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Abstract 

 

Rethinking US Religious Freedom Policy in the Middle East & North Africa: 

Responding to Assertive Secularisms and the Rise of Islamism 

 

 

Adam Scott Crawford, MGPS, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2018 

 

Supervisors:  Jeremi Suri, William Inboden 
	

This project examines international religious freedom (IRF) as a tenet of U.S. 

foreign policy in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA). The project also reviews the 

discourses surrounding the issue of religious freedom both in the United States and 

Western Europe and argues that the frame of secularism—that is, the separation of the 

religious and political realms—is a hegemonic frame in both the U.S. and Western 

Europe.  

The discursive analysis relies on a typology of secularism developed by the 

political scientist José Casanova. It classifies the secularist discourse of Western Europe 

as an ideological secularism—which sees religion as antithetical to notions of modern 

human existence. It also classifies the secularist discourse of the United States as mainly 
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statecraft secularist—in that it seeks only to sustain differentiated religious and political 

spheres. 

The project examines the religious freedom approach of the United States in the 

MENA region and argues that it has failed in identifying and criticizing forms of 

religious persecution of Islamist actors in various assertive secularist regimes in the 

modern MENA region. Islamism will remain salient throughout the region, particularly 

given the weakness of other forms of identity signification, such as secular-nationalist 

identities, throughout the region. 

The United States should rethink its approach to IRF, particularly its 

unwillingness to classify Islamist socio-political actors as religious actors deserving of 

U.S. IRF advocacy. While Islamist actors may not adhere fully to the tenets of Western 

liberalism—U.S. advocacy for their religious freedom may prevent the more radical 

strains of the ideology from fomenting domestic and transnational violence.  
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INTRODUCTION	

	 The	 United	 States	 has	 established	 advocacy	 for	 international	 religious	

freedom	(IRF)	as	a	tenet	of	its	foreign	policy.	Concurrently,	pluralities	in	the	Muslim	

world	express	a	desire	that	Islam	should	play	a	more	central	role	in	politics	and	the	

ordering	 of	 society.	 American	 religious	 freedom	 features	 what	 has	 come	 to	 be	

known	as	the	wall	of	separation	between	church	and	state,	whereas	other	countries,	

such	 as	 France,	 have	 adopted	 stances	 that	 are	 considered	 hostile	 to	 religious	

expression.	As	the	United	States	considers	it	religious	freedom	policy	in	the	Middle	

East	 and	 North	 Africa	 (MENA),	 how	 should	 it	 come	 to	 understand	 the	 religio-

political	phenomenon	that	has	come	to	be	known	as	Islamism—what	some	regard	

as	a	fusion	of	religious	and	political	ideologies—and	what	many	Muslims	consider	a	

return	to	 the	 fundamentals	of	 their	 faith?	What	 is	 the	role	and	societal	 function	of	

Islam	in	the	publics	of	the	MENA	region?	How	does	the	discourse	surrounding	the	

common	modern	 concept	of	 secularism	 fit	 into	 a	 robust	 religious	 freedom	policy?		

What	 challenges	 do	modern	 conceptions	 of	 secularism	 pose	 for	 the	 realization	 of	

religious	freedom	throughout	the	world?		

This	thesis	will	make	several	arguments	related	to	the	U.S.	 IRF	policy.	First,	

contrary	to	some	in	the	academy,	this	thesis	argues	that	the	pursuit	of	international	

religious	freedom	is	a	worthwhile	tenet	of	U.S.	foreign	policy	as	religious	adherence	

is	 an	 increasingly	 salient	 matter	 of	 individual	 and	 corporate	 identity	 around	 the	

world	and	that	 the	 free	practice	of	religion	has	broad	 implications	 for	 the	 internal	
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peace	 and	 stability	 of	 nation	 states.1	 Second,	 this	 thesis	 argues	 that	 U.S.	 religious	

freedom	policy	has	been	myopic	in	its	 lack	of	concern	over	the	rise	of	an	assertive	

secularism	 both	 in	 the	 West	 and	 in	 the	 MENA	 region,	 and	 that	 this	 assertive	

secularism	 represents	 both	 a	 normative	 violation	 of	 the	 fundamental	 right	 to	

freedom	of	religious	belief	and	a	threat	to	the	realization	of	U.S.	foreign	policy	goals,	

such	 as	 the	 emergence	 of	 stable	 governance	 and	 the	 achievement	 of	 religious	

freedom	throughout	the	MENA	region.		

	 	

																																																								
1	Sullivan	et	al.,	Politics	of	Religious	Freedom.	Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2015.	
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RELIGIOUS	FREEDOM	AS	A	FUNDAMENTAL	AMERICAN	VALUE	

The	story	of	religious	freedom	and	the	United	States	harkens	back	to	the	days	

of	 the	 earliest	 European	 Pilgrims,	 whose	 flight	 to	 the	 New	 World	 aboard	 the	

Mayflower	was	precipitated	 largely	 by	 the	 religious	persecution	 they	had	 faced	 in	

their	former	homeland.	The	framers	of	the	founding	documents	of	the	United	States	

codified	 their	 concerns	 regarding	 religious	 freedom	 in	 the	 Bill	 of	 Rights—

specifically	 through	 the	 Free	 Exercise	 and	 Establishment	 Clauses.	 Given	 the	

centrality	of	 religious	 freedom	 in	 the	national	 story	of	 the	United	States,	 it	 should	

come	 as	 no	 surprise	 that	 the	 U.S.	 would	 advocate	 for	 religious	 freedom	 in	 the	

exercise	of	its	foreign	policy.		

The	 U.S.	 has	 displayed	 its	 concern	 for	 international	 religious	 freedom	

through	its	support	for	Article	18	of	both	the	United	Nations’	Universal	Declaration	

of	 Human	 Rights	 (UDHR)	 and	 the	 International	 Covenant	 on	 Civil	 and	 Political	

Rights	 (ICCPR),	 as	 well	 as	 the	 Declaration	 on	 the	 Elimination	 of	 All	 Forms	 of	

Intolerance	and	of	Discrimination	based	on	Religion	or	Belief.		

As	a	non-binding	declaration,	the	UDHR	lacks	any	enforcement	mechanisms,	

though	 it	 has	 served	 as	 the	 conceptual	 foundation	 for	 international	 human	 rights	

law.	The	Declaration	takes	up	religious	freedom	in	Article	18:		

	 Everyone	has	the	right	to	freedom	of	thought,	conscience	and	religion;	this	

	 right	includes	freedom	to	change	his	religion	or	belief,	and	freedom,	either	
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	 alone	or	in	community	with	others	and	in	public	or	private,	to	manifest	his	

	 religion	or	belief	in	teaching,	practice,	worship	and	observance.2	

Notably,	it	was	the	Lebanese	delegate	to	the	Drafting	Committee	of	the	UDHR,	the	

philosopher	and	diplomat	Charles	Malik,	who	insisted	that	the	language	on	the	right	

to	change	one’s	religion	or	belief	in	the	final	text	of	Article	18.3	This	article,	along	

with	the	rest	of	the	Universal	Declaration,	was	adopted	by	the	entire	membership	of	

the	United	Nation	General	Assembly,	including	the	MENA	countries,	and	established	

the	basis	for	the	forthcoming	international	human	rights	treaties,	such	as	the	ICCPR.		

