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One example of the many fluctuating academic ‘working groups on religion and International Relations’ eloquently
summarises the agreement of scholars in International Relations (IR) when it comes to the intersection of religious
‘issues’ and IR: (1) the marginalisation of religion in the subject, which is, (2), due to the thinking of secularisation
theory is, finally, (3), unwarranted.[2] It is by now also commonplace to understand ‘secularisation’ as a more
nuanced term—and therefore to make a distinction between secularisation (as an empirical phenomena) and
secularism (as, more or less, an ideology; an ‘ism’). However warranted those claims may be, and no matter how
much consensus they achieve in the academic community, they nevertheless at the same time point to complications
in theorising religion and IR.

I will outline how, and how not, to theorise on the topic from a classical Realist point of view, seeing IR primarily as
practical philosophy, relying in its analysis on interpretative methods, normative theory and anthropological insights. I
do this along the following steps. First, I reflect for a moment on the ongoing trend of ‘de-marginalising’ the topic and,
at the same time, point out grievances when it comes to secularisation theorising. Second, I reflect on shortcomings
when talking about ‘religion as religion’, i.e. to categorise religion as a ‘variable’, therefore pointing out how the
Western understanding of religion shapes and limits theorising. Finally, I reflect on some of the alternative and
complementary approaches of addressing religion in IR.

De-marginalising the Topic

Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age is a prominent study dealing with religion and politics with great impact.[3] His
central concept is the ‘immanent frame’, an attempt based on a liberal agenda to exclude anything metaphysical from
the public (i.e. political) sphere.[4] This is certainly useful and contributes to philosophical problems and
understandings of many current issues.[5] The central thesis, that we live in a secular age, however, cannot hold up
to reality.[6] In other words, what is missing in theorising on the topic are (empirical) insights from the sociology of
religion.[7] When it comes to the agreement over the shortcomings of secularisation theory, we therefore encounter
two phenomena that are relevant for matters of religion and IR. As Elizabeth Shakman Hurd’sThe Politics of
Secularism in International Relations outlines, there is a difference between the actual practice of secularisation (i.e.
separation of church and state) and belief in the concept of secularism (i.e. secularisation leads to modernisation).[8]
It is a matter of constructing what both terms actually mean. Hence, one problem is the misunderstanding of inter-
disciplinary (or at least trans-disciplinary) research; the other is the absence of it. ‘How to cite a sacred text’,[9] for
example, can be a tricky business.

9/11 shed light on religion for IR, encouraging more mainstream engagement with the subject. Whereas studies on
religion and IR written before 9/11 focused on religion and violence, nowadays many focus on one particular religion:
Islam. The problem is not the fixation on one particular religion. The problem, in terms of scientific analysis, is the
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dualism in which it is framed.[10] This dualism is either the framing that religion is about peace and that problems are
only posed by misguided fanatics or lunatics who just don’t get it right (i.e. the ‘proper’ religion). On the other side,
there are the well-known, often atheistic criticisms trying to point out that religion as such is a problem no matter how
it is interpreted. Another problem is the categorising of religions as cultural forces opposing each other, most
famously argued for by Samuel Huntington.[11] What likely follows is that different religious traditions are differently
developed in terms of modernity. Hence the assumption that what is necessary for those religions and cultures is to
start a process like the European Enlightenment. The problems here described build on the understanding of
‘religion’ as a modern, Western construction,[12] but this leads to some subsequent epistemological
shortcomings.[13]

Go, Measure Faith

The above-mentioned selection of problems and disputes on religion and IR are caused by one prevailing problem of
social science epistemology: the desire to code religion as a variable. This is based on a ‘Protestant’ understanding
of religion: to characterise religion as a set of beliefs, effectively reducing religion to theology—and, for that matter in
IR, to political theology. The more extensive theoretical underpinning of this discussion is the differentiation between
functionalistic (not what but how people believe; i.e. the ‘doing’) and substantive (what people believe; i.e. a set of
beliefs or doctrines; i.e. the ‘being’) approaches to religion.[14] Again, Huntington’s work is illustrative for this point. If
we understand the set of beliefs of a given actor, we will be able to deduce that actor’s behaviour. This is the belief
that faith can be measured, based on the assumption that a certain set of beliefs can influence political behaviour or
political choices and can therefore be categorised just like any other variable in the standard rational actor model.
This understanding of religion leads to several theoretical and practical problems.

