Alternatives 29 (2004), 115-138

The International Politics
of Secularism: U.S. Foreign Policy
and the Islamic Republic of Iran

Elizabeth Shakman Hurd*

The Iranian pt’?ﬂplﬁ did not rebel against their own failed rulers
but against ours.

—Robert J. Allison

In his study of religious nationalism and modern politics, Mark
Juergensmeyer describes secular nationalism and religion as two
opposing “ideologies of order.”! These ideologies, he explains,
have a great deal in common. They “conceive of the world in
coherent, manageable ways; they both suggest that there are levels
of meaning beneath the day-to-day world that give coherence to
things unseen; and they both provide the authority that gives the
social and political order its reason for being.” After a lengthy analy-
sis in which he portrays religion and nationalism as opposing ide-
ologies, Juergensmeyer concludes that “there can ultimately be no
convergence between religious and secular political ideologies.™

Juergensmeyer takes us some distance toward an understand-
ing of the relationship between secular nationalism and religion.
However, I want to take his insight into this relationship in a direc-
tion that he does not explore. For while he convincingly shows how
secular and religious worldviews differ from each other, Juergens-
meyer does not explore the extent to which secular order itself is
created and maintained through its opposition to religion. Secu-
larism has developed over centuries of experimentation and inno-
vation. A curious relationship exists between this tradition and its
religious counterparts. This article explores this relationship in the
context of twentieth-century relations between the United States
and Iran.
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To understand U.S. foreign policy toward Iran, I believe that
we need to shift our attention away from religious threats to secu-
lar modernity and toward secular attempts to identify the “reli-
gious.” There are two varieties of secularism in the West. The first
1s laicism, or the attempt to expel religion from public life. In this
form of secularism, the “sacred” and the “religious” are expelled
from public discourse and practice.?

The second is what I call Judeo-Christian secularism, in which
sacred aspects of Judeo-Christianity quietly inform public discourse
and practice. Secularism has a rather cozy relationship with Judeo-
Christian tradition. Judeo-Christian secularists believe that their
religious tradition has culminated in the unique Western achieve-
ment of the separation of church and state. Secularization, then,
is understood as the realization of a Western religious tradition.
Both of these varieties of secularism are extremely unsympathetic
toward the Islamic religion. Both chastise Islamic activists for
attempting to import their religion into a would-be secular (either
laicist or Judeo-Christian) democratic public sphere.* Both, n
other words, are sustained through the identification and margin-
alization of Islam. When I refer to secularism, I am referring to
both of these varieties. '

The argument is divided into three parts: The first sets out the
conceptual framework that underlies my argument, the paradox of
identity and difference; the second part applies this framework to
relations between the United States and Iran. In particular I
explain why the Islamic Revolution was perceived as such a pro-
found threat to the United States. In challenging the automatic
linkage between secularism, democracy, and freedom, the revolu-
tion threatened U.S. nationalism, in which these ideals are tightly
interwoven. To counter this threat, Americans projected all of the
negative traits that had been associated with secular modernity
under the shah—violence, tyranny, and lack of democracy—onto
an Islamic other. This projection served two functions: it excul-
pated the United States from its association with the shah's regime
and it cemented the association of the United States with secular
democracy in opposition to its nemesis, religious tyranny. My argu-
ment, then, in the third part, is that the very identty of the United
States as secular and democratic was at stake in the Iranian Revo-
lution. The need to reclaim this identity, and to reaffirm the link
between secularism, democracy and freedom, accounts for the fer-
vor of U.S. opposition to Iran.

One implication of this thesis is that contrary to the “clash ot
civilizations” argument, animosity between the United States and
[ran witnessed over the past three decades is not a funcuon of
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immutable cultural difference. It is the result of a series of events
in which an imperial form of secular modernity was challenged
and replaced by an imperial form of religious modernity, with con-
sequences for both communities involved. Secularists, as [ argue in
the third part of the article, would do well to come to terms with
their mixed role in these events, rather than dismissing the revolu-
tion as an irrational embrace of Islamic tradition. As I will demon-
strate, the revolution presented a much more profound challenge
to secularism, and to the U.S. national identity itself, than is sug-
gested by such accounts.

One caveat is in order. This article analyzes secularist discourse
and its relation to religion, and in particular Islam. Not everything
associated with secularism is subject to my critique, and I am not sug-
gesting that secularism be discarded or that a common religion be
reinstated in public space. Secular theory and practice have made
commendable contributions to democratization and liberalization in
many contexts. I am suggesting, however, that we examine a ne-
glected dimension of secularism: its aspiration to serve as a universal
grammar of public life that defines itself by identifying and margin-
alizing the religious, and in particular the Islamic.” This move car-
ries with it an extraordinary degree of power.b This article examines
this power and its consequences for international relations.