	 Unlike	the	Declaration,	the	United	Nation’s	1966	multilateral	treaty,	the	

International	Covenant	on	Civil	and	Political	Rights,	carries	the	force	of	international	

law.	The	UN	Human	Rights	Commission	monitors	the	behavior	of	all	treaty	parties	

through	an	annual	review	of	human	rights	reporting	submitted	by	each	of	the	treaty	

parties.	Article	18	of	the	ICCPR	recognizes	religious	freedom	as	a	fundamental	

human	right:		

 1)	Everyone	shall	have	the	right	to	freedom	of	thought,	conscience	and	

	 religion.	This	right	shall	include	freedom	to	have	or	to	adopt	a	religion	or	

	 belief	of	his	choice,	and	freedom,	either	individually	or	in	community	with	

	 others	and	in	public	or	private,	to	manifest	his	religion	or	belief	in	worship,	

																																																								
2	United	Nations.	“United	Nations	Universal	Declaration	of	Human	Rights.”	Treaties	and	International	
Agreements	Registered	with	the	Secretariat	of	the	United	Nations,	1948.		

3	Glendon,	Mary	Ann.	A	World	Made	New:	Eleanor	Roosevelt	and	the	Universal	Declaration	of	Human	
Rights	(New	York:	Random	House,	2003)	69-70.		
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	 observance,	practice	and	teaching;	2)	No	one	shall	be	subject	to	coercion	

	 which	would	impair	his	freedom	to	have	or	to	adopt	a	religion	or	belief	of	his	

	 choice;	3)	Freedom	to	manifest	one's	religion	or	beliefs	may	be	subject	only	

	 to	such	limitations	as	are	prescribed	by	law	and	are	necessary	to	protect	

	 public	 safety,	order,	health,	or	morals	or	the	fundamental	rights	and	

	 freedoms	of	others;	4)The	States	Parties	to	the	present	Covenant	undertake	

	 to	have	respect	for	the	liberty	of	parents	and,	when	applicable,	legal	

	 guardians	to	ensure	the	religious	and	moral	education	of	their	children	in	

	 conformity	with	their	own	convictions.4	

All	of	the	countries	of	the	MENA	region,	excluding	Saudi	Arabia,	Oman,	and	the	

United	Arab	Emirates	have	ratified	or	acceded	to	the	ICCPR.		

The	U.S.	further	codified	its	concerns	over	international	religious	freedom	in	

the	conduct	of	foreign	policy	by	the	unanimous	passage	of	the	1998	International	

Religious	Freedom	Act	(IRF	Act).	The	IRF	Act’s	stated	goals	are	to	“promote	religious	

freedom	as	a	foreign	policy	of	the	United	States”	and	to	“advocate	on	the	behalf	of	

the	individuals	viewed	as	persecuted	in	foreign	countries	on	the	account	of	

																																																								
4	United	Nations.	“United	Nations	International	Covenant	on	Civil	and	Political	Rights,”	December	16,	
1966.	Treaties	and	International	Agreements	Registered	with	the	Secretariat	of	the	United	Nations,	
1966.		
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religion.”5	The	IRF	Act	created	two	main	instruments	for	monitoring	and	responding	

to	international	religious	freedom	concerns:	the	State	Department’s	Office	of	

International	Religious	Freedom	(IRF	Office)	and	the	independent	and	bipartisan	

U.S.	Commission	on	International	Religious	Freedom	(USCIRF).		

The	goals	of	U.S.	international	religious	freedom	policy,	as	defined	by	the	U.S.	

State	 Department	 are	 to:	 “(1)	 Promote	 freedom	 of	 religion	 and	 conscience	

throughout	the	world	as	a	fundamental	human	right	and	as	a	source	of	stability	for	

all	countries	(2)	Assist	emerging	democracies	in	implementing	freedom	of	religion	

and	conscience;	(3)	Assist	religious	and	human	rights	NGOs	in	promoting	religious	

freedom;	and	(4)	Identify	and	denounce	regimes	that	are	severe	persecutors	on	the	

basis	of	religious	belief.”	6	

Much	of	the	U.S.	work	on	international	religious	freedom	has	focused	on	the	

countries	 of	 the	 Middle	 East	 and	 North	 Africa.	 Of	 all	 the	 regions	 of	 the	 world	

examined	 by	 Freedom	 House,	 the	 MENA	 region	 consistently	 rates,	 in	 terms	 of	

fundamental	civil	and	political	rights,	as	the	least	free	region	in	the	world.	The	IRF	

Office	 has	 also	 designated	 several	 MENA	 countries	 as	 “Countries	 of	 Particular	

																																																								
5	U.S.	Congress.	House.	To	Establish	an	Office	of	Religious	Persecution	Monitoring,	to	Provide	for	the	
Imposition	of	Sanctions	Against	Countries	Engaged	in	a	Pattern	of	Religious	Persecution,	and	for	other	
Purposes	(Freedom	From	Religious	Persecution	Act	of	1997).	HR	2431.	105th	Cong.,	1st	sess.	
Introduced	in	House	October	21,	1998.	https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/BILLS-
105s936rfh/pdf/BILLS-105s936rfh.pdf	
	
	
6	"Religious	Freedom."	U.S.	Department	of	State.	Accessed	November	12,	2017.	
https://www.state.gov/j/drl/irf/.	
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Concern,”—a	 designation	 under	 the	 IRF	 Act	 that	 carries	 the	 threat	 of	 punitive	

sanctions.		
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RELIGIOUS	FREEDOM	AS	A	FOREIGN	POLICY	CONCERN	IN	THE	MENA	REGION	

Despite	 the	United	 States’	 historic	 relationship	with	 religious	 freedom	as	 a	

fundamental	 value	 of	 its	 own	 society,	why	 should	 the	 U.S.	 continue	 to	 emphasize	

religious	freedom	in	its	relations	with	the	countries	of	the	Middle	East?	The	issue	of	

religious	liberty	has	often	produced	tension	in	the	diplomatic	relations	of	the	West	

and	 the	 countries	 of	 the	 MENA	 region,	 and	 thus,	 it	 may	 be	 tempting	 to	 dismiss	

religious	 freedom	 as	 a	 peripheral	 concern.	 Nevertheless,	 the	 literature	 on	 the	

subject	reveals	two	key	reasons	why	countries	with	their	own	tradition	of	religious	

freedom	 should	 pursue	 the	 spread	 of	 religious	 liberty	 as	 a	 tenet	 of	 their	 foreign	

policies:	 (1)	 the	 resurgence	of	 religious	adherence	 in	 the	non-Western	world,	 and	

the	 evidentiary	 collapse	 of	 the	 secularization	 thesis—which	 posits	 an	 inverse	

relationship	 between	 societal	 modernization	 and	 the	 influence	 of	 religion	 and	

religious	actors	in	society—	and,	(2)	the	linkage	between	higher	levels	of	religious	

repression	and	societal	violence	and	governmental	instability.		 	

Despite	 the	 downward	 trends	 in	 religious	 adherence	 in	 certain	 Western	

European	countries,	researcher	Brian	Grim	cites	a	Pew	Study	that	shows	that	at	as	

of	2010,	at	least	“5.8	billion	people	worldwide,	including	children,	are	affiliated	with	

one	of	the	seven	religious	[major]	groups.”7	Those	numbers	suggest	that	as	of	2010,	

at	 least	 84%	 of	 the	 world’s	 population	 adheres	 to	 some	 form	 of	 religious	 belief.	

Furthermore,	Grim	argues	that	the	numbers	of	the	religiously	affiliated	are	likely	to	

																																																								
7	Grim,	Brian	J.	"Growing	Religion	and	Growing	Religious	Restrictions:	A	Global	Overview."	
International	Area	Studies	Review	17,	no.	2	(2014):136.		
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increase	 for	 two	 reasons—the	 religiously	 affiliated	 have	 far	 younger	 populations	

than	 their	 non-religious	 counterparts	 and	 they	 have	 comparatively	 higher	 birth	

rates.8	Worldwide,	the	youngest	population	amongst	the	religiously	affiliated	is	the	

Muslim	community,	with	an	average	age	of	23	years.9	Thus,	of	all	the	major	religious	

populations	on	the	globe,	the	growth	of	the	Muslim	community	is	likely	to	outpace	

the	population	growth	of	all	other	major	religious	communities	for	the	foreseeable	

future.		

