EU-topias: Sacralization of political power as an obstacle to global peace

Articulo original: English
Version / resumen disponible en: Espafiol Francais

Ali Gaksu’

Abstract

This article suggests that modern uses of the sacred as well as sacralization of political power work often
towards generation and justification of state violence and thus pose a significant threat to global peace. The work
first examines the secularization theories and their alleged process of secularization all over the world but
observes the rise of religiosity and spirituality worldwide in the last decades. Then it points out the widespread
use of the sacred in modern secular political systems, especially by nationalisms and civil religions and explains
the contribution of “secular theologies” and civil religions to violence at home and abroad (ranging from ethnic
cleansing as well as regional and world wars to torture, targeted killing and state terrorism). The study ends by
drawing attention to the need for exploring possible remedies for the negative aspects of civil religions and for

that purpose suggests desacralization and demystification of the political power as much as possible.
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Politics and religion have often been in close contact and interaction. Political power has usually
made use of religion and vice versa. Studies on early human civilizations all over the world and
the present situation show this tendency clearly. As we will see in this study, sacralization of
power is common to established traditional religions as well as modern secular systems.
Needless to say, at least in practice, most of the traditional religions are not free from this
phenomenon. Religious texts have often been exploited by religious institutions, men of religion or
religious men in support of the political power. In theocratic systems this has been easy, as the
clergy carried out or helped the sacralization of political power. As the sacralization of power is
obvious in religiously-dominated political systems, I will not dwell on that in this article. Further,
when I discuss the sacred and the religious or theological in secular systems, 1 will often refer to
the traditional, organized religions.

I see the sacralization of power (in religiously motivated as well as secular political systems) often
as a source of and justification for state violence (ranging from torture, targeted killing and state
terrorism to ethnic cleansing as well as regional and world wars) and hence a threat to global
peace. As we will see, secular theologies and civil religions of modern political systems often
support violence at home and abroad. In this context, we should first examine the phenomenon
of secularization and its relation to the modern sacralization of power.

Secularization: Myth or Reality?

In this section I will provide a very brief history of secularization and secularism, especially the
secularization process in western Europe which is suggested to be a result of or accompanied by
the Protestant Reformation, the formation of modern states, the growth of modern capitalism,
and the early modern scientific revolution. This will be followed by a critique of secularization
theories by some scholars. Then we will see some arguments for “religious transformation” which
try to explain various developments in the modern world that have been used by the proponents
of secularization theories as evidences for the secularization process. Finally, we will deal with,
what might perhaps be called as “a third way”, which suggests an interesting coexistence and
interaction of secularism and religiosity in our times.

The modern secular age is claimed to, and at first sight seems to, have a break with the religious
and the sacred, but as we shall see this opinion is quite erroneous. For instance, the political
languages of many secular systems very often resort to use (and abuse) of the religious and
theological terminology for legitimizing or justifying their existence and some of their policies'.
They openly use, imply or consent to many religious concepts and ideas and this seems to be a
universal tendency. As we shall see below, various ideologies, and especially major elements of
nationalism as well as civil religion provide principles of the modern secular theology of the
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politics.

Oxford English Dictionary defines secularization as “the conversion of an ecclesiastical or
religious institution or its property to secular possession and use; the conversion of an
ecclesiastical state or sovereignty to a lay one; an instance of this™. In its original historical sense,
‘secularization’ refers to “the transfer of use, possession, and/or control of material and moral
resources from ecclesiastical to civil administration™. In its broadest sense, “often postulated as
a universal developmental process, secularization refers to the progressive decline of religious
beliefs, practices, and institutions™. In reference to an actual historical process, the term
secularization referred to the lay expropriation of landholdings, the mortmain wealth and
monasteries of the church following the Protestant Reformation.

Although the original meaning of secularization has ancient roots and to some extent might even
be traced back to traditional Christian doctrine®, this notion in its contemporary sense is a
product of Reformation and the following developments in Europe. In the sixteenth century the
term “secularization” entered human discourse within a particular historical context and implied a
very specific meaning.

To present the secularization thesis briefly as described by a convinced advocate of'it, let us read
Wilson®:

Secularization relates to the diminution in the social significance of religion. Its application covers such things as,
the sequestration by political powers of the property and facilities of religious agencies; the shift from religious
to secular control of various erstwhile activities and functions of religion; the decline in the proportion of time,
energy, and resources which men devote to super-empirical concerns; the decay of religious institutions; the

supplanting, in matters of behaviour, of religious precepts by demands that accord with strictly technical

criteria; and the gradual replacement of a specifically religious consciousness (which might range from
dependence on charms, rites, spells, or prayers, to a broadly spiritually-inspired ethical concern) by an
empirical, rational, instrumental orientation; the abandonment of mythical, poetic, and artistic interpretations of
nature and society in favour of matter-of-fact description and, with it, the rigorous separation of evaluative and

emotive dispositions from cognitive and positivistic orientations.

As Crippen states, the content of the above quotation can be reduced to two main categories:
“the diminishing role of traditional religious agencies in daily routine and in the exercise of public
authority” and “the diminishing significance of supernatural (“super-empirical”’) concerns as a
basis for moral order and the corresponding intensification of a rational and empirical moral

orientation’”.

Etymologically, the term secularization derives from the Medieval Latin word saeculum, with its
dual temporal-spatial connotation of secular age and secular world. Thus, as Casanova® asserts,
in medieval Christendom social reality reflected a division of ‘this world” into two heterogeneous
realms or spheres, ‘the religious’ and ‘the secular’, similar to the kind of universal dualist system
of classification of social reality into sacred and profane realms, postulated later by Emile
Durkheim. According to this double dualist system of classification there was on the one hand,
the dualism between ‘this world” (the City of Man) and ‘the other world’ (the City of God), and
on the other hand, the dualism within “this world’ between a ‘religious’ and a ‘secular’ sphere.
And the church, located in the middle, belonged to both worlds at the same time and therefore
mediated sacramentally between the two.

