SECULARISM

Its Content and Context

AKEEL BILGRAMI

1I'begin with three fundamental featares of the idea of secularism, 1 will want
to make something of them at different stages of the passage of my argu-
ment in this chapter for the conclusion—among others—that the relevance
of secularism is contextual in very specific ways.
If secularism has its relevance only in context, then it is natural and right to
think that it will appear in different forms and guises in different contexts. But
I'write down these opening features of secularism at the outset because they
seem to me to be invariant between the different forms that secularism may
take in different contexts. It is hard to imagine that one hasnt changed the
subject from secularism to something else, something that deserves another
name, if one finds oneself denying any of the features that I initially list here.
Virst, secularism is @ stance to be taken abour religion. At the level of gen-
erality with which I have just described this, it does not say anything very
specific or precise. The imprecision and generality have two sources. One

obvious source is that refigion, regarding which it is supposed to take a

stance, is itself, notoriously, not a very precise or specifically understood term,
But to the extent that we have 1 notion of religion in currency with some

meaning-—however imprecisely elaborated-—secularism will have a parasitic
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meaning partially claborated as a stance regarding it. Should we decide that
thete is no viability in any notion of religion, and should the notion pass out
of conceptual currency, sccularism too would fapse as a notion with a point
and rationale. The other source of imprecision is that I have said nothing
specific or precise about whkar sort of stance secularism takes toward religion.
One may think that it has to be in some sense an adversarial stance since
surely secularism, in some sense, defines itself against religion. This is true
enough, but, still, the very fact that I find the need to keep using the qualifier
“in some sense” makes clear that nothing much has been said about the kind
of opposing stance this amounts to. Part of the point of this essay is to add a
little precision to just this question.

Second, for all this generality just noted, secadarism—unlike secudar and secu-
larization—is quite specific in another yegard. It is the name of a pofitical doc-
trine. So to the extent that it takes a stance vis-a-vis religion, it does so only in
the realm of the pefizy. Tt is not meant—as the terms secular and secularization
are—~to mark a highly general and dispersed social and intellectual and cultural
phenomenon and process. Unlike the term secularization, it is not so capa-
cious as to include a stance against religion that requires redirection of either
personal belief or, for that matter, any range of personal and cultural habits of
dress or diet or . . . Thus it is not a stance against religion of the sort that athe-
ists and agnostics might wish to take or a stance that strikes attitudes {to say
nothing of policies) about the hijab. The increase in a socicty of loss of personal
beliefin God or the decrease in church- or synagogue- or mosque-going or the
surrender of traditional religious habits of dress or prohibitions against pork
may all be signs of increasing secularization, but they are irrelevant to the idea
of seculariszm. And unlike the term secadar, which is often said to refer innocu-
ously and indiscriminately to al things that are “worldly”in the sense of being
outside the reach of refigious institutions and concerns (outside the cloister, in
the mundiality of the world at large, as it were), secularisz aspires to be more
concentrated in its concern—to not merely refer to anything that is outside of
that reach, but to focus on something specific (the polity) and attempt to Zeep
it or steer it outside of some specified aspects of that reach.

Third, secularism, as a stance regarding religion that is restricted to the pol-

ity, is not a good in itself. It seeks what is conceived, by those who favor it,
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fo promote certain other moral and political goods, and these are goods that
are intended to counter what are conceived as harms, either acrual or poten-
ﬁ;}l. "Fhis third feature may be considered too controversial to be regarded as a
defining feature, but its point becomes more plausible when we contrast secu-
farism with a more cognitive (rather than political) stance regarding religion,
such as atheism. For atheists, the truth of atheism is sufficient to motivate one
. to adhere to it and the truth of atheism is not grounded in the claim that it
: promotes a moral or political good or the claim that it is supported by other
moral or political values we have. By contrast, secularists, to the extent that
they claim “truth” for secularism, claim it on grounds that appeal to other val-
ues that support the ideal of secularism or other goods that are promoted by it.
Sccularism as a political doctrine arose to repair what were perceived as darm-
ages that flowed from historical harms that were, in turn, perceived as owing,
in some broad sense, to religion. Thus, when it is said that secularism had as
its vast cradle the prolonged and internecine religious conflicts in Europe of
some centuries ago, for instance, something like this normative force of serving
goods and correcting harms is detectably implied. But if all this is right, then it
follows that one would have to equally grant that, should there be contexts in
which those goods were not seen necessarily to be goods, or to the extent that
those goods were being well served by political arrangements that were not
secularist, or to the extent that there were no existing harms, actual or poten-
tial, that secularism would be correcting, then one could take the opposing

normative stance and fail to see the point and rationale for secularism.

Twant to now turn from features that define or characterize secularism to fea-
tures of its sustification and basis of adoption. '

In an essay written in the days immediately following the fatwa pro-

nounced against Salman Rushdie, called “What Is a Mustim?,” T argued
that secularism had no justification that did not appeal to substantive values,
that is to say, values some may hold and others may not. It was not justifiable

on purely rational grounds that anyone (capable of rationality) would find

81




AKEEL BIGRAMI

convincing, no matter what substantive values they held. 1 had invoked the
notion, coined by Betrnard Williams as “internal reasons,” to describe these
kinds of grounds on which its justification is given.? Internal reasons are rea-
sons that rely on specific motives, values, and commitments in the moral
psychologies of individuals (or groups, if one takes the view that groups have
moral-psychological economies). Internal reasons are contrasted with “exter~
nal reasons,” which are reasons that someone is supposed to have quite inde-
pendent of her substantive values and commitments, that is, independent of
elements in the psychologics that motivate people. Bernard Williams, reca-
pitulating Flumean arguments against Kantian forms of externalist ratio-
nality and the universalism that might be expected to emerge from it, had
claimed that there are no such things as “external reasons.” Whether that
general claim is true or not, my more specific claim had heen that there are
no external reasons that would establish the truth of secularism. If secularism
were to carry conviction, it would have to be on grounds that persuaded peo-
ple by appealing to the specific and substantive values that figured in their
specific moral psychological economies.® Such a view might cause alarm in
those who would wish for secularism on a more universal basis. Internal reqa-
sons, by their nature, do not provide such a basis. As, I said, internal reasons
for some conclusion that will persuade some people, may not persuade others
of that conclusion, since those others may not hold the particular substantive
values to which those reasons appeal and on which those reasons depend.
Only external reasons could persuade everyone since all they require is a
minimal rationality possessed by afl (undamaged, adult) human minds and
make no appeal to substantive values that may be variably held by human
minds and psychologies. Alarming though it might seem to some, there is no
help for this. There are no more secure universal grounds on which one can
base onc’s argument for seeularism.

Charles Taylor has convineingly argued that in a religiously plural society
secularism should be adopted on the basis of what Rawls called an “ovetlap-
ping consensus.”™ An overfapping consensus, in Rawly’s understanding of that
ferm, is a consensus on some policy that s arrived at by people with very
different moral and religious and political commitments who sign on to the

policy from within their differing points of view and therefore on possibly
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very different grounds from each other, It contrasts with the idea that when
one converges on 3 policy one must all do so for the same reason.

What is the relation between the idea that secularism should be adopted

on the basis of an overlapping consensus and the idea presented in the carlier

paragraph about internal reasons being the only reasons available in justifying

secularist? A very close one. The latter idea yields (it lies behind) the former.

The relation is this: internai reasons, unlike external reasons, may vary from

person to person, group to group, This may give the impression that there

simply cannot be a consensus if we were restricted to the resources of internal

reasons. But that does not follow. Or, at any rate, it oaly follows if we assume

that a consensus requires that alf sign onto something (some policy or politi-

cal position such as secularism) on the same grounds or for the same reason.

In other words, on the hasis of an external reason or reasons. But such an

assumption is a theoretical tyranny. Without that assumption one could say

this. [fthere is to be a consensus on some political outcome on the basis, not

of external but of internal reasons, it will presumably onfy be because differ-

ent persons or groups subscribe to the policy on their own, different, grounds.

This just is the idea of an cverlapping conscnsus. If there were external reasons

for a policy, one could get a consensus on it of a stronger kind and would not

need to hold out hope for a merely “overlapping” consensug,
! 'y pping

Perhaps all this is obvious. However, for reasons having to do with Rawls

scholarship, I have been a little wary of this use of the notion of overlap-

ping consensus since in Rawls it has always been a notion embedded in the

framework of his celebrated idea of the “originaf position,” i.c., the idea that

one contract into policies to live by without knowledge of one’s substantive
position in society. I find myself completely baffled by why the idea of the

original position is not made entirely redundant by the notion of an over-

lapping consensus. If one did not know what one’s substantive position in

society is, one presumably does not know what one’s substantive values are. If

so, the very idea of internal reasons can have no play in the original position.

It follows that if one were to adopt an overlapping consensus on the basis

of divergent internal reasons thar contractors may have for signing onto a

policy, then the original position becomes altogether irrelevant to the con-

tractual scenario. Of course, if one were to completely divorce the idea of an
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overlapping consensus from Rawls’s conceptual apparatus within which it has
always been formulated (even in his last published wosk, The Law of Peoples),?
then it would be exactly right to say, as Taylor docs, that secularism should be
adopted in pluralistic society on the basis of an overlapping consensus. But
now the only apparatus one has to burden the contractors with is the capacity
for internal reasoning, that is, with psychological cconomies of substantive
values that yield internal reasons. Rawls would not be recognizable in this
form of contractualist doctrine. Indeed, one would be hard-pressed to say that
one was any longer theorizing within the contractuafist tradition at all, which
is a tradition in which serious constraints of an “original position” or a “state
of nature” were always placed as methodological starting points in the making
of a contract, Shorn of all this, one is left with something that is the merest
common sense, which would be bombastic to call a social contract. We now
need only say this: assuming no more than our capacity for internal reasoning,
i.c., our capacity to invoke some substantive values we hold (whatever they
may differentially be in all the different individuals or groups in society}, we
can proceed to justify on its basis another substantive value or policy—for
example, secularism—and so proceed to adopt it for the polity. If this path of
adoption by consensus, invoking this internalist notion of justification, works
in a religiously pluralist society, it will be just as Taylor presents it, an overlap-

ping consensus, with none of Rawls’s theoretical framework.

The last two sections have respectively presented points of definition of secu-
farism and points of its justification and basis of adoption. I think it is impor-
tant to keep these two things separate on the general ground that one needs
to have a more or less clear idea of what we are justifying and adopting before
we justify and adopt it.

In a very interesting recent essay, Charles Taylor has argued that we need
to redefine “secufarism.” It is a cornplex essay with highly honorable political -
and moral motivations underlying it. But, speaking more theoretically, I don’t

think it is quite as well motivated. It begins by saying that there have been two
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aspects to secularism-—one, the idea of the sepavation of chureh and state and
the other that the state mainiain a newtral equidistance from different religions
within a plural society. Ihe essay wishes to correct an overemphasis on the first
by stressing the importance of the second aspeet and wishes to modify the
second, 100, along the following lines.

In modern socicties, we seek various goods, and the three in particular
(echoing the trio of goods expressed in a familiar slogan) that remain refevant
to secular aspirations are the Zberty of worship, the equality of different faiths,
and, finally, more than just equality, we need to give each faith a voice in deter-
mining the shape of the society, so there must be fiusernal relations within
which negotiations, with each voice being equally heard, are crucial. What is
more, because the first aspect’s stress on separation of church and state was
too focused on refigion, the second aspect’s stress on religious diversity should
be modified and expanded to include the fact that in late modernity the
diversity of pluralist societies contains not just a variety of religious people but
nonreligious people as well. Their point of view must also be included in the
mix. A4/ this ts now included in the idea and ideal of 2 redefined secularism.

S0, to sum up his explicit motivations for secking this more capacious
definition of secularism: There is the importance of the state maintaining a
neutrality and equal distance from each religion. There is the importance of a
society allowing the democratic participation of all religious voices in shap-
ing its polity’s commitments. And there is the need to turn one’s focus away
from just religion to acknowledging and respecting wider forms of cultural
diversity and a variety of intellectual positions, including nonreligious ones.
"These are all worthy motivations, and a society that pursues them would be
measurably better than one that doesn't. The question is how does thinking so
make a difference to the way we theorize about the meaning or definition of
secularisme There is no denying that it makes a difference to sccularism, but it
is not obvious to me that it is just as he presents it.