	 The	 growth	 of	 religious	 communities	 coupled	 with	 the	 collapse	 of	 the	

secularization	 thesis	 suggests	 that	 U.S.	 foreign	 policy	 must	 take	 religious	 belief	

seriously	 as	 a	 major	 force	 around	 the	 world.	 Toft,	 Philpott,	 and	 Shaw	 have	 cast	

significant	doubt	upon	the	secularization	thesis—described	by	the	political	scientist	

José	Casanova	 as	 the	process	by	which	 the	 forces	of	modernization	 take	 root	 in	 a	

society	 leading	 to	 the	 eventual	 diminution	 of	 both	 societal	 religiosity	 and	 the	

influence	 of	 religious	 actors.10	 To	 the	 contrary,	 their	 research	 suggests	 that	 a	

“dramatic	and	worldwide	increase	in	the	political	influence	of	religion	has	occurred	

in	 roughly	 the	 past	 forty	 years.”11	 They	 classify	 this	 increase	 in	 the	 political	

																																																								
8	Ibid.	
	
9	Ibid.	
	
10	Casanova,	José.	"The	Secular	and	Secularisms."	Social	Research76,	no.	4	(2009):	1049-066.	
http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/stable/40972201.	
	
11	Toft,	Monica	Duffy,	Daniel	Philpott,	and	Timothy	Shah.	God's	Century:	Resurgent	Religion	and	
Global	Politics	(New	York,	NY:	W.	W.	Norton	&	Company,	2011)	9.			
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influence	of	religion	as	a	“religious	resurgence”	driven	in	part	by	a	“crisis	in	secular	

ideologies.”12	 The	 case	 of	 Iran	 illustrates	 their	 point	 well;	 rather	 than	 limit	 the	

influence	of	religion	and	religious	actors,	 the	modernizing	and	secularist	efforts	of	

the	 Shah	 of	 Iran	 actually	 fueled	 the	 religious	 resurgence	 in	 Iranian	 society	 that	

precipitated	the	downfall	of	the	Shah’s	secularist	government.	The	sociologist	Peter	

Berger	 concurs	 with	 their	 conclusion	 that	 the	 world	 is,	 in	 fact,	 experiencing	 a	

religious	 resurgence.	 Berger	 argues	 that	 the	 epistemological	 toolkit	 of	 modernity	

undermines	 those	 certainties	 that	 religious	 beliefs	 often	 provide,	 and	 therefore	

modernity	 and	 its	 concomitant	 secularism	 are	 fueling	 a	 reactionary	 religious	

resurgence.	13	

Another	 reason	 for	U.S.	 concerns	 regarding	 religious	 freedom	 in	 the	MENA	

region	should	be	rooted	 in	 the	 fact	 that	religious	 freedom	tends	to	reduce	societal	

violence	along	religious	lines.	The	research	of	Brian	Grim	and	Roger	Finke	posits	a	

link	 between	 greater	 religious	 freedom	 and	 lower	 levels	 of	 social	 conflict	 and	

religious	 persecution.	 They	 argue	 that	 attempts	 to	 regulate	 religious	 or	 cultural	

homogeneity	 has	 a	 tendency	 to	 produce	 social	 conflict	 whereby	 the	 victims	 of	

persecution	 often	 become	 perpetrators	 themselves,	 thus	 propagating	 a	 “cycle	 of	

																																																								
12	Ibid,	13.		
	
13	Berger,	Peter	L.	The	Desecularization	of	the	World:	Resurgent	Religion	and	World	Politics.	
(Washington	DC:	Ethics	and	Public	Policy	Center,	2008)	7.	
	



	 11	

violence”	 that	 often	 includes	 “religion-related	 terrorism.”14	 Grim	 and	 Finke	 also	

concur	with	Toft,	Philpott,	and	Shah	with	regard	to	the	 link	between	authoritarian	

secularist	 regimes,	 e.g.	 Pahlavi-era	 Iran,	 and	 the	 rise	 of	 militant	 religious	

fundamentalism.15	The	secular-authoritarian	desire	to	completely	rid	the	state	of	all	

religious	 trappings	 is	 anathema	 to	 large	 swathes	 of	 the	 Muslim	 population	 who,	

according	to	surveys,	desire	a	larger	societal	role	for	religious	belief	and	tradition.16			

	 	

																																																								
14	Grim,	Brian	J.,	and	Roger	Finke.	The	Price	of	Freedom	Denied:	Religious	Persecution	and	Conflict	in	
the	Twenty-first	Century.	(New	York,	NY:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2011)	210.	
	
15	Ibid.	
	
16	Esposito,	John	L.	and	Dalia	Mogahed.	Who	Speaks	for	Islam?	What	a	Billion	Muslims	Really	Think.	
(New	York,	NY:	Gallup	Press,	2007)	49-51.		
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THE	SOCIO-POLITICAL	HEGEMONIES	OF	ISLAM	IN	THE	MENA	REGION	

	 The	 religious	 resurgence	described	by	 the	 likes	 of	 Toft,	 Philpott,	 and	 Shaw	

should	behoove	the	West	to	scrutinize	the	role	and	function	of	Islam	throughout	the	

MENA	region.	Shallow	comparisons	to	the	evolution	of	religious	belief	and	practice	

in	 the	 West,	 including	 notions	 of	 an	 Islamic	 Reformation	 à	 la	 the	 Christian	

Protestant	 Reformation	 should	 be	 avoided—instead,	 one	 must	 endeavor	 to	

eliminate	 presuppositions	 about	 Islamic	 religious	 practice	 and	 let	 the	 voices	 and	

experience	 of	 the	 people	 of	 the	 MENA	 region	 speak	 for	 themselves	 as	 much	 as	

possible.		

	 One	can	attempt	such	a	task	by	examining	the	data	mined	by	Pew	Research	in	

a	study	on	Muslim	attitudes	regarding	religion,	politics,	and	society	conducted	in	the	

lead	up	to	and	in	the	middle	of	the	socio-political	phenomenon	that	has	come	to	be	

known	as	the	“Arab	Spring.”	First,	at	the	demographic	level,	it	should	be	noted	that,	

according	to	Pew,	“of	the	20	countries	and	territories	in	this	region	[MENA],	all	but	

Israel	are	projected	to	be	at	least	50%	Muslim	in	2030,	and	17	are	expected	to	have	

a	population	that	is	more	than	75%	Muslim	in	2030.”17From	a	purely	demographic	

perspective,	given	the	size	of	the	Muslim	populations	of	the	countries	of	this	region,	

Western	policymakers	should	lend	more	analytical	heft	in	their	attempts	to	

understand	Muslim	attitudes.		

																																																								
17	"The	Future	of	the	Global	Muslim	Population."	Pew	Research	Center's	Religion	&	Public	Life	
Project.	(January	27,	2011):	14-15.	Accessed	July	26,	2018.	
http://www.pewforum.org/2011/01/27/the-future-of-the-global-muslim-population/#middle-
east-north-africa.	
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	 The	Pew	Research	data	suggests	that	Islam	and	Islamic	law—despite	some	

minor	points	of	differentiation—remain	highly	salient	factors	for	Muslim	

conceptions	of	an	ideal	political	arrangement.	As	Pew	states	in	their	analysis:		

Most	adherents	of	the	world’s	second-largest	religion	are	deeply	committed	

to	their	faith	and	want	its	teachings	to	shape	not	only	their	personal	lives	

but	also	their	societies	and	politics.	In	all	but	a	handful	of	the	39	countries	

surveyed,	a	majority	of	Muslims	say	that	Islam	is	the	one	true	faith	leading	to	

eternal	life	in	heaven	and	that	belief	in	God	is	necessary	to	be	a	moral	person.	