Although it is often considered as a single unified theory, the paradigm of secularization is in fact
made up of'three different propositions:

secularization as differentiation of the secular spheres from religious institutions and norms, secularization as
general decline of religious beliefs and practices, and secularization as privatization or marginalization of religion
to a privatized sphere. Strictly speaking, the core and central thesis of the theory of secularization is the
conceptualization of the historical process of societal modernization as a process of functional differentiation
and emancipation of the secular spheres —primarily the state, the economy, and science— from religion and the

concomitant specialized and functional differentiation of religion within its own newly found religious sphere’.

And the other subtheses, namely the decline and privatization of religion, were mere
consequences of that process of secularization.

Another dominant postulate of the theory of secularization has been until recently that religion in
the modern world was declining and would likely continue to decline. With industrialization,
urbanization, rationalization and modernization people would become less religious and
stitutional religiosity too would decline. This view which was based chiefly on evidence from
European experience assumed that those European trends were universal and that with
increasing industrialization, non-European societies too would undergo similar experience in
terms of religious decline. As we will discuss below, this part of the theory has proven obviously
wrong,

As expected, the decline of religiosity entails privatization of religion thesis, whereby religion
becomes ‘a private affair.” Modern liberalism and individualism emphasizing a private sphere fiee
from governmental intrusion facilitated such a trend. The modern individual who was now
(allegedly) free from the control of the state (and of course, of the ecclesiastical control) enjoyed
a freedom of conscience and expression as well as freedom of religion as a private affair. Yet, as
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we shall see, there are serious problems with this subthesis too.

Criticism of Secularization Theories

David Martin'® was the first contemporary sociologist to reject in 1965 the secularization thesis
outright, even proposing that the concept of secularization be eliminated from social scientific
discourse on the grounds that it had served only ideological and polemical, rather than
theoretical, functions and because there was no evidence in favor of any general or consistent

“shift from a religious period in human affairs to a secular period™ .

Peter Berger who in the 1960s predicted the demise of traditional religions by the end of the 20
century changed his view totally in 1997, just a few years before his deadline:

I think what I and most other sociologists of religion wrote in the 1960s about secularization was a mistake. Our
underlying argument was that secularization and modernity go hand in hand. With more modernization comes
more secularization. It wasn’t a crazy theory. There was some evidence for it. But I think it’s basically wrong.

Most of the world today is certainly not secular. It’s very religious'2.

One can see the theory of secularization as a product of the social and cultural milieu from which
it emerged. Hadden finds secularization to be “an orienting concept grounded in an ideological
preference rather than a systematic theory™3. According to him, secularization theory went
unchallenged for a very long time and has not been subjected to systematic scrutiny'* because it
is “a doctrine more than it is a theory”, “a taken-for-granted ideology rather than a systematic set
of interrelated propositions”. In fact, “secularization was more than taken-for-granted; the idea
of secularization became sacralized.” He maintains that “belief in secularization has been
sustained by a deep and abiding antagonism to religious belief and various expressions of
organized religion™>.

Likewise, Rodney Stark'® suggests that the secularization thesis never was consistent with
empirical reality. For him, the conception of a pious past is mere nostalgia, as most prominent
historians of medieval religion agree that there never was an “Age of Faith”. It seems that
throughout European history, religious participation fluctuated with time and that often the
people’s Christianity was accompanied with worship of spirits and other sort of supernatural
agencies. In a similar manner, Andrew Greeley'” states that “there could be no de-
Christianization of Europe... because there never was any Christianization in the first place.
Christian Europe never existed” in the sense we imagine today.

Hadden’s assessment of the status of secularization theory reveals four important challenges:
First, a critique of secularization theory itself reveals a mixture of loosely employed ideas rather
than a systematic theory'®. Second, existing data simply do not support the theory. Third, the
emergence of new religious movements in the very locations where secularization appears to
take root suggests that religion is a human universal. Fourth, in more and more countries religion
is significantly nvolved in social life, politics, reform, rebellion and revolution. This reality
challenges the assumptions of secularization theory that would relegate religion to the private
realm!®.

Today the institutional and emotional force of religion remains a vital and widespread aspect of
human behavior. In fact, a renewed interest in the practical and theoretical centrality of religion
suggests a rising skepticism among social scientists about the secularization thesis. This is not
surprising. Apparently, individual religiosity is getting stronger all over the world (except for some
European countries): the recent emergence of liberation theology in Latin America, the increasing
vitality of Islamic religiosity from Morocco to Indonesia, the politicization of Roman Catholic
symbolism in Northern Ireland and in Poland, and the activities of the New Christian Right in the
U.S. Similarly, against secularization theories, one can also mention the failure of several
generations of efforts to indoctrinate atheism in eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union.

Another factor which has served to challenge the secularization thesis has been the emergence of
new religious movements or cults?’. Especially industrialized countries like Japan, USA and some
in western Europe have witnessed a flourishing of such religions.

The case of the Islamic world too constitutes a counter argument to the secularization thesis. In
many Muslim countries, Muslim commitment increases with modernization’!. Even the thesis of
“institutional decline” which appears perhaps as the strongest part of the modern secularization
theories is not valid for many non-European societies, and especially for the Muslim world. For
instance, in the most modernized-westernized, or secularized Muslim countries like Turkey,
Indonesia?? and Malaysia, traditional Muslim institutions like wagfs (pious endowments or
philanthropic foundations) have been regaining their previous strength and developing new
institutions to meet modern needs. Likewise, modern business and commercial means and
methods like interest-free banking have been flourishing. In fact, today wagfs are seen as parts
of'the civil society and even the institution of wagf is suggested as an alternative to support and
sustain democratization in Muslim countries®.

In brief, secularization theories has an ideological background reflecting the Enlightenment ideas
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teleological and deterministic notion of history. In spite of the changes in modern social sciences
and philosophy, such ideas and ideologies have still survived, as one see in ethnocentric theories
and theses like “the End of History”.

To conclude, in spite of the controversy over the empirical validity of secularization theories with
regard to Europe (or “West”), even though we accept that there has been such a process of
secularization as suggested, we should never forget that it is limited only to a small part of the
globe (if not, to a certain period). The experience of the majority of human beings on this planet
definitely does not fit in such an alleged unilinear and irreversible process.