One of the things he finds distorted about secularism while defined along
the uarevised lines that he is inveighing against is that, so defined, it has been
too focused on “institutional arrangements.” Slogans such as “separation of
church and state” become mantras, and, us they do, they suggest institutional

arrangements that are fixed. Once done, it is hard not only to change the
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institutions but also to reconceptualize secularism. What is better in order to
maintain both theoretical and institutional flexibility is to allow the ideals in
questions (the echoes of liberty, equality, and fraternity) to determine what is
needed rather than these slogans, which point to institutional AIrangements
and stop or preempt conversations about how to theorize secularism. In keep-
ing with this point, he applauds Rawls for starting with certain ideals such as
“human rights, equality, the rule of law, democracy” rather than anti-religious
(or for that matter, religious principles) and then proceeding to consider the
question of seculatism to be in line with them.”

This is just right, I believe, as are the general moral and political instinets
that prompt Taylor’s appeal for a redefinition of secularism: the desire for
greater flexibility, the desire not to tie sceularism to the polemical sense of
non- or antireligious, the desire to establish seculerism on the basis of an
overlapping consensus of internal reasons. The question is, is it wise or neces-

sary to redefine secularism to pursue these instinets and motivations?

4

Let me then turn to a way of characterizing (I say characterizing because

perhaps defining is too constricting a term for what both Taylor and T are

interested in, but I will not always avoid talk of defimition since it is the word
Taylor himself uses) secularism that is, or to put it more cautiously, that may
be, at odds with Taylor’s. (I add this caution because, despite what it scems to
me at present, it may turn out that we are not much at odds and it is really a
matter of emphasizing different things.)

I have said that it is a good idea, as Taylor suggests, to stars with certain
ideals that do not mention religion or opposition to religion and #hen move
on to talk of political and institutional arrangements involving the role of the
state and its stances toward religion, So, just because it is what is most familiar

to us in our tradition of political theory and philosophy, let us start within a

liberal framework, fet us start with some basic ideals and the fundamental

rights and constitutional commitments that enshrine them, Jjust as Rawls and

Taylor propose. Starting with them as the basic, though tentative, givens, 1
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uggest we embrace Taylor’s account only up to a point and the
sugg Y. 2

n add some-
thing that does not seem to be emphasized by him, indeed something th

at he
may even wish to be deemphasizing in his redefinition.

I propose, then, something like the following nonarbitrary stipulation as
a characterization of secularism that contains all of the three features I had
mentiened at the outset,

(8): Should we be living in a religiously plural society, secularism requlires
that all religions should have the privitege of free exercise and be evenhand-
edly treated except when a religion’s practices ave inconsistent with the ideals thar
a polity secks to achizve (ideals, often, though not atways, enshrined in stated
fundamental rights and other constitutional commitments) in which case there
is a lexical ordering in which the political ideals ave Placed first.

Much commentary is needed on this minimal and basic characterization,
Here are some miscellaneous points of commentary, in no particular order,
that help to situate and motivate (S), thereby showing why, as a stipulation, it
is nonarbitrary and where it may scem to depart in emphasis and tmplication
and significance from Taylor’s redefinition.

To begin with, (S) makes explicit mention of the sort of thing that Taylor
thinks it is important to stress, the evenhanded, neutral distance between dif-
ferent religions in a refigiously plural society. However, the “qualificr” that (S)
opens with, “Should we be living in a religiously plural society . . .,” is there
to point out that secularism is a doctrine that may be relevant even in societ-
ies where there is no religiously plurality. If there is 2 monoreligious society,
itis not as if secularism becomes irrelevant. In such a society there may still
be point in a lexical ordering of the sort that characterizes secularism in (S).
If there are ideals that form the starting point of one’s construction of the
content of secularism, and one wishes to protect those ideals, then, should the
single religion of such a society run afoul of them, the lexical ordering will
have a point. Thus secularism has a broader relevance and meaning tharn one
that-—as in Taylor’s redefinition—only ties it to the idea of being neutral and
evenhanded with a plurality of religions as well as various nonreligious points
of view. Speaking more generally, though, Taylor applauds Rawls for adopting
this starting point where the examples of ideals are basically those of a liberal

polity in a society with plural social interests and concerns; there may be other
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societies in which there is less plurality and so the starting point may formu-
late other ideals.

"The more important point of difference between (S) and the sort of redefi-
nition Taylor is secking is that, when characterizing secularism, (S) squares
with his urge to be nonphobic and accommodating toward religion as well ag
with his idea to have the state keep a neuteal and equal distance between all
religions—but then emphasizes something else as welt: the lexical ordering,
The point of this latter essential clement of the characterization is that (5) is
a stance that can be adversarial against religious practices and laws, but only
when, from the point of view of the ideals one starts with, it needs to be that,
i.e., when those practices and laws go against the very thing Taylor himself
thinks we should start with—the ideals and goals (formulated without refer-
ence to religious or antireligious elements) that a society has adopted.

‘The fact that one’s starting point lics in certain ideals helps (S) to avoid the
charge that Taylor makes against some contemporary formulations of secular-
1, viz., that they start with an assertion of certain institutional arrangements
with slogans or mantras such “the separation of church and state.” Rather, in
the Rawlsian manner of which Taylor approves, (8) starts with certain idcals
and goals that the society wishes to adopt, and the lexical ordering suggests
that the institutions should be shaped and distributed in such a way that cer-

tain priorities articulated in the lexical ordering get implemented, There is
certainly more of a stress than in Taylor on the priority over religion of certain
goals and ideals formulated in terms independent of religion, Religion and its
practices come second to these, if there is ever 2 clash between them. But, just
as Taylor would have it, it is these goals rather than any institutional arrange-
ments that form the starting point.

1 had said that the first basic defining feature of secularism is that it is
some sort of a stance regarding religion. What sort of stance is (S)? The point

in the previous paragraph brings out how, as a stance, it is more adversarial
than Taylor wishes secularism to be, but it is by no means obsessively sceking
religion out as a target. It is certainly not trying to polemically remove it root
and branch from public life, in all its social, cultural and intellectial aspects, in
a way often suggested in recent writings by today’s doctrinaire atheists, This is

because () keeps strict faith with the second elementary feature of secularism
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mentioned at the outset, viz., that it is only and precisely a political stance,
o stance regarding religion as it affects the polity. It is not distayed by or
concerned with the presence of religiosity in the society at large or in the per-
sonal beliefs of the individual citizens as so much of the ideological urge for
secularity in the modern period does. The lexical ordering merely says that if
and when there is an inconsistency that arises between certain goals sought to
be achieved in a polity that are formulated independently of religion, and the
practices of a religion, the former must be placed first and the latter second.

Quite apart from the fact that it is restricted to political matters, the ante-
cedent in the conditional “if and when there is an inconsistency” makes it
clear that even within this restricted domain, there is no harm to be found in
the presence of religion, so long as it does not clash with certain fundamental
ideals and commitments of the polity.

What sorts of things are clear examples of the political domain and of the
priority being proposed within it, by the lexical ordering? The exampics are
hardly exotic,

Take a society in which the commitment to free speech is a fundamental
icleal of its polity. Assume that it is our starting point, in just the way Taylor
urges. Let's, then, also assume that there are religions and religious prac-
tices in that society, those of Christianity and Islam, say, but not Buddhism,
which have strict commitments to censorship of blasphemy. (S) says that it is
important to see secularism as requiring the state to be evenhanded toward
religions in general, but not in any case when the [exical ordering comes to
have application. And this is such a case, In this case the lexical ordering
requires one to spoil the neutrality by favoring Buddhism over Christian-
ity and Islam since the state must place the commitments to blasphemy in
these religions second and the commitment to free speech first, in the con-
text, say, of the publication of novels such as Zhe Last Temptation of Ghrist
ot The Satanic Verses in a society such as Britain's with a polity defined upon
basic liberal commitments. (Tt is interesting to note that Britain took a non-
neutral stance in a quite different sense than the one I am recommendling,
weighing down on Islam but, as a result of Mary Whitehouse's campaigns,
not on Christianity. It is a question whether this hints at the extent to which

established religion is more than merely nominal in Britain.) I will discuss
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free speech and another cxample involving gender equality again later, but,
for now, 1 offer this as « rather straightforward example of the occasion on
which (5) seems to depart from Taylor's understanding of secularism, by
emphasizing the “lexical ordering” ideal over the “neutral and equiclistant”
ideal of secularism that he favors.

I think in fate modern societies committed to liberal ideals of this sort it is
a theoretical Joss rather than gain to allow that a polity has been imnpeccably
sccular in any case in which it capitulates to the banning of a novel on the
grounds that it is bfasphemous by the lights of a religions customs or laws,
One may—cven in late modern fiberal socicties—find good moral and politi-
cal reasons to ban the novel. That is not the theoretical issue T am focusing
on. What is theoretically questionable is only that we should describe the
ban as falling well within the sccular ideal. It may well be that good politics
or morals sometimes requires us to put the secularist policy aside. But it is
secularist policy that we would be putting aside. If a redefinition of sccular-
ism were to deny this, that would be a questionable theoretical outcome of
the redefinition. The stress on the neutral equidistance ideal over the lexical
ordering ideal in a characterization of secularism may well lead to justsuch a
questionable theoretical outcome in cases such as this. A society whose polity
banned both the Kazantsakis and the Rushdie novel, on grounds of their being
blasphemous by the lights of two different religions that were being treated
neutrally in this twin banning, meets the neutral and equidistant state ideal of
secularism but fails to meet (8).

It cannot reatly be argued on Taylor’s behalf that such a twin and sym-
metrical banning does nof satisfy the state-neutralist ideal of sccularism by
pointing out that he has allowed into the groups that the state must be ney-
tral toward, nonrefigious people as well. What these religions find blasphe-
mous are not just the expression of a point of view, described innocucusly as
“nonreligious,”it is the expression of views that trash and cartoon and satirize
their most cherished and deep commitments with contempt as Rushdie or
Kazantzakis (or Bufiuel of Arrabal . . .) did. So a state that decided to keep
all these things (evenhandedty for both—indeed all—offended refigions) out
of circulation in bookstores and cinemas would not be failing to be neutral

and fair toward a group under the description “nonreligious” people. Tt would

go
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he failing to be fair toward “blasphemers,” not exactly a natural or routine

category or grouping by any phuralist count of society. So, [ assume that the

* only protection that blasphemers can properly expect to get is from secularists

who believe in (3), not secularists who wish to be neutral and equidistant
between religious and “nonreligious” people. Those last two or three words
of the last sentence are too bland a description in the state-neutralist ideal to
warrant our saying that such an ideal has the very particular focus needed to
count the censorship of something so specific as hustful and contemptuous
writing against a religion as antisccular. What is clearly moving Taylor is that
a genuine pluralism in many contemporary societies has to acknowledge as a
natural grouping in the plural mix not enly Hindus, Muslims, Christians but
also nonreligious people. Taylor is concerned to respect this development in
the pluralism of our time. And what I am saying is that we should certainly
grant him that that is a correct way to modify “the neutral and equidistant
ideal of secularism” he favors, but then say, even so, that, when we speak of
pluralism and its groupings today, dlaspbemers is not a natural grouping. As
a result, his pluralist motivation here in adding to the mix of things toward
which the state must be neutral is not sufficient (not sufficiently particular)
to make the case that such censorship would be antisecular by the lights of a
state-neutralist ideal of secularism.