[Emphasis	mine].18	

The	overwhelming	desire	amongst	Muslims	for	Islam	to	play	a	greater	societal	role	

manifests	itself	in	the	predominant	views	regarding	the	role	of	Islamic	law	in	the	

polities	of	the	MENA	region.	Pluralities	in	the	MENA	countries	support	the	

implementation	of	some	sort	of	Shari’ah-based	legal	system	in	their	polities—in	two	

of	the	prominent	Arab	Spring	countries,	Tunisia	and	Egypt,	56%	and	74%	of	

respondents	support	the	implementation	of	some	form	of	Shari’ah-based	legal	

system,	respectively.19	Furthermore,	Pew’s	research	found	that	a	median	percentage	

																																																								
18	"The	World's	Muslims:	Religion,	Politics	and	Society."	Pew	Research	Center's	Religion	&	Public	
Life	Project.	(April	30,	2013):	9.	Accessed	July	26,	2018.	http://www.pewforum.org/Muslim/the-
worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society.aspx,	9.		
	
19	Ibid,	15.		
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of	65%	of	MENA	respondents	supported	the	idea	of	religious	leaders	having	more	

political	influence	in	their	societies.20	

While	the	implementation	of	a	religious-based	law	and	the	growth	of	political	

influence	of	religious	leaders	in	the	political	systems	of	the	MENA	countries	would	

offend	the	secularist	sensibilities	of	the	United	States	and	Europe,	it	should	be	noted	

that	the	Pew	data	also	suggests	that	pluralities	in	the	MENA	countries	support	both	

democracy	and	religious	freedom.	In	fact,	according	to	Pew,	a	median	percentage	of	

55%	of	MENA	respondents	support	“democracy	over	a	strong	leader”	and	a	median	

percentage	of	85%	of	MENA	respondents	said,	“religious	freedom	is	a	good	thing.”21	

Finally,	Pew’s	data	suggests	that	contrary	to	the	speculation	that	support	for	an	

expanded	role	of	Islam	in	the	societies	of	the	MENA	countries	is	some	sort	of	

reaction	against	the	socio-cultural	trends	of	modernity—pluralities	of	MENA	

respondents	believe	that	there	is	no	fundamental	conflict	between	religion	and	

modernity	nor	religion	and	science.22	

	 The	Pew	study	clearly	illumines	the	hegemonic	nature	of	the	Islamic	frame	in	

the	MENA	societies.	More	importantly,	the	data	suggests	that	the	common	notion	of	

secularity—a	hegemonic	frame	in	both	the	United	States	and	Europe—is	not	nearly	

as	powerful	a	concept	in	the	MENA	societies	as	perhaps	some	Western	policymakers	

																																																								
20	"The	World's	Muslims:	Religion,	Politics	and	Society,”	64.		
	
21	"The	World's	Muslims:	Religion,	Politics	and	Society,”	32.			
	
22	Ibid,	34.			
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would	like.	Nevertheless,	the	study	did	not	find	that	the	region’s	Muslims	were	

averse	to	the	notions	of	democracy	and	religious	freedom—a	reality	that	should	

encourage	those	involved	in	U.S.	IRF	policy.		

To	fully	appreciate	the	centrality	of	Islam	throughout	the	MENA	region,	one	

must	also	appreciate	its	role	in	the	formation	of	collective	identities.	One	of	the	

central	historical	features	of	Islam—indeed	constitutive	of	its	very	founding—was	

the	formation	of	a	new	type	of	religio-political	community.	Islam,	as	Bobby	Sayyid	

argues,	is	the	“name	by	which	the	Muslim	community	identifies	and	actualizes	

itself.”23	Thus,	the	import	of	Islam	itself	is	inextricably	bound	up	with	its	function	as	

the	identity	marker	by	which	other	identities	are	subsumed	and	bounded	up	within.	

Bobby	Sayyid	refers	to	this	phenomenon	of	Islam’s	absorption	of	other	identities	as	

Islam’s	function	as	a	master	signifier,	by	which	he	means	a	signifier	“to	which	other	

signifiers	refer,	and	are	unified	by”	and	by	which	other	signifiers	have	their	

identities	fixed.24	Islam’s	function	as	the	master	signifier	in	Muslim	communities	

mirrors,	to	some	extent,	the	function	of	the	State	in	modern	secular-nationalist	

countries.		 		

																																																								
23	Sayyid,	Bobby.	A	Fundamental	Fear:	Eurocentrism	and	the	Emergence	of	Islamism.	(London:	Zed	
Books,	2015)	44.		
	
24	Ibid,	45.		
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SECULARIZATION,	RELIGIOUS	FREEDOM,	AND	THE	FRAMES	OF	SECULARISM	

	 Secularization	can	be	described	as	a	world-historical	process	that	captures	a	

number	 of	 phenomena	 in	 the	 realm	 of	 religion	 and	 politics.	 Political	 theorist	 José	

Casanova	 describes	 secularization	 as:	 “Patterns	 of	 transformation	 and	

differentiation	 of	 the	 institutional	 spheres	 of	 ‘the	 religious’	 (ecclesiastical	

institutions	 and	 churches)	 and	 ‘the	 secular’	 (state,	 economy,	 science,	 art,	

entertainment,	health	and	welfare,	etc.”25	 Scholar	of	Islamic	history	Gudrun	Krämer,	

expanding	on	the	work	of	Casanova,	notes	that	secularization	tends	to	include	three	

unique	 phenomena:	 (1)	 “religion’s	 declining	 relevance	 with	 respect	 to	 how	

individuals	 interpret	 the	 world	 and	 live	 their	 lives,”	 (2)	 “the	 relegation	 or	

withdrawal	 of	 religion	 to	 the	 private	 sphere,”	 and	 (3)	 “the	 institutional	 and	

constitutional	 separation	 of	 church	 and	 state.”	 26	 	 These	 three	 phenomena	 have	

manifested	themselves	quite	differently	around	the	world.	One	therefore	may	need	

to	differentiate	between	 the	generally	understood	world-historical	process	known	

as	secularization,	as	delineated	by	Casanova	and	Krämer,	and	the	“secularization(s)”	

specific	to	the	polities	of	Western	Europe,	the	United	States,	and	the	Middle	East	and	

North	Africa—all	the	while	recognizing	that	even	within	these	regions,	the	process	

of	secularization	has	varied	in	individual	countries	and	states.		

																																																								
25	Casanova,	"The	Secular	and	Secularisms,”	1050.		
	
26	Krämer,	Gudrun.	“Islam	and	Secularization.”	Chapter.	In	Secularization	and	the	World	Religions,	
edited	by	Hans	Joas	and	Klaus	Wiegandt,	108–21	(Liverpool	University	Press,	2009)	112.		
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	 The	modern	Western	European	processes	of	secularization	have	their	roots	

in	 the	 Protestant	 Reformation,	 the	 Westphalian	 nation-state	 system,	 and	 the	

European	Enlightenment.	Casanova,	relying	on	the	work	of	British	sociologist	David	

Martin,	argues	that	it	was	Protestantism	and	“its	various	confessional	forms,	diverse	

patterns	of	state	formation,	diverse	patterns	of	state-church-sect	relations,	and	the	

ensuing	religious	markets	(monopoly,	duopoly,	pluralist,	etc.)”	for	the	basis	for	the	

various	 trajectories	 of	 European	 secularization.	 Casanova	 argues	 for	 the	 central	

importance	 of	 the	 European	 Enlightenment	 and	 the	 concomitant	 rise	 of	 the	

“Enlightenment	 critique	 of	 religion”	 as	 the	 basis	 for	 the	 modern	 European	

secularisms	 that	 include	 “normative-teleological	 theories	of	 religious	development	

that	presupposed	religious	decline	as	the	telos	of	history.”27	These	critiques	include:	

	 The	 cognitive	 critique	 of	 religion	 as	 a	 primitive,	 pre-rational	worldview	 to	

	 be	 superseded	 by	 the	 advancement	 of	 science	 and	 rational	 thought,	 the	

	 political	critique	of	ecclesiastical	religion	as	a	conspiracy	of	rulers	and	priests	

	 to	keep	people	ignorant	and	oppressed,	and	the	humanist	critique	of	the	very	

	 idea	 of	 God	 as	 human	 self-alienation	 and	 as	 a	 self-denying	 other-worldly	

	 projection	of	human	aspirations	and	desires,	a	critique	which	postulated	the	

	 death	of	God	as	the	premise	of	human	emancipation.28	

																																																								
27	Casanova,	José.	“The	Religious	Situation	in	Europe.”	Chapter.	In	Secularization	and	the	World	
Religions,	edited	by	Hans	Joas	and	Klaus	Wiegandt,	206–28	(Liverpool	University	Press,	2009)	219.	
	