The Transformation Theory

While some of the critics of secularization theories question or even go further and totally deny
the existence of secularization (for instance, by seeing it as a sort of western European exception
or anomaly which does not apply even to the USA, let alone the other parts of the world), others
like Crippen come up with a theory of religious transformation which integrates a kind of limited
secularization, especially at the institutional dimensions (we should note here that while theories
of religious transformation are generally based on functional conception of religion, theories of
secularization are often based on substantive conception of religion). Crippen’** challenges the
secularization thesis and interprets claims of diminishing religious significance as evidence of
religious transformation. To him, even if traditional religious consciousness and institutions are
losing significance, religious behavior may still be viewed as an important, albeit transformed,
feature of modern social life. There is little evidence suggesting that modern individuals are less
preoccupied with sacred conceptions than were our “primitive” ancestors. The apparent
weakening of traditional faith and the ensuing decline of supernatural referents in dominant
religious expressions may imply that “new sacred constructs, new gods, are evolving in

conjunction with transformations in the structure of collective organization™>.

This is expressed by another scholar in a different way: Demerath’® suggest that the
secularization and the countervailing process of “sacralization” are more symbiotic than
conflicting®’, and that their combination is a major factor in producing continued religious vitality
through change rather than religious decline and irrelevance through changelessness in a changing
world.

Tschannen finds the arguments of the critics of the secularization thesis very similar to those of
the proponents of this very thesis. He thinks that there has never been a genuine “secularization
debate,” “mainly because the purported “antagonists” are at cross purposes and do not speak
the same language™®. However, one should keep in mind that proponents of secularisation
theories too have often been charged with very similar attitudes and approaches®. It has been
suggested that there are many secularization theories, each emphasizing one part of modern
developments as they see them appropriate, and that they often shift arguments in the face of
inconvenient facts, like those developments denying empirical validity of suggested secularization.
Whatever the truth of these mutual accusations, but, I think, the existence and role of personal
religious or ideological commitments on both “sides” can hardly be denied. I will suffice here with
stating that Tschannen too somehow comes close to the view of the transformation theory as we
will see in the following section.

A Religio-Secular World?

Institutional dimension of secularism, namely legal separation of civil and ecclesiastical agencies,
especially in the West, is more or less accepted by both sides (although some critics of
secularism explained it by means of religious transformation). As Tschannen®® admits, the
analysis of secularization is certainly a complex issue, “which cannot be resolved by unilateral
pronouncements or by grandiose theoretical schemes.” Tchannen reminds us that “most
sociologists of religion do not, in practice, treat the views of the defenders and of the critics of
the secularization thesis as completely incompatible”. He refers us to Roof and McKinney:
“Americans are deeply religious and deeply secular; for us the challenge is not in choosing one or
the other of these labels but in sorting out the intricacies of the relations between them™!.

Similarly, Martin E. Marty®?, observes that our modern world is neither exclusively secular nor
exclusively religious, but rather a complex combination of both of them. He considers both
secularization and the worldwide rise in religiosity and spirituality as real phenomena. The old
debates which revolved around binary categories and polarizing concepts labeled societies as
secular or religious, worldly or otherworldly, materialist or spiritual etc. However, such notions
do not adequately express the ways that individuals, groups, and societies actually behave. In
adjusting to the complex world around them, people come up with a syncretic and modern blend
of attitudes which one might call “religio-secular”. Likewise, Greely too points out the constant
mterplay and interpenetration of the sacred and the secular, although the two are somewhat

distinct®.

According to Casanova, we are witnessing the “deprivatization” of religion in the modern world
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which means that religious traditions throughout the world are refusing to accept the marginal and
privatized role which theories of modernity as well as theories of secularization had reserved for
them. One of the results of this contestation is a “process of repoliticization of the private
religious and moral spheres and renormativization of the public economic and political

spheres™4,

Moreover, it is obvious that last decades have seen three largely unanticipated global phenomena
in the form of a continuing growth in religiosity, the rise of fundamentalism, and the emergence of
new forms of ‘spirituality’®. “Taken together, these three global phenomena have transformed,
almost beyond recognition, a world that social scientists long assumed was becoming ever more
secular’e.

Marty also justly draws attention to the fact that definitions of the religious and the secular have
drawn too much on peculiarly Western developments during and after the Enlightenment. The
encounter with other cultures and religions might contribute to the observing, the naming, and the

projecting of trends?”.

In brief, instead of using dichotomies like sacred/profane, sacred/secular, religious/secular,
material/spiritual or modern/traditional, which does not help us at all, but rather complicates our
problems further, perhaps we should search new approaches and discourses, try to find

alternative terms and develop a new terminology, although it is not an easy task>*.

Thus, whether there has ever been a process of secularization, of a return to religion, of religious
transformation, or a synthesis of them, the issue of sacralization of power remains with us. This
brings us to the problem of the sacred with which we shall deal now.

The Sacred

“The sacred” apparently covers a wider domain than “the religious” and often includes non-
religious as well (as “religious” understood in common parlance). This is an interesting but rather
complex area of discussion. We have the early views and elaborations of influential scholars like
Emile Durkheim, Rudolf Otto, Mircea Eliade, and then more recent views by such scholars like
Jonathan Z. Smith and Jean-Jacques Wunenburger. The complexity of the matter is also
augmented by differing notions and conceptions of the sacred (and also of ‘holy’). For instance,
while English has mainly two different terms of “sacred” and “holy”, German language uses only
one term, that is, “%eilig”. On the other hand, classical Greek, Hebrew and Arabic have a few
terms related to the sacred. Obviously, the examination of the sacred necessitates a research in
various fields such as historical, archeological, anthropological, and exegetical studies. Since such
a study is beyond the volume of an article, I will briefly deal with the issue of the sacred as it
pertains to my discussion. In addition, we will see clearly various manifestations of the sacred
when we deal with the sacred in politics.