If he were to go beyond what are broad and natural groupings to some-
thing much more indefinitely detailed in its pluralist count in a saciety,
counting as a group any group (however specifically described, blasphemers
being just one example) that could claim that there has been a lapse in neu-
trality by the state, after the fact of some state action, it is very doubtful that
there could be anything at all that a neutralist state secularist ideal would
yield by way of policy. That is to say, there would hardly be any policy that
would be sanctioned as secular policy when there are an indefinite and limit-
less number of conflicting groups whose points of view have to be equally
respected. Indeed, unless there was some ex ante specification of the pluralist
elements that a state was to be neutral between, the ideal amounts to noth-
ing that can be interestingly specified at all. What I think we must assume
such an ideal envisages, if it is to envisage something plausible, is not that

“blasphemers” are ex ante counted as a group that must be protected when
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devising state policies, but rather something like this: Muslims, Chz‘istian\q;
Jews, Hindus, etc., as weil as “nonreligious” people (4 Jragment among whom,
will be novelists, filmmakers, etc. that satirize, vilify, one or another religion)
must equally have a voice in the policies that a polity will adopt. Whateyer
policy is adopted once this fraternal deliberation takes place must count a4
the policies of a secular state according to this ideal. Afeer all, it is the oye-
come of a state alfowing evenhanded voice to all groups. Now it may tury
out that nonrefigious people will want protection for the fragment among
them that have offended religions deeply in the novels they write or the filimg
they make. And if they carry the day in the deliberation, then the outcome
of this state-neutralist ideal process of decision making will cofncide with the
outcome of a lexical ordering imposed by (8}, i.c., they will be coextensive,
(not cointensive) outcomes. But i may furn ont fnsicad that the fraternal
deliberation with all voices involved yields a policy that evenhandedly bans
novels and films considered blasphemous by various religions, and, if it does,
the policy will @/ count as secular since the criterion of fraternal and equal
participation of fresly speaking voices wili be satisfied. The peint is that {8),
howeves, will newer count such an outcome as sccular, so long as free speech is
an ideal one begins with. The adoption of the policy will afways fall afoul of
the lexical ordering that is essential to (5)s formulation of secularism. And,
just for that reason, | am saying, (S} has things more theoretically right about
whar secularism is.

In a clarifying response in personal correspondence to a draft of this chap-
ter, Charles Taylor makes a point of real importance and relevance for the
present in explaining why he thinks a characterization of secularism should
not fncorporate the first feature of secularism that I had mentioned at the
outset, that it is a stance tegarding religion. He expresses the anxiety that the
sort of lexical ordering T propose, which mentions explicitly the importance
of placing one or other ideal or goal of a polity before some refigions practice
or custom or law, might sometimes have the effect of having the secular polity
equate some unrepresentative clement of a refigious population with “the reli-
gion”in question. The wocful effects of Just this sort of thing are familiar from
the present cold war being waged against “Islam” on the basis of a few acts of

atrocity by a small fraction of Muslims. This is what Tavlor sa s:
y by Y. y
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Here’s where the hard-line secularist focus on veliglon alone leads to tragic

and destructive moves. They attack “Islam” for instance for ferale genital

mutilation, and for honour killings. And they seem to have a semblance of

justification in that the communities who practice these can see them as

religiously sanctioned. They tar the whole community with this brush, and

drive moderates into the zrms of fundamentalists. Whereas, as Anthony

Appiah has argued, the most effective way of ending these practices

involves making allics with the more orthodox who can effectively convinee

Islamic societies that they ave deviant to the message of the prophet.

As with cverything else that prompts him on this matter, this is 2 humane

and politically pereeptive concern, But I don't find myself convinced that these

considerations, despite their great importance today, are to be diagnosed as

flowing from a characterization of secularism that incorporates the lexical

ordering in the terms that I have presented it. As I presented it, there is noth-

ing in {5} that constitutes an “attack” on religion as a generality. In particular,

when female genital mutilation or honor killings are identified as practices to

be placed second in the lexical ordering, Islam, as a generality, is not “under

attack.” Rather, the claim is eatirely conditional: If there be a claim by those

who practice them that these practices owe to a religion and 4 that claim is

correct, then the placing of the practice lower in the lexical ordering than the

moral and political ideals they run afoul of would be properly called « “secular-

ist” policy on the part of the state. That is all a characterization of secularism as

(S) amounts to. I don’t see that, so understood, secularism as a stance regarding

religion has the effects Taylor thinks it does. If it should turn out that noth-

ing in the religion in question sanctions these practices, then the ideals and

goals of the polity may supersede these practices in a lexical ordering, but that

lexical ordering would not be the lexical ordering characterized in (8), which

specifically mentions religion. In that case, secularism, being a stance regarding

religion, is not a notion that descriptively applies to such a case.

Moreover, though the anxiety that a whole community is being tarred by

the hrush of practices of a fractional group in the community is a genuine and

justified anxiety to have, it is not clear how (5} as a characterization of secu-

larism is responsible for its happening. True, as a formulation of secularism,
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(8) mentions religious practices without distinguishing between the numbers
that do and do not practice them, But it is not such a general understand-
ing of secularism that gives rise to the public impression that the religion in
question is itself to be identified with the practice, What is really responsible
for it is an irresponsible media that doesn't care to distinguish fincly enough
between the practitioners and the rest of the community. And it is not as if
states are completely innocent of responsibility, since states, for familiar statist
reasons, track whatever the media calls or fails to call attention to. But that
a state should be implicated in that sort of thing is independent of whether
the state has adopted secular policies as characterized by (S). One of the real
sources of difficulty is that states, including liberal states, have no (and, by the
nature of the case, cannot have any) political mechanisms by which to intro-
duce 7nfracommunity democratization that would show the practitioners to
be an wnrepresentative minority within the community. Liberal politics has
institutions that, via mechanisms like clections, calibrate representation with
numbers of people. This happens, as we know, at the federal, state, regional,
and even municipal level, but, unlike these levels, religious communities are
too dispersed and too imprecisely defined to have such mechanisms. Whether
there can be intricommunity democratization of a kind that does not depend
on such representative institutions is a subject that needs much more study
than it has had in political sociology. Until such democratization, 2 small frac-
tior within a community, which has the shrillest voice and the most activist
presence, may often get to be seen as more representative of the community
than it deserves by its numbers to be, since the media will typically pay the
most attention to the most audible voices, and the state, for typical reasons
of state, will do so as well. This, not secularism as formulated in (), should at
bottom be the diagnosed source of Taylor's quite proper anxicty.

Taylor is rightly anxious too that when there is an equation of a religion
with a small fragment of its members and its practices, it can sometimes have
the effect of driving ordinary devout people, as he puts it, “into the arms of
the fundamentalists.” But again it is not clear why secularism as (S) elabo-
rates it has any role to play in this. It is a complex question why nonpractitio-
ners of the practices in question do not always distinguish themsclves vocally

and explicitly from (the far smaller number of ) the practitioners. Speaking
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more generally, it is a complex question why ordinary devout people remain
a large but silent majority and dowt speak out against the relatively small
: pumbers of extremists and fundamentalists in thelr community with whom
they share so little by way of ideas and ideology. ‘The answer to such ques-
tions would have to invoke a whole range of factors, all of which, I think, are
at some distance from (S)-—factors that make them fecl as if they are letting
their side down if they were to be openly eritical of anyone in their commu-
nity, even those whose views and practices they have no sympathy for. In the
case of Tslam, this defensively uncritical psychology has been bred by years of
colonial subjugation, by continuing quasi-colonial economic arrangements
with American and European corporate exploitation of energy resources of
countries with large Muslim populations, by immoral embargos imposed
on these countries that cause untold suffering to ordinary people, by recent
invasions of some of these countries by Western powers, and, finally, by the
racialist attitudes toward migrants from these countries in Zuropean nations.
It is these factors that are responsible for ordinary Muslims, who might have
otherwise been more willing to criticize fundamentalists in their commu-
nity, focusing instead primarily on an encry that is perceived to be external
rather than internal.

One might think that the rhetoric of “secularism” (like the rhetoric of
“democracy”) plays a role in the anti-Islamist drumbeat of propaganda that
accompanies these other factors, and therefore it in turn plays a role in making
the vast majority of ordinary Mustims unwitling to be critical of the offeading
practitioners in their midst. That might sometimes be so. But, if and when it
is so, the right thing to do is not to ask that secularism be redefined, but to
demand that one should drap talk of secularism and focus instead on trying
to improve matters on what is really at stake: the effects of a colonial past, a
commercially exploitative present, unjust wars and embargos, racial discrimi-
nation against migrants in Europe, and so on. It is a change in these things,
not a redefinition of secularism, that will draw ordinary Muslims out of “the
arms of fundamentalists,” that will give the vast majority of nonpractitioners
the confidence to come out of their silence and their defensive psychologies to
distinguish themselves from those whom they find to be a small but extreme

and unrepresentative minority in their community’s midst.
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In the quoted passage, Taylor implics that secularism, as for instance
defined by {S), would spoil the chances of making alliances with the orthodox
in a community whose voices would have the most chance of bringing about
an end of the offending practices. Tt is perfeetly possible for a state to some-
times judge that it would be better for it o forge alliances with the orthodox
clement in a community to get it to speak up for an end to a certain offend-
ing practice rather than adopt a policy like (S} that opposes the practice that

the orthodox element gives support to. That would be to surrender secularism

for a more effective pragmatic strategy. It would not be to adopt a different

ideal of secularism. I myself think that what is needed is for a secular state, as
defined by (8), to help provide insernal reasons to the community, including
the orthodoxy that supports the practice, to persuade it to change some of
its commitments. Such a strategy is perfectly compatible with a secularism
defined in terms of (S) and I discuss how that is so at iength in scctions 5 and
6 (see particularly note 16 and the text in the main body of this paper to which
it attaches.) What is required in order to make this possible is for secular-
ism not to give up on its lexical ordering as formulated in (S) but to seck 4
conceptual vernacular within which it can seck to provide internal reasons that
speak to even the orthodox element in a community, Too often secularism
adopts the universalist thetoric of rights in its efforts at persuasion rather than
seek Jocal concepts and commitments within the community (including even
among the orthodox in the comuunity) that might put pressure on the com-
munity’s own practices and thereby eventuaily provide the source of internal
reasons for change. This is the entire theme of sections § and 6.

Though (S) insists sturclily on the invariance of the lexical ordering in all
contexts where there is secularism, it allows for much contextual differential
in the form secularism may take because it allows for much variation in the

ideals that are placed first in the lexica] ordering.

"Thus, for instance, the values and rights may vary from constitution to

constitution, but one can assume that, if it is liberal democracies in late

modernity one is concerned with, then there will be substantial overlap of

the basic and familiar values—freedom of specch, say, or racial and gender
equality, and so on, Tn other sorts of societies, the ideals may be substantially

different and there may be less stress on the basic freedoms and social forms
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of equality. Thus some socialist socicties have stressed economic equality and
the right to work more than they have stressed basic freedoms, And there
will ne doubt be vet other forms of ideals and commitments in yet other
societies that the lexical ordering mentioned in the stipulated characteriza-
tion of secularism will place before the religious practices inconsistent with
them. The point is not to lay down very specific ideals that form a definite
list. The point, rather, is to stress the role of the priority such ideals (whatever
they may be) will have in the lexical ordering that forms the heart of the charac-
terization of seculavism,

The last point has wider implications that distinguish between (S) and
Taylors redefinition in a rather sharp way. One should be able to character-
iz¢ secularism independently of whether a polity is authoritarian or liberal in
its fundamental orientation. Taylor, as I said, mentions with approval Rawls’s
starting point in certain rights and other liberal ideals. This is an approval
one may share without actually insisting that there cannot be variation in the
form that the ideals take or the ideals themselves. The theoretically important
requirement is not that there be this or that ideal but that there be ideals that
do not get articulated in terms that mention refigion or the opposition to reli-
gion. All the opposition to religion that the characterization in (S) demands
is in the notion of a lexical ordering that follows the initial starting point in
these ideals. Thus, by these theoretical lights, so long as there were such ide-
als motivating a polity, and they played such a role in the minimal demands
of a lexical ordering, then (whatever other properties that polity possessed) it
meets the necessary and sufficient condition of secularism. So, for instance, on
the assumption that there were such ideals that were motivating the politi-
cal regime that Atatiick imposed on Turkey, and on the assumption that reli-
gion and religious practices were always placed second in the lexical ordering

as formulated in (5), the authoritarian properties of that regime do nothing

to cancel the secularist nature of the regime, whatever else they cancel—for
instance, the /iberal nature of the regime. Not all secularism need be liberal
secularism. So also, then, many communist regimes should get counted as
secular by this criterion. Someene may find the authoritasian methods by

which secularism was imposed in both Atatiirlds Turkey and the Soviet Union

to be wrong without denying they were committed to secularism. Taylor,
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who explicisly takes it to be an advantage of his redefinition that it rules oyg
Atatiirk’s Turkey as secular,” is on this point at least, quite visibly at odds witly
(S) as a characterization of secularism. There is a further and symmetrica}ly
converse point to be made: just as secularism may bypass liberalism, libera-
ism may outrun secularism when the liberal goals and ideals one might begin
with, such as free speech, say, are concerned to protect those who offend oz
religious sentiments and concerns, over and above protecting blasphemers,
It can't be a reason to redefine secutarism that the goals it begins with (when
they are liberal goals), which seek to protect one from the illiberality of some
religious demands, would also protect one from illiberality coming from ofher
sources than religious demands. Liberalism is a wider notion than sceular fib-
eralism, which qualifies liberalism to a restricted domain, just as liberal seca-
farism qualifies sccularism to a restricted set of cases of secularism.

