborn refusal to tame its religious passions in the pub-
lic sphere. The violence of contemporary imperialism is therefore facilitated
by an unspoken narrative going something like this: “We in the West have long
ago learned the sobering lessons of religious warfare and have moved toward
the secularization of the use of force. Now we only seek to share our peaceful
solution with the Muslim world. Regrettably, it is sometimes necessary to
bomb them into democracy.”66

However, only a few of the editorialists discussed above would be likely to
endorse such a project of blatant force—so where then does this situate the
rest in relation to secularism? While there is certainly more to be said about
the aporetic (and largely hypocritical) status of those secularized violences
that make democracies possible and allow them to persist, it would be a mis-
take to assume that the severe violences of the kind currently being wit-
nessed, for example, in the Middle East exhaust the possibilities of “making a
garden in the jungle,” which is to say, of secular discipline and reformation.
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Thus, Alain Badiou’s recent characterization of liberal democracy could just as
easily be used to describe secularism: “At best it refers to a patient re-educa-
tion, at worst to the right of military intervention by democratic paratroop-
ers.”67 The “re-education” that secularism provokes has less to do with overt
coercion than with subtle transformation, although the latter modality in
many ways serves to mobilize those instances of the former—in other words,
when religious subjectivities have been reformed to the extent that their pub-
lic articulations no longer stand in opposition to the normative violences of
liberal governance, and when the differentiation of the spheres is no longer
necessary precisely because religion is no longer deemed inimical to political
sovereignty. Keeping in mind the very real sufferings inflicted in the cause of
secular reason, it is this other, less overtly violent but perhaps more insidious,
aspect of secularism that needs to be emphasized, particularly in light of the
reactions to the cartoon riots and the Rahman controversy. To this end, the
reformation that secularism wishes to bring about has to do not with ensur-
ing that religion remains within its own sphere, but rather with rendering reli-
gion consonant with a set of political values, of which agreement on the legit-
imate uses of violence are, in the events being discussed here, only the most
obviously problematic. 

Saba Mahmood recently examined this dimension of secularism in light of
the United States’ less-than-publicized attempt, in conjunction with its anti-ter-
ror military operations, to influence the theological sensibilities of ordinary
Muslims whom the State department regards as dangerously inclined toward
fundamentalist interpretations of Islam. In order to carry out this elaborate
mission, the U.S. has found an uneasy ally among an indigenous group of mod-
erate Muslim clerics who, in the words of State Department planners, are most
open to a “Western vision of civilization, political order, and society.”68 It is the
Bush administration’s hope that these theological positions will gain preemi-
nence in Islamic contexts, just to the extent that they will help to conclusively
establish what “genuine Islam”—that is, an Islam readily adaptable to
American values and interests—really is. Thus Mahmood asserts that “the
political solution that secularism proffers lies not so much in tolerating differ-
ence and diversity but in remaking certain kinds of religious subjectivities
(even if this requires the use of violence) so as to render them compliant with
liberal political rule.”69 What’s more, in order to argue that the deprivatization
of religion is essentially dangerous to liberal political culture, one would,
according to José Casanova’s Public Religions in the Modern World, “need to
prove that ultimately there is incompatibility between religion and modern
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structures of consciousness.”70 So there is a self-fulfilling dynamic at work here:
If religion has indeed “gone public” in non-threatening ways, it is only because
it has proven itself complementary to the sensibilities and procedures of mod-
ern society, which for Casanova implies the “recognition that modern democ-
racy is not only a ‘form’ of government but also a type of polity based on the
normative universalist principles of individual freedom and individual
rights.”71 It follows from such an analysis that, for example, the (quite public)
riots over the publication of the Danish cartoons—which have undoubtedly
been interpreted as protests against key democratic values—are but an
instance of secularization gone awry, or an example of what happens when
religious impulses are not sufficiently policed by the discursive apparatuses of
the modern world. 