The term sacred is used in such disparate ways that meaning is sometimes unclear. Scholars
attach different meanings to the term. Use of the term sacred in reference to the divine,
supernatural, or numinous —and to things like religion that are associated with them- remains to
this day. Both “religion” and “sacred,” as well as their relationship to each other, have been
problematic concepts since Durkheim (and some suggests, perhaps because of him). For
example, for Eliade, “sacré” means something very different than it does for Durkheim, though in
both cases it has been translated into English as “sacred.” Perhaps “holy,” “transcendent,” or
some other term connoting an unseen order of existence would better capture what Eliade
means. In any case, it is only familiarity with these works that allows one to grasp which concept
the author is trying to convey. This calls attention to the conflating effect of using a single term to
describe more than one concept, and points to the difficulties of translation, the importance of

precision in writing, and the challenges of shifting semantics across and within languages™.

Stark* complained that “having equated religion with the sacred, too many scholars have
proceeded to discover the sacred (hence religion) virtually everywhere, thus depriving the term
of analytical power.” Evans*' thinks that maintaining a restrictive definition of religion used by
early scholars by limiting the term to systems concerned in some way with the divine or
supernatural, while more explicitly expanding conceptions of the sacred, allows one to recognize
the sacred in religion —and other spheres— without necessarily finding religion in everything
sacred.

Similarly, Demerath, 111, asserts that our primary focus should be on the sacred, and that religion
is just one among many possible sources of the sacred. Defining religion “substantively” but the
sacred “functionally” helps to resolve a long-standing tension in the field. One way to clarify the
matter is to reconsider the often confusing distinction between substantive and functional
definitions of religion. Substantive definitions characterize religion in terms of its descriptive
attributes - for example, belief in some supernatural order or a system of ritual activities and
symbols that typically occur within some kind of organizational structure. By contrast, functional
definitions are characterizations in terms of consequences for instance, experiences of self-
transcendence, or Durkheim’s suspiciously tautological emphasis on “beliefs and practices which

unite into one single moral community called a church all those who adhere to then?™?.
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According to Demerath, 111, instead of using both types of definition for religion, there are major
advantages to restricting the substantive to religion while reserving the functional for the sacred.
This preserves the basic thrust of both terms.

M eanwhile, separating the functional consequences of the sacred from the substantive activities of religion has
another advantage. The narrowed conception of religion becomes only one possible —albeit one very important—
source of the broadened conception of the sacred. Expanding the range of sources of the sacred also expands the
terms for the debate over secularization. Restricting either secularization or sacralization to religion imposes an
unwarranted constraint. Since any culturally impregnated activity has potentially sacred functions, we need to
consider secularization as a process that may affect a much larger inventory of any society’s cultural stock,
including its political, economic, scientific, and familistic values and practices. By the same token, the
countervailing process of sacralization may also involve these non-religious spheres. M oreover, sacred elements
from one sphere may serve to erode the saliency of sacred elements from another sphere, and/or compensate for

erosion once it has occurred.*

These are views expressed by some influential names in the field. But we should note that
although they are very helpful, they do not solve the major problems involved.

The Sacred in Politics

The sacred which has permeated societies throughout history has a significant place in politics as
well. For example, archeological studies show us the common practice of sacralization of
political power in Mesopotamia and Babylonia, which are considered among the oldest
civilizations about which we have considerable information. In fact, such sacralization is obvious
in almost all societies which have an important place for religion. What is more interesting is that,
as many scholars demonstrate, modern secular political systems are not free from such a
tendency. While some authors see religion as a cultural or human universal**, others point out to
the fact that separation of church and state has not denied the political realm a religious

dimension. To give an example, one entity which assumed a sort of divine character was the
state and as the Ernst Cassirer’s work called it, “the myth of the state™ once dominated the
political scene (although some authors like Andrew Vincent* assert that the concept and idea of
the state has not been studied sufficiently in the West, particularly in the English-speaking parts).
Indeed, one might witness the signs and perhaps theoretical backgrounds of modern sacralization
of power in some thinkers like Hegel. We should just remember Hegel’s internalization of God in
society*’ and calling the state “the divine march on earth”. The idea of a sacred state still survives
in many modern ideologies and societies.

In brief, the problem of “the sacred state” seems to be almost universal. In fact, many authors
complain about the “statist world we live in today”. Some (e.g. Abrams)*® suggest that the notion
that there is such a thing as the state —real, neutral, and stable above governments, the army,
political parties, bureaucrats, schools, or the police— is the greatest ideological myth of modern
times. Again, some scholars draw attention to “secular ritual’, “civic religion” or “secular
theodicy” and emphasize the religious-theological character of the modern state. For instance,
Michael Taussig draws attention to what he calls “the place of the sacred in the modern state”.
He suggests that with the historical dwindling of the religious power, the idea of the state
replaced that of God.

The Sacred in Nationalism

Apart from the idea of a sacred state, various scholars like Carlton J. H. Hayes* and Anthony
D. Smith’! either consider nationalism as a religion or at least point out the sacred dimension of
nationalism. In many nationalisms, the nation (as a chosen people), the homeland (for which all
should be ready to “sacrifice” their lives), national flag (which is, like a totemic figure, often a
safer and more unifying symbol than God), national anthem as well as national days and holidays
assume definitely a sacred character. Compulsory formal education and military service
indoctrinate the citizens and consolidate their faith in this secular theology. Those who object to
or refuse them are often considered betrayers or traitors, just like those who oppose certain
aspects of traditional religions are sometimes accused of blasphemy. In fact, the pre-modern
belief in ethnic election (chosen people), homeland as a sacred territory, ethno-history (which
includes the “golden ages” of the nation as well) and finally national sacrifice (which brings us to
the issue of violence and war) provide the sacred properties of the nation as the mamn
components of nationalist ideology.

Similarty, Hann*? too believes that “nationalist ideology provides not just the sense of belonging
to a community but the nearest that modern citizens have to a principle of transcendence: the
values of the nation are ultimately sacred”. However, he suggests that rather than see nationalism
as a substitute for religion, one should investigate the extent to which new ideologies of
nationalism build upon older cosmologies, and how the two can interact. In this context, he refers
us to Kapferer’s work™ on Sri Lanka, showing how an ancient, hierarchical Buddhist worldview
has influenced both the doctrines and the practical expressions of contemporary Sinhalese
natinnaliem He himeelf ctidiee ecame cannectinne hatween relicinn and natinnaliem in twn
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countries, namely Poland and Turkey that have become for him close approximations of the
ideal-type of the “nation-state”™*. Even though these nation states are officially secular, in both
cases he finds the role of religion to be of great importance in the dissemination of the national

identity®>.