Secularism and Religion

The philosopher Eugenio Trias has argued that “it is in the struggle
against religion that reason has sought to secure its own legiti-
macy.”’ Sociologist José Casanova observes that “what seems to pre-
cipitate the religious response are different types of state interven-
tion and administrative colonization of the lifeworld and the
private sphere.”™ Policy analyst Suzanne Maloney notes that “we are
defined as much by whom and what we reject as different, as by ref-
erences that resonate.”™ Each of these statements hints at the rela-
tionship between secularism and religion. To explore this relation-
ship more fully, I turn to the paradox of identity and difference,
described by William E. Connolly as follows: “In a world without an
intrinsic design, every personal, group and collective identity is
defined and specified through the way it constitutes difference.
[dentity . . . requires difference to be, but difference also threatens
the security and certainty of self-identity.”1?

The paradox of identity and difference applies to the relation
between secularism and religion. Secularism depends upon the
religious for its own self-identification.!! It strives to differentiate
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itself vis-a-vis religious others.!2 At the same time, in order to sus-
tain its identity as nonreligious, secularism denies this inter-
dependence with religion. Secular order must be constantly puri-
fied. It must repeatedly emphasize the difference between a secular
self and a religious other. It does so by defining the religious as a
threat to the secular. As Connolly observes, “the strategy that pro-
vides the most compelling way to consolidate identity is to define
a range of differences as evil, heresy, irrational, irresponsible,
abnormal or sick.” The result is that secularists project undesir-
able traits, such as a proclivity toward violence or antidemocratic
tendencies, onto a religious other, defined as evil or irrational.
Charles Taylor has described this as a “purificatory imaginary.”!
Interestingly, this purificatory process often relies on religiously
based language, even in a theoretically secular context.

Secular opposition to religion contributes to the impression
that secularism is neutral, nonreligious, or postmetaphysical. This
claim to neutrality is a powerful one. It obscures a more funda-
mental commonality between secularism and the religion that it
antagonizes. Like religion, secularism relies upon a particular set
of presumptions about the relationship between the sacred and the
profane. It aspires to organize this relationship, and, to varying
degrees, to universalize it. Secularists deflect attention from these
presumptions to cement their claim to represent the rational and
the just vis-a-vis their “irrational” religious rivals.

Secularism, then, is an exercise of power. Like foreign policy, it
constitutes, produces, and maintains political identities.!” It legis-
lates the relationship between the sacred and the profane, the reli-
gious and the secular. It legislates the relationship between that
which it defines as nontransparent, incalculable, and nonrepre-
sentable (the realm of the sacred) and that which it interprets as
transparent, calculable, and representable (the realm of the pro-
fane). Secularists claim to have left the undesirable aspects of reli-
gion behind. These aspects, they claim, have been purged trom
secular order. They belong to someone else or to some other time.

Yet the irony is that secularists often end up repeating precisely
the same pattern from which they have allegedly liberated them-
selves. As René Girard has convincingly shown, violence cannot be
attributed to religion alone.!% As it defines and excludes its reli-
gious others, secularism has the potential to jeopardize democratic
politics, especially if secularists feel existentially threatened by the
“opposing camp.” This dynamic lurks behind state repression in the
name of secularism and fuels crackdowns on intellectuals and reli-
gious activists who are perceived as threatening secular state power.!”
It contributes to animosity between the communities associated with
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secular and religious discourses, both domestically and internation-
ally. An antagonistic interdependence propels relations between
secularists and their religious others.!®

Nowhere has this antagonism become more entrenched than
in the opposition between secularists and Islamists. Turkish sociol-
ogist Nilufer Gole argues that Islamist movements can be under-
stood only in terms of their problematic relation to Western
modernity.! Political scientist Bassam Tibi notes that “the foremost
issue related to the pertinence of politicized religion for [inter-
national relations]| is exactly the ‘revolt against the West’ directed
against the existing secular order.”" Political Islam is fully com-
prehensible only in its opposition to secularism. And vice versa.
Secularism depends upon its opposition to Islam for its own self-
identification, while at the same time distancing itself from any
association with it. This distance is achieved by portraying political
[slam as a threat to secular democracy, organization of the public/
private divide, and the concept and practice of religious freedom.
Nowhere have these claims been staked more fervently than in the
case of U.S. opposition to the Islamic Republic of Iran.

Secular Foreign Policy and the Islamic Republic of Iran

People in the United States saw the Islamic Revolution in Iran as a
rejection of modern Western values. In Mrs. Soderlund’s fourth-
grade class in Minneapolis, this rejection was not addressed. The
status of the fifty-two Americans held hostage in the U.S. embassy
in Tehran, however, was at the forefront of our attention. On the
wall there was an enormous calendar. With each day that passed
during the eighteen-month crisis, Mrs. Soderlund took a thick, red
marker and crossed out the entire day with a red X. I was intrigued.
Her red marks instilled a sense of curiosity about those whose
actions warranted the symbolic obliteration of an entire day, day
after day, month after month. We were told that the Iranians were
angry at the United States. They were ill-equipped to make sound
political decisions, they were Muslims, and they had taken inno-
cent U.S. hostages.?! The Iranians were fanatical, very far away, and
altogether different from us. They were in fact defined through
their opposition to us. We in the United States, in turn, were not
[ranian, not fanatical and most significantly not Muslim. We were
rational, secular, Christian, and democratic. The secularist imagi-
nary was at work. This section describes how this powerful secular-
ist grip on the U.S. political imagination shaped Washington’s pol-
icy toward Iran. I locate the key to the opposition between the
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United States and Iran in the demands of secularism and its rela-
tionship to religion, and in particular Islam.