It would therefore be counterfactual to see the doctrine of the separation
between church and state, along with the banishment of religion to the private
realm, as the necessary theoretical and political determinations of the secular.
Secularism, in other words, should no longer be thought of as the antithesis to
religion. Instead, secularism can be described as that doctrine which attempts
to delimit the kinds of religious expressions most compatible with modern, lib-
eral political belonging. On this count, religious convictions can be retained
and even brought into political debate, but only on the condition that they
uphold the dictates of a collection of preordained (and thus legally-upheld)
principles. The crucial point here is not that religion is deemed irrelevant to
political deliberation or that acts of religiosity remain relegated to their own
realm, but rather that religious commitments, in whatever form they take, are
always being remade so as to coincide with and maintain the norms of political
citizenship. These norms not only have to do with the correct uses of violence,
but also include principles of toleration, pluralism, freedom of conscience and
expression, and so forth. The deep normativity of such assumptions are even
evinced in the recent writings of many supposedly “non-secularist” political
theorists, for whom the particularity of religious considerations must always be
rendered secondary to some notion of the political good. In his book Why I Am
Not a Secularist, for instance, William Connolly’s ostensibly generous “ethos of
engagement will provide an existential basis for democratic politics if and
when many partisans affirm without deep resentment the contestable charac-
ter of the fundamental faith they honor most.”72 Where this fails to occur, where
religious sensibilities refuse the disciplining strictures of secular modernity,
they will be declared aberrant and, as is so often the case today, efforts will be
made to induce conformity.
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Concluding Remarks 
It will have become obvious by now that this essay has in no way been an
attempt to resolve the conundrums presented by the issues it addresses. As an
untold number of think tanks, public policy centers, academic journals, gov-
ernmental and non-governmental organizations actively seek and debate
such resolutions, the “problem” of contemporary Islam has in many ways pro-
ceeded to the status of self-evidence. Today, when few on the political left
(along with a number of prominent conservatives) remain convinced of the
moral superiority of American activities abroad, many would nonetheless
regard the growing ascendancy of global Islam with suspicion, fear, and even
hostility (although they will be quick, like David Brooks and George W. Bush,
to differentiate “authentic” from “political” or “radical” Islam). Like the
Christian fundamentalists they similarly deride, these Muslims have refused to
tame the particularity of their visions, the literality of their hermeneutics, and
the passion of their convictions, and are thus looked upon—probably with
good reason—as threats to the established order. As I have argued, this is an
order above all characterized not only by the drawing of incisive boundaries
between various domains of social existence, but also by the policing of how
exactly those boundaries may be transgressed. Thus, I have resisted a concep-
tion of secularism that would assert the necessity of, for instance, “keeping
religion out of politics”; instead, I have insisted that, when linked to the dual
trajectories of liberalism and democracy, secularism becomes that principle
which governs precisely the ways in which religion and politics can interact,
that is, on the ways religion can become public.

When Muslim clerics in Denmark first demanded that Jyllands-Posten be
held to account for its depiction of Muhammad, they were ostensibly protest-
ing not only an “offense” against their constituency, but an intentional blas-
phemy against God. And when Afghanistan’s judiciary decided to try Abdul
Rahman for apostasy, a crime warranting execution, they were condemning
more than the “personal belief” of a particular man. As Ibn Warraq, author of
Why I Am Not a Muslim, observed in a speech before the 60th Session of the
UN Commission on Human Rights in 2004, 

The very notion of apostasy has vanished from the West, where one
would talk of being a lapsed Catholic or non-practicing Christian rather
than an apostate. There are certainly no penal sanctions for converting
from Christianity to any other religion. In Islamic countries, on the other
hand, the issue is far from dead…73
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Warraq is undoubtedly correct: the notion of apostasy, along with blasphe-
my, has largely disappeared from the cultural lexicon of Western societies.
After all, such ideas too closely resemble the taboos, with their accompany-
ing demands for violent punishment, that modern life was meant to offer
freedom from. But secular modernity, and the dominant system of gover-
nance it gave way to, has never been about the elimination of violence as
such; rather, it has been characterized by its near-constant redefinition of the
precise reasons for which one should be willing to kill and die. Encapsulating
this point in their book Blood Sacrifice and the Nation: Totem Rituals and the
American Flag, Carolyn Marvin and David Ingle remind us that while various
religious groups are permitted to exist in the secular nation-state, they are
not permitted to kill, for their beliefs are not officially true. They write that
“what is really true in any society is what is worth killing for, and what citi-
zens may be compelled to sacrifice their lives for.”74 It is for this reason that
I have described secular discipline as ultimately an inculcation of value, the
refusal of which goes some way toward explaining the incommensurabilities
which so distinguish our contemporary moment.
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