If we follow a more functional and Durkheimian perspective, we may indeed see in nationalism a
particular form of “political religion”. As Smith*® suggests, the nation can be seen as a sacred
communion of citizens, a felt and willed communion of all those who maintain a particular moral
faith and feel an ancestral affinity. The sacred properties contribute to the formation of cohesive
national identities and produce a sense of national self-confidence and exclusivity’’. In
characterizing the nation as a sacred communion, he refers to “an imagined community of the
faithful that unites the dead, the living, and the yet unborn along an upward, linear trajectory of
time, but one that lives not just in the imagination, as Benedict Anderson claims, but equally in the
conscious will and mass sentiments™®.

Likewise, Marvin and Ingle contend that nationalism is the most powerful religion in the United
States, and perhaps in many other countries. According to them, nationalism also satisfies some
of the most traditional definitions of religion, but citizens of nation-states have religious reasons

for denying it>°.

Needless to say, there are various versions of nationalism which reveal the complexity of
relations between particular nationalisms and religious traditions. One can find every kind of
combination from total hostility to almost complete symbiosis, from tension and supersession to
alliance and co-optation, displaying a constant interaction and mingling of sacred and secular
elements. Thus, while some nationalisms like the French Revolutionary or Turkish Kemalist
versions might be called ‘secular nationalisms’®, in some others religion played a significant role.
In fact, one cannot deny that religious traditions, and especially beliefs about the sacred, often
inspire, support, foster and even shape national identities of the peoples and nationalisms of the
modern world. For instance, Kedourie’s approach reflects this fact: “Nationalism, then, for
Kedourie, would seem to be at one and the same time a modern, secular political ideology and a
child of the Enlightenment and progress; a populist and neo-traditionalist ideology and an almost
symbiotic ally of traditional religions; and finally, a secularising ‘political’ religion and rival of
traditional religions, a ‘religion surrogate™!.

With Smith and some others, one can find the bases of the main tenets of nationalist ideology in
such sacred properties of the nation: ethnic election, sacred territory, ethno-history and national
sacrifice.

1. Ethnic Election

Many nationalisms are based on a sort of pre-modern belief in ethnic election, the sense of
constituting a ‘chosen people’®. One can mention two kinds of chosenness: ‘missionary’ and
‘covenantal’. The first and most common version maintains that the community has been chosen
by the deity for a special religious task or mission, usually to defend the deity’s representative or
church on earth, or to convert the heathen to the ‘one and true’ religion, or simply to enlarge the
realm of the religion through territorial conquests.

The covenantal version of chosenness stresses the idea of a mutual promise, in which the deity
chooses a community and promises it certain benefits if it in turn obeys the laws and statutes of
the deity. This was the case in ancient Israel®?, fiom which it spread to many Christian societies,
as Christianity took over the Jewish scriptures. This covenantal, or conditional, kind of election is
largely a Judeo-Christian phenomenon.

The more common missionary version has had both religious and secular examples. Religious

versions one can find in Shi’ite Iran under Khomeini, among Protestant revivalists in the United
States, and in Hindu India under the BJP. But the secular versions are more striking. For
instance, the French Revolution considered the nation as the embodiment and beacon of liberty,
reason, and progress with a mission to liberate and civilise less fortunate peoples.

In all these cases, the community is itself invested with sacredness, as a moral communion of the faithful, and a
clear line is drawn separating it from those outside and beneath. Inside that line the elect nation seeks salvation
by fulfilling its great destiny and noble mission, while those outside toiling in darkness wait to receive its

civilising light and liberating gifts®*.

2. Sacred Territory

A nation’s so-called historic and ‘inalienable’ homeland can be easily seen as a ‘sacred
territory’. In the last two centuries, various nations waged many wars because of, among others,
historic attachments to land which was, for one reason or another, seen as ‘sacred’. Alsace and
Lorraine, Ulster, the Sudetenland, Transylvania, Kosovo, and the West Bank of the Jordan are
only a few cases.
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But the territory in question is often more than a bargaining counter in a power political game. It is an historic
landscape invested with sacred qualities as the ‘cradle’ of the nation, or the site of major battles and gatherings,
or the terrain of ancestral resting-places and tombs of founding fathers, saints and sages, as well as of fallen
patriot-heroes, or simply land which is sanctified by the long residence of ‘our kin’ or our former (ancient,

medieval) state, and hence terra irredenta to be ‘redeemed’®.

Smith® relates this impulse to sanctify pieces of territory to ‘territorialisation of memory’. Here
history, the ‘ethno-history’ of the community becomes naturalised: the community’s past is
turned into an integral part of its natural environment and landscape. Vice versa, the natural
setting, the community’s habitat, becomes historicised, and thus ‘nature’ is made intrinsic to the
community’s peculiar history and development. Naturally, these are expressed in many national
symbols, legends, poems and songs full of ethnic memories. From ‘poetic spaces’ to ‘sacred
landscapes’ is a short, but crucial step:

In this way, the ‘promised land’ of the Israclites’ wanderings became the ‘holy land’; just as the everlasting
snows of the Alps seemed to reflect, and embody in their purity, the steadfast faith and simple virtues of the
Swiss peasants whose miraculous victories overthrew Habsburg tyranny. Investing ‘our” homeland with special
qualities, and regarding it with reverence and awe, as the birthplace of the nation or the resting-place of its heroes
and ancestors, is to continue in secular form the pre-modern practice of hallowing historic places and marking off

sacred ancestral territories®’.

Smith®® argues that, partly as a result of displacement of affect, as secularisation becomes more
common, ancestral homelands acquire greater sanctity. Awe and reverence are transferred from
the deity and his or her ‘church’ to the homeland. Thus, ‘religion’, or religious sentiments,
penetrates the secular forms and hence the realm of worldly politics.