Many factors have contributed to U.S. opposition to Iran since
the revolution, imcluding the hostage crisis, Cold War geopolitics,
concern over the fate of Israel, and personal sympathy for the shah
among Americans and their leaders. Each has been discussed 1n
the vast literature on the revolution and the Islamic resurgence.?=
Yet despite this abundant commentary, the Islamic Revolution
remains what John Esposito described as “beyond the imagination
of experts and rulers alike.”?? I believe that this is because the rev-
olution s incomprehensible from within a secularist frame of ret-
erence. In order to come to terms with the revolution and its after-
math, it is necessary to evaluate U.S.-Iranian relations from a
perspective that achieves a critical distance from the secularist
worldview.

There are two important phases in mid-twentieth-century Iran-
ian history: the shah’s regime between 1941 and 1979, and the
post-1979 Islamic Republic. To understand the logic of seculariza-
tion behind the first phase, it is necessary to refer back to a much
older definition of secularism that has since fallen out of use. In
the sixteenth century, fo secularize meant to make someone or
something secular, converting from ecclesiastical to civil use or pos-
session.2* To secularize meant to take possession of that which had
been associated with the ecclesiastical. At the 1648 Treaty of West-
phalia, for example, secularization referred to the laicization of
church lands.?® It referred to the taking possession of land and
people. This meaning of secularization has been obscured because
in Western democracies secularism 1s now predominantly associ-
ated with the separation of church and state. This i1s not the case,
however, in other parts of the world. To secularize, In many non-
Western contexts, has retained the sixteenth-century connotation,
“to take possession of.” In the Middle East, and in Iran in particular,
secularism has served as a legitimizing principle for the suppression
of local politics and practices. Understanding secularism in these
terms allows us to make sense of U.S. relations with Iran between
1941 and 1979. The United States sought to “take possession of” Iran
in the name of a secular, modern, free (meaning anti-Communist)
ideal. The result was the Islamic Revolution of 1978-1979.

To elaborate on this chain of events: After the Nazi invasion of
the Soviet Union in 1941, Britain and the USSR demanded the ex-
pulsion of German advisers from Iran, seized control of the Trans-
[ranian Railway, and forced Reza Shah to abdicate in favor of his son.
In 1953, after the shah had been forced into exile by Prime Minister
Muhammad Mossadegh’s movement that threatened Western oil
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interests by nationalizing Iranian oil, the United States and Britain
organized a coup to overthrow Mossadegh. Known as Operation
Ajax, 1t was a resounding success for both U.S. and British intelli-
gence.?0 After the coup, the United States escorted the shah from
Rome back to Tehran on a U.S. military plane, accompanied by the
head of the CIA.?7 This inaugurated a close relationship between
the shah and the United States that, as Esposito describes, contin-
ued to evolve during the 1960s:

At a time when the United States was heavily committed in Viet-
nam and Britain was withdrawing its forces from the Persian Gulf,
the Shah's Iran represented policies and interests that coincided
with those of the United States, from the Shah’s rejection of
Nasserism and pragmatic relations with Israel, and his nation’s
stable presence in the Gulf] to its oil wealth and market for Amer-
ican products. American and European bankers and businessmen
along with diplomats and military advisors enjoyed a high-profile
presence in Iran.2®

In the early 1970s, in return for his assurances that he would serve
as a proxy of the United States in the Persian Gulf (and in accor-
dance with the Nixon Doctrine of 1969),2? the shah received access
to all nonnuclear hardware in the U.S. arsenal, including F-14 and
F-15 supersonic jets.”? Melani McAlister describes the shah’s pur-
chases, which were paid for out of his rising reservoir of petro-
dollars: “Never known for restraint when it came to shopping lists,
during the next five years the shah would shell out $16.2 billion—
nearly seven times what he had spent during the preceding two
decades—for U.S. planes, tanks, warships, and other sophisticated
weapons systems.

The shah used this equipment to assist the sultan of Oman to
put down a Soviet-backed uprising in 1973, which delighted his
supporters in Washington. In addition to containing the Soviet
Union, he advanced two other important goals of U.S. policy in the
region: support for Israel and assurance of a continual supply of oil
to the West. Iran was one of the few Middle Eastern nations that
did not participate in the oil embargo of 1973.32