First, it underestimates what Scott Atran in the case of terrorism and religion research terms the ‘devoted actor’. This
is a type of actor, ‘regardless of utilitarian calculations’, willing ‘to make extreme sacrifices based on a deontological
evaluation of “appropriateness” rather than an instrumental calculus’.[15] Second, as outlined above, it leads to the
desire to code and measure religion (i.e. particular believers). The resulting studies are valuable for IR theorising.
However, and primarily, they are just that: coding faith according to the certain set of beliefs to which a group of
people adheres. What follows is most often a confusion of correlation and causation. Most causal claims in IR studies
relying on such research are nothing other than (assumed) claims.[16] Simply put, if two actors with two different
coded identities are engaged in conflict, it is easy (and alluring) to jump to the conclusion that the reason for the
conflict is their respective identities.

Third, it resembles the social science fixation on the ‘why’ question. Why does religion cause violence—that is, why
does religion lead to violent political actions? What social sciences tend to ignore is that there is a considerable
difference between abstract ideas (e.g. just war, jihad, pacifism, etc.) and ‘informal religious ideas, practices,
symbols, or social structures’,[17] as Ron Hassner outlined. Thus, it is said to be necessary to explain identities in
order to make statements on religious influence on political behaviour.[18] Identities are defined as ‘a person’s
conception of which of his characteristics make him distinct from others according to his social role: is he a Lutheran,
a Catholic, a German nationalist? Identities are made up in part of ideas, which people hold stably over the long term.
A person with a Protestant identity, for instance, persists in holding Protestant ideas’. However, ‘identities can
change and do so when people come to hold new ideas and self-conceptions’.[19] Going further, Michael Oakeshott
reminds us that identity ‘is nothing more than an unbroken rehearsal of contingencies, each at the mercy of
circumstance and each significant in proportion to its familiarity. It is not a fortress into which we may retire.’[20]
‘Measuring’ faith while following their research agenda is what many social scientists can certainly do very well.
Nevertheless, the question remains whether we are not just measuring a certain set of beliefs and habits and
expected practices which do not, in the end, provide much insight and is prone to lead to hasty conclusions.

The fourth problem arising from this understanding of religion and IR, after the desire to frame religion as a variable,
is the general desire to ‘integrate’ religion into IR theory along the lines of Liberalism–Realism–Constructivism. This,
of course, goes beyond the above-mentioned attempts and problems caused by attempts to explain and understand
research puzzles where traditional IR and religion intersect. It resembles the will to integrate religion into IR theory.
This can even lead to outcomes such as integrating religion into Neorealism.[21] One laudable outcome of this kind
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of research is that there are some textbooks on the topic available.[22] Nevertheless, the outcomes are inevitably
reductive and sometimes idiosyncratic readings and interpretations of the already existing theoretical framework.
Take, for example, Realism: ‘Little do they know that they meet under an empty sky from which the gods have
departed’—so Hans Morgenthau concedes for the universalistic aspirations of foreign policy.[23] This phrase and
other selected phrases from Morgenthau and other Realists have often been taken to argue that in and for Realism,
religion and ethical principles do not matter, or are at least of secondary importance.[24] However, it can also be
understood as: ‘whether Morgenthau’s sky is empty of gods or not, what people believe about it matter..[25]

The ‘new’ nationalism, detached from religion, was, in Morgenthau’s eyes, the main problem in the international
sphere. ‘The state has become indeed a “mortal God”, and for an age that believes no longer in an immortal God, the
state becomes the only God there is’[26] is therefore a very easily misunderstood phrase. Nicolas Guilhot aptly
pointed out that Morgenthau’s Realism was a criticism of the secularising tendencies that nationalism unleashes.[27]
‘Little do they know …’ indeed that critique was—at least also—directed against liberal internationalism as the new
(secular) paradigm unleashed from the national interest (which, for classical Realism, is itself more of an
epistemological category than an ontological one). This episode on Realism illustrates two things. First, it shows
there are many ways of reading the historiography of theoretical traditions. Along those ways we tend to confuse the
theoretical and philosophical assumptions of theories. Second, it illustrates that there are beneficial engagements of
IR thinking with political theology.[28] Most obviously they concern our understanding of particular terms and
concepts such as the political, the state, sovereignty and many more.[29]

Pure and Unseparated: Additional Approaches

Making sense of religion and IR in epistemological terms seems a bit like overcoming the distinction between oil in
water: pure and at the same time unseparated, as already outlined in my examination of the problematic concepts
and terms of ‘religion’ and ‘secularism’. To illustrate this point more comprehensively, I revisit, via the work of three
authors, the practicability of the statement that religion and politics are not genuinely distinct from each other: René
Girard, William Cavanaugh and Michael Walzer.