It is true that that Turkey and some other nations did much ¢lse besides
meet the minimal requirements of the lexical ordering as articulated in (8).
They sought to rule out religion not just in the polity, but in a much more
general way, intruding into the cultural life and the intellectual and artistic
productions of their citizens. In doing so, they went far beyond the require-
ments of the lexical ordering. And in doing so they were not merely enforcing
secularism in authoritarian fashion, they were enforcing secularization as a
broader social process. All this too may be acknowledged without it falsifying
the observation of a more minimal property of these polities, which is that
they were sccularist. As I said in <) earlier, the characterization of secular-
ism on offer in (5) is not by any means committed to rooting out religion
in society. The lexical ordering that is the core of the characterization is per-
fectly compatible with a society that has a great deal of religiosity in its cul-
ture and practices. The ideals that are placed first in the lexical ordering could
be such as to find acceptable a wide range of religious practices. But, equally,
on the other hand, it is not a requirernent of secularism, as defined by (5}, that
secularism should be incompatible with determined and authoritarian efforts
at imposing secularization in addition to secularism. I had said carlier that
because secularism, restricted as it &s to the polity, is a nasrower notion than-
secularization, which extends as a process to society at large and its cultural

and inteflectual life, polities may be seculariss with or without the society at
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large being proportionately secularized. The separateness of these two notions
© would alse have it, of course, that just because there is extreme secularization
~enforced, as in Atatiirk’s Turkey, that is not necessarily a sign that secularism
must exist. In Turkey, as it happened, secularism did exist, but there can be
a society—Tlel Aviv society, unlike Jerusalem, I suspect, is one such—that is
highly secularized but is embedded in a national polity that is not secularist.
Moreover, the separateness of the two notions guarantees that the existence
of secularization via authoritarian methods as in Atartlrk’s Turkey is not a
sign that secularism does not exist. Authoritarianism, whether it imposes sec-
ularism or secularization, is orthogonal to the criterion by which secularism
is defined.

Quite apart from Atatiirk, even Richard Dawlkins and Christopher Hitch-
ens would not get counted as secularists but ansisecularists by Taylor’s redefi-
nition since they repudiate neutrality between religions and unbelief, the very
thing that Taylor demands of sccularism, when he says: “Indeed, the point
of state neutrality is precisely to avoid favoring or disfavoring not just reli-
gious positions but any basic position, religious or nonrelfigious. We can’t favor
Christianity over Islam, but also religion over against nonbelief in refigion or
wice versa.”™ But I do think something simple yet deep is under theoretical
strain, if these are the implications of a semantic stipulation, I—despite being
an atheist—hold no brief for Dawkins and Hitchens, who, in my view, repre-
sent one of the least appealing and most irrefevant intellectual stances on reli-
gion today. Still, the idea that they as well as the idea that Atatiirk should be
counted as antisecularists is too counterintuitive, and the redefinition seems
to go against our most ordinary understanding and instinets about sceularism
for reasons that have to do with values that have nothing much to do with
secularism at all.

In the last comment, I have urged that we allow that not all secularism is
liberal secularism, implying more generally that secularism is only one value
among others, and, as a result, it may in some contexts be accompanied by prop-
erties that put aside many of the other values that we might cherish. But there
is a more radical point to be made: we might, having begun with certain goals
angl ideals (which make no mention of religion or opposition to religion, just

as Rawls, Taylor, and (S) require), find that secularism is a quite unnecessary
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political doctrine or policy t adopt. We might find that religious practices and

customs promote those goals and ideals quite satisfactorily and that it would be

a fetish of modernity to think that secularism nevertheless must be adopted by

a polity. This is the scenario whose possibility I wanted to leave space for when 1
as outlining the third defining {eature of secularism.

It is how Gandhi thought of the ideal of secularism for India in the early
part of the twenticth century, and there was wisdom in that view then. Inclia,
because of its distance from Europe, not merely physical but cultural and
political, was a good test case for contemplating both secularism’s content and
its relation to its own history.

I we step back and look at sccularism’s history from a distance in order
to try and view its farger trajectories and patterns, we notice that much of
the consolidations of sccularism, that is, much of it coming to be viewed as
a meressity in modern societics, ocourred in the context of slow- and long-
forming features of European societies, One particular trajectory was central.

In the post-Westphalian European context there emerged & need for states
to scek their legitimacy in ways that could no longer appeal to outdated ideas
of the divine rights of states as personified in their monarchs. This new form
of legitimacy began to be sought by the creation of a new form of politicat
psychology in a new kind of subject, the “citizen,” of a new kind of entity that
had emerged, the “nation.” It was to be done, that is, by creating in citizens a

Jeeling for the nation, which generated a legitimacy for the state, because the
nation was defined in tandem, in hyphenated conjunction, with a certain kind
ofincreasingly centralized state. This nation-state was to be legitimized by this
feeling among its subjects, a political-psychological phenomenon that would
somewhat [ater come to be called nationalism, In Furopean nations such a
feeling was uniformly created in their citizens by a very standazd ploy—by
finding un external cnemy within, the outsider in one’s midst, “the other” (the
Trish, the Jews . . . to name just two) to be despised and subjugated. Tn « later
time, with the coming of a more numerical and statistical form of discourse,
these would come to be called minorities, and the ploy that I am outlining
would be described as majoritarianism, Often refigion was either central to
or was implicated in the way that minorities and majorities were defined, and

it was to repair the deep and severe damages and scars caused by #is process
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¢hat sceularism was consclidated as an indispensable necessity in the political

{ife of nations. [t came to be seen as a politically constructed guarantee of tol-
erance in this context, that is to say, in a context of modernity in which a very
- gpecific trajectory of nation-state formation was central. It is not that intoler-
- ance did not exist in prior times, but the structural necessities set up by new
' pational boundaries and political institutions made the intolerance generated
by the self-consciously adopted ploy I have sketched, as something seemingly
quite impossible to alleviate in any other way but by the formulation of secu-
larism and the devising of state policies in order to promote it.

Now, it should be possible to say, as Gandhi did, that where such a trajec-
tory had never oceurred as it had in Europe, no such repair was needed. It
was his view that religions had long pervaded the political life of India, but it
was within an cthos of quite unself-conscious pluralism, a syncretic religious
culture, within which politics was conducted in scattered loci of power, with
no highly centralized state seeking to legitimate itself by creating the wrong
basis for unity by a self-consciously constructed feeling among its citizens. A,
unity that was instead an outgrowth of a rooted and syncretic culture within
which diverse religions were, without too much strain, in any case relatively
tolerant of each other, required no artificial measure and policies, no doctrinal
formulations of modernity, under the name of secularism. Whatever the other
shortcomings of such a culture, there was nothing measurably damaging of
this specific sort to repair, and to impose secularism on one’s people under
these circumstances would be 2 mimicry of its colonial masters, a form of
cognitive slavery. So it seemed to Gandhi. And, in fact, his greatest anxiety
was that the eager modernizers around him in the Indian freedom movement
that he led would fall into a form of thinking in which the post-Westphalian
Furopean path to modernity, conceived via this new form of state, was scen 4s
compulsory for India as well. When he wrote first about it in the early part of
the twenticth century he declared explicitly that it was quite mrcompuisory.

Savarkar, who very deliberately and articulately formulated such a Euro-
pean path of politics for India, with majoritarian methods to achieve feclings
of unity in his vision of a modern Tndian nation of the future, was Gandhi’s
chief ideological opponent, and it is not surptising that it was one of his fol-

lowers who would later assassinate him. Everything Gandhi stood for also
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stood in the way of such a conception of Indian modernity. As it turned out,
Savarkar’s thinking had a great deal of influence in india, even within the
Congtess Party that Gandhi led, and the openly vocal and activist form of
majoritarian Hindu nationalism that has emerged in the country since the
passing of Gandhi, Nehru, and some of the other leaders of the older genera~
tion has made something like secularism seem much more obviously relevant
for India than it scemed to Gandhi when he was writing about these matters
during the early period of the freedom movement. The point T am laboring
in all this is that there may be many ideals—of pluralism, of tolerance—that
we start with, just as Taylor asks, but in hany societics, there may be no work
for the lexical ordering and for secularist doctrine, in general, to do in order
to promote those ideals. Secularism is a normative position that is shaped by
these ideals in specific contexts where the idcals and goals require it. It is not
a goal in itself. Were the ideals present in other political forms and arrange-
ments, the need for secularism would not so much gs arise. In my view, it is
theoretically sounder to say this than to redefine secularism so that it becormes
the appropriate doctrine for all contexts and occasions and always scrves the
ideals we wish to pursue.

Still, I think one can explore these matters a little more by voicing a pro-
test on behalf of Taylor’s redefined ideal of secularism, One might do this
by saying that what I am suggesting is the wrong lesson to learn from Gan-
dhi’s reaction to the situation in carly twenticth-century India, After all, what
Gandhi was pointing out was that there was tolerance by each religion of the
other and there was cqual and free participation of all religions in the syn-
cretic religious culture of the time, and that just ir secularism in the fraternal
as well as the liberty and equality sense that Taylor has outlined. So, if Taylor
is right, Gandhi was in favor of, not against, secularisr, and his view was that
India was always secularist, It may be that, once there is 2 more centralized
state than existed in India in that earlier time, this earlier secularism would
have to be recast a bit to be seen as a centralized state being neutral and even-
handed among different religions, trying to steer modern society to replicate
the syncretism of past times by keeping all religions to be mutually respectfuf
of cach others’ frecly chosen religious practices. But it would essentially be a
secularism that was continuous with the past,
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A response on tyehalf of (8) to such a protest will help to bring out in 2
[ittle more depth the history by which (8) has come to seem necessary.

The view voiced in the protcst,l chink, would be 2 quite mistaken reading
of Gandhi, who was more clear-eyed about how secularism emerged from a
certain history in the West and had cestain distinct functions of meeting spe-
cific goals that needed to be met as a result of certain developments in urope
in the modern period.

The fact is that the goals and ideals Gandhi articulated were merely those
of tolerance and pluralism. But tolerance and pluralism, though they obviously
have some relation with sccularism {as they do with any number of other polit-
ical notions and doctrines) are by no means identical with it. And secularism
is not a guarantee for those ideals in all contexts. Tt is neither a necessary nor
sufficient condition for tolerance and pluralism. Secularism is a doctrine that
is also introduced to farther goals of a quite different sort that were not in the
forcfront of Gandhi's pind, and even when tolerance and pluralism were at
the core of what secularism sought to promote it Was within a context that I
have just sketched, in which this core came to be surrounded by other goals as
well. Thus, for instance, it would never oceur 1o Gandhi to be anxious to allow
blasphemy to go uncensored. Nor did it pasticularly wosty him that one or
other religion, Hinduism or Islam, was running afoul of the ideals of gender
equality in its famnily taws. These were not ideals or goals that were central to
what he thought politics should be responding to and pursuing.! On the mat-
ter of refigion, his focus was instead on keeping India removed from a politics
in which Hindu majoritariénism entered as a way of creating nationalist feel-
ing in India, thus giving rise 0 2 trajectory in which secularism would be the
natural outcome introduced to repair the damage in this.

Now, one might think that a state conceived as neutral among different
religions, as Taylor envisages it, is the best method by which to deal with the dam-
age done by this trajectory. So Why am { resisting calling it secularism?

