
Comparative Secularisms 
in a Global Age 

Edited by 

Linell E. Cady 

and 

Elizabeth Shakman Hurd 

palgrave 
macmiUan 



• 8 L 3 7 4 T  t 
C<,*£ 
3o/o 
%!/ 
H~V 
c/j\ 

COMPARATIVE SECULARISMS IN A GLOBAL AGE 

Copyright © Linell E. Cady and Elizabeth Shakman Hurd, 2010. 

All rights reserved. 

First published in 2010 by 
PALGRAVE MACMILLAN® 
in the United States—a division of St. Martin's Press LLC, 
175 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10010. 

Where this book is distributed in the UK, Europe and the rest of the world, 
this is by Palgrave Macmillan, a division of Macmillan Publishers Limited, 
registered in England, company number 785998, of Houndmills, 
Basingstoke, Hampshire RG21 6XS. 

Palgrave Macmillan is the global academic imprint of the above compa­
nies and has companies and representatives throughout the world. 

Palgrave® and Macmillan® are registered trademarks in the United States, 
the United Kingdom, Europe and other countries. 

ISBN:978-0-230-62124-4 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

Comparative secularisms in a global age / edited by Linell E. Cady 
and Elizabeth Shakman Hurd. 

p. cm. 
Chiefly proceedings of a series of conferences held 2007-2009. 
Includes bibliographical references and index. 
ISBN 978-0-230-62124-4 (alk. paper) 
1. Secularism—Comparative studies. 2. Religion and politics— 

Comparative studies. 3. Secularism—Congresses. 4. Religion and 
politics—Congresses. I. Cady, Linell Elizabeth, 1952- II. Hurd. 
Elizabeth Shakman, 1970-

BL2747.8.C645 2010 
2H-6 dc22 2009036683 

A catalogue record of the book is available from the British Library. 

Design by Newgen Imaging Systems (P) Ltd., Chennai, India. 

First edition: May 2010 

1 0  9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  

Printed in the United States of America. 





Chapter 12 

Islam and Secularism 

Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na'im 

Introduction 

rhe premise of this chapter is that Islam is consistent with the secular state, 
defined as neutral regarding all religious doctrine, because the neutrality of 
the state is more likely to facilitate the authenticity of the religious experi­
ence of believers by conviction and free choice. In my view, the notion of 
an Islamic state is conceptually incoherent, historically unprecedented, and 
practically unviable. 1 am not suggesting that Muslim ruling elites never 
claimed that their state was or is Islamic, or that rhe general Muslim pu a it 
has always been clear on the true nature of the state. If this was the case 
there would be no need for me to make this argument. What I am suggest­
ing is that claims that the state is or can be Islamic are false, and that upon 
reflection Muslims in general would accept the point I am making, nstea 
of trying to summarize in this brief chapter the whole theory, as presente 
elsewhere,1 my purpose here is to argue that the sort of secular state t tat is 
compatible with Islam and therefore more likely to be accepted y us mis 
is one that is characterized by what I call "weak" secularism, is v^rsl° 
of secularism is more characteristic of India and the Unite tates t an 
France and Turkey. Its defining feature is a willingness to ac now c ge 
mediate a positive role for religion in public life, insteac o attemp i 
suppress or control religion. This is not easy to do in practice, wi s 
at least be the objective. However, as states are deeply lstoru"1j , , 
textual, with each being specific to its own society, I am not ca 
Indian or American models to be copied by other countries. t 

The quality of being secular is often defined or descr.bed m contra^ 
to being religious.2 Since it is impossible to define what is re , b 

versal terms' the definition of the two terms becomes 
each is the opposite of the other. Beyond suci the state in 
'n my vtew to contrast the religious and secula . g ^ js 

Particular, it cannot be religious because it is a political msti 



218 Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na'im 

incapable of religious belief or practice. It is incoherent to define the state 
in contradistinction to what it cannot be anyway. More broadly, it is mis­
leading to contrast the religious and secular in such binary terms because 
they are in fact mutually interdependent. For Muslims in particular, such 
a binary distinction tends to confirm their worst apprehensions about 
the secular state as "anti-religious." In this light, the question is how 
can the secular stare be understood apart from being the opposite of the 
religious? What are the characteristic features of a secular state, and how 
is it distinguishable from other types of states? 

