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A number of books have been published in the past ten years on the conviction widely shared by scholars across a
variety of disciplines that we are currently experiencing a worldwide religious resurgence. In this chapter I examine
more closely the very notion of a ‘religious resurgence’ and its theoretical implications for International Relations (IR).
There are two points I wish to make. First, one way to understand the religious resurgence is in terms of a theoretical
shift: as IR scholars move beyond the secularisation thesis, religion becomes more obvious as a variable in global
politics. Second, the return of religion qua theoretical shift requires rethinking the fundamental idea of religion, as
making sense of the religious resurgence requires a critical concept of religion.

The Religious Resurgence and the Secularisation Thesis

In the mid-1990s, when Peter L. Berger declared that a religious resurgence was underway, scholars took notice.[1]
Since the 1960s, Berger was renowned as one of the leading proponents of the secularisation thesis. Briefly,
secularisation describes three interrelated social processes: first, the differentiation of secular institutions (the state
and the free market, for example) from religious institutions (such as the church); second, the decline of religious
beliefs; and third, the privatisation of religious belief and practice.[2] In short, secularisation describes a process of
social change. It is a hypothesis that attempts to explain what is unique about modernity. For this reason,
secularisation is ‘twinned’, as it were, to the process of modernisation. With respect to traditional religion (and
traditional ways of life, for that matter), modernisation acts like a solvent. As a society modernises, religion loses its
distinctive features—for instance, the public prominence and influence of religious institutions and leaders, the social
utility of religion (as, say, a source of moral value), and epistemic claims to revelatory authority. Religion recedes from
public life into the private. Its universal claims to truth are transmuted as deeply felt personal convictions.[3]

As a process of social change, secularisation and its effects were thought to be irreversible. In a phrase indelibly
linked with Max Weber, secularisation would end in a ‘disenchanted’ world, or a world largely free of religion.
Throughout the twentieth century, the ‘disenchantment of the world’ acquired the status of a general law among
social scientists. This is why Berger, in a 1968 interview in the New York Times, confidently predicted that, by ‘the
twenty-first century, religious believers are likely to be found only in small sects, huddled together to resist a world-
wide secular culture’. Berger allowed that this prognosis was based on his reading of the current situation, which
‘could be changed by a third world war or some other upheaval’.[4]

Such upheaval was soon provided by real-life events, such as the election of the evangelical Christian Jimmy Carter
to the White House, the mobilisation of conservative fundamentalists under the banner of the Moral Majority, the
Islamic Revolution in Iran, and the rise of the Solidarity movement in Poland. The cumulating effect of these events
was not unlike that of the iceberg and the Titanic: empirical reality punched a hole in what was seemingly an
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unsinkable hypothesis. Scholarly mea culpas followed. Berger retracted his earlier prediction and admitted that the
‘world today … is as furiously religious as it ever was … [the] body of literature by historians and social scientists
loosely labelled ‘secularisation theory’ is essentially mistaken’.[5] The events of 11 September 2001 emphatically
punctuated Berger’s claim that the world is as ‘furiously religious’ as ever.

Furiously is perhaps the operative word here. The concept of secularisation does not simply describe a historical
process. It is also a normative claim about the proper relationship between religion and politics. This normative claim
is founded on two political myths. The first, dubbed the ‘myth of religious violence’ by William T. Cavanaugh, claims
that religion is a universal component of human culture, honeycombed with irrationality, divisiveness, an inability to
compromise and tendencies towards authoritarianism.[6] The only hope for lasting peace is to separate the religious
sphere from the secular sphere (politics, the economy and public life, generally). This in turn leads to the second,
labelled by Scott M. Thomas the ‘myth of liberalism’.[7] According to this myth, the hazards of religious violence can
only be controlled by the imposition of the modern liberal state in which politics becomes secular and religion is
privatised. In short, religion (and, in particular, its propensity for violence and disorder) is the problem, and the order
fostered by the secular liberal state is the solution.

These two myths worked together (though colluded might be a better word) not only to separate politics from religion
but also to make the particular historical terms of that separation normative for both politics and religion, generally. In
other words, the collusive effect of these two myths charged the descriptive concepts ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ with
normative authority. These two concepts no longer simply describe human phenomena; rather, they distinguish
normal and abnormal varieties. For example, secularism becomes the new normal for politics. Thus, widely utilised
theories of International Relations, such as realism and liberalism, presume the absence of religion from the outset
simply because religion is supposed to be outside politics. In this respect, both realism and liberalism can be
described as secularising theories insofar as ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ are separated prior to analysis.[8] Religion
asserting itself politically (as in the case of the Moral Majority in the United States or the Islamic Revolution in Iran) is
seen as an anomaly. In the 1990s, politically active religion was thought to be, perhaps, a new type of religion
altogether.[9] Fundamentalism, for example, was envisioned as a new form of religion, the primary characteristic of
which was opposition to modernity.