28	Ibid.		
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These	 Enlightenment	 critiques	 formed	 the	 very	 basis	 for	 the	 modern	 Western	

European	secularism	itself.			

The	 Enlightenment’s	 political	 critique	 became	 particularly	 salient	 in	

secularizing	European	countries	where	 the	ancien	régime	maintained	 tight	control	

over	ecclesiastical	institutions—France,	the	example	par	excellence.	As	Ahmet	Kuru	

has	noted	of	Third	Republic-era	France:		

	 The	existence	of	an	ancien	régime	based	on	the	cooperation	between	the	

	 monarchy	and	hegemonic	Catholicism	led	to	the	emergence	of	assertive	

	 monarchy	and	Catholic	establishment	were	supporting	each	other	played	an	

	 important	role	in	the	popularity	of	anticlericalism	among	the	political	

	 opponents,	particularly	the	republican	elite.29		

The	history	of	French	secularization	shows	how	tight	government	control	over	

religious	institutions	tends	to	produce	assertive	secularist	backlash.	This	facet	of	

Franco-European	secularization	becomes	increasingly	salient	when	considering	the	

analogous	secularization	trends	in	modern	MENA	countries	such	as	Kemalist	

Turkey,	Pahlavi	Iran,	Borguiba’s	Tunisia,	and	Mubarak’s	Egypt.		

	 The	secularization	trends	in	the	United	States	bear	little	resemblance	to	

those	of	its	European	counterparts.	The	unique	nature	of	the	American	founding—

particularly	the	lack	of	a	religio-political	ancien	régime	coupled	with	the	American	

founders’	dedication	to	notions	of	the	individual	rights	to	freedoms	of	speech,	
																																																								
29	Kuru,	Ahmet.	Secularism	and	State	Policies	toward	Religion:	The	United	States,	France,	and	Turkey	
(Cambridge	University	Press,	2009)	137.		
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conscience,	and	expression—set	the	United	States	on	distinctly	different	ground	

than	the	secularizing	countries	of	Western	Europe.	Scholars	point	to	several	other	

factors	that	make	U.S.	case	of	secularization	unique:	(1)	the	diversity	of	American	

religious	denominationalism,	(2)	the	development	of	American	civil	religion,	(3)	the	

individualization	of	religiosity,	and	(4)	the	market	economy	nature	of	American	

religious	pluralism.30		

The	religious	denominationalism	set	the	American	example	apart	in	that—

unlike	its	European	counterparts—the	U.S.	lacked	any	official	“church”	institution.	

Thus,	with	regard	to	religious	adherence	the	United	States	adopted	the	language	of	

“denomination”—whereby	religious	communities	were	“based	on	voluntary	

membership	of	equal	legal	status.31	German	sociologist	Hans	Joas	argues	that	the	

development	of	American	civil	religion	arose	primarily	because	of	the	State’s	lack	of	

ties	to	established	ecclesiastical	institutions,	which	foreclosed	on	the	possibility	of	

the	State	“obtain[ing]	its	legitimacy	from	a	church	or	from	its	opposition	to	a	

church.”32	Thus,	diverse	civil	religious	discourses	imbued	with	symbols	and	

language	from	a	number	of	religious	denominational	traditions	arose	in	the	place	of	

an	ecclesiastically	sanctioned	discourse.		

																																																								
30	Joas,	Hans.	“The	Religious	Situation	in	the	USA.”	Chapter.	In	Secularization	and	the	World	Religions,	
edited	by	Hans	Joas	and	Klaus	Wiegandt,	229–40	(Liverpool	University	Press,	2009)	235-238.		
	
31	Joas,“The	Religious	Situation	in	the	USA,”	235.		
	
32	Ibid.	
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The	other	factors	of	American	secularization,	the	individualization	of	

religiosity	and	the	phenomenon	of	the	American	religious	free	market	are	closely	

interrelated.		Again,	because	of	the	diffuse	nature	of	American	religious	

denominationalism,	“fixed	religious	truths,	which	are	anchored	institutionally	with	a	

religious	community,	[have]	undoubtedly	diminished	in	favor	of	the	aspiration	to	be	

guided	by	one’s	own	spiritual	experience	in	matters	of	faith	and	to	measure	all	

doctrinal	and	institutional	claims	in	this	light.”33	This	individualization	of	religious	

belief	lends	itself	to	a	marketization	of	religious	tradition	whereby	religious	

communities	engage	in	“entrepreneurial	behavior	with	the	aim	of	assimilating	and	

mobilizing	believers…such	behavior	is	based	on	the	willingness	to…keep	

organizational	structures	flexible	rather	than	keeping	them	in	line	with	theological	

dogma.”34	It	is	the	disestablishment	of	the	state	and	ecclesiastical	institutions	that	

gave	rise	to	an	explosion	of	religious	denominational	diversity	in	the	modern	United	

States.	Therefore,	in	assessing	the	United	States	in	light	of	Krämer’s	secularization	

principles,	it	inevitably	emerges	as	somewhat	of	an	outlier	in	that	it	defies	both	the	

first	and	second	principles	of	secularization—namely,	the	declining	relevance	of	

religion	and	the	privatization	of	religion.	To	the	contrary,	the	American	religious	

discourse	remains	quite	vibrant	and	salient	to	the	socio-political	affairs	of	the	

United	States.		
																																																								
33	Ibid,	237.		
	
34	Joas,	“The	Religious	Situation	in	the	USA,”	238.		
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RELIGIOUS	FREEDOM	&	WESTERN	SECULARISMS	

The	discursive	field	that	encapsulates	the	notion	of	religious	freedom	is	

inevitably	influenced	by	some	form	of	the	concept	of	secularism—that	is,	the	

orientation	of	the	nation	state	toward	the	role	of	religion	and	religious	actors	in	

politics	and	society.	Despite	the	religio-political	hegemony	of	modern	secularism	in	

Western	models	of	governance,	the	very	concept	of	secularism	is	highly	contested,	

both	within	the	academy	and	amongst	those	engaged	in	discussions	regarding	the	

role	of	Islam	in	the	Middle	East.	As	noted	earlier	with	regard	to	the	Pew	Research	

data,	the	secular	frame	itself	is	also	highly	contested	within	Muslim	polities	

throughout	the	MENA	region.	 

One	must	 establish	what	 one	means	 by	 secularism,	 as	 there	 exist	multiple	

manifestations	 of	 secularism	 in	 contemporary	 societies.	 In	 order	 to	 avoid	

unnecessary	confusion	with	regard	to	terminology,	this	paper	utilizes	a	typology	of	

secularism	 developed	 by	 the	 sociologist	 José	 Casanova.	 Again,	 secularism	 is	 at	 a	

most	 basic	 level	 simply	 a	 description	 of	 the	 orientation	 of	 a	 particular	 society	

toward	 religion	 and	 religion’s	 role	 in	 the	 socio-political	 affairs	 of	 the	 society.	