The response I propose to argue for from an Islamic perspective can 
be stated as follows. To perform its necessary functions, the state must be 
neutral regarding religious doctrine, while recognizing and regulating the 
equally necessary connection between religion and politics. This can best 
be done, I believe, by a deeply contextual, normatively minimalist secu­
larism of the state as a necessary though insufficient condition for secur­
ing the space for the robust and civil debates of pluralism. Conversely, a 
broader, normatively assertive, and ideologically prescriptive secularism 
of the lurkish and French variety is in fact counterproductive for inclu­
sive pluralism as a framework for self-determination. 

I he argument for the sort of secular state 1 am calling for can be 
made at several levels and for a variety of reasons. First at a personal 
level, I need a secular stare to be a Muslim by conviction and free choice, 
while respecting the right of others to subscribe to whatever religious or 
other belief they wish. More fundamentally, the secular state is a neces­
sary means to facilitate the full potential and flourishing of human life, 
which is a matter of free and sustained self-determination. Second, at 
a social and political level, the secular state is necessary for achieving 
sustained pluralism as distinguished from merely factual demographic 
diversity. To enable political community in the reality of religious and 
moral diversity, the state should make minimal moral claims as neces­
sary for keeping the peace and providing essential services. The minimal 
secularism of the state I am calling for to ensure and facilitate a public 
role for religion is necessary because society needs the moral depth of 
leligion as a resource for public policy, and as a basis for individual as 
well as collective self-determination for citizens who happen to be believ­
ers. Moreover, since the legitimacy of the secular state among believers 
depends on its ability to mediate the public role of religion, rather than 
relegate religion to the so-called private domain, it is misleading and 
counterproductive to define the secular state by the negative quality of 
being the opposite of religious. It is equally important to emphasize that 
the dynamic and multiple role of religion for believers should never be 
at the expense of unbelievers. It is as wrong to deny unbelievers their 
commitment to whatever beliefs they choose to adopt as it is to impose 
those beliefs on believers. 
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However difficult it may be to achieve and maintain this balance in 
practice, there is simply no viable alternative. As Charles Taylor argues, 

The state can be neither Christian nor Muslim nor Jewish; hut by 
the same token it should also be neither Marxist, nor Kantian, nor 
Utilitarian. Of course, the democratic state will end up voting laws 
which (in the best case) reflect the actual convictions of its citizens, 
which will be either Christian, or Muslim, etc, through the whole 
gamut of views held in a modern society. But the decisions can't be 
framed in a way which gives special recognition to one of these views. 
This is not easy to do; the lines are hard to draw; and they must always 
be drawn anew. But such is the nature of the enterprise which is the 
modern secular state. And what better alternative is there for diverse 
democracies?1 

It is especially important to avoid the collapse of religion and the state 
because of the inherently nonnegotiable nature of religious claims, in 
contrast to other philosophies and ideologies. Moreover, 1 would empha­
size that even the religious convictions of citizens, when reflected in state-
law and policy should not be framed as religious. Attributing the quality 
of religion itself to state laws and policy is not only alienating for non-
believers, but it also makes it harder for Muslims to accept change or 
amendment of those laws and policies through the regular democratic 
process. It is therefore wiser to refrain from identifying aws ane po lcies 
in religious terms, though different groups of citizens may ground their 
political views and choices in terms of their own religion or philosophy. 

In short, I am proposing that weak secularism of the state is ne£"sa^y 

for a principled and consistent commitment to pluralism as a po ' 
legal framework for enabling individual and collective se - eter ' 
including freedom of religion. Weak secularism ma es t e eai 
tive claims that ate necessary for sustaining plurahsm w.thout v okung 
the neutrality of the state regarding religious doctrine, is1S ^ 
gest that the state can or should be neutral in all ma"erS' . Q_ 
performance of its legitimate functions, like keeping t e p tjng 

viding essential services, requires it to make choices an1" iturional-
views (which are, of course, subject to the sastate mUst 
ism, human rights, and equal citizenship for ). ir determination 
be historical and deeply contextual if it is *self d̂  ̂  ̂  ̂
for each particular population, which is inheic y ^ ^ ^ ^ course 
prescriptive or preconceived blueprint of a secu ar j.^efences 

possible to engage in comparative analysis o sum a ^ jj^ercnr 

among various experiences with the secular srarc' Vrstateasnorma-
from using any one historical embodiment of t e sec 
tive or representative of the secular state for a ot le 
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An Analyt ical  Model  of  Weak Secular ism 