On the home front, Iran under the shah was a case study in
forced Westernization. Maloney describes the shah as “defiantly
secular and vehemently nationalist.”? His disdain for local tradi-
tion was only thinly disguised: “The Shah was repelled by tradi-
tionalism; he swore to raze all of the country’s bazaars in order to
build supermarkets, and he boasted of plans to boost the Iranian
economy beyond that of Germany and France by the turn of the
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century.”* To this end, the shah instituted a series of modernizing
policies, drawing on oil revenues (the “White Revolution™) that ben-
efited elites and led to discontent among the bazaar: (merchants),
the religious classes, and the urban poor, who felt threatened by the
influx of Western banks and the rise of a state-supported Western-
oriented class.?> Modernization led to urbanization and a rise in
slums. A small minority prospered, yet as a result of the programs
a once agriculturally self-sufficient country was spending more
than a billion dollars on imports.?® The deteriorating living condi-
tions of the urban poor contributed to general hostility toward the
shah’s regime and toward the West. After the CIA-led coup of 1953,
however, Colonel H. Norman Schwarzkopf (father of the Desert
Storm commander) had aided the shah to organize a brutally
effective secret police force known as the SAVAK.37 As a result, with
the exception of a small Shi’a elite, dissenters were silenced.?3

Despite this repressive environment, a broad coalition of Iran-
ian dissenters arose nonetheless during the 1960s and 1970s to pro-
test the shah’s domestic policies and his friendship with the United
States. This coalition held together through the revolution. In fact,
McAlister observes that initally “the Iranian government under
Khomeini’s leadership was . . . composed of a complex set of dis-
parate elements that had little in common but their desire to get
rid of the shah and a broadly shared hatred of the United States as
the shah’s backer.”? Before the revolution, nationalists, leftists, sec-
ularists and religionists, merchants, clergy, and modern elites all
participated in a growing, broad-based opposition movement.?V By
the late 1970s, the opposition had become politically active in Iran.
On January 8, 1978, a group of students and mullahs loyal to Aya-
tollah Khomeini (who had been exiled in Turkey, France, and
Iraq) gathered to protest the shah’s regime. Government forces
opened fire on the meeting, killing two dozen demonstrators. This
sparked a wave of anti-Pahlavi outbursts. The spring and summer
of 1978 brought enormous street demonstrations, and in Septem-
ber of that year the shah’s troops fired on twenty thousand pro-
Khomeini protestors in Tehran, killing four hundred protestors
and wounding four thousand. As the protests intensified, it became
evident that little could be done to prevent the shah’s downfall.

In January 1979, the shah fled to Egypt. Khomeini returned from
exile at the end of January, denouncing the United States as a vile
traitor and dismissing the “White Revolution” as an affront to Muslim
tradition. On Fﬁbﬂ_mr}f 2, 1979, he told a huge crowd just outside
Tehran that the shah had “enacted his so-called reforms in order to
create markets for America and to increase our dependence upon
America.” The U.S.-sponsored attempt to take possession of Iran in
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the name of a secular, democratic, and capitalist ideal had failed.
The authoritarian nature of the shah’s U.S.-backed monarchy led
to a backlash against everything that it represented.

Take the veil as an example. It is common knowledge that a
strict Islamic dress code was implemented by the Iranian regime
that came to power in 1979; what 1s less-well-known is that Reza
Shah Pahlavi (r. 1925-1941) had implemented an equally restric-
tive code earlier in the twentieth century in the attempt to mod-
ernize Iran. Pahlavi, the first shah, mandated “secular” Western
dress for men, restricted clerical attire, and banned the veil for
women.*! This incited a strong counterreaction under the regime
of the shah’s son, Muhammad Reza Pahlavi (r. 1941-1978). Accord-
ing to Esposito, following the violent government repression of
public protests on September 8, 1978 (Black Friday), “women who
had worn modern attire now joined their more traditional sisters
in donning the veil as a symbol of protest against a monarch whose
modernization program had once attempted to ban it.”*2? This
recalls Frantz Fanon’s description of the veiling debate in Algeria:
“The veill was worn because tradition demanded a rigid separation
of the sexes, but also because the occupier was bent on unveiling
Algeria.”

A new Iranian identity, then, was forged around a campaign of
antisecularism and “de-Westoxification.” It was a response to what
one Iranian writer and activist denounced as Westoxification
(gharbzadegi): “the profound psychological dislocation produced by
an internationally orchestrated economy and a bifurcated cul-
ture—which he compared to cholera infecting Iran.”# Hostility
toward foreign interventionism and the repression of domestic dis-
sent contributed to Khomeini's triumph over his moderate com-
petitors and to the ferment of theocracy.® As Ali Mirsepassi argues,
“one of the reasons why the movement against the shah and his
modernization policies was translated into an Islamic discourse was
that the only existing sub-culture to survive the political terror of
the Pahlavi State were the institutions of Shi’a Islam.”6 [n 1953,
the returning shah had destroyed all forms of democratic political
association. Pre-coup opposition groups, located in unions, parties,
and the media, were forced, after the coup, into mosques, semi-
nary schools, bazaars, and universities.?” Although the shah bru-
tally suppressed secular dissent, he tolerated Shi’i independence.
As a compelling alternative discourse to Western-centric modern-
ization, “the hegemony of political Islam was made possible through
capturing the "imaginary’ of the Iranians in a way that presented
itself as the only desirable answer to the country’s dilemmas.”8 The
shah's systematic repression of all alternatives, and the secular
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opposition itself, contributed to the rise of popular Shi'ism by
romanticizing the Islamist movement. Contrary to popular belief,
[ran had no direct historical precedent for governance by the
clergy: “The basis for Khomeini’s theory of Islamic governance—
the guardianship of the religious jurist (post-veliyet-e fagih)—rests on
a novel and almost unprecedented reinterpretation of religious
canon that continues to be contested by senior theologians.™ This
was not a “return” to Islamic tradition. An imperial form of secu-
lar modernity had been challenged and replaced by an imperial
form of religious modernity.