This is a good question and the answer is that once this trajectory takes
55 course, the damage 1s s0 deep and pervasive and so easily and constantly

revived and revisited, that minorities are simply not i 2 position to ensure

that the state, even in a democracy (obviously even less 50 in more authoritar- ~

jan regimes), will be able to be evenhanded. Political parties will constantly
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appeal, for clectoral gain to majoritarian tendencies and will not be able to
eschew these tendencies after electoral success when they are tenants of the
state. This, in turn, gives rise to a reaction arnong minorities to fall into identity
politics as a defense, since the state is often unable to withstand majoritarian-
ism and remain neutral. When majorities and minorities are defined in terms
of religion in this familiar scenario, there incvitably arises a sense that religion
(in the political sphere) izselfis the problem, even though the historical source
of the problem lies in majoritarianism. Recent Indian history has increasingly
shown this to be true, a victory, as 1 said, for the forces of Savarkar over Gan-
dhi, even within the Congress Party, leave afone the Hindu nationalist party.
For this general reason (and not merely in India), something more radical
was said to be needed, something that—in crucial ways that are necessary to
avoid this entire tendency to domination by a majority and religious identi-
tarian reactive responses by minorities—keeps religion out of the polity, so
that the temptation of the appeal to religious majoritarianism is preempted
at the outset as a legal or constitutional transgression, something the courts
of an independently constituted judiciary are there to ensure (though, as it
turns out in some recent decisions, it is not obvious that the courts are willing
always to do so). Thus this entirc trajectory that I've been describing at some
fength gives rise to an ethos in which something like a lexical ordering of the
sort I have mentioned tends to come to the forefront in how a modern polity
is conceived. Once conceived this way, the term secularism is and has been the
natural name for it. And once the conception comes into place, it begins to
seern, in this increasingly and very specifically modern political ethos that had
its origins in post-Westphalian Europe, that it is not sufficient to be neutral
and evenhanded among religions.

Moreover, in such an ethos, where religion itself comes to be seen as
the source of the problem, whether in its majoritarian exploitation or in its
minoritarian reaction to that, new goals (that is, goals beyond merely toler-
ance and pluralism) emerge, and, though they are defined independently of
religion (goals such as fice speech, say, and gender equality), one begins to
detect that, in light of these new goals, there are shortcomings in refigion.
"Thus free speech is now seen as free specch (even) in the face of & religious

requirement to suppress deliberate and brazen blasphemy, and gender equal-
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ity 1s steered toward gender equality in the face of gender-unjuse religious

family laws; and so on. Agair, s a result, something like (§) alone, therefore,
comes to scem like the only policy that could provide the repair and reform
of religion, because neutrality and evenhandedness among refigions cannot
possibly promote these new goals and ideals. It is not enough to neutrally
and evenhandedly allow each religion in society its free spceclkdcnying blag-
phemy laws or its gender-discriminating family laws. Thesc laws are trumped
only by the first-placed lexical ordering of frce speech and gender equality. Of
course, one can still insist that the state neutrally and evenhandedly apply the
lexical ordering to each religion, but that still means that the ideal of neutral-
ity and evenhandedness is embedded in (8). It does not constitute a secular-
ism that is independent of (8).

None of this, however, was relevant when Gandhi wrote, as neither issues
of blasphermy laws nor of gender inequatity were in the forefront of the public
agenda surrounding the local, syncretist religious cultures and the politics that
surfaced in them. (And this may well be the case in many parts of the world to
this day—in many regions of Africa, say, even possibly in pasts of the Middle
East, though the intense material and therefore cultural gaze on, not to mention
interventions in, the latter by Western interests may be comprehensively and
decisively changing that.)" But they are much more relevant now, and, along
with the need for the reversal of social and political damages of religious majori-
tarian sources for nationalism, they form part of a trajectory that emerged in
India since the time Gandhi expressed his qualms against a very specific path in
European modernity. To describe Gandhis position of an earlier time in India
as secularist, therefore, is to quite fail to see the relevance of a range of develop-
ments in India since the time in which he first wrote {the developments of what
[ had called a specific post-Westphalian trajectory), regarding which he had
prescient anxieties about what might be visited upon India if the trajectory was
adopted there. If we pay close attention to his anxietics in that period, we can
recognize that he was not a proto-secularist but rather that he did not want the
conditions in which secularism would seem a necessity at all to oceur in Inclia,

To sum up, it has, in general, been the burden of these several comments,
2) to ), that T have been making on the nature of (8) to say that its stipu-

lated form of secularism in terms of a certain lexical ordering gives a certain
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theoretical bite and specificity to secularism, such that it is not all good in
all contexts but only 1 good in some contexts and therefore not always to be
embraced even in temporal modernity, if the conditions dont require it for the
pursuit of other worthy goals. This specificity also allows one to say that secu-
larism can often be accompanied by bad political and institutional arrange-
ments, such as in Atatiirk’s Turkey or in Baathist Irag or in the aggressively
authoritarian sccutarist policies of some communist regimes. Et does not see
those bad political arrangements and institutions as a reason and occasion to
try and redefine secularism so that they don't count as secularist polities at
alt. Such redcfinitions take the bite out of the concept, in much the same way
that the redefinition attempted in the idea of “people’s democracy” to counter
“free democracy” took the bite out of the notion of democracy.” The specific
formulation of the lexical ordering, moreover, has the strict advantage over
the “neutrality and equidistant state” ideat of secularism in disallowing things
that would, in our own time if not eartier, intuitively count as antisecular—rfor
exampie, censorship of works of art and literature on grounds of “blasphemy”
against a religion, something that the latter ideal would permit in a given case,
on the grounds that it was ready and willing to neutrally permit it in ail other
cases of blasphemy against all other religions in the society.

I've spent considerable time on these semantic matters with a view to
bringing out the content of secularism, using Taylor’s interesting and chal-
Jenging ideas of a redefinition of secularism as a foil. I had said that though I
think Taylor’s redefinition has worthy moral and political motivations, itis not
as well motivated theoretically, (S), by contrast, does not make any attempt at
redefinition, it merely tries to elaborate, along modest and minimalist lines,
the rationale underlying the instincts behind dogmatic-sounding metaphors
such as “the separation of church and state.” As such, (8) secms to contain
crucial elements that Taylor is trying to redefine sccularism away from.

I want to turn now from semantic matters, from questions of what is the
more plausible and nonarbitrary stipulation by which we define or character-
ize the content of secubarism, to questions of which position is more plau-
sible, no matter how it is defined and what it is called, .., whether itis called

secularism or not. Thus we might ask: no matter which we think is better

described as secularism, is it better to adopt the ideal of a state that is neu-
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tral and evenbanded with all religions and nonrefigious points of view, and
‘that takes no adversarial stance against religion (thus repudiating the very
first feature of secularism that [ had presented in section 1), or is to better to
adopt (5)?

Let me begin by trying to diagnose sympathetically why it might theoreti-
cally and philosophically seem to many that Taylor’s ideal of a state, neutral
- and equidistant between religious and nonreligious points of view, is a better
position to adopt than (8).

In section 2 T took up the question of what justified secularism over and
above what defined or characterized it, saying that it was important to distin-
guish between the two. And, while discussing the justification of secularism,
1 had invoked Bernard Williams’s distinction between two types of justifica-
tion, one that appezled to internal reasons and the other to external reasons,
and had claimed that there arc only internal reasons for embracing secularism,
T have not argued for nor will I argue for that claim in this chapter, partly for
easons of space, but partly also because I have done so extensively in previous
essays.” The point of interest in the present essay, as | say in section 2, is that
this view is entirely compatible with, and indeed lies behind, the claim that
secularism should only be adopted on the basis of an overlapping consensus.
On these issues of justification and adoption (rather than those of definition
just discussed in section 4) there is complete accord between Taylor’s views

and the ones expressed in this chapter.

To politicat philosophers and theorists, it might scem natural to conclude

from these commitments on which there is complete accord between us that

secularism is fated to be mired in a form of refazivism regarding moral and

political values, and such a relativism may well suggest, in turn, that some-

thing like a “neutral state” version of secularism is what we should retreat to,

whereas any secularism such as (S) that secks a somewhat more adversarial

stance against refigion should be counted not as secularism but as one nonre-

ligious standpoint among other standpoints, including religious standpoints,
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between which the state is neutral.” This approximates Taylor’s own favored
understanding of secularism.

So, we mwust ask, whichever we think is best to call secularism, is the neu-
tralist ideal shown to be better than (S) as a consequence of the relativise
implications that seem to follow from the stress on internal reasons in the
justification of secularism?

The idea is this. If there are no external reasons that support a moral
or political standpoint or value (such as sccularism, say, or, to keep things
even more specific and focused, secular liberalism), if internal reasons are
the only reasons one can bring to bear when there is a deep disagreement
over values (between, say, such 2 secular liberalism and one or other reli-
gious point of view), then it might seem that something like relativism
about these values and points of view is necessarily in the offing. Recail
that external reasons arc reasons that all will agree on, no matter what their
values and substantial commitments may be, and internal reasons appeal
only to substantial moral and political commitments of individual citizens,
If internal reasons are the only reasons there are for justifications of such
values as sccularism, the thought that (S) in its secular liberal form will even
have the resources to effectively offer such internal reasons to a strongly
held religious standpoint (say, for example, a position with strong Muslim
identitarian political vatues) to change its mind might seem too optimistic;
and that, in turn, will make it seem as if some antisecular Muslim com-
mitments, such as to the value of censorship of blasphemy, may have their
own sort of truth (relativistically characterized truth) on their side.’ And, if
that is so, then it would seem only right that a state having to now navigate
these different frue standpoints—(S) in its secular liberal form as well as
various religious standpoints such as Islamists and other strongly held reli-
gious views—should be neutral and evenhanded with each of them, since
cach has the prestige of #ruth on its side. This would reduce (S}, even in the
eyes of those who subscribe to it, to one among other true points of view,
including religious ones. Thus the relativism that seems to emerge as a con-
sequence from the points of philosophical agreement between Taylor and
me, on the primacy of internal reasons and the ineflicacy of external reasons,

may seem. to suggest that the state neutrality ideal is zheoretically quite well
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motivated (by this relativism) and (8) less well so, despite all the theoretical
points T made in the previous section.

Can this be right? Does this specific argument, via a relativism that flows
from the primacy of internal reasons, that I make on sympathetic behalf of

Taylor’s view, give us a reason to adopt the state-neutralist ideal he favors over

(8)? Or, to put it differently, does this specific argument give a state commit-

ted to adopting (S) any reason to yield to a more state-neutralist ideal?

[ think it is arguable that it does not,

Notice, first, what exactly is meant by relativism, as it scems to follow from
the denial of external reasons and the claim that only internal reasons will
justify secular liberalism. Tt means something quite strong. What is meant is
that when there are no external reasons, and two parties are in disagreement
aver some value commitment, there may in principle be no scope for either party
to give even infernal veasons to one another. Internal reasons are dependent on
support coming from our substantive values, not something given to us by the
very fact of our rationality. Therefore, unlike external reasons, there is no guar-
antee that internal reasons to subscribe to (S} will be available, since they are
dependent on further values that may not be present—in the case under con-
sideration, present in the values held by Islamists. And, in general, it is prima
facie possible that in some sorts of value disagreement there will, in principle,
be no such further values for the parties in the disagreement to appeal to. In
that case we will have the kind of impasse mentioned in the formulation, just
given, of relativism. The expression in principle is doing some serious work
in this formulation of relativism. Relativism is a theoretical or philosophical
position; it is not just & practical difficulty about how it is sometimes very hard
to persuade someone you disagree with on some evaluative matter. The theo-
retical position is that each party in the dispute may be utterly unreachable by
the other. This may indeed be cause for alarm to subscribers to (8), and, to the
extent that we are alarmed, a concession and retreat to Taylor’s redefinition of
secularism shows the appropriate respect for each position that has truth on
its side because (S) cannot claim greater truth for the ideals it begins with and
therefore must drop its claim to a lexical ordering that places those ideals first
and religious laws and customs and practices second when they clash. Thus

relativism requires that not only are there no external reasons for justifying
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secular ideals, reasons that all can share and find to be reasons, but there are ng
reasons (not internal enes either) that it can, in principle, find to justify secu-
far ideals to other more religious points of view. Secular liberalism is one trath
among many, and not merely one standpoint among many. The latter claim
(one standpoint among many) is uncontroversial. But for a secular liberal to
allow the former claim (that religious points of view that it often wants to
place second in a lexical ordering have the fruth on their side) would under-
mine the very priorities asserted in the lexical ordering. A relevantly neutral
state of the kind that Taylor recommends is a better form of polity for such
a scenario than {8}, which has to concede that secular lberalism is just one
truth among many. So these considerations of refativism might well motivate
the adoption of Taylors neutralist state rather than a state that adopts the
lexical ordering ideal.

But before we concede that this relativism is the fate of (8), given the pri-
macy of internal reasons, some more detailed understanding of what exactly
internal reasons are is required.