The objective of my proposed theory of the relationship among Islam, 
state, and society is to ensure the institutional separation of Islam and 
the state, despite the organic and unavoidable connection between Islam 
and politics. The first part of this proposition sounds like secularism as 
commonly understood today, but the second part indicates the opposite. 
This relationship is always the product of a constant and deeply con­
textual negotiation, rather than the subject of a fixed formula of either 
total separation or complete fusion of religion and the state. The paradox 
of the separation of religion and the state and the connection of reli­
gion and politics can only be mediated through practice over time, rather 
than completely resolved by theoretical analysis or stipulation. The ques­
tion is how to create the most conducive conditions for this mediation 
to continue in a constructive fashion, rather than hope to resolve the 
paradox once and for all. 

The two poles of this necessary mediation in the case of Islam can be 
clarified as follows. First, the modern territorial state should neither seek to 
enforce Shari'a as positive law and public policy, nor claim to interpret its 
doctrine and general principles for Muslim citizens. Second, Shari'a prin­
ciples can and should be a source of public policy and legislation, subject to 
the fundamental constitutional and human rights of all citizens, men and 
women, Muslims and non-Muslims equally and without discrimination. In 
other words, Shari'a principles are neither privileged by being enforced as 
such by the state nor necessarily excluded as a possible source of state law 
and policy. The belief of even the vast majority of citizens that these prin­
ciples are binding as a matter of Islamic religious obligation is not sufficient 
reason for their enforcement by the state as such, though Shari'a continues 
to be the basis of individual and collective observance among believers. 

The rationale of all public policy and legislation should always be based 
on what might be called "civic reason."4 Muslims and other believers 
should be able to propose policy and legislative initiatives emanating from 
their religious beliefs, provided they can support their proposals in public, 
free and open debate by reasons that are accessible and convincing to the 
generality of citizens, regardless of their religion or other beliefs. But since 
all decisions about policy and legislation are in practice made by majority 
vote in accordance with democratic principles, all state action must also 
conform to basic constitutional and human rights safeguards against the 
tyranny of the majority. In this way, claims that particular policy or legisla­
tion is supported by civic reason cannot override objections that it violates 
the fundamental requirements of equality and nondiscrimination. 

It is not possible, nor desirable in my view, for the people of any soci­
ety to keep their religious beliefs, commitments, concerns, and doubts 
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our of their political choices and decisions. It is healthier and more prac­
tical to recognize and regulate the role of religion as a legitimate source 
for informing political decisions than to force religious reasoning into the 
domain of secretive politics, and thereby constrain or distort the political 
participation of believers. It is also necessary to challenge the superiority 
of an abstract notion of a purely secular reasoning over a religious rea­
soning, as if the former is rational and scientific, while the latter is irra­
tional and superstitious. The categories of understanding people employ 
in their everyday lives cannot neatly be compartmentalized into mutually 

exclusive secular and religious realms.5 

It is equally important to emphasize that the model of secularism 1 am 
proposing does not accord less value to secular modes of being and think­
ing in the world than to religious modes. The object is to respect both types 
of approaches to life, and to bring people who hold them into mutually 
respectful interaction, rather than to privilege one over the other. This is 
why I distinguish between Islam and the state, on the one hand and Islam 
and politics, on the other, to ensure institutional separation in the first rela-
tionship and to regulate continued connectedness in the second. Securing 
institutional separation of Islam and the state is necessary for affirming 
and regulating the relationship between Islam and politics to 
the religious convictions of the majority of the population are noimposed 
on the minority except by their own free and voluntary acceptan throng 
civic reason. Majority rule is always subject to the human rights every 
single citizen, even if those rights are not asserte in Practice' 