The Iranian Revolution of 1978-1979, then, was the culmina-
tion of a gradual yet insistent rejection of Western paradigms of
secularization and modernization. As Juergensmeyer asserts, “the
goal of the Islamic Revolution in Iran . . . was not only to free Ira-
nians politically from the shah but also to liberate them conceptu-
ally from Western ways of thinking.™Y The revolution was a back-
lash against the attempt to take possession of Iran in the name of
a secular and anti-Communist ideal. As Mirsepassi observes, Irani-
ans had rejected the attempt to control their society through a
proxy relationship with the shah: “The explicit delegitimizing of
local culture by an outside invader, who in turn insisted upon the
singular universality of their own culture and practices, 1s especially
relevant for our purposes because such a division led to the com-
plete loss of the shah’s state power and the ruling class’s legitimacy
in pre-revolutionary Iran.™!

[t was in this tumultuous context that a second phase of U.S.-
[ranian relations was inaugurated. The hostage crisis, in which
[ranian students seized the U.S. embassy in November 1979 and
held fifty-two U.S. diplomats hostage for 444 days, was one of the
most significant consequences of this rejection of Western influ-
ence.’? This crisis occurred in large part because Iranian revolu-
tionaries believed that the United States was sheltering the shah in
exile and preparing to return him to power. After the 1953 coup,
in which the CIA toppled Prime Minister Mossadegh, Iranians were
skeptical of U.S. claims that the shah was being treated for cancer in
the United States. One effect of this crisis, as Maloney has argued,
was that it “fused the extremist dimensions of the divergent world-
views remaining within the revolutionary coalition: radical anti-
Westernism and vehemently Islamist self-identification.”™> The re-
sult, as Jocelyn Cesari has observed, is that “when people think
resistance to the West, they think Islam.™4

Though the revolutionary movement had been gathering
momentum for three decades, the events of 1978—1979 baffled West-
ern analysts, who failed to anticipate such a backlash. As Mirsepassi
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describes it, “every expectation was defied . . . the media, acade-
mia and public were overwhelmed by the vision of a modernizing
and pro-Western monarchy being overthrown by a mass movement
under the leadership of men whose image matched the most
deeply entrenched Orientalist stereotypes.”™ The country that
U.S. president Jimmy Carter had described as an “island of stabil-
ity” had been torn apart by upheaval that just weeks before it
occurred had been unimaginable. Secular analysts had failed to
recognize that what they saw as the innocent globalization of mod-
ern ways could be perceived by Iranians as the “massive expropri-
ation and appropriation” of their culture, society, and politics.
Most Iranians, on the other hand, had a different experience of
secularization, one that was literally unimaginable to most of the
United States.

From 1979 onward, the United States defined itself in opposi-
tion to the Islamic Republic of Iran. The politics of secularism
explain the extraordinary vehemence of this opposition. In defin-
ing that which is mundane, secularists assign a place for that which
Is nof mundane: the religious. Secularism defines itself as the start-
ing point in relation to which the “religious” is defined. Or in the
words of anthropologist Talal Asad, *‘the secular’ presents itself as
the ground from which theological discourse was generated.”5
Secularism carves out the domain of the secular and declares it the
realm of public authority, common sense, rational argument, de-
mocracy, and the public good.?’ It denominates the religious as
that which it is not. This tendency is particularly pronounced in
the case of Islam, in contrast to the relatively cozy relationship
between Judeo-Christian tradition and secularism. The contingent
nature of these secularist claims to represent neutrality, democracy,
and tolerance were made explicit in the Iranian Revolution. This
explains why it was “beyond the imagination of [secular] experts
and rulers alike.” It also explains why the revolution was so pro-
foundly threatening to secularists.

Secularism, contrary to its own self-representation, has been
implicated with the undemocratic and the unjust. This was the case
in Iran between 1941 and 1979. Rather than come to terms with
the violence that accompanied the attempt to modernize Iran,
however, it was projected onto the religious. This explains U.S.
relations with the Islamic Republic during and after 1978-1979.
The United States projected the negative traits that had been asso-
ciated with secular modernity under the shah—violence, repres-
sion, lack of democracy—onto a religious other. This projection
served two important functions: It exculpated the United States
from its association with the secular yet undemocratic shah, and it
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cemented the association of the United States with secular democ-
racy in opposition to its nemesis: Iranian religious tyranny.