3. Ethno-history

The ‘ethno-history” of the community is another sacred property of the nation and source of its
communion. The so-called golden ages of the nation are looked on with a special nostalgia and

reverence, as they are believed to embody the inner or true virtues of the community and fulfil its
vision of its own glory. Thus, they serve as models and guides for future action, and a mirror for
the nation’s destiny. “Golden ages act as points of reference within a wider national salvation
drama, exemplifying the ‘true nature’ of the community and providing a repository of its authentic
‘virtues” for use by future generations. In this way, golden ages can restore its identity to a
community and create a feeling of collective exaltation, of the extraordinary, thereby showing it
how it can renew and transcend itself*’.

4. National Sacrifice

While some scholars consider nationalism as “the dommnant form of modern religious
consciousness,” others like Crippen’ see it “a major form of sacred symbolism” which
commands the allegiance of national citizens in the modern world. Naturally, “the nation as a
sacred communion” has close links with the idea of national sacrifice. Today too, those who fight
for the nation and die in war are regarded as “martyrs”, as surely as any who dies for their
religious faith. Thus, war memorials and military cemeteries become shrines of national
worship”'. The cult of the glorious dead, cult of the fallen soldier or unknown soldier have been
integral parts of the modern political culture. The Neue Wache in Berlin, the Cenotaph in
London and the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier at Arc de Triomphe in Paris as wel
as Heldenhaine (Heroes’ Groves) in various countries are just a few monuments that bear
witness to this aspect.

After the end of the First World War the participating states, both the victors and the defeated,
recognized the need to create a new form of homage to take account of the unprecedented scale
and anonymity of the casualties that had resulted from prolonged mechanized warfare. The
selection and reburial at a national shrine of an unknown soldier became, in France, Britain, Italy
(in 1920), the United States, and then in Germany, a way of acknowledging without the
customary discrimination the contribution of both officers and other ranks to the war effort’. The
new burial place was also intended as a focus for what would amount to a cult. Memorials to the
fallen emerged, “often accompanied by a distinctive iconography that generated a cult
encouraging the view that the dead had not fallen in vain, but that they would rise in spirit from
their graves to dictate the future course of the nation’”.

George Mosse emphasized the role of war memorials in the construction of a “myth of the war
experience,” and an accompanying “cult of the fallen soldier,” particularly in the defeated
countries. This myth disguised the realities of war, evoking a secularized Christian transcendence
of death that used the fallen to represent the martyrdom and resurrection of the nation, pressing
them into the service of a “civic religion of nationalisn’”*. Patriots now gladly laid down their
lives on the altar of the fatherland. Volunteers believed themselves to be a consecrated elite. As
a way out of the routine of daily life, fighting and dying became a sacred duty’. “The cult of the
fallen assimilated the basic themes of a familiar and congenial Christianity. The exclamation
http://eu-topias.org/articulo.php?ref_page=118 8/18
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“Now we are made sacred” implied an analogy of the sacrifice in war to the passion and
resurrection of Christ”7°. The Nazis too used analogies to the passion and resurrection of Christ
to explain away death, and war cemeteries and war monuments to a large extent fulfilled the
same function’’.

Ignatieff shows clearly the dire practical needs for erecting war memorials:

Hardly a family in the Soviet Union did not lose someone in the Second War: the least a society can do for such

sorrow is to consecrate it in such a way that every widow, every orphan can believe their father died a hero...
The cult of the Soviet war dead is a conscious attempt to draw meaning for the rituals of the present from the
vast reservoir of past suffering If Soviet society does worship anything it is the horror of its collective

sacrifice’®.

In a sense, the war memorials are a vindication of terror, a consecration of a dreadful sacrifice.
Thus monuments can perform “a ritual of forgetting”® and commemoration can be “in fact an
invitation to amnesia™®°.

Nevertheless, commemoration can encourage and reflect a variety of responses — from pacifism
to revisionism and revanchism. War memorials might glorify war and transfigure the reality of
mass death to an image of heroic sacrifice that they attempt to press into the service of national
unity®!. Further, as Mayo®? asserts, expressing humanitarianism in war memorials is not only a
statement of remembrance but also a questioning of war. Prison camps, execution factories, and
massacre sites are often preserved as commemorative statements to counter inhumanity with
humanity. War memorials also signify the failure of a nation to prevent warfare.

In brief, nationalism is indebted to traditional, orthodox world religions for many of'its forms and
much of its content, even when it nominally rejects them®. As Smith notes, “The sacred
properties of the nation have, with the possible exception of the cult of the glorious dead, figured
prominently within traditional world religions. What is new in nationalism is their combination into
a single, coherent salvation drama of national history and destiny’®*.

Thus, one witnesses some modern attempts to invent secular equivalents to religious ritual®® or
even to reinvent secular forms of religion. In this context, one might mention “secular

(LIS

religions”™® which include “civil religion”, “political religion” (like communism®” and nationalism),
“invisible religion™s, “folk religion”, “implicit religion™, “quasi-religion™ and “para-religion”.
These draw attention to religious and religious-like beliefs and activities which do not fit easily
into the Western folk conception of religion as a distinct institutional structure focused on a
transcendent being or beings. For instance, Auguste Comte’s call for a ‘religion of humanity’
qualifies as an early sociological mention of the notion of a ‘secular religion.” Comte, the
acknowledged founder of sociology, postulated in the mid- 19" century that society had passed
through two stages of the religious and the metaphysical. We were on the verge, Comte
believed, of a new stage which he called the positive. In this third stage science and reason
would replace belief in the supernatural. Comte sought to fill this vacuum by creating a non-
theistic “Religion of Humanity” or “Church of Humanity”. Among the secular religions mentioned
above, the civil religion (which shares many characteristics with nationalism) concerns us more,
as it is closely related to sacralization of power.

Civil Religion

As a matter of fact, the phenomenon of sacralization of power in the modern world manifests
itself more strongly in the concept of “civil religion” which has been discussed widely, especially
in the USA, for almost four decades. Though there were some earlier references or discussions
in some philosophers®! like Plato, Hobbes, Rousseau’? and Hegel, as well as in modern times*,
Robert Bellah’s 1967 article® triggered the ongoing debate on civil religion which was initially
carried out mostly by sociologists of religion in that country. From then on a huge literature has
emerged”. Some conducted empirical studies too and confirmed its existence®, while others

questioned or refused it’”. It seems, however, that the majority of the scholars involved accepted
the existence of a visible, well-institutionalized and quite elaborate civil religion. Ever since the
concept has gained widespread acceptance, in some other fields as well (in spite of several
criticisms and even Bellah’s later hesitation to use that term itself) and has been applied to
various lands like Japan®®, Israel’?, Malaysia!®° as well as Italy and Mexico'’'.

