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Why is it that a country as 
secular as France orga-
nizes the hadj to Mec-

ca for Muslim members of its armed 
forces? How come that a relatively 
simple legal adjustment like marriage 
for gay couples has proved so contro-
versial in many European countries? 
And why is it that Eastern Ortho-
dox Christianity still finds it so dif-
ficult to define its relation to moder-
nity? As different as these questions 
may seem, they all come down to the 
same issue: the relationship between 
religion and pluralism.

Modern secular societies are 
characterized by the coexistence 
of a variety of worldviews and nor-
mative perspectives on the world by 
which individuals give orientation 
to their lives. Some of these world-
views are religious, others are not. 
For the most part, and certainly in 
most Western European societies, 
the religious perspective is no lon-
ger the default option that individ-
uals choose. This is the meaning of 
“secularity III” described by Charles 
Taylor in his book A Secular Age. It 
acknowledges that plurality is the 
quintessence of modern secular 
societies. But whereas plurality is a 
fact pretty much everywhere in to-
day’s globalized world, the commit-
ment to pluralism is not. Pluralism 

stands for a particular kind of mor-
al attitude with which an individu-
al, a group or, for that matter, a state 
meets the challenges related to plu-
rality inside society. It is based on the 
judgment that plurality is a resource, 
not a threat, and that human flour-
ishing is inseparable from freedom 
and the possibility to live according 
to one’s own choices.

How secular states and religious 
communities relate to plurality as a 
social fact, and to pluralism as nor-
mative commitment, was the topic 
of a conference that took place at the 
IWM in June 2014. The conference, 
organized by IWM Permanent Fel-
low Charles Taylor, gathered a group 
of distinguished scholars who dis-
cussed the topic of religion, plural-
ity and pluralism in four themat-
ic sessions.

The first session looked at Eu-
ropean legal frameworks on immi-
gration and religious plurality. It 
approached the question of plural-
ism from an institutional perspec-
tive, examining the legal and insti-
tutional provisions in countries like 
France, Germany and the UK. The 
startling finding of the scholars on 
this panel chaired by John Bow-
en: the commitment to pluralism 
in Western European countries is 
at risk. In the face of controversial 

debates about the accommodation 
of culturally and religiously diverse 
migrant communities, Western lib-
eral and secular publics struggle for 
the right response to plurality. They 
may even find it increasingly diffi-
cult to uphold the liberal commit-
ment to pluralism, to the point that 
Maleiha Malik spoke of the risk of 
an emerging “European racism”. This 
battle over principles stands in stark 
contrast to a culture of pragmatism 
widely diffused in European institu-
tions, which allows the accommo-
dation of religious difference at the 
level of practices. Christophe Ber-
tossi presented his audience with a 
puzzling example: In France, the al-
leged fortress of laicité, the French 
military command has established a 
Muslim chaplaincy to Muslim mem-
bers of its armed forces. It organizes 
the hadj to Mecca for French Muslim 
soldiers, just as the Catholic military 
chaplain organizes a yearly pilgrim-
age to Lourdes for French Catholic 
soldiers. In times of military pro-
fessionalization, quite pragmatical-
ly, the French army has become an 
equal opportunity employer who 
acknowledges and supports the in-
dividual rights and needs of its sol-
diers. Pragmatism seems a common 
strategy for public institutions in Eu-
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Vladimir Putin unveiled his 
grandiose vision of a “Eur-
asian Union” in November 

2011, shortly before announcing that 
he would be running for a third term 
as president. Russia’s new geopoliti-
cal project would create a common 
market stretching from the Atlan-
tic to the Pacific and, together with 
the European Union and other re-
gional organizations, would become 
a building block of the new global 
architecture.

Official rhetoric was initially full 
of promises about learning from Eu-
ropean integration, combined with 
ambitious claims about obtaining 
the same results faster and more ef-
fectively. The post-Soviet countries 
would capitalize on their historical 
social and economic ties and com-
mon cultural background, above all 
the Russian language, which remains 
the region’s lingua franca.