Two empirical examples can be offered to demonstrate the extent to which religion has been excluded from
International Relations theory and analysis. Both are provided by Timothy Samuel Shah. The first comes from the
American Political Science Review .[10] For the 100th anniversary issue (2006), Kenneth D. Wald and Clyde Wilcox
surveyed the APSR archives and found that ‘prior to 1960 only a single APSR article sought to use religion as a
variable to explain empirical phenomena’. The situation did not noticeably improve with the rise of politically active
religion in the 1970s. The years following 1980 are devoid of articles focused on religious factors, save one essay on
American Government and two in Comparative Politics. Shah’s second example cites a similar study undertaken by
Daniel Philpott, who reviewed the leading journals in International Relations.[11] Philpott discovered that ‘only six or
so out of a total of about sixteen hundred [articles published in leading IR journals] featured religion as an important
influence’. [12]

The religious resurgence challenges conventional assumptions on two levels. Empirically, as Berger and many other
social scientists have observed, religion is alive and well in the modern world. It’s not exactly clear, however, what
this observation means. Is the world more religious than it ever has been before? Is it more religious than it was at an
earlier time? Answering either one of those questions is difficult. Not only is religiosity difficult to measure, it is also
difficult to express conceptually. Perhaps these are not the best questions to ask. It’s quite possible that the world
looks different simply because social scientists and other scholars have removed their secularisation goggles. In
other words, the world hasn’t changed so much as the way in which scholars look at it has. The theoretical shift
presumed by the religious resurgence speaks to the second challenge: integrating religion into existing theories of
International Relations. The easiest way to do this would be, to use a cooking analogy, add and stir: add religion and
stir it into already existing theories. The key question begged by this strategy is, of course, whether religion is the sort
of concept one can simply add and stir.

Theorising Religion in International Relations
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At first glance the word ‘religion’ seems relatively straightforward. Most people use words like ‘religion’ and ‘religious’
in everyday speech. Problems arise, however, when we try to define ‘religion’. It’s not that ‘religion’ is indefinable;
rather, ‘religion’ suffers from a sort of definitional satyriasis: no matter how many suitors there are, ‘religion’ is ready
to accept another. Beneath the sheer variety of competing definitions, however, two fundamental marks
characteristic of the specifically modern category of religion can be discerned. First, religion is something that is
ontologically unique—that is, religion is a transhistorical, transcultural object. While it takes empirical form in a
dizzying variety of ways, its core or essence can be concisely expressed in different systems of propositions and
beliefs about reality. Second, in order to be known, religion requires the epistemological contrast of ‘not-religion’, or
the secular. Religion and the secular together form a binary opposition, which is a pair of related concepts that are
mutually exclusive in meaning. A simple example would be the binary opposition ‘up’ and ‘down’. Secular and religion
are likewise connected. An important point to keep in mind is that both religion and the secular are historically located
in European Latin Christendom. Not only is religion identified with Christianity, but the secular is originally a
theological category unique to Western Christendom.[13] In short, the roots of the religion–secular binary run deep in
the Western tradition.

Problems with the modern category of religion become apparent when scholars attempt to use religion as an analytic
or descriptive category. In sorting ‘religious’ and ‘non-religious’ phenomena, we simply reproduce the normative
claims specific to the category of modern religion—that is, religion is something sui generis standing in binary
opposition to the secular. More generally, the normative claims projected by the modern category of religion electrify
descriptive treatments of ‘religious’ phenomena with a prescriptive charge. This leads to what I have calledgoing
rogue—when an ostensibly descriptive or analytic term becomes charged with normative authority, which causes
analysis to slice (in the golfing sense) west, as in the direction of Western civilisation.[14] What is more, rogue
concepts have a strong tendency to enfold normative assumptions and commitments into scholarly analysis by
continued uncritical application. The power of rogue concepts is their protean ability to mimic ‘normal’ concepts and,
once insinuated within analyses, metastasise. Once that happens, the analysis is, in a manner of speaking,
possessed. Analysis of global politics, which aims to produce knowledge, becomes instead the re-inscription of
normative claims about ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ and the normal relationship between the two. Scholars in the field of
Religious Studies have recognised this problem, and some advocate dispensing with the concept ‘religion’
altogether.[15] While sympathetic with this argument, ultimately I think it goes too far—it’s a utopian gesture rather
than a methodological strategy. The word ‘religion’ is too finely woven into the fabric of our thinking to be simply cast
aside. What we can do, however, is rethink the way that we critically understand and deploy the concept of
religion.[16]

I hope it is clear at this juncture that religion is not the sort of concept that can be added and stirred into established
theories. There are other ways, however, to integrate religion into IR theory and analysis. Some of these attempts
clear new ground; others succumb to a variety of problems. [17] Many of these problems can be traced back to
insufficient theorising or a tendency to rely uncritically on the conventional understanding of the word ‘religion’
(frequently the two are combined). Concepts of religion can be too closely identified with a particular religious
tradition (many concepts of religion, for example, amount in practice to a generalised description of Protestant
Christianity). Concepts can be reified—that is, they are insufficiently sensitive to the historical and social contexts in
which particular religions develop. Concepts can become ensnared in theological disputes over whether God, the
gods, or transcendent reality are necessary criteria for determining the category of religion. Any of these problems,
unchecked, allow concepts of religion to go rogue.

The religious resurgence is at once a return of religion to global politics as well as to International Relations theory.
While a number of theoretical challenges arise, opportunities open up as well. When IR theorists stalk religion, they
should do so critically. They should keep in mind Jonathan Z. Smith’s admonition that ‘religion is solely the creation of
the scholar’s study. It is created for the scholar’s analytic purposes by his imaginative acts of comparison and
generalisation. Religion has no independent existence apart from the academy.’[18] The upshot of Smith’s remark is
that the concept of religion used as a scholarly term of art should be carefully distinguished from the notion of religion
we use in everyday speech. Religion in everyday speech depends on the secular for its meaning. In analysing
religious phenomena we want to be critically aware of differences in history, society and culture, both with regard to
the phenomena being studied and the concepts we are utilising. A critical or self-aware concept of religion is thus
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necessary for scholars to understand the religious resurgence.
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