Casanova	 differentiates	 between	 two	 dominant	 forms	 of	 secularism	 in	 modern	

political	 systems:	 ideological	 secularism	 and	 statecraft	 secularism.35	 Ideological	

secularisms	“hold	a	particular	view	of	religion”	and	of	“what	religion	 is	or	does.”36	

																																																								
35	Casanova,	"The	Secular	and	Secularisms,”	1049-1066.		
	
36	Ibid,	1051.	
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Statecraft	 secularisms	 “neither	 [presuppose]	 nor	 [need]	 to	 entail	 any	 substantive	

theory,	positive	or	negative,	of	religion.”37	

Ideological	secularism,	typified	best	by	the	secularism	of	France,	displays	two	

central	 characteristics—it	maintains	 a	 “progressive	 stadial	 philosophy	 of	 history”	

that	relegates	the	role	of	religion	to	a	lesser	evolved	period	of	human	existence	and	

“presuppose[s]	 that	 religion	 is	 either	 an	 irrational	 force	 or	 a	 nonrational	 form	 of	

discourse	that	should	be	banished	from	the	democratic	public	sphere.”38	Ideological	

secularism	tends	to	intensify	until	 it	reaches	the	point	of	becoming	what	Casanova	

calls	 “phenomenological”—whereby	 the	 phenomenological	 “experience	 of	 being	

secular	 is	 not	 tied	 anymore	 to	 one	 of	 the	 units	 of	 a	 dyadic	 pair,	 [i.e.	 secular/non-

secular],	but	is	constituted	as	a	self-enclosed	reality.”39	The	European	experience	of	

secularism	best	reflects	the	notion	of	an	ideological	secularism	that	has	intensified	

to	 a	 phenomenological	manifestation	 in	 that	most	 Europeans	 reflexively	 consider	

themselves	 secular	 because	 they	 have	 internalized	 a	 norm	 that	 to	 be	 secular	 is	

constitutive	 of	 the	 meaning	 of	 being	 a	 modern	 human.	 In	 other	 words,	 most	

Europeans	do	not	actively	interrogate	their	secularism	as	one	of	several	options	by	

which	they	might	define	the	relationship	between	the	sacred	and	the	political,	but	

rather,	they	accept	it	unquestioningly	as	a	feature	of	modern	human	existence.		

																																																								
37	Ibid.	
	
38	Casanova,	"The	Secular	and	Secularisms,”	1052.		
	
39	Ibid.	
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On	 the	other	hand,	 statecraft	 secularism,	 typified	best	 by	 the	 secularism	of	

the	 United	 States,	 seeks	 only	 to	 “contain	 religion	 within	 its	 own	 differentiated	

religious	sphere	and	would	like	to	maintain	a	secular	public	democratic	sphere	free	

from	 religion.”40	 Unlike	 ideological	 secularism,	 statecraft	 secularism	 does	 not	

maintain	a	particular	normative	posture	with	regard	to	the	benefits	or	liabilities	of	

religious	belief	and	practice,	but	rather	that	the	right	to	practice	one’s	own	religion	

without	 interference	 is	 a	 fundamental	 human	 right.	 In	 Casanova’s	 reading,	 the	

statecraft	model	of	secularism	contains	both	elements	of	the	free	exercise	of	religion	

and	 of	 religion’s	 disestablishment	 from	 the	 state,	 typified	 best	 by	 the	 U.S.	 Bill	 of	

Rights.41	

It	 should	 be	 noted	 however	 that	 the	 necessity	 of	 the	 complete	

disestablishment	 of	 religion	 from	 the	 political	 realm	 is	 also	 contested	 within	 the	

academy.	 The	 political	 scientist	 Alfred	 Stepan	 posited	 in	 his	 own	 work	 that	 the	

concept	 of	 disestablishment	 was	 not	 a	 necessary	 element	 for	 the	 provision	 of	

religious	 freedom.	 Instead,	 Stepan	 argues	 that	 in	 order	 for	 a	 society	 to	 maintain	

religious	freedom,	it	must	respect	the	“twin	tolerations”—that	is,	“religious	citizens	

must	be	sufficiently	tolerant	of	democratic	procedures	and	powers	that	democratic	

officials	 are	accorded	 the	necessary	 freedoms	 to	make	 constitutions	and	 laws	and	

manage	 the	democratic	polity…and	democratic	officials	must	 tolerate	 the	 freedom	

																																																								
40	Ibid,	1057.		
	
41	Casanova,	"The	Secular	and	Secularisms,”	1061-1062.	
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of	expression	by	religious	citizens	of	their	values	within	civil	society,	as	well	as	their	

active	 participation	 in	 political	 society.”42	 One	 can	 imagine	 under	 the	 framework	

established	here	by	Casanova	and	Stepan	a	 form	of	democratic	polity	 infused	with	

Islamic	 values	 and	 ideals	 that	 poses	 no	 risk	 to	 the	 right	 of	 its	 citizens	 to	 the	 free	

exercise	 of	 religion.	Nonetheless,	 the	 discourse	 surrounding	 the	 emergence	 of	 the	

phenomenon	many	have	labeled	“Islamism”	suggests	that	Western	belief	in	such	an	

outcome	is	highly	unlikely.		

	 	

																																																								
42	Stepan,	Alfred.	“Creating	Democratically	Friendly	Twin	Tolerations	Outside	of	Latin	Christendom”	
in	Beyond	the	Secular	West.	Akeel	Bilgrami,	(London:	Lawrence	&	Wishart,	1991)	76-77.	
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A	DISCURSIVE	OUTLINE	OF	WESTERN	SECULARISMS	

The	following	discursive	outline	explores	how	the	various	manifestations	of	

Casanovian	 secularism	 appear	 in	 the	 discourses	 around	 the	 issue	 of	 Islam	 and	

modern	society	in	both	Western	Europe	and	the	United	States.	The	section	focuses	

on	 the	 discourses	 of	 high-level	 government	 officials,	 as	 they	 should	 contain	 an	

accurate	reflection	of	their	society’s	orientation	towards	the	role	of	religion	in	their	

societies.		

Western	Europe	

	 In	Western	Europe,	 the	 contours	 of	 the	 discourse	 surrounding	 the	 issue	 of	

Islam	 and	 its	 relationship	with	 the	 political	 hew	 rather	 closely	 to	what	 Casanova	

refers	to	as	ideological	secularism—in	that	it	 frequently	casts	religion	as	irrational	

and	as	a	negative	 force	 in	European	 society.	The	 following	examples	highlight	 the	

discourse	 surrounding	 Islam	 and	 European	 society	 at	 the	 level	 of	 high-ranking	

European	government	officials.		