This is not to suggest that Iran under Ayatollah Khomeini was
a bastion of liberal democracy.”® Far from it. In fact, Khomeini’s
regime was what Casanova has aptly described as a mobilizational
state religion, in which religion is deprivatized such that it creates
“a totalitarian participatory publicness that tends to destroy the
very boundaries between the private and the public spheres by
infringing upon private rights . . . and destroying public liber-
ties.”™ The horrific implications of these developments have been
addressed elsewhere; as Algerian historian Mohammed Arkoun
notes, “the tyranny of faith in militant Islam 1s no more acceptable
than the tyranny of reason.”™’ The point here is that processes of
secular self-identification served to disassociate the United States
from the shah’s regime, insofar as secularism by definition could
not be affiliated with repression and disorder. This explains the
sense of disbelief in the United States at the time of the revolution.
As Esposito notes, “that such a shah would be overthrown was
unthinkable . . . that the Pahlavi dynasty would come crashing
down at the hands of a revolution led by a bearded, exiled ayatol-
lah and conducted in the name of Islam was incomprehensible.”™!
At the same time, secular self-identification after the revolution
solidified U.S. ideals of secular democracy, order, and freedom in
distinction to what was represented as “Islamic” theocracy, dis-
order, and religious tyranny. This process contributed to the con-
solidation of U.S. identity through the demonization of non-U.S.,
nonsecular others.

Casanova has remarked that “the secular, as a concept, only
makes sense in relation to its counterpart, the religious.™= A secu-
lar United States has been achieved in distinction to a religious
[slamic Republic of Iran. A secularist khorror alieni surfaced in the
political imagination of the United States, seeking to disassociate
Washington from the injustices of the shah’s regime, to divest itself
of everything threatening (defined here as Islam), and to shore up
U.S. identity as democratic, modern, and secular.® More than any
other single factor, this secular horror alieni explains the visceral
nature of U.S. antipathy toward the Islamic Republic. The revolu-
tion certainly threatened U.S. economic and geopolitical interests
in the Middle East. Yet it went far beyond this: It threatened the
link between secularization, modernization, and democratization,
and in doing so threatened the national 1dentity of the United
States itself. The revolution made it necessary to secure the status
of secularism by reaffirming this link. Secularism 1s democratic,
secularism is just, and secularism is American. This narrative has a
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genealogy and logic all its own.% It saved the United States from
confronting the uncomfortable possibility that secular modernity
under the shah was not just, free, or democratic. It fueled U.S.
opposition to the Ayatollah Khomeini and his successors. And it
defined what 1t meant to be an American in the late twentieth
century.

Washington did not, and arguably could not, interpret the rev-
olution as a rejection of the attempt to “take possession of” Iran.
This would have involved admitting some intention to take posses-
sion and would have been unacceptable in a world in which colo-
nization had been delegitimized. Instead, the revolution was inter-
preted as an 1irrational backlash against a generous attempt to
spread modern ways of life and to defend the Iranians from the
evils of Communism. It was not that it never occurred to Washing-
ton that legitimate reasons might exist for rejecting the shah, the
West, and secular modernity. Such a rejection was literally unimag-
inable from within a secularist worldview. As McAlister confirms, “a
determined incomprehension remained the dominant stance.”®
Secularism, it was believed, is irrefutably superior to its rivals. It
could not be associated with the SAVAK, with the repression of dis-
sent, with inequality, or with injustice. This view was neither a coin-
cidence nor a conspiracy. It was a consequence of an entrenched
belief in the goodness of secular modernity, even in the face of a
direct and violent challenge to it.

An episode mmvolving one of the U.S. hostages released in late
November 1979 illustrates this mindset.®6 In a press conference after
his release, McAlister recounts, Sergeant William Quarles told
reporters that he had made friends among his captors and “indi-
cated that he had been receptive to some of the political frameworks
the Iranians had presented.”®’ Quarles stated, “I've learned a lot
from what I've read and what I've seen, and I'm very saddened by
some of the things that went on under the Shah’s regime.”8 The
U.S. media dismissed these statements, attributing Quarles’s sympa-
thy for his captors to a “syndrome” common among former hostages.
Rather than contemplating the possibility that the shah’s regime had
been unjust, “Islam” was quickly offered as the explanation for the
Iranians’ “irrational” actions. As McAlister observes: “*Militant Islam’

quickly became the primary narrative device for the U.S. news
media; long essays and editorials in many major publications
explained ‘Islam’ as a single, unchanging cultural proclivity to mix
faith with politics, and to express both through violence.”?

This narrative remains influential today. The identity of the
United States as secular and democratic remains at stake in con-
temporary U.S. opposition to an Islamic Iran. In fact, it is quite




128  The International Politics of Secularism

possible that the existence of the Islamic Republic since 1979 has
actually strengthened (secular) identity in the United States. The
[slamic Republic provides the ultimate religious other for secular-
ists to identity themselves against. Iran continues to function as a
convenient repository for Western anxieties about religion, vio-
lence, and even secularism itself. This explains why contemporary
U.S. relations with the Islamic Republic remain so contentious.””