Bellah noted that “there actually exists alongside of and rather clearly differentiated from the
churches an elaborate and well institutionalized civil religion in America™®. To him, certain
common elements of religious orientation that the great majority of Americans share have played
a crucial role in the development of American institutions and still provide a religious dimension
for the whole fabric of American life, including the political sphere. This public religious
dimension which is expressed in a set of beliefs, symbols, and rituals he calls the American civil
religion. For him, the inauguration of a president is an important ceremonial event in this religion.
It reaffirms, among other things, the religious legitimation of the highest political authority03.

Therefore, Bellah analyzes words and acts of the founding fathers as well as various inaugural
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addresses of American presidents and traces elements of the American civil religion. Although
much is selectively derived from Christianity, this religion is clearly not itself Christianity. The God
of'the civil religion is not only rather ‘“Unitarian”; he is much more related to order, law, and right
than to salvation and love. Besides, he is not at all simply a watchmaker God. He is actively
mterested and involved in history, with a special concern for America. Here is an analogy to
ancient Israel. The equation of America with Israel in the idea of the “American Israel” is not
infrequent. “Europe is Egypt; America, the promised land. God has led his people to establish a

new sort of social order that shall be a light unto all the nations™%4,

Bellah observed that American civil religion was still very much alive when he wrote his famous
article. On 15 March 1965 President Johnson said: “Above the pyramid on the great seal of the
United States it says in Latin, “God has favored our undertaking.” God will not favor everything
that we do. It is rather our duty to divine his will"!%. Again, if Washington is the quasi-divine
embodiment of American virtue, Lincoln may well be the American Christ figure. Assassinated
on Good Friday, he was a sacrificial victim in helping to heal the wounds of civil strife. He died
so that there might be a Union.

Behind the civil religion are often biblical archetypes'?® (and they are not peculiar to American

civil religion): Exodus!'?’, Chosen People!'%®, Promised Land, New Jerusalem'?, Sacrificial Death
and Rebirth.

Others have joined Bellah in expressing the fundamental characteristics of the American civil
religion: For Novak, civil religion in America has displayed persistent elements of theism and
even theocracy, in the sense that the government was, in a way, held to be divinely ordained, and
given a role as protector and arbiter of morality that Europeans even today find perplexing!'. It
has led Americans to view the nation as the focus of God’s work in human history. Moreover,
American civil religion has been based on the elevation of the democratic system to a sacred
status'!!.

Likewise, Chidester''? suggests that “civil religion in America... may be considered as a
religiopolitical system, independent of both organized religions and the institutions of government,
which represents a set of collective religious symbols, a sacralized national identity, and a system
of transcendent, quasi-religious principles of political order™.

An important stream of American religious nationalism has been the “republican theocracy”
associated with Calvinist theologians of the nineteenth century (Timothy Dwight, Nathaniel W.
Taylor, and Lyman Beecher among them). The American Calvinists were interested in salvaging
both Christianity and the sacred state. The democratic order was interpreted as God’s theocratic
order. God’s divine laws for human government were said to be embodied in the Constitution''3.
“With a sophisticated theological precision, Lyman Beecher and the other republican theocrats
affirmed a residual Puritan heritage in the notion of America as a chosen people with a unique
destiny under the moral government of God™!!4.

Many have attributed considerable importance to civil religion as a mechanism for societal
integration and maintenance of the institutions of the state. Thus, they see civil religion quite
positively. For nstance, for Bellah and Michael Angrosino civil religion as the public expression
of the sacred make positive contributions to a country by defining the nation’s fundamental
purposes, giving a moral meaning to the political system, giving the people a shared language
about a common heritage, defining certain absolutes about which they can all agree and uniting
and mobilizing the people for good causes (like the abolishment of slavery).

However, the negative and violent side of the civil religion is often ignored by its protagonists. As
we shall see below, civil religion is frequently responsible for initiating wars too and often for the
sake ofnational or elite interests by clothing them with a civil theology. The Vietnam War and the
Second Iraqi war are clear examples for this!!>. Recently, President George W. Bush’s rhetoric
of good vs. evil and extensive use of biblical-theological terminology in his “war on terror”'¢ is
not something novel in modern history!!”.

In fact, civil religion’s strong relation with and dependence on traditional religion is more evident
in case of a war. Here a very basic problem civil religion faces is very clear: how to send children
(i.e. 20 year-old youth, sometimes including girls as well) to death, that is, how to justify sending
soldiers to the battlefield? This might not be difficult in the case of defending one’s land, as it
means defending one’s freedom, dignity, beloved ones and property. Young or old, many will be
ready to die for such a cause. But as we all know well, countries do not go to war merely for
defending themselves. They often wage wars for various reasons ranging from border disputes
and reclaiming parts of their “homeland™s, to securing their “national interests™'$, colonizing, and
even humanitarian intervention etc. That is why, especially in such cases, secular political systems
resort to theological terminology and discourse. The soldier “gives” his life to the country or
“sacrifices” himself so that his country and society survives.

Some scholars still liken this to the passion of Christ (or Crucifixion) and the Christian sacrificial
act of death and rebirth''. For instance, Carolyn Marvin and David W. Ingle argue that blood
sacrifice at the border, or war, is the holiest ritual of the nation-state!?’. For them, sacrificial
death defines both sectarian (religious, in the traditional sense) and national identity and in this
sense both are species of religion. The flag is the sacred object of the religion of patriotism. It is
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the cross, the sacred object of Christianity, represents the body sacrificed to a Christian god!?!.
Further, the media are a vehicle to ritualize the religion of nationalism'?2.