	 In	2015,	former	French	President	Nicolas	Sarkozy	held	a	high	level	meeting	

with	his	 fellow	party-members	 to	discuss	 the	 issue	of	 Islam’s	appropriate	place	 in	

secular	French	society.43	Sarkozy	also	called	for	bans	on	a	woman’s	right	to	wear	the	

Islamic	 veil	 provision	 and	 to	 be	 provided	 the	 opportunity	 to	 purchase	 meals	

prepared	in	a	way	that	is	consistent	with	Islamic	dietary	restrictions	while	attending	

																																																								
43	AFP,	"Sarkozy	Party's	'Islam	Meeting'	Sparks	Criticism."	The	Express	Tribune.	June	04,	2015.	
Accessed	July	27,	2018.	https://tribune.com.pk/story/897676/sarkozy-partys-islam-meeting-
sparks-criticism/.	
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French	 universities.	 Sarkozy’s	 remarks	 following	 a	 bombing	 in	 Paris	 that	 killed	

seventeen	summed	up	the	prevailing	French	attitude	on	secularism	fairly	well:	“The	

question,”	 he	 said,	 “is	 not	 to	 know	what	 the	 Republic	 can	 do	 for	 Islam,	 but	what	

Islam	can	do	to	become	the	Islam	of	France.”44		

In	2016,	various	French	cities	took	concrete	steps	to	legally	restrict	the	rights	

of	French	citizens	to	make	outward	displays	of	Muslim	identity.	In	perhaps	the	most	

widely	covered	episode,	several	French	mayors	in	coastal	cities	announced	bans	on	

modest	 bathing	 suits	 that	 have	 come	 to	 be	 referred	 to	 as	 the	 “burkini”	 in	media	

discourse.	 In	 response	 to	 the	 actions	 of	 the	 French	mayors,	 the	Prime	Minister	 of	

France,	Manuel	Valls,	stated	publicly	that	the	burkini	was	“not	compatible	with	the	

values	of	France	and	the	Republic.”45	Both	Norway	and	Germany	also	considered	a	

ban	on	the	burqa—a	type	of	Islamic	veil.	The	German	interior	minister	Thomas	de	

Maiziere	said	the	burqa	“does	not	belong	in	our	cosmopolitan	country”	and	that	the	

ban	was	not	“a	security	issue	but	an	integration	issue.”46	Even	the	more	pragmatic	

Chancellor	 Angela	 Merkel	 said	 a	 “woman	 who	 is	 entirely	 veiled	 has	 hardly	 any	
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chance	at	integrating.”47	Norway’s	finance	minister	stressed	that	a	ban	on	the	burqa	

would	 emphasize	 the	 openness	 of	 Norwegian	 society.48	 In	 Switzerland,	 in	 an	

apparent	response	to	concerns	over	“Islamic	fundamentalist	tendencies,”	the	Swiss	

people	 voted	 to	 change	 their	 constitution	 in	 2009	 to	 prohibit	 the	 construction	 of	

new	minarets—the	 prayer	 towers	 of	 Islamic	mosques—throughout	 their	 country.	

Swiss	 Member	 of	 Parliament,	 Ulrich	 Schlüer,	 called	 minarets	 a	 symbol	 “of	 the	

political	will	to	take	power	and	establish…religious	law.”49	

	 Beyond	limiting	outward	expressions	of	Islamic	identity,	France	has	gone	so	

far	 as	 to	 consider	 outright	 bans	 on	 particular	 forms	 of	 religious	 ideologies.	 In	

particular,	French	government	officials	have	openly	considered	an	outright	ban	on	

Salafism—a	branch	of	Islam	that	adheres	to	a	rigidly	conservative	interpretation	of	

the	Qur’an	and	 the	Sunnah.	French	newspaper	Le	Figaro	 referred	 to	Salafism	as	a	

virus	 “incompatible	 with	 our	 freedom	 to	 live,	 move	 and	 think.”50	 Prime	 Minister	

Manuel	 Valls	 added	 that,	 “we	must	 forbid	 the	 spread	 of	 Salafism,	 because	 it’s	 the	
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enemy.”51	 Surprisingly,	 even	 the	 centrist	 and	 technocratic	 minded	 President	

Emmanuel	Macron	waded	into	the	issue,	stating:	“There	are	associations	which	do	

not	respect	the	laws	of	the	republic	in	the	name	of	their	religion,	[and]	these	I	want	

to	 dismantle.52	 In	 Germany,	 Chancellor	 Merkel’s	 new	 interior	 minister	 Horst	

Seehofer	 declared	 that	 even	 Islam	 “is	 not	 a	 part	 of	 Germany,”	 adding	 that,	

“Christianity	 has	 shaped	 Germany	 including	 Sunday	 as	 a	 day	 of	 rest,	 church	

holidays,	and	rituals	such	as	Easter,	Pentecost,	and	Christmas.”53	

	 Another	episode	that	highlighted	the	issue	of	maintaining	Muslim	identity	in	

the	context	of	French	secularism	occurred	during	a	French	naturalization	ceremony	

in	early	2018.	An	Algerian	woman	who	had	married	a	French	citizen	five	years	

earlier	refused	to	shake	the	hands	of	two	male	government	officials	at	the	

conclusion	of	her	citizenship	ceremony.	The	French	government	refused	to	grant	

her	citizenship	on	the	grounds	that	her	refusal	to	shake	hands	“in	a	place	and	at	a	

moment	that	are	symbolic,	reveals	a	lack	of	assimilation.”54	
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United	States	

The	discursive	trends	in	the	United	States	over	the	course	of	the	presidential	

administration	of	Barack	Obama	were	decidedly	less	ideologically	secularist	in	the	

Casanovian	typology	and	far	more	representative	of	statecraft	secularism,	which	

tends	to	avoid	making	normative	claims	about	the	role	of	religion	in	society.		

On	President	Obama’s	first	trip	to	the	Middle	East	in	2009,	the	President	

emphasized	the	United	States’	appreciation	for	the	religious	beliefs	of	Muslims	

around	the	world:	“The	United	States	is	not	and	never	will	be	at	war	with	Islam,”	he	

said.55	He	expressed	a	clear	distinction	between	mainstream	Muslim	belief	and	

violent	ideologies,	noting,	“Our	partnership	with	the	Muslim	world	is	critical,	not	

just	in	rolling	back	the	violent	ideologies	that	people	of	all	faiths	reject	but	also	to	

strengthen	opportunity	for	all	its	people.”	In	an	effort	to	clarify	the	U.S.	government	

stance	towards	Islam,	the	Obama	administration’s	National	Security	Strategy	

dropped	references	to	“Islamic	radicalism”	in	an	effort	to	“sharpen	the	distinction	

between	the	Muslim	faith	and	violent	Islamist	extremism,	identify	radicalizers	

within	Islamic	communities	and	empower	voices	that	can	contest	the	radical	

teachings.”56	
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In	stark	contrast	to	the	anti-Muslim	sentiments	of	the	German	interior	

minister,	President	Obama	took	time	to	celebrate	American-Muslims	during	the	

month	of	Ramadan	in	2009.	He	noted,	“The	contribution[s]	of	Muslims	to	the	United	

States	are	too	long	to	catalog	because	Muslims	are	so	interwoven	into	the	fabric	of	

our	communities	and	our	country.”57		The	President	also	emphasized	the	

contribution	of	American	Muslims:	“The	United	States	has	been	enriched	by	Muslim	

Americans.	Many	other	Americans	have	Muslims	in	their	family,	or	have	lived	in	a	

Muslim-majority	country.	I	know,	because	I	am	one	of	them.”58	At	the	state	level,	the	

Hawaiian	State	Senate	voted	to	declare	an	“Islam	Day”	in	order	to	celebrate	“the	rich	

religious,	scientific,	cultural,	and	artistic	contributions	that	Islam	and	the	Islamic	

world	have	made.”59	

On	the	diplomatic	front,	U.S.	Secretary	of	State	Hillary	Clinton	traveled	to	

Central	Asia	where	she	specifically	drew	attention	to	the	issue	of	the	ideological	

secularism	of	the	governments	of	Tajikistan	and	Uzbekistan.	Both	countries	had	

implemented	restrictions	on	the	public	expression	of	Muslim	identity,	such	as	

religious	garb	and	religious	schooling.	Secretary	Clinton	expressed	her	concerns	

about	these	restrictions,	noting,	“I	disagree	with	restrictions	on	religious	freedom…”	
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and	that	such	restrictions	“could	push	legitimate	religious	expression	underground,	

and	that	could	build	up	a	lot	of	unrest	and	discontent.”60	Expressing	her	view	that	

religious	freedom	and	societal	stability	go	hand	in	hand,	Secretary	Clinton	noted,	

“We	hope	there	would	be	rethinking	of	any	restrictions	going	forward,	because	we	

think	it	will	increase	sympathy	for	extremist	views	which	would	in	turn	threaten	the	

stability	and	security	of	the	country.”61		

	 The	discursive	trend	surrounding	Islam	in	the	United	States	began	to	take	a	

rather	drastic	turn	in	the	latter	days	of	the	Obama	administration,	a	time	that	saw	

the	rise	of	a	political	outsider	in	the	Republican	Party,	New	York	billionaire	Donald	J.	