The proposed framework seeks to establish a 
conceptual and institutional structure for an ongoing p , 
ception of Shari'a and its interaction with principles of*cda 

tutionalism, and democratic governance can e "cgo Western and 
among different interlocutors in each society. In 
non-Western, the interaction of these principles is a h.g y ^ entrenched 

ti°n, contingent on sociological and h'Stor.ca ^.11^ ^ tentative 

through specific norms of cultural leginm cy. var:ous combinations 
process of consensus-building through civic 
of persons and groups of different religious or Ph losophr ^ 
may agree on one issue hut disagree on anot er. ^ aJoption of somc 

ent constituencies may succeed or fail in at ^ permanent and 
policy or legislation by the state, but none: o outcome 0f political 
conclusive. Whatever happens to be the s , hange through a pro-
strategies regarding any issue, it is made y ' ' r:fjzens. 
cess of civic reason that is equally accessi5 c to a nt into |aw only 

Shari'a principles should not be Prescn^ . use that claim cannot be 
because Muslims believe them to be binui g debate the issues 
the subject of civic reason, whereby all citizens c 
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and negotiate the outcomes. It is true that people will always disagree 
about reasons and their rationale, but for the purposes of public policy 
and legislation that is binding on all citizens reasoning should always be 
open to debate and contestation among all citizens. This is not possible 
when the reasons and their rationale for the position of one side are simply 
assertions of their religious conviction or ideological imperative. 

For the success of the proposed framework, it is necessary that the state 
does not itself join as a partisan in the negotiation of the role of Islam 
and Shari'a in the community. Since the state and its institutions are not 
human agents who can act, any action taken in the name of the state is 
in fact that of the officials who control and operate the relevant organs of 
the state. This reality only emphasizes the imperative of neutrality of all 
state institutions and actors on matters of religious doctrine and practice 
in the community. I he state should also not intervene in civic reason on 
the basis of nonreligious or secular rationale, except to uphold the con­
stitutional and other safeguards of free and fair debate and contestation. 
In other words, the role of state institutions as such should be limited to 
protecting civic reason and adjudicating dispute according to established 
constitutional and judicial criteria and process. This does not mean that 
the state will actually be completely neutral in these matters because that 
is not possible for the human beings who act in the name of the state. 

ather, my point is that state neutrality should be the objective that all 
actors and institutional safeguards should strive to achieve. The neutral­
ity of the state must be pursued through a variety of safeguards and pro­
cesses of political and legal accountability for any degree of neutrality to 
materialize. Hie critical and delicate role of the state is the reason why the 

istinction between state and politics is both necessary and difficult to 
maintain, n fact, the necessity and difficulty of achieving and sustaining 
his balance are related because the state itself is a political institution. 
I he distinction between state and politics in any society will not be a per-
n anently settled boundary and will vary depending on the government in 
p wcr at any time. 1 hese considerations remind us of the critical role of 
rTtl0n, an normative safeguards such as constitutionalism, human 
ghts, and citizenship as the essential framework for civic reason. 

rprmip31 Sai<7 f ls.unrealistic tw expect people to fully comply with the 
of innCmtntSO C1V,C reason> because such choices are made within the realm 
anZZ riVat,°n 

a i.ntenti°ns. It is difficult to tell why people vote in 
.| 3r • t'1C'r P°''r'cal agenda to themselves or to their 
dors u 6 retlu'rement °f eivic reason and reasoning processes 
contrarv afSUme r. at PeoP'e who control the state can be neutral. On the 
Drecise v'h S rCqU,rLTnt mUSt bc the ^ective of the operation of the state 
iustificarinn^Tk Pe°P e are ''be'y tQ cont'nue to act on personal beliefs or 

e requirement to publicly and openly present justifications 
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that are based on reasons that the generality of the population can freely 
accept or reject will over time encourage and develop a broader consensus 
among the population at large, beyond the narrow religious or other beliefs 
of various individuals and groups. It is also relevant to note here that the 
ability to present public reasons and debate them publicly is already pres­
ent in most societies, and what 1 am calling for is its further development 
consciously and incrementally, over time, rather than suggesting that it is 
totally absent now or expecting it to be fully realized immediately. 