To give a striking example for the sacrificial demands of nationalism and civil religion, as Marvin
and Ingle put i,

U.S. civil religion does do things. It kills. It commands sacrifice. It transforms infants, non-believers, and
converts from other national faiths into Americans. It even mobilizes churches, synagogues, and mosques. It
offers patriotic instruction in efficacious spells and rituals that believers will put to work when crisis comes'>*.
Similarly, Manzo suggests that “as the ultimate icon of national sacrifice and suffering, the war
memorial has become the modern analogue of the crucifix n predommantly Christian
societies”!?*. Likewise, some like Davies'?> point out the idea of “crucified nation” as a significant
motif in modern nationalism. Davies explores the notion of the Christ-nation crucified by evil
powers because of its higher virtue by analyzing five modern nationalisms that have employed
Christian symbolism in this manner: Poland, France, Germany, Ireland and Palestine. He
investigates the way in which fundamental Christian concepts are distorted and corrupted in the
process, and points to the inherent dangers of this form of political self-glorification'2¢.

Our discussion of the civil religion has concentrated more on the American case. In fact, most of
the existing literature deals with the USA, although there are also many works discussing the
concept and its practice with respect to other lands. Needless to say, such aspects of nationalism
and civil religion are not confined to societies with Christian culture or background. Other
cultures too have often, for example, their own motifs of death and sacrifice with respect to their
civil religions, yet these have not been studied sufficiently'?’. In fact, the relationship
between “the sacred” and “sacrifice” is very interesting and should be analyzed in this context as
well. As René Girard argues, “sacrifice too can be defined solely in terms of the sacred, without
reference to any particular divinity.”

Conclusion

Dividing the world into two by relying on a sacred-secular dichotomy and such kind of polarizing
concepts is not a scientific approach and has often an underlying ideological background and
personal commitments. A view of unilinear and irreversible process of secularization which
would render faith in a religion a private matter does not at all correspond to reality. On the
contrary, in recent decades religiosity has been on the rise worldwide. New religions which
flourished especially in more modernized countries too can be added to this tendency.

It seems that what we have today is a blend or synthesis of the two. Even this is valid more for
the Western world and some parts of the world which came under its influence. Even in the
latter, such coexistence came hardly as a result of internal dynamics or historical change, but
often was imposed on societies through colonialism and westernized elite.

The “secular” 20" century was perhaps the bloodiest century of the history. Unfortunately, in
spite of centuries of Enlightenment, humanism, secularization, modernization and urbanization,
violence'?® and wars are still part of the modern culture, be they come from a perceived secular
or religious source, or fiom a certain blend of the two. Secular-theological, civil-religious or
simply religious roots of modern warfare need to be studied, however, not as separate types of
violence but in all their connections.

This study has hopefully made it clear that how our modern life which was assumed to be rather
secular is imbued with the sacred in spirit and practice. As integral parts of society, religion and
politics have always been i interaction, even in those political systems which repudiate
traditional religions. As we have seen, even such systems have their own sacred inherited partly
from traditional religions and transformed for secular and political ends or come up with new
ideas of the sacred (like cult of the glorious dead). We have seen how nationalisms and civil
religions impose their own sacred and theologies on societies and ask for sacrifice.

Is it ever possible to isolate politics from religion or separate the two completely? It is obvious
that the secularization process have not been able achieve such a thing. Nor did communist
systems which would supposedly solve the problem by eradicating religion fiom society manage
it. This is probably because religion is a human universal. It seems that the idea of the sacred is
part of the human mind and spirit and thus of society. However, we have seen that sacralization
of political power too is a common tendency throughout history and it often leads to great
problems. Thus, demystification'?’ and desacralization of power remain as a great challenge
before us. Whether such a thing is possible at all is another problem. If that is not possible, then
what are our alternatives?

We have seen that traditional religions are still with us and likely to remain so for a very long
time'*°. Therefore, one should make use of positive contributions'! of those religions'*? towards
global peace, security and prosperity'**. Hence the importance of interreligious dialogue.
Perhaps one might start interreligious dialogue with the Abrahamic religions which share a
common tradition and address the majority of the world. More than half of the world population
is said to follow two religions, namely Christianity and Islam. Thus, as the People of the Book,
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the followers of the three monotheist religions, that is, Judaism Christianity and Islam might form
a strong basis for an interreligious dialogue. I believe that there are already sufficient common
theological roots'* in favor of global peace (in spite of the existence of some irresolvable
theological differences on some other issues). As various publications, organizations'** and
academical events show, members of these religions can come together and contribute to global
peace, in spite of political and military problems nvolving their nations.

Of course, a dialogue should include all major religions, in fact, as far as possible all religions. If
the main purpose is ensuring the global peace, indeed there is no reason to prevent people
without any religion as well.

As a matter of fact, the academic publications which have come out in the recent decades are
very encouraging: traditional religions are discussed with respect to issues ranging from pacifism
and non-violence'*®, to religious peace-building'’’, as well as comparative works on
religions'® or on religious and secular perspectives'*® with respect to global peace. One also
witnesses in recent years more works which admits the role of traditional religions in the
formation of the West'*? which might help eradicate the secular-religious dichotomy which still
dominates many minds.

Needless to say, education is essential for a dialogue towards global peace. Primarily, school
textbooks which are important instruments of civil religions and nationalism in brainwashing or
indoctrinating the children in accordance with official ideologies (and civil religions) must be
revised and re-written. This approach which has had many successful examples all over Europe,
including the Balkans, should be adopted all over the world.

In addition, interaction among the members of different religions should be encouraged. The role
of charismatic leadership and of man of religion are obvious in this matter. Besides, an informed
laity too is important. As Appleby has argued “a committed and theologically informed laity that
knows scripture and is at home with sacred texts and traditional practices can be mobilized as an
important resource for stopping extremist groups and a militant leadership from promoting

violence and religious confrontation™4!,

It is very normal that those who have vested interests in conflicts (as they are involved in such
activities as oil monopolies, weapons trade and drug trade) will be against the cessation of
hostilities and global peace and prosperity. They belittle, undermine and sabotage intercultural

and interreligious dialogue, and part of the mass media joins them. However, I believe that such
attempts are doomed to loose sooner or later, if the peace-loving majority works hard.

*1 would like to express my gratitude to the University of Geneva, the Foundation for Interreligious and Intercultural
Research and Dialogue (FIIRD) which granted me the fellowship as well as the Levant Foundation and the Marc Rich
Foundation which sponsored my fellowship generously.
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