But if the Eurasian Union was 
officially about free markets, the 
Kremlin’s underlying calculations 
were about more than economics. 
The idea of a Eurasian Union gained 
momentum at a time when the EU 
was becoming increasingly active in 
its “shared neighborhood” with Rus-
sia, promoting the Eastern Partner-
ship as its own project for the social 
and economic integration of the for-
mer Soviet republics. Russian poli-
ticians’ reference to the EU both as 
role-model and rival demonstrated 
the persistence of Russia’s old love-
hate relationship with Europe. They 
may have admired the Europeans for 
their success in building the EU, but 
they wanted Russia to be perceived 
as an equal and independent play-
er. Because Russian exceptionalism 

made it impossible to accept being 
treated as “just another country” in 
Eastern Europe, the option of join-
ing the Eastern Partnership program 
was rejected: being lumped togeth-
er with its former imperial subjects 
and bossed around by Brussels was 
seen as an insult to Russia’s dignity 
as a great power. To demonstrate its 
geopolitical sovereignty, an alterna-
tive regional union had to be created.

Along with permanent mem-
bership in the UN Security Coun-
cil and its nuclear arsenal, the Eur-
asian Union is a key component of 
Russia’s status in the internation-
al arena. By running a successful 
project of regional economic inte-
gration, the Kremlin hoped to gain 
recognition from other global cen-
ters of power, above all the Europe-
an Union and the United States. The 
Eurasian project is more about Rus-
sia’s international identity and self-
perception than economic goals. 

The problem, however, is the 
gap between Russia’s ambitions and 
capabilities. Gaining influence over 
the former Soviet republics has been 
a constant priority for the Kremlin 
since 1991. Vladimir Putin, who fa-
mously said that the collapse of the 
Soviet Union was the greatest geopo-
litical catastrophe of the 20th centu-
ry, holds firmly to this foreign poli-
cy tradition. Russia’s new Eurasianist 
doctrine envisions the re-integra-
tion of the former Soviet space on 
the principles of economic liberal-
ism and the freedom of movement 
for goods, services, labor and cap-
ital. This formula of the “four free-
doms”, which lies at the heart of the 
EU, is not new to the integration proj-
ects of the former Soviet countries. 

When the Commonwealth of Inde-
pendent States (CIS) was formed in 
1991, its members vowed to work to-
wards creating a common Europe-
an and Eurasian market. Attempts 
to build an economic union inside 
the CIS were unsuccessful, however.

After Putin announced a new 
round of post-Soviet integration in 
2011, the question many asked was 
how Russia would have any chance 
of competing with the EU in attract-
ing its neighbors. The Russian econ-
omy could hardly serve as a model 
for reforms, given its heavy depen-
dence on revenues from energy ex-
ports, and with Russia’s public in-
stitutions becoming increasingly 
corrupt and inefficient and its po-
litical system more authoritarian. 
Moreover, the post-imperial syn-
drome has not disappeared from the 
region. Fear of domination by Mos-
cow is strong in the post-Soviet coun-
tries, both among the political class-
es and the populations as a whole. 
Russia, on the other hand, has nev-
er learned to treat its neighbors as 
equals. Moscow’s habit of seeing the 
former Soviet republics as its exclu-
sive “sphere of influence” means that 
its policies are always about subordi-
nation, hierarchy and control, rath-
er than respect for equality and in-
dependence. It also means that any 
European or American involvement 
in the region—including the East-
ern Partnership initiative—is auto-
matically met by Moscow with sus-
picion and labeled “anti-Russian”.

Eurasian integration was clear-
ly not sufficiently attractive to per-
suade the former Soviet countries to 
abandon participation in the Eastern 
Partnership. However, the Eurasian 
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rope when responding to the chal-
lenge of religious plurality and de-
vising ad-hoc solutions that uphold 
the commitment to pluralism. This 
pragmatism, however, as Mathias 
Rohe pointed out, is at risk in times 
of public hysteria about religious 
and cultural difference and about 
the emergence of “parallel societies”.

The second session shifted the 
focus from secular approaches to 
religious plurality to religious reac-
tions to pluralism. The speakers on 
the panel (Michael Warner, Nilüfer 
Göle and Kathryn Lofton) asked how 
one can explain that the rejection of 
pluralism by religious conservatives 
today has crystallized around issues 
of sexuality and gender. Why is it that 
conservative religious actors across 
the confessions have made the oppo-
sition to gay rights the quintessence 
of their expression of anti-liberal-
ism? In many non-Western coun-
tries, the rejection of lesbian-gay-
bisexual-transgender rights, which 
are denounced as a Western, secular 
and liberal “invention”, has become 
part of post-colonial identity poli-
tics; this is true for countries as di-
verse as Uganda, India and Russia. 
But even in Western societies con-
servative religious actors have en-
gaged in a battle against gay rights. 
Nilüfer Göle offered an interesting 
explanation why sexuality and gen-
der appear to have become the last 
frontier in debates about secularism 
and pluralism. In Europe, she said, 
secularism historically was about the 
relationship between the state and 
the church. But in an Islamic coun-
try like Ottoman Turkey, secularism, 
i.e. Kemalism, was, from the start, 
about the state and the body: about 
visibility, costume and sexual norms. 
This debate has now reached Europe, 
and the negotiations over institu-
tional secularism (which had been 
settled after a long series of armed 
conflict in European history) have 
given way to a much more difficult 
debate about secularism as a norm 
of individual equality in public life. 
In this session, Western Europe ap-
peared, just like in the previous pan-
el, not as a place where secularism 
and the commitment to pluralism 
have been accomplished, but rath-
er as the space where the challenges 
of pluralism are only just unfolding. 