Further Reflections: Secularism as Mediation 

Vluslims tend to be apprehensive about the term "secularism," which 
[hey associate with hostility to religion. Yet, many Islamic societies, from 
Senegal to Turkey to Central, South and Southeastern Asia, have appar­
ently accepted the term "secularism" in their own domestic constitutional 
and political discourse. Although the meaning and implications of such 
usage must be understood and assessed in relation to each particular case, 
the general currency of the term makes it useful for comparative reflection. 
It should also be noted that the term carries a wide variety of meanings, 
including decline of religion, conformity to the present world, disengage­
ment or differentiation of society from religion, shifts from the source 
of divine power to phenomena of human capability and creation, and 
^sacralization" or "sacralization" of rationality. The cluster of meanings 
associated with the term varies by society at different moments, an 
ferent groups within each society. Hence for our purposes here, the point 
is that any conception of secularism is so conteste witun a „ 
different societies that there is simply no uniform systematic m° 
the wide variety of meanings and experiences of c i ferent soci ^ 

1 am therefore presenting a model of secularism as a nandthe 

mediating permanent tensions in the relatlonship.,etWCC"| |itjcs ()nthe 
state on the one hand, and the connectedness of re 'S100 a' . jjj^nsional, 
other. Any conception of secularism will nccfssa" ^ economic land-
reflecting elements of the historical, politica , s islamic societies 
scape of each country. Accordingly. communities, 
must account for the religious dimension .nnce;ved notions of cat-
instead of being seen as an effort to impose pre not|on 0f secular-

egorical relegation of religion to the private onv • ^ Qne band, the­
ism as mediation confronts a permanent paia °*^ejvej anj operated 
various organs and institutions of the state arc c° beliefs will neces-
everywhere by persons whose religious or phi osop e|jtes will 
sarily be reflected in their thinking and e avior. ' rhaps in the 
probably attempt to impose their religious views oi 
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name of majority rule or divine command, but to the severe detriment 
of political stability, fundamental human rights, and social justice in the 
country. In my view, the tension between such competing claims should be 
acknowledged and mediated, instead of insisting on the illusion of either 
complete separation or total fusion of religion and state. 

Allowing religious principles to play a positive role in public life with­
out permitting them to be implemented as such through law and policy is 
a delicate balance that each society must strive to maintain for itself over 
time. For example, such matters as dress style and religious education will 
normally remain in the realm of free choice, but can also be the subject of 
public debate, even constitutional litigation, to balance competing claims. 
I his can happen, for instance, regarding dress requirements for safety in 
the work place or the need for comparative and critical religious education 
in state schools to enhance religious tolerance and secularism. I am not sug­
gesting that the context and conditions of free choice of dress or religious 
education will not be controversial. In fact, such matters are likely to be 
very complex at a personal and societal level. Rather, my concern is with 
ensuring, as far as humanly possible, fair, open, and inclusive conditions 
for the negotiation of public policy in such matters. These conditions, for 
instance, are to be secured through the entrenchment of such fundamental 
rights of persons and communities as the right to education and freedom 
of religion and expression, on the one hand, and due consideration for 
legitimate public interests or concerns, on the other. There is no simple 
or categorical formula to be prescribed for automatic application in every 
case, though general principles and broader frameworks for the mediation 
of such issues will emerge and continue to evolve within each society. 

Another aspect of the notion of mediation is that the ability of secu-
arism to politically unite people of divergent religious and philosophi­

cal commitments depends on its making minimal moral claims on the 
community and its members. It is true that secularism should not be 
comp ere y morally neutral, as it must encourage a certain civic ethos to 
ac leve its own objective of safeguarding inclusive pluralism. It is also 
possible for minimal moral neutrality to evolve into stronger consensus 
on some pu ic policy and legislative choices. In practice, however, the 
a >1 ity o secu arism to politically unite diverse communities diminishes 
to t e egree t at it is taken to require specific outcomes of some morally 

ivisive issues. In fact, the more morally charged an issue, the greater its 
ireat to the credibility of a view of secularism that seeks to prescribe the 

answer. 1 he jvoint can perhaps be illustrated with reference to contro-
ersies over a Jortion or euthanasia. On the one hand, the imperative of 

separation o re igion and the state would preclude the implementation 

'Cy| °"rcome r'iat's based on purely religious doctrine. On the 
an ' eny,"8 those believers the right to express their views on 

matters in re igious terms would undermine their commitment to 
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the principle of secularism. The challenge is how to permit religious dis­
course among those who wish to engage in it, while ensuring that public 
policy and legislation in all matters are based on civic reason, especially 
if they are highly morally charged. 