What js it to find internal reasons to persuade another? Interaal reasons
are reasons we give to another that appeal to some of Ais own vadues in order
to try and persuade him to change his mind on seme given evaluative issue,
such as, say, 2 commitment to censorship of blasphemy. So if a Muslim does
have such a commitment, a secular liberal subscribing to (S} can only appeal to
some other value of Ais which is én tension or in conflict with his commitment
to the censorship of blasphemy. To put it very explicitly, onc will have to find
that such Muslims are committed a) to censorship of blasphemy, and yet that
they are also committed b) to various other values that may lend support to
the value of free speech. And for (5) to use internal reasons against such Mus-
lims is to stress b) them in an effort to bring them around to discarding a). Of
course, if (S) was justifiable on grounds of external reasons, one couldn’t appeal
to considerations such as b}, which is a substantive valuc. But, in that case, one
would not reed to appeal to such « consideration. It is only because one takes
the view that both Taylor and I, following Williams, take, that there are no
external reasons, that one is forced to appeal to considerations such as b).

In general, then, the strategy of internal reasons is a strategy that can only

work when those against whom it is brought to work are internally conflicted.
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(It is important to add that conflicts within values need not always take the
form of there being blatant inconsistencies among them. In fact it may sei~
dom be that. Much more likely ard much more pervasive are conflicts of
more subtle kind, tensions or dissonances between values. )

We can now pull the strands together, Relativism, as I've defined it for
the purposes of this chapter’s concerns, is a doctrine that holds if there is a
certain kind of impasse. It holds if there are, in principle, no internal teasons
that two partics in a disagreement over values can give to one another, And if
the prospect for giving internal reasons turns on the possibility of there being
an internal conflict i at least one of the parties involved in a disagreement
over values, then that implies that relativism would hold only if both partics
in such a disagreement ave completely unconflicted, that is, i they have perfectly
and maximally coherent value economies. In other words, in order for rela-
tivist of the sort we are worrying about to be true, it would have to be the
case that someone with whom one disagrees over values is not merely tever
inconsistent (as [ admitted, blatant inconsistency might be hard to attribute
to political and moral subjects), but they would also have to be whelly without
any tension or dissonance in their values and desires. That alone makes for 2
principled impasse.

But it is hard o think that ordinary human subjects are so completely
without internal conflict in this broad sense. The idea of such a total lack of
inner conflict is an extraordinary condition to find in any value economy.
Relativism, conceived on this condition, would find instance, it scems, only
when two parties in a dispute over a value were monsters of coherence. Perhaps
some imagined rational automata are maximally coherent in their value com-
mitments, but the idea that ordinary human moral-psychological economies
are 50 is barely conceivable. Thus, so long as slamists with commitments to
blasphemy laws are susceptible to conflicting relations among their commit-
ments, so long as they are not possessed of maximally coherent value econo-
mies, the scope of internal reasons to establish secular fiberalism even in the
face of identity politics is maintained, Maximal coherence being a barely con-
ccivable condition, there is no necd to despair about the scope for secular

liberal politics to succeed without externalist reasons and ArgUments.

The point cannot be quite left where it is.
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Let it even be conceivable that, at @ given time, a particular illiberal mora]-
psychological cconomy s highly coherent and unconflicted—at any rate, let
it be conceivable, as it surely is, that any conflict or tension that it does Contain
among its value cornmitments is not as a matter of fact helpful in bringing it
around to shedding its antiliberal commitments. Tt is pecfectly possible that,
even if Islamists are internally conflicted, these may be on matters that are not
relevant to (S)'s efforts to give internal reasons to them to get them to change
their mind on censorship of blasphemy. This i does not hobble the scope of
secular liberalism. Why not? The answer to this question, T think, is central to
the epistemology of political and moral values. The answer is decanse political
Philosophy cannot consider moral subjects and political citizens as standing outside
of bistory, in some timeless, unconflicted psychological cconomy,

Since citizens are historical subjects, history and the incoming states of
information that it provides to those subjects in its coursc may well insro-
duce conflict for them by introducing tensions and dissonance in the relations
between their value commitments. Let me give just one example at some dis-
tance from the disputc on issues of blasphemy to illustrate what T have in mind.
It is now fairly well documented that the large increase in pro-choice attitudes
among hitherto even relatively conservative women in America in the third
quarter of the last century was a result of their having deliberated their way

out of a conflict in their own commitments, a conflict that emerged fully only
in that period of history, when, as a result of the rise of service industries and
the relative decline of heavy manufacturing goods industrics, the possibility of
a more gender-distributed work force was created. A historical change, which
provided greater prospects for employment for woraen, introduced conflict
into the values of even hitherto conservative women, and this in turn gave
rise to internal deliberation on their part that resulted in many of them revis-
ing their views on the issue of abortion, The point, then, is that even if, at a
given time, a value economy seems relatively unreachable by internal reasons
because itis relatively coherent and unconflicted, so long as we think of moral-
psychological economics as necessarily being & bistory, internai conflicts may
be injected by historical developments into moral-psychological economies.
‘the point is essentially Flegelian, though in Hegel himself it is unfortu-

nately marred because it is nested in terms that were unnecessarily determin-
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istic. But it is a point of the utmost importance for those who think both that
(8} can only be justified on the basis of internal reasons and that thinking so
entails #o relativism of the sort we are considering,

This Hegelian idea goes deeper than it might seem, Tt might seem that all
the idea amounts to is that at some later time we might be able to persuade
someone with whom we are in disagreement by giving her internal reasons,
but, for now at least, there is an impasse and so relativism about reasons is
true. But this deflationary description misses the real theoretical status of the
appeal to the subject-in-history. That appeal is precisely intended to repudi-
ate the idea that we should think of subjccts as being in slabs of time, with
relativism about their values holding in one slab, and possibly passing away in
the next. Despite the talk of different times, that would £/ be to conceive the
subject essentially synchronically at each slab of time. A genuinely diachron-
ically conceived subject (hardly ever the subject that is considered by ana-
lytical phiiosophers and political theorists writing about morals and politics
or anything elsc), a subject conceived neither synchronically nor in discreetly
periodized times, but rather a subject conceived of as essentially historically
open-ended, is exactly intended to replace the subject relativized to a time
when her values may have 2 “relative” truth or her reasons a relative closure,
Hence the inclination to say, “Relativism for sow, but not perhaps aterl” is to
not yet quite be on board with the depth of the point that Hegel's stress on
the importance of history for our conception of human subjectivity is making.
To be fully on board is to see that o sort of relativism is sanctioned for sub-
jects conceived essentially diachronically and therefore open to the internal
conflicts that history may provide.

Twill admit again, however, that my appeal to Hegel here is highly selective,
since the fact that history shouid play this kind of role in our understand-
ing of moral subjectivity (paradoxically) opens things up against the very sort
of historical determinism that historicism, in particular Hegels own histori-
cism, usuaily suggests. The select element in Hegel that T am applauding is
the idea that reason (what I, following Williams, call “internal” reason) does
its work in a human subject by bringing about changes of value via delibera-
tion on her part to overcome internal conflicts between values (something that

popularizing Hegelians—never Hegel himself—describe overly schematically
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in dialectical terms of the trio of “thesis, antithesis, and synthesis”), and that
one does so very often as a result of conflicts (what in the popular Hegelian
representation is called antitheses) that emerge because of incoming states of
information provided by specifically historical encounters. Once viewed this
way, there is no reason to think that relativism follows upon the loss of external
reasons, and so no reason to be pessimistic about the scope of infernal rea-
sons to be a resource for secular liberal political outcomes. Within this selec-
tive Hegelian view of the importance of history and of diachronic subjectivity,
the right way to describe what has wrongly been described as this “pessimism”
is simply to say that there is no Whiggish guarantee of a consummation of
the historical process in a secular liberal outcome. That is not pessimism, it is
Just a recoil from a deterministic historicism. One can be as optimistic as one
wishes and hold out for history to introduce conflict in the points of view that
one wishes to offer internal reasons to in order to change their commitments,
Thus secular liberalism can remain committed to its idcals with confidence,
and a secular state need not retreat to neutrality between secularism and other
religious points of view, even in the face of the most vexed disagreement with
these other points of view.

That we should see the significance of history for subjectivity along these
lines is, however, not a mercly metaphysical position; it is in a rarefied sense
itself an cvaluative position. This point is crucial. After all, someone else may
sec history as having a rather depressing record in resolving conflict between
groups and resist my repudiation of relativism, a repudiation that has he
defauit lie in the view that it is always at least possible that new conflicts inzer-
nal to an individual or group will—via internal reasoning—help resolve con-
flicts derween individuals or groups. Such a person will simply not find the
record in history sanctioning this default position, The default says that when
there is an intractable value disagreement between two partics, history may
always inject in one of the parties the sort of internal conflict necessary for
the other to provide internal rezsons to it. The interlocutor here will deny this,
saying that the record of history does not justify this to be the default posi-
tion. I have no purely philosophical or metaphysical argument against such an
interlocutor, one that does not agree with me about how to view the signifi-

cance of history for moral subjects in conflict with one another. To find this
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wrong without asserting a value, we cannot find him wrong by a nonevalua-
tive argument. And to say that is to assert the priority of the evaluative over
the metaphysical.

‘This needs more patient exposition.

"The default position says we must see the significance of history for sub-
jeetivity to be as follows: that one always see it as at least possibie that a dispute
in values may be resolved by internal reasoning as a result of the requisite
internal conflict being introduced into one or other of the disputing patties
by the incoming states of information that historical changes provide to their
psychological and value cconomies. It is when the significance of history is
viewed along these fines (as allowing such a default position) that we are in
turn allowed to turn our backs on the claim of relativism that the deepest
disputes in value might constitute an impasse. Such a default allows one to
make 76 concession to a possible right or truth or correctness on the side of
one’s opponent in cases of interesting and deep moral and political dispute.
So the hard question remains: what gives us the right to view the significance of
history for moval subjectivity along these lines? Why may we not see its signifi-
cance along quite different lines, see history as providing too much evidence
for disallowing what 1 claim as at least a necessary and permanent possibility?
The nested modalities are complicated here, but my interlocutor’s idea will be
that what T am insisting is a possibility might only be contingently so: there
may be no necessity that such a possibility always exists, Flistory is simply not
to be viewed in the optimistic way I am viewing it. It is possible that such dis-
pute resolving internal conflicts are introduced into moral subjects by history,
but it is possible also that they are not. Why, then, am  insisting that history
must be viewed in a way that it zecessarily leaves it as an open possibitity that
such a conflict is introduced?

As T admitted, there is no answer to this question (and so there is no jus-
tification for taking the default position I do on the significance of history}
along lines that are nop-normative or purely metaphysical. There is nothing in
history, nothing in the concept of history and our place in it, when that is con-
ceived in purely descriptive and non-normative terms, that could instruct us to

view history as offering us the default position [ insist on. To take the default

interlocutor wrong is, in the end, to assert a vatue. In fact, we cannot find hing, &
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position [ do, therefore, is ifself to take a higher-order voafuative stance. And
it is only by taking such an cvaluative stance that 2 secular Hberal can express
the confidence that disputes in identitarian contexts with illiberal tendencies
need not ever produce the despondency of saying that perhaps both sets of
principles (liberal and illiberal) may have their own sort of right on their side.

What do I mean by saying that it is in the end an svaluative stance that
gives a secular liberal the confidence to insist on the exclusive rightness of
secular liberalism against illiberal opponents, despite the loss of externalist
reasons and the loss of externalist justifications of liberalism? T mean simply
that it reflects a value, 2 value central to what [ think is best conceived as a
special and unusual version of bumanism.

Here is how I have allowed myself to think of it.

When one is in & moral dispute with another, even if it is a bitter and vexed
dispute, it is far better to have an attitude of inclusiveness toward one’s foe
that makes one strive to share the truth as one sees it with him, rather than to
adopt an exe/uding attitude and swy that he may have his own sort of truth or
right on his side. The latter is what the relativist pluralist says, and it will be
said by anyone who does not see the philosophical and methodological force
and insight of the Hegelian notion of a subject and its significance for morals
and politics as T am secing it. For someone who does see that force and that
significance, the attitude will be quite the opposite, the value of inclusiveness.
This is the value that claims it is far more attractive to say, even to one’s bitter-
est foe in a moral or political conflict, “You must be my brother” than it is to
say “You can never be my brother.” To insist that he must be your brothe, to
refuse to allow him his own truth, and to strive to convince him of the truth as
you see it and judge it is to show the requisite attitude of inclusiveness toward
him. This may seem paradoxical since one is refusing him his own sort of truth
for his views in the name of seeing him as one's brother. But that is just how it
is. Perhaps only a subject as perverse and abstract as philosophy can sce in this
no paradox at all.