The third session zoomed in on 
one particular case study of religious 
reactions to pluralism: the Eastern 
Orthodox Christian Churches. Or-
thodox Christian Churches today 
appear particularly challenged by 
the task to define their relationship 
with the state and society under con-
ditions of political modernity and 
plurality. In this session, the speak-
ers discussed the question whether 
this difficulty was due to the Byzan-
tine (symphonic) legacy of Ortho-
dox Christianity, to historical par-
ticularities of nation-state building 
processes in Eastern and South-East-
ern Europe, or to a lack of attention to 
worldly topics in Orthodox theology. 
The two social scientists on the pan-
el, Alexander Agadjanian and Vasi-
lios Makrides, shed light on the his-
torical resistances to modernization 
and secularization in the Orthodox 
world. For many Orthodox Chris-
tians, the plurality of modern soci-

eties is a sign of apostasy, i.e. a sign 
that these societies have fallen away 
from God. Against such a theolog-
ical background it is very difficult 
to imagine how Orthodoxy could 
arrive at a positive commitment to 
pluralism. However, the two theolo-
gians on the panel, Pantelis Kalaitzi-
dis and Fr. Vladimir Shmalyj, gave 
examples where Orthodox theology 
has started to engage in a construc-
tive dialogue with the modern world 
and has endorsed pluralism. The 
disagreement on the panel wheth-
er these modernizing tendencies in 
contemporary Orthodox theology 
are signs of a general opening up of 
Orthodox Christianity or the work 
of an isolated liberal elite was most 
instructive for the audience. In the 
discussion, one conference partici-
pant made the observation that the 
tension between a conservative tra-
dition and progressive intellectual 
elites inside Orthodox Christian-
ity are very similar to debates and 
constellations in the Islamic world. 

The last session was dedicated to 
the results of an ambitious publica-
tion project on the impact of secular-
ization in societies outside the West 
(A Secular Age Beyond the West, ed-
ited by Mirjam Künkler, John Mad-
eley and Shylashri Shankar, forth-
coming). Some of the case studies 
included in the book and present-
ed at the conference comprised In-
donesia, Pakistan, India, Egypt and 
Russia. These are countries with re-
ligious and cultural plurality inside 
society, but no overall commitment 
to pluralism. Instead, one belief sys-
tem tends to be privileged over oth-
ers, and religions may come to de-
fine political and collective identities. 
The debate on this panel (which in-
cluded, besides the book’s editors, 
also Jonathan Wyrtzen and Gud-
run Krämer), revolved around the 
question of how central the power 
of the state is in defining the fate of 
religions in non-liberal democratic 
settings. Gudrun Krämer suggested 
that a shift from a state-centred per-
spective to a focus on civil society 
could be helpful. She provided evi-
dence from her own research on Is-
lamic countries which suggests that 
the religious life in a country is less 
determined by state-defined consti-
tutional provisions than by transna-
tional flows of ideas, piety movements 
and even market forces.

Conferences like this one do 
not aim to arrive at one conclusion 
or at a shared result. In fact, when it 
comes down to the concrete assess-
ment and interpretation of the phe-
nomena at stake—the French mili-
tary hadj, controversies over LGBT 
rights, Orthodox anti-Westernism 
or the quasi-sacralization of the 
state in many autocratic countries—
there was little on which all speakers 
would have agreed. But one finding 
common to all the discussions was 
that conflicts over religion in pres-
ent-day societies are not exclusive-
ly over religion and secularism, but 
are increasingly concerned with re-
ligion and pluralism. The point in 
question in many of today’s debates 
about religion in the public sphere 
is no longer the right balance in re-
ligion-state-relations, but individu-
al equality in public life. ◁
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