It is also important to challenge the fallacy of a binary distinction 
between the religious and secular, as noted at the beginning of this chap­
ter, because the meaning and relevance of religion to believers is in their 
every day "secular" lives. It is unrealistic to view these two dimensions of 
human experience in strict separation since religious considerations often 
provide the moral foundations of public policy, even in so-called secular­
ized societies. Questions of public policy, such as how to determine fair 
and equitable grounds for legal dissolution of marriage, division of mat­
rimonial property, or how to adjudicate custody of children after divorce, 
necessarily draw on moral and ethical underpinnings that are strongly 
influenced, if not definitively shaped, by religion in any society. Secularism, 
as simply the separation of religion and the state, is not only incapable of 
meeting the collective requirements of public policy, but it also fails to 
provide sufficient guidance for individual citizens in making important 
personal choices in their private lives or public political participation. 1 am 
not of course suggesting that religion is the sole basis of morality for all 
people, but it is certainly of paramount importance in the moral reflection 

of believers, who remain the majority in most societies today. 
A perception of secularism as simply the separation of religion an t e 

state is not sufficient for addressing any objections or reservations e lev 
ers may have about specific constitutional norms and human rights stan­
dards. For example, since discrimination against women is often justi le 
on religious grounds in Islamic societies, this source of systematic an 

gross violation of human rights cannot be eliminated wit out a ""ess 
ing the commonly perceived religious rationale. 1 his must a so e o 
without violating freedom of religion or belief for Muslims, w it is a 

a fundamental human right. Although a secular discourse m.e^ 
separation of religion and the state can be respectfu o re 'g,° , 
sibilities, it is unlikely to succeed in rebutting religious )usti IC 

discrimination without invoking a religious argument agamS 

nation. In contrast, including a public role for religion <-<»n ^ 

and facilitate internal debate and dissent within religious r ^ 
can overcome such religiously based objections, equirin ^ ^ 

be neutral regarding religion precludes use of the coercive p=^ 

state to suppress debate and dissent, but that f ort equal-

actively used by citizens to promote religions views discourse 

ity for women and other human rights• ^e ofTepara.ion of 
'S needed for promoting the legitimacy of c nciples of constitu­
tion and the state itself, as well as other general principle 

donalism and human rights. 
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Concluding Remarks: Comparative Reflection 

There is a dialectic relationship between local deeply contextual experi­
ence of various societies and universal norms or principles that can be 
extrapolated from those experiences. For instance, there is no universally 
shared "blueprint" of what concepts such as secularism, constitutional­
ism, citizenship, and civic reason mean. Whatever generalizations we can 
make about these and related ideas are based on comparative reflection 
upon actual experiences, after the fact and over long periods of time. No 
society or region of the world has the power or authority to define these 
concepts for others, but all societies can and do learn from each other's 
experiences, even when that is not realized or acknowledged. The balance 
of power and differential in resources, which is currently still in favor 
of Western over non-Western societies, may make it harder to appreci­
ate these realities of autonomy and interdependence of human societies. 

he point I am trying to make may be clearer when we consider the 
longer range of human history, but it can also be observed in our daily 
experiences of resisting coercive imposition, while accepting friendly and 
respectful efforts to influence our views or behavior. 