Girard’s mimetic theory illustrates how a theory of the origins of culture and religion remains apt for explaining
modern politics: human behaviour is shaped by the imitation of the desire of others.[30] Thus, we end up in a
competition imitating the other’s desires.[31] It is sameness that is a problem in the social sphere, not difference.
People fight because they are the same; they fight over the same goods. Where difference and differentiation
vanishes, the ‘narcissism of the minor difference’, as Sigmund Freud called it,[32] becomes overwhelming. In
quantitative and qualitative terms, the most violent conflicts take place not between but within groups. Religions have
been aware of this dynamic and in the past solved mimetic crises by sacrificing an innocent victim. It is, according to
mimetic theory, no coincidence that the founding moment of religious traditions is most often a murder or human
sacrifice—a scapegoat. The purpose of this is not least to canalise violence. Similar mechanisms are at work within
the political sphere. The modern excess of responsibility, seeking to bring individuals to justice, is arguably a
tendency that confirms some of the basic assumptions of mimetic theory, such as the scapegoat mechanism.
‘Blaming and shaming’ individuals, i.e. bringing them (e.g. warlords) to justice, is certainly a legitimate liberal
achievement. At the same time, however, this tendency largely ignores the social conditions that led to the outcomes
(e.g. mass murder).[33] More generally, mimetic theory illustrates that our modern judicial system and the arising
international criminal law rests on scapegoating.[34]

In The Myth of Religious Violence, Cavanaugh argues not that religion is peaceful but that its opposed secular
outputs (such as ideologies).[35] Further, and in line with Daniel Philpot’s conclusions,[36] Cavanaugh argues
against the popular IR narrative that the Protestant Reformation ‘divided Christendom along religious lines’ and that
the ‘wars of religion … demonstrated to the West the inherent danger of public religion. The solution to the problem lay
in the rise of the modern state’. Henceforward, the story gained foundational importance for the secular West,
because it explains the origin of its way of life and its system of governance. It is a creation myth for modernity.[37]
Consequently, a good question to ask is, ‘what’s so “religious” about “religious terrorism”?’[38]—and, for that matter,
‘religious violence’, since ‘the dominant narrative is that religion caused the bloodshed of the Thirty Years’ War,
which European nation-states finally resolved through widespread adoption of secular forms of government’.[39]
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Finally, the communitarian Walzer pointed out that ‘Drawing the Line’, i.e. between the ‘twin toleration’[40] of religion
and politics, does not make much sense, even for a liberal understanding of politics:

So long as there are different ideas, no realisation can be definitive. On the religious or ideological side of the line, the
good society can have an absolute form; on the political side, it is always provisional… It doesn’t matter whether the
conceptions are religious or secular; their protagonists have exactly the same right to join the competition.[41]

What is important here is not the way of managing the politics that Walzer defends in his argument. What is important
is that the ‘religious’ and ‘secular’ spheres are not two absolutely distinct configurations of power. ‘What counts as
religious, secular or political in any given context is not only socially constructed; it is a function of different
configurations of power surrounding the construction of the categories the religious, the secular and the
political—and the boundaries between them.’[42]

Conclusion

During the course and aftermath of the so-called ‘Salman Rushdie Affair’, some early attempts at interpretive
research and narrative theory on religion and politics were conducted. They can be summarised with the statement
that ‘[w]hereas the Western liberal tradition places priority on individual autonomy, the Islamic tradition presents a
communitarian view in which the concept of the self is realised collectively in the community of Islam and is defined
through traditions and concepts of honour’.[43] ‘Because’ as Cecelia Lynch concludes, ‘no religious doctrine can
guide believers to appropriate action in all contexts, what should be done must be interpreted’.[44]

Less theology (i.e. understanding religion in substantial terms), therefore, and more religious sociology (i.e.
understanding religion in functional terms) along with the study of political theory (i.e. in understanding what
constitutes the political sphere) would constitute better research conduct and contribute a more nuanced
understanding of ‘Nations under God’. At the same time, theology remains a necessary part of the analysis and the
essentialist–functionalist gap is a narrow one. In a ‘spiritual’ age, however, formalised and measurable (patterns and
systems of) belief may no longer matter that much.[45]
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