I will admit that the rhetoric of “must” versus “never” in my last paragraph
to express the contrasting values does not present the best options. | did use the

famboyant rhetotic cven so, and presented the options in their most extreme

form, in order to bring out the contrast vividly. To care about the truth, as
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one secs it and judges it, and to care enough for others who do not see it, to
strive to share it with them, need not take on the vocabulary which has it that
one thinks they “must” be one’s brothers and embrace the truth we see. But
that vocabulary captures something of the caring that T want to stress here
against the relativist form of pluralism that precisely does not care in this way.
QOpposing such a relativistic form of pluralism, I am saying, involves not merely
appealing to the Hegelian notion of subjectivity in the way 1 do, but also sce-
ing that appeal as an assertion of a value of caring about the truth (as one sees
it and judges it), rather than showing an indifference to others who disagree
with one, as the refativistic pluralist does when he says that they may have their
own sort of moral truth on their side. Such a way of caring for truth therefore
itself reflects a caring for others, caring enough to want to convince them of
the truth. That is the point of the talk of “brotherhood” as  value, a humanist
value, that, in this specific sense, is missing in the relativist cast of pluralism.

T'o many humanists such. tatk of brotherhood-flowing as it does from an
ideal of caring for something so absfract as truth and wanting to share that
abstract thing with others—will seem too intetlectualized a way of talking
compared either to the down-to-earth ways in which we talk of the human-
ist values of brotherhood or to the sentimental, literary cast it has taken on
ever since the rhetoric of “sweetness and light.” It is brotherhood based on an
epistemological value rather than on the usual sort of moral values of solidar-
ity and support that are articulated in standard versions of humanism. To such
traditional humanists, the paradox of denying one’s moral foe his own sort
of rightful moral view in the name of brotherhood will seem to undermine
the doctrine from within. But, as I said, there is no paradox here. It is a sign
of greatly respecting someone, of including him in humanity, that you deeply
want him to believe what you believe to be the truth rather than grant him,
as a truth (Ais truth), what you take to be deeply false. T admit that this is an
abstract way of configuring the ideal of human inclustveness. But why should
humanism not have highly abstract sources? These sources arc precisely what
might give the doctrine some further muscle and rigor and therefore make it
less dismissible as 2 musty and pious doctrine.

If T am right, it is, in the end, this abstractly humanistic and evaluative

understanding of the role of history in the constitution of human subjectivity




AKEEL BIGRAMI

in morals and politics that underlies the repudiation of relativism in the realm
of moral and pofitical values.” (In the more purely cognitive realm of science,
the issues are quite different, and responscs to relativism need to be constructed

along different lines.) What are its implications for our subject of secularism?

"The goal has been to show that this repudiation of relativism allows a state
that has adopted (S} to rerain committed to its idea of a lexical ordering. It

as intended to preempt the need for a state to abandon (5) and retreat to a
neutrality between nonreligious and religious paints of view.

If the argument of the last section is convincing, then, though anyone,
committed to the idea of an overtapping consensus on some policy such as
(S), is committed to a pluralism about reasons for subscribing to (8), they
are nof committed to a pluralism about the conclusions and outcomes based
on those reasons. This is because the argument allows them to say that they
are not committed to merely a relativistic truth for (8), but committed to its
truth, simpliciter. With right (a right given by the entire Hegelian dialectic I
am presenting), (S} takes its own commitments to be true and holds out for
them against opponents, given the possibility that history will inject conflicts
in their thinking so as to make them come around to its commitments by
the internal reasons that those conflicts might introduce into their moral-
psychological economics. [t holds out for fully secular outcomes and in no
way wavers in confidence about the truth of (5), even if it grants that (5)
might not be implementable until intcrnal reasons, as a result of historical
developments, are available to religious points of view that, in the present,
contain illiberal commitments. So, in the examples we considered earlier, it
would insist that something like laws requiring censorship of blasphemy or
gender-unjust family laws of a religion must be placed lower in the lexieal
ordering than free speech and gender equality. It would not grant that these
laws possess truth, relativistic truth, from within their own larger religious “

points of view. The whole point of the stress on a egelian framework for

understanding the role of internal reasons is to ensure that (S) need not make
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any such concession or compromise on the exc/usive truth or rightness of its
commitments to free speech and gender equality, giving it the right to assert
the lexical ordering it favors. Thus (3) will not allow secular liberalism to be
demeted to just one truthful standpoint amongst others, as was suggested
would happen if relativism were true. This makes all the difference to the
question whether we should hold fast to (S) or concede the superiority of a
state-neutralist ideal that Taylor has proposed as being better.

The issue can be usefully explored by fooking at a very well-known example
from India as a test case. In the aftermath of Indian independence, Muslims
in Indiz, after much fascinating discussion during the Constituent Assembly
debates, were aflowed by constitutional provision to live by their own personal
and family laws. (I am going to consider this case, ignoring the fact that there
Aas been a reform of the Hindu code as it applies to family laws. What this
asymmmetry between Muslims and Hindus shows is that granting Muslims
their own personal laws runs afoul of beth (S} and the state neutrality ideal
that Taylor has advocated, but, [ am concerned for now only with the fact that
Mustims were granted their own personal laws and how that falls short of (S).)

How exactly that awarded outcome of an exception to Muslims in India
is to be interpreted is actually a rather delicate matter, and one may see in it
two possible ways of conceiving of what the state intended and therefore two
possible ways in which the state conceived of itself.

One way to look at this case is to see it as triumph of the kind of pluralism
that is suggested by the relativist position. What pluralism, in the refativist
torm, allows for is the idea that a fiberal democratic state will, in the name of
minority cultural rights, grant to minorities {in the Indian case, to Muslims)
their own special personal laws on divorce, marriage, alimony, ete., even if some
of these laws are illiberal in various respects. On this reading, the state may
grant to all religions their own alternative nomic or customary system, which is
a rival system to liberal faw, with its own sort of right or truth on its side,
and the pluralism that the constitution was committed to must acknowledge
that fact.® 5o interpreted, the state can be viewed as approximating a neutral-
ist position, not favoring secular ideals over Muslim personal laws as & lexical
ordering would, but instead graating the Muslim demand in the constituent

assembly debates that they be allowed to five by their own personal laws.
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But the Hegelian considerations I have presented allow another possible
reading of the concession to Muslims, which T also think is the more histori-
cally accurate one, the one that the framers of the constitution actually had in
mind, On this reading, it is not that the Muslim community is being granted
its demand for living by its own personal and family laws on the grounds
that their standpoint, like the secular standpoing, has truth on its side. Rather
the thinking was this: in the aftermath of independence, the Muslims who
remained in India and did not migrate to Pakistan lost a great deal—they
lost their count in numbers not only due to migration to Pakistan but also
due to the killing of Muslims in the pogroms on the Indian side of the newly
partitioned borders, they lost jobs, they lost land, in the vital sense of its wide
availability in instruction in schools and coileges, they even lost their lan-
guage, Urdu. In the face of these losses and the demoralization it generated,
depriving them of the cultural aspects of their lives that are centered in thetr
family and personal laws would be an inhumane blow for a state to deliver to
a4 minority community. What a secular state, subscribing to something like
(8) must, therefore, do is to wait for history to bring into Muslim thinking
the sorts of internal conflict that might give them reasons to come around to
secular ideals of gender equality and put aside their family and personal laws.
But, until then, the lexical ordering that places those laws sccond to gender
equality may be put in abeyance—which is not the same as putting the lexi-
cal ordering aside. One would put it aside only if one thought that the state
thinks that there is #u25 on the side of those laws, equal to the truth of ideals
of gender equality. But one would put it in abeyance only because it would be
coercive 1o implement (S) until the necessary internal reasoning takes place
among Muslims,

(I should add as an aside that this issue has been excruciatingly compli-
cated at present by the fact that the demand for reform of Muslim personal
law usually comes these days—and for some years now——not from anything
recognizable as allowing Muslims to reform them as a result of their own
internal reasoning, but rather from a kind of harassment of a minority by the
Hindu right wing in the country. That Muslims could be reasonably expected
to reform their personat laws by internal reasoning in the face of such harass-

ment would be to utterly fail to understand the psychological preconditions
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is that a state must, as far as it is possible, be nencoercive in the adoption and
implementation of the policies it views as Justifiable. {Jeffrey Stout wiscly
advises me that since states have sanctions backing the laws they make and
impicment, they are, by their very nature, going to be coercive no matter wha[',
and so a better term to use to describe Taylor's motivation is that he would
like the state to he, a5 far as is possible, nondominating. I am happy to follow
his advice.) Taylor's concern here is a moral one, and it speaks for a certain
conception of politics, What it properly motivates, indeed, what it forces us
to do, is to look for the right forms of adoption and implementation of (§).
Tt would be wrong to think that, in doing so, what it motivates and forces
are merely things in the practical rather than in the theoretical domain. The
entire construction of the role and relevance of the Hegelian notion of subjec-
tivity in the dialectic of this chapter was intended to provide a theoretical solu-
tion to the problem posed by Taylor’s search for a noncoercive and overlap-
piag consensus for the secufar outcome or, to put it in my own favored terms,
to the problem of implementing a secularism whose justification is based only
on internal rather than external reasons, But what this chapter has neverthe-
less insisted is that this theoretical solution requires neither a redefinition of
secularism nor any concession to the superiority of state neutrality ideals over
(8). It is an avoidable inference that the nondomination in the adoption of
secularism that motivates Taylor’s arguments makes a difference to what it is
we are adopting or should adope. It does not lead to another conception of sec-
ularism.? Such secularism as is worth believing in is well characterized by (S).

Yet I have also said that it is not required to believe {S) in all contexts. The
relevance of a doctrine of the sort that (S) exemplifies cmerged in particular
historical contexts when certain political goals could not be pursued without
something like the loxical ordering (S) formulates. (S), therefore, is a valu-
able doctrine to embrace and implement in contexts that approximate those
historical conditions and contain those political goals. It is not a doctrine that
holds without regard to contex, purely on the basis of abstract philosophical
atguments or on the basis of glib assertions of the universa! reach of 4 certain
familiar form of modernity,

Taylor's own desire to redefine secularism is based——as we saw in section

3——on the argument that a context of modernity has now emerged in which
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his redefinition is needed. This, as he sometimes puts it, is the context of mmul-
ticulturalism, in which tail of foleration is no longer appropriate, A state peu-~
tral between different religious cultures and also nonreligious cultures shoyld
coustitute the new meaning of secularism in such a multicultural contexe, |
will end with some closing remarks on the relation between (S) and the idiom
of “toleration.”

What is it about the idiom that seems inappropriate in the present mul-
ticultural West? The answer is obvious. It is a familiar and repeatedly made
observation that the very idea of toleration presupposes disapproval of what is
tolerated and a condescending acceptance of what is disapproved of. If, in the
context of an aspiring multiculturalism, one wants to improve on or replace
the attitude of disapproval with some other moral psychological attitude that
caltures (including secular cultures) must exhibit toward one another, it might
seemn that we have two choices. One is to emphasize a different, less hostile,
kind of negative attitude: indifference rather than disapproval. And his rede-
fined secular ideal of state neutrality toward different religions might be seen
as precisely maintaining such an indifference toward them, neither favoring
nor disfavoring any of them, allowing each culture, in turn, to thrive in relative
autonomy and with indifference rather than hostility toward one another. The
other is to stress a more positive attitude: respect rather than disapproval.