In this light, any relevant idea and argument in the debate about a 
secular state, constitutionalism, democracy, and so forth, in Islamic set­
tings should not be reduced to misleading and untenable dichotomies of 

Western and non-Western" concepts and institutions. These debates 
n any part of the world are about the achievement of shared visions of 

human dignity and social justice under similar conditions in the present 
local and global context. There is also a long history of exchange of ideas 
and experiences among a wide variety of religious and cultural communi-

hore infl wtr?P?°nS °f imemal °r eXternal ori«ins or P<-'di8™ of 

ence hetwl -S*k » d"? °r ideologlKS mafasse" fundamental differ-
, t | tlem an. us' (f)ere 'las always been profound dialogue 
and not,7 T™ and medieval civilizations, into the colonial 
a n d„7 M T "I Thne 3rC a"d Wi" be in th£ «>™ Mudim. 
hose holT mS T ° W'" lmiSt °n thc "them and us" dichotomy, indeed, 

and oromnt rh° °ntat'0nal and c°tnPetitive attitudes tend to seek out 
and~:h:ir COU"tC|?art on eath sidc of this imagined divide, 
ism located in! I™0 °i u"1 proPosin8 is closer to the forms of secular-
Frence H„J h 7 7 U"ited Stat« tha" «° <h<"e of Turkey and 
ism everywhere^' ! 7P y ,contextual and historical nature of secular-
onanother is "° y Preludes imposing the experience of one society 
of the s mI'" emphas,zed but also indicates that the experience 
and strone se ? 7 ̂  Th< distinction between weak 

Strong secularism I am employing is sometimes expressed in terms of 
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passive and assertive secularism: 

Passive secularism, which requires that the secular state play a "pas­
sive" role in avoiding the establishment of any religions, allows for the 
public visibility of religion. Assertive secularism, by contrast, means 
that the state excludes religion from the public sphere and plays an 
"assertive" role as the agent of a social engineering project that con­
fines religion to the private domain. Thus, passive secularism is a prag­
matic political principle that tries to maintain state neutrality toward 
various religions, whereas assertive secularism is a "comprehensive 
doctrine" that aims to eliminate religion from the public sphere.7 

The concept of weak secularism I have outlined in this chapter can also 
be called passive secularism, provided the objective of promoting plural­
ism is emphasized. As 1 emphasized at the beginning, the problem with 
assertive/strong secularism is that it fails to take seriously the challenge of 
pluralism to facilitate constant negotiation and contestation among dif­
ferent views in society, including religious perspectives. Assertive secular­
ism diminishes possibilities of inclusive pluralistic discourse and favors 
a monolithic secular discourse, thereby undermining the individual and 

collective right to self-determination of religious believers. 
In proposing state neutrality regarding religion in the interest of plu­

ralism, I would also note that neutrality and pluralism are not contextu-
ally independent concepts—their meaning and practice are outcomes of 
constant negotiations and contestations among social and political actors 
operating and interacting in local contexts. To take the call for a histori­
cally contextual secularism seriously is to focus on how locally dc ine 
notions of neutrality and pluralism interact in practice to enable peop e to 
negotiate difficult moral issues like abortion, or urgent practical questions 

like religious education, matters of dress and lifestyle. Moreover, since no 
community remains static, and communities can change significant y and 

rapidly in the present globalized context, one should expect t e oca y 
determined meaning of secularism to shift and change over time, n i 
words, local understandings and practices of neutrality an p ura ism 

processes of their interaction and outcome are all constant y j-'ont" e 

changing everywhere, and not only in countries of the g o ia sou • 

In the final analysis, the model of weak secularism I am P™P° .ffective 
he both robust and flexible. It must be robust in the sense o ei , . . 
in refereeing the negotiation of policy and legislative matters in ^ 

society, while ensuring the neutrality of the state toward religio . ^ 

of weak secularism should also be flexible to accommo a of(jance 

mounting and increasingly complex realities of diversity. 
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with this combination of efficacy and flexibility, I have attempted to present 
a sufficiently specific understanding of weak secularism, while tryine to 
avoid preempting how and why issues and controversies are bound to arise 
or prescribing uniform solutions for all societies. By mediating competing 
religious perspectives of the public good, while remaining responsive to 
local concerns, this model facilitates genuine personal commitment to Islam 
precisely because it secures freedom of religion for all citizens. To be the 
Muslim I choose to be by choice and conviction, 1 need the state to remain 
neutral regarding all religions and beliefs, while enabling the interplay of 
various dimensions of personal and social life, whether perceived as secular 
or religious. All such dimensions are integral to being human. 
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