Both laicism and Judeo-Christian secularism are active in con-
temporary U.S. discourse about Iran. Laicism, or the exclusion of
religion from politics, 1s the dominant secularist narrative in con-
temporary U.S. discourse on the Islamic Republic. According to
this account, the Islamic Revolution was unacceptable because 1t
imported religion into public life, compromising the most basic
tenet of laicist belief. Judeo-Christian secularism, however, 1s also
active in U.S. discourse and policy toward Iran. In this view, secu-
larism is understood as a unique Western achievement, and the
potential for secularization is linked to cultural background and
geographic location. For Judeo-Christian secularists, distinctions
between religious and political authority are not only historically
absent from the Islamic context; they are unthinkable due to the
nature of Islam itself.”! The influence of this narrative is dis-
cernible in the many references to the “natural” linkage between
[slam and theocracy. McAlister notes for example that at the time
of the revolution, “Islam was contrasted explicitly with Christianity,
and perhaps in no other political situation in the 1970s did the
mainstream media and politicians so insistently present the United
States as a ‘Christian’ nation.”72

The combination of these two powerful strands of secularist
thought account for U.S. relations with Iran since 1979. The
process of representing Islam and the Iranians as a threat solidifies
U.S. notions of secular democracy, freedom, and righteousness in
opposition to Iranian theocracy, tyranny, and falsehood. This oppo-
sition explains the fervor with which the Washington attacks Iran.
[t is not only a question of national interest. It is a question of the
identity of the United States as both secular and democratic.

Rethinking Secularism

If secularism aspires to serve as a universal grammar of public life
that marginalizes the religious,”® and in particular the Islamic, then
perhaps it needs to be reconsidered. There is no compelling rea-
son for secularists to insist upon an unassailable link between secu-
lar public order, justice, and democracy. It might actually be more
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democratic to question this automatic association every now and
again. There is no final justification for the secular vilification of
those who are uneasy with secularism. There is no basic secular
authority, command, or contract that must be placed above ques-
tioning for ethical life to proceed.”® To escape the cycle of violence
spawned by the secular/religious divide, it will be necessary to
heed Connolly’s suggestion to break “both with a secularism that
seeks to confine faith to the private realm and with a theo-centered
vision that seeks to unite people behind one true faith.”” The
increase in global violence in the name of religion will not abate
until this occurs.”0 If it does not occur, religious extremists who see
alternatives for public order as limited to either secularism or
theocracy will choose the latter out of a sense of pride, frustration,
and powerlessness. Secularists who doubt the possibility of a non-
hegemonic role for religion in public life will support the repres-
sion of public religion simply because it 1s not secular. These
choices contribute to a spiral of hostility within and between states.

The solution is that secularism must be modified. This involves
at least two steps. The first 1s to draw attention to the theological
elements of secular discourse itself. Secularists do not like to be
reminded that their cherished model of public order is anything
but a neutral and superior one. I have argued that to seal their
claim to neutrality, secularists denominate religion as the domain
of the violent and irrational other. In so doing, they disassociate
themselves from the violent and antidemocratic tendencies of sec-
ularism by displacing them onto this other domain. Though secu-
larism purports to stand outside the contested domain of religion
and politics, it does not. It is a politics of religion. Secularists need
to acknowledge that in particular historical circumstances, such as
under the shah of Iran, secular modernity has not been associated
with justice, democracy, or freedom. Arbitrarily and automatically
to link secularism with these ideals is a mistake.

Acknowledging the contungencies of secularism is also likely to
lessen secularist apprehensions about religion. For it is only when
secularists attempt to legislate the relationship between that which
they define as nontransparent, incalculable, and nonrepresentable
(the sacred) and that which they interpret as transparent, calcula-
ble, and representable (the profane) that difficulties with religion
arise. They arise because secular authority makes two forceful
demands: first, that nonrational and nonrepresentational aspects
of existence be expelled from of public life; and second, that a
series of “religious” others be defined as inferior or irrational con-
tributors to public discourse. Absent these insistences, particular
interpretations of “the sacred” could be mobilized to legitimize
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public order. It strikes me that this is precisely what many religious
actors are demanding. Secularist reservations aside, this is not an
unreasonable demand.

In a second step, I would challenge the secularist claim that a
final solution to the question of religion in public life is a require-
ment for democratization. Quite to the contrary, the case of Iran
both before and after the revolution suggests that attempts to legis-
late solutions to questions involving ethics, politics, and metaphysics
are bound to fail. This acknowledgment amounts to an endorse-
ment of what some political theorists call agonistic democracy.”’
Agonistic democracy 18 uniquely suited to the challenge of incorpo-
rating contending views on religion in public life. It does not seek
rational consensus, but advocates "agonistic respect between inter-
locking and contending constituencies.”® It favors “multiple lines of
connection through which governing assemblages can be con-
structed from a variety of intersecting constituencies.”” Public reli-
giosity, agonistic democrats would argue, should be accepted in the
public sphere as long as it is accompanied by respect for competing
perspectives. Absolutist solutions to the question of religion and
politics that are imposed from above, whether in the name of secu-
larism or any other doctrine, are unviable. Democratic potential lies
not in the imposition of secularism, but in the cultivation of an
ongoing debate among both civil and religious leaders concerning
the constantly evolving place of religion in public life.