Now, it must be admitted that it is exactly indifference that is opposed by
the humanism underlying the Hegelian ideal of historical subjectivity in the
understanding of secufarism as defined by (S). When one finds something
appealing in the attitude expressed by “You must be my brother” toward some-
one with whom one is in moral conflict, it is the appeal of not being indiffer-
ent to his views. Respect is another matter. As I said earlier, it is éhowing
(a rarefied form of) respect of this abstract humanist kind to someone with
whom one is in moral disagreement when one seeks to change his mind and
make him one’s brother. But for just that reason one is not showing indiffer-
ence toward him and his views, So, if indifference is a crucial ingredient in the
way in which one must (in multicultural societies) supersede the disapproval
implicit in “toleration,” does this repudiation of indifference by (8) mean that
(5) is retaining the element of disapproval that is presupposed by the idiom of

“toleration”? And, if so, should we conclude that the state-neutralist secularist
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ideal is morce apt than (5) for a context in which muiticulturalism has taken ug
beyond the ideal of toleration? I think it would be a mistake to infer that. The
moral psychology involved in (S) is more subtle than that conclusion suggests,

First of all, because (8) replaces indifference with a concern to register dis-
agrecments and attempt to change the minds of those points of view with
which one is in moral and political disagreement, its assumption of disap-
proval of one peint of view for another is never accompanied by any conde-
scension whatever, Even if disapproval of another point of view is present, (8)
demands the sort of positive engagement between points of view that leaves
no place for condescension. But, for the same reason, it is not at all obvious
that there really is even an assumption of disapproval that it really makes,
and here is why not. The sorts of efforts that are needed to reach others (with
whoim one is deeply conflicted) by providing them with infernal reasons and
arguments Jrcquires one not merely to get past indifference toward their views
but also, in a sense, to get past the disapproval of thely views. Now this idea
of “petting past” disapproval could, of course, still be interpreted as meaning
that the disapproval of otlers is a necessary condition, even if not a sufhclent
condition, when one secks to change their minds in situations of moral and
political conflict with them. That s, it could be interpreted as saying that the
disapproval must be in place throughout, but it must be supplemented by some
rational engagement with (rather than merely toleration of ) those whom one
disapproves of. However, such an interpretation of “getting past” disapproval
would not be up for the tasks at hand as I have sketched them in the last
many pages. “Getting past” the disapproval would have to really amount to
overcoming the disupproval and replacing it (rather than merely supplement-
ing it) not just with respect but with further more detailed attitudes toward
the other, if one is to engage the other with something as empashy-deranding
as the search for infernal arguments, arguments in their conceptual vernacular,
in order to change their minds—since as these last two sections of the chapter
make clear, nothing less than that are the tasks at hand.

What these further attitudes that are needed exactly are is a searching
question in the moral psychology of politics, and part of the exercise in these
last two sections has been to bring us to the point of raising it. There is not

enough space to explore this question in any detail in a chapter that is alreacy
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& too long, But one can convey in a general way the sorts of consicerations
at will matter in any answer we might give.

Take one sort of example, particularly relevant to a point Taylor raised in

¢ response to me cited earfier. To tap the conceptual vernacular of those one

pposes in providing them with internal reasons to change their mind on
sme particular matter (censorship of blaspherny, say), may often (though not
secessarily afways) involve tapping efements in their tradition that are them-
slves religious, even sometimes clements in the orthodox aspects of their
"réligion."ﬂlcrc is no reason to think that a secularism such as (8), even though
does in some sense take a stance against “religion,” cannot display its own
wisdom and appeal by showing how the ideals it seeks have their echoes {or
_ p‘rcmonitions) in religions traditions. As | have said, (5) tends to be most press-
ingly required when religion emerges in the political arenaina speciic way-—
in the context of majoritarianisms that are peculiarly the product of modern
ﬁationz&lism (to take a contemporary example, Hindu nationalism~—and the
Muslim identitarian backlash against it—in India of the last twenty years or
;‘morc). And so, in particular, there is no reason to think that various ideals
that (S) seeks to promote in the face of such religious majoritariansim cannot
sometimes be argued for by appealing to the commitments of ordinary people
that flow from some of the remnants of their o/der religious traditions that are
still refatively uncontaminated by the modera contexts that have been marked
by majoritarianism. It is not as if these traditions arc totally erased in the lives
and mentalities of people in modern society. However ruthless modernity’s
trajectory might be in some parts of the world, so long as it is human mental-
:.ity and cultare that it acts upon, its surface wili be more like a palimpsest than
some sort of brand new and blank slate. If that were not the case, we would
:havc no use or application for the concept of tradition. And so the thought is
that it is quite possible that sometimes religious #adition may provide some-
one the grounds for internal reasons to change his mind away from the new
‘majoritarian forms that religion takes in its appearance in political modernity.
I particularly want to stress this for two reasons, First, and less important,
because it may seem that just because the entire Hegelian argument of these
last two sections is based on a subject’s capacity to be redirected in her val-

ues by incoming considerations in one’s historical future, those considerations
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can't turn on elements of one’s past thinking and traditions. But that would be
an elementary fallacy. It is a childish non sequitur to think that considerations
that cause one to change one’s mind in the fizare cannot contain elements in
one’s past traditions. But the more important reason to stress it is that such a
reliance (as I have been stressing in the last page or two) on the conceptual
vernacular in the providing of internal reasons necessarily generates elabo-
rately empathetic attitudes of engagement with the traditions and mentalities
of those onc opposes. If the implementation of a doctrine such as (S) is theo-
retically claborated along these lines, it cannot possibly be faulted for failing
to have relevance in a context in which we have gone “beyond toleration” to
multiculturalism. Being based on a specific form of humanism, (S) admit-
tedly does eschew indifference toward those it opposes, but what it replaces it
with—in the sort of detailed engagement that T have been trying to convey—
cqually takes it decisively beyond the chronic asswmption of disapproval that
has made the idiom of toleration come to seem so off-beam in the pluralist

contexts of multiculturalist modernity.

NOTES

Charles Taylor read a draft of this chapter with much care and acute
comprehension and responded with a generous and detailed account of
the points on which we are agreed and disagreed. Despite the remaining
disagreements, T am grateful to him for the considerable improvements

that T was able to make as a result of having to address his response.
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Reform of Islam,” Grand Street 8, no. 4, (Summer 1989}, pp. 170-84.

2. Bernard Williams, “Internal and External Reasons” in Moral Luch (Cambridge: Cam-
bridpge University Press, ro8:).

3. Fam passing from talk of “truth” of a doctrine to whether theee are reasons For believing it
that carry convietion, This is not a stip. Sec note 13, this chapter, for more on this.

4. Sce Charles Taylor, “Modes of Sceularism,” in Rajeev Bhargava, ed., Secudarism and les
Critics (New Yorlk: Oxford University Press, 1998). The idea of an overlapping conscnsus js
most fully articulated in John Rawls, Bsfitical Fiteralism (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1993).

5. John Rawls, The Law of Peoples (Cambridge: Farvard University Press, 1999).
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Charles Tayloy, “Why We Need a Radical Redefinition of Seeularism,” in Jonathan Van
Antwerpen and Fduardo Mendicta, eds., Zhe Poroer of Refigion in the Pusji; Sphere (New
York: Columbiy University Press, 2011).

- Ibid,, see p. 37
- India is often deseribed s a seeular state chat fits the neutral, symmetrically equidistane

ideal towacd Tndigs different religions. {1 think this is 2 Mmistaicen conception of secularism
as it has come to be central in the Tndian context today. This is not a chapter on Indian
seeularism, so T cant discuss why that is so here, though some of what 1 say at the end of
this essay on 2 well-known iesne regarding secularism in India hag implications for why
it is mistaken.) Cleatly the point T make about how a state-nentralist ideal of sceutacism
that allows the symamelrica! banning of bools blaspheming ageinst different religions in the
society applics to this view of Indian secularism that T find mistaken, But, unlike this ideq
of Tndian sccularism,'I'aylor wishes to add to the mix of'stunclpniuts that the secular state

must be neutral toward nonreligion s well,

« Taylor, “Modes of Secularism,” p. 37.
< dbidd. {my emphasis),

- Though not preatly focused on gender incquality, considerations of caste inequality, in

particular untouchabitity, was an issue that was constantly in Gandhi’s thoughts,

For a fine essay contextualizing issues of blasphetny, which is illuminating on juse this soce
of point, see Talal Asad, “Reflections on Blnsphcmy and Secular Criticism,” in Hent de
Viies, ed, Religion: Beyonid 4 Concept {New York: Fordham U niversity Pross, 2008).

Ugive this example of the term demouracy just so as to show that 2 word can get a “hurrahy?
status with all sides wanting it for themselves since there will be seeming merit on the side
of those who can claim it, thereby taking away from any precise meaning that it might
have. T dow't mean to suggest that Taylor has the polemical anc propaganda motives that
surrounded the cold war disputes sround “free” versus “people’s” democracy debates, In fact,
in the case of that term, T think, the way to define or characterize it is to see it as o form
of governraent in which ordinary people have o serious put in the important decisions
in their material and other central aspeet of their lives, Neither cold war exemplifications
of “free” or “people’s” dcmocracy met this eriterion, On the one hand, clections in “frec”
democracies were not oceasions or sites on which mportant issucs that made o difference
to the material lives of people were even so much gs rised (all crucial decisions being made
by the corporate scetors of saciety at some distance fiom the electoral Geld), And, on the
other hand, the very idez of “people’s” demoeracy was not intended (at any rate, not after
the soviets and democratic councils in the Soviet Union ware dismantled), to give people
input into decisions o these matters, it was rather a claim to achieve the fulfillment of
people’s material and other essential needs—thus, even, when this was genuinely achicved,
its achievement, however it is described, can't be described as an achievement oi‘(e’emacm::y,

by the lights of the criterion, Ljust mentioned.

- Apart from the ¢ssays mentioned in note 1, see Akeel Bilgrami, “Two Concepts of Secular-

ism,” Economic and Political Heekly 29, no, 28 {July r90.4); 174961, reprinted in Bhargava,
Secularisn and Iy Crizicy {New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), and “Secularism and
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the Moral Psychology of Identity,” Feononsic and Political Heekiy 32, n0. 40 (Octoher 1997)
and reprinted in Amiya Bugchee, Rajeev Bhargava, and Ravi Sundaram, eds., Multicuizyy..
alism, Liberalism, and Demoeracy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, zoor),

Of course, it may not always be able to be completely neutral regarding it since such aseqy. ©

larism may sometimes threaten the neutraticy.
Tam going directly from talk of “reasons” to tall of “truth.” This is & deliberate collapsing of
cpistemological and metapirysical notions on my part. Some may want o keep epistem. -
logical and metaphysical issues apart and say that a principled failure to find reasons againsg
4 position one is in moral or political disagreement with does not yet show that pesition ¢
be srue. Tt still might not be true, even though one can't establish that to be so. If someone -

insists on making this sharp distinction between reasons and truth, the relativism T amy
discussing is @ relativism regarding #ée former ondy. There would have te be axother kind of
relativisin 1‘cgarding truth, in that case, that someoene may wish to arguc for, Huving ex- .

pressed this caveat, I will continue to talk of the relativist as saying that various positions in
disagreement with one another each have the “truth” on their side—and will ask the reader

who wishes to make that sharp distinction to simply read my use of £7u in the text differ- -

ently from the way it is read when keeping epistemology and metaphysies sharply distine,

"Two related caveats. First, | myself have distinguished sharply between questions of the

meaning of “secularism” and questions of justifying secularism. But that is a quite different
distinction than the one that T am coliapsing in this note. All T am doing in this note js

saying that [ want to formulate a relativism that is generated by a principled Bailure on onc’s |
part to provide internal reasons for another position that one is in disagreement with in ]
order fo get them to change their mind and come around to one’s own position. And | am

asking the reacler’s indulgence in allowing me to calibrate the use of “true” and “false” along

these lines, allowing ms, that is, to say, of a position against which onc in principle cannot - :
provide internal reasons, that it is rue. The second caveat has to do with the fact that some -
may think that questions of “tuch” and “Falsiey” don't arise when it comes o morals and
politics-—they should be restricted enly to questions of science and matters approximating
science, where value elements are {more or less) missing. I finl this view to be quite wrong,
but I dont need so argue that here. T need simply only ask onee again for terminologicat i
latitude on the part of the reader, i.e., ask the reader who has 2 qualt about using frue and
Jatse for political and moral positions to substitute some other words for my use of frue or -
Jadse (right or wreng or just x and y would be finc).

It is important to understand what role this evaluative stance, which carries a certain form
of humanism with it, is playing in the dialectic of this chapter. It is naer something that is
being wheeled in against refativism directlp. It is not a matter of saying, “T take an evalua-
tive stance that my position is right and not merely one right position among others.” That
wonld be glib and utterly unconvincing, a way of avoiding wrestling seriousty with the ' .
specter of relativism created {prima facic) by the stress on internal reasons and the denial :
of external reasons. Rather, the evaluative stance has been wheeled i on the coattails of
the Hegelian argument against relativism chat invokes the subject-in-history. [t props up

that zrgument, which is the primary argument against relativism. The evaluative stance is
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