The prospects for agonistic democracy are relatively positive, as
the shortcomings of both religious and secular absolutism become
evident. The debate in the United States, for instance, 1s moving
beyond a standoff between religious conservatives and liberal sec-
ularists toward an acknowledgment that “what 1s problematic 1s not
vibrant religious activism in the public sphere, but the consistent
association of religious devotion with a particular set of dogmatic
political opinions.”™? At the same time, in the United States intol-
erance of a marriage between a single religious perspective and the
state was confirmed by the recent decision in the case of the 5,300-
pound monument to the Ten Commandments that stood in the
Alabama Supreme Court. Alabama Chief Justice Roy Moore, who
personally placed the monument in the courthouse, argued that
his intent was to remind citizens of the “sovereignty of God over
the affairs of men.” When pushed further, Moore admitted that he
was referring to Jesus Christ, and that in his view other deities
would deny our freedoms and specifically would "not allow for
freedom of conscience.”™! A federal court ordered the removal of
the monument, noting that Moore’s views came “uncomfortably

. . close to . . . a theocracy.”?
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The prospects for agonistic democracy abroad are also cau-
tiously optimistic. With the election of the neo-Islamist Justice and
Development (AK) party in Turkey in November 2002, for exam-
ple, the debate over religion in public life has moved toward toler-
ating a broader range of perspectives in public life. Despite con-
cern on the part of the Turkish military and its Western allies, AK
has proceeded democratically and shows no signs of imposing a
strict interpretation of Islamic law. According to Prime Minister
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, given the chance to join the European
Union Turkey “will emerge as a model showing how the culture of
[slam and democracy can live together. "3

William Graham Sumner observed that “if you want a war, nourish
a doctrine. Doctrines are the most fearful tyrants to which men
ever are subject, because doctrines get inside a man’s own reason
and betray him against himself. Civilized men have done their
fiercest fighting for doctrines.”* Secularism has doctrinal qualities.
It defines itself by marginalizing the religious. Due to its cozy his-
torical relatonship with Judeo-Christianity, it defines itself most
stridently in opposition to Islam. There 1s a productive relationship
between secularism and the religious others that it identifies, and
sometimes vilifies. In order to sustain 1ts identity as democratic,
secularism projects its own undemocratic, violent tendencies onto
a religious other. In order to sustain its identity as nonreligious,
secularism must deny or suppress this productive interdependence
with the religious other. Secular order must be constantly purified.
It 1s in the struggle against religion that secularism secures its own
legitimacy.

These observations grant new insight into relations between
the United States and the Islamic Republic of Iran. In Iran under
the shah, secularism served as a legitimizing principle for the sup-
pression of local Iranian politics and practices. It symbolized the
attempt to take possession of Iran in the name of a modern West-
ern i1deal. Resistance to this attempt explains much of the impetus
for the 1978-1979 revolution. The latter was the culmination of a
gradual rejection of the U.S. attempt to occupy Iran in the name of
a modern secular ideal. Yet even after this rejection had become
apparent, secularists in the West failed to acknowledge the legiti-
macy ot the challenge posed by the Iranians. Rather than confront
the violence that accompanied secularization in Iran, they quickly
projected these negative traits onto Islam. Consequently, all of the
negative traits that had been associated with secular modernity
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under the shah—violence, tyranny, and lack of democracy—were
projected onto a religious other. This move both exculpated the
United States from its association with the shah and cemented its
assoclation with secular democracy in opposition to Iranian reli-
gious tyranny. From 1979 onward, to stand for a secular and demo-
cratic United States was to oppose the Islamic Republic of Iran.

Secularism 1s a powerful 1deology, series ot social movements,
and set of political ambitions. It makes persuasive normative
claims. Like their religious counterparts, secularists feel strongly
about the moral foundations of their position, and it will be diffi-
cult to challenge such closely held beliefs. As Martha Nussbaum
warns us, however, “one of the greatest barriers to rational delib-
eration in politics 1s the unexamined feeling that one’s own pref-
erences and ways are neutral and natural.” Secularists have be-
come overconfident in their claim to represent neutrality, justice,
and democracy, both inside and outside the West. They need to
confront the urge to “purify” secular order. They need to come
to terms with the mixed legacy of secularization, especially insofar
as 1t has been associated with the repression of non-Western
and/or religious authorities and practices. They need to ensure
that they do not repeat the mistakes of their Jacobin predecessors
by 1dentifying their own security with the elimination of their reli-
gious others.

Fortunately, secularists have always debated the proper foun-
dation of their beliets. Some are atheists, while others insist upon
the necessary role of Judeo-Christianity within secularism itself.
Some insist upon the need for universal morality in public life,
while others reject the 1dea of a universal moral law. As Mehrzad
Boroujerdi has noted with reference to political Islam, it is “only by
recognizing the existence of contradictory philosophical world-
views and political tendencies within the contours of each of these
broadly defined categories are we able to have any realistic hope of
promoting pluralism and tolerance.™® The same applies to secu-
larism. The persistent disagreements among secularists suggest
that, unlike Justice Moore’s Ten Commandments in Alabama, the
terms ol the secularist settlement are not set in stone.
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