Trump.	Anti-Muslim	and	anti-Islamic	rhetoric	played	a	central	role	both	in	Trump’s	

candidacy	for	the	presidency	and	in	the	day-to-day	operations	of	his	presidential	

administration.		

	 The	Trump	campaign	featured	some	of	the	most	glaring	incidents	of	anti-

Muslim	sentiment	in	recent	political	history.	At	a	campaign	rally	in	2015,	Trump	

cast	Syrian	refugees	as	a	potential	enemy	from	within.	In	his	response	to	the	Obama	

administration’s	acceptance	of	a	number	of	Syrian	refugees,	Trump	claimed	that	the	

refugees	“could	be	ISIS,”	or	a	“200,000	man	army”	that	would	“make	the	Trojan	
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horse	look	like	peanuts.”62	In	an	interview	with	Fox	News	later	that	year,	Trump	

floated	the	idea	of	mosque	closures	as	a	way	to	stem	the	tide	of	violent	

radicalization.	And	perhaps	the	most	publicized	incident	of	anti-Muslim	rhetoric	in	

the	Trump	campaign	came	about	in	December	of	2015	when	Trump	declared	at	a	

campaign	rally	that	“Donald	J.	Trump	is	calling	for	a	total	and	complete	shutdown	of	

Muslims	entering	the	United	States	until	our	country’s	representatives	can	figure	

out	what	is	going	on.”63		

The	contrast	between	Trump’s	rhetoric	and	the	messaging	of	the	Obama	

administration	could	not	have	been	more	distinct.	Whereas	the	Obama	

administration	had	been	careful	not	to	cast	Islam	and	Muslims	as	dangerous	or	

prone	to	religious	violence,	the	Trump	campaign	made	no	qualms	about	equating	

the	religious	tradition	of	Islam	with	the	violent	ideologies	of	groups	like	the	Islamic	

State	and	Al-Qaeda.	In	perhaps	the	most	revealing	of	his	anti-Islam	comments,	

Trump	remarked	to	CNN,	“I	think	Islam	hates	us…	there’s	a	tremendous	hatred	

there.”	He	added,	“We	have	to	get	the	bottom	of	it…	there’s	an	unbelievable	hatred	

of	us.”64		
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	 These	overviews	of	the	discursive	trends	surrounding	Islam	and	Muslims	

show	how	the	Casanovian	typology	of	ideological	and	statecraft	secularism	take	

shape	within	the	national	discourses	of	the	West.	In	Europe,	one	sees	clearly	the	

contours	of	what	Casanova	calls	ideological	secularism,	typified	by	the	casting	of	

religious	belief	as	backward,	dangerous,	and	wholly	other	from	the	features	of	

contemporary	European	society.	In	the	United	States,	the	discursive	trend	has	

typically	hewed	more	closely	to	tenets	of	statecraft	secularism,	whereby	the	state	is	

careful	not	to	denigrate	religious	traditions	and	not	to	elevate	any	one	religious	

tradition	in	the	eyes	of	the	state,	although	the	trend	may	be	shifting	under	the	

Trump	administration.			

Under	the	Obama	administration,	one	sees	a	clear	example	of	statecraft	

secularism	in	practice.	The	rhetoric	of	the	Obama	administration	took	care	not	to	

cast	Islam	in	any	light	that	might	draw	comparisons	to	the	violent	ideologies	of	

transnational	terrorist	groups.	The	administration	also	took	opportunities	to	

celebrate	the	contributions	of	American	Muslims	and	to	affirm	their	right	to	a	place	

in	the	American	national	story.	With	the	election	of	Donald	Trump	to	the	presidency,	

the	discursive	trend	in	the	United	States	has	shifted	radically	from	a	statecraft	

secularist	orientation	to	an	ideological	secularist	orientation—albeit	one	that	seems	

to	privilege	certain	types	of	religious	expression	in	the	political	realm,	such	as	

Evangelical	Christianity.	The	Trump	administration’s	rhetoric	regarding	Islam	and	

Muslims	is	no	doubt	hostile	as	seen	most	clearly	in	Mr.	Trump’s	campaign	rhetoric.	
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While	the	Trump	administration	approach	evinces	some	of	the	features	of	

ideological	secularism—namely	the	outright	hostility	toward	a	religious	tradition—

it	does	not	yet	show	the	signs	of	having	intensified	to	a	phenomenological	

manifestation	as	the	discourse	is	not	hostile	toward	religion	in	general,	but	is	

specific	to	Islam	and	its	adherents.		
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THE	RISE	OF	ISLAMISM	AND	ITS	CHALLENGE	TO	WESTERN	SECULARISMS	

The	modern	phenomenon	within	Islam	that	has	come	to	be	called	Islamism	

may	pose	a	unique	challenge	to	the	realization	of	religious	freedom	in	the	mode	of	

Western	secularisms—like	those	in	the	United	States	and	Europe.	Brooking’s	

scholars	Shadi	Hamid	and	Rashid	Dar	have	argued	that	the	“basic	project	of	

mainstream	Islamism…is	to	reconcile	pre-modern	Islamic	law	with	the	modern	

nation-state.”65	If	so,	there	may	exist	little	room	for	hope	in	the	achievement	of	

religious	freedom	in	polities	where	Islamism	plays	a	larger	role.		Other	political	

theorists	are	less	pessimistic.	For	example,	Graham	Fuller	defines	an	adherent	of	

Islamism	in	far	less	alarming	terms	as	someone	to	whom	“Islam	as	a	body	of	faith	

has	something	important	to	say	about	how	politics	and	society	should	be	ordered	in	

the	contemporary	Muslim	world	and	who	seeks	to	implement	this	idea	in	some	

fashion.”66	In	Fuller’s	reading,	Islamism	seeks	rather	not	unlike	faith-based	

communities	in	the	United	States	that	sought	a	greater	role	for	religion	in	U.S.	

political	life.		

The	Islamic	studies	scholar	Bobby	Sayyid	also	adopts	a	less	alarmist	view	of	

Islamism.	He	borrows	from	the	realm	of	Saussurean	linguistics,	and	classifies	

Islamism	as	political	project	that	seeks	to	elevate	Islam	to	the	role	of	a	master	
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signifier	in	the	political	realm.67	The	signifier,	Islam,	already	functions	as	a	nodal	

point	within	a	web	of	signification	within	Muslim	communities—that	is,	it	is	the	

signifier	to	which	all	other	signifiers	have	some	relationship	in	the	overall	network	

of	signification.	The	Islamist	project,	according	to	Sayyid,	is	unique	in	that	it	is	a	

project	“to	establish	which	signifiers	will	constitute	the	unity	and	identity	of	a	

discursive	universe	which	is	central,	since	the	transformation	of	the	a	signifier	into	a	

master	signifier	is	what	makes	possible	the	constitution	of	unity	and	the	identity	of	

the	whole	and	its	parts.”68	Therefore,	the	Islamist	struggle	in	Sayyid’s	argument	is	to	

elevate	Islam	to	the	role	of	master	signifier	in	the	political	realm,	and	in	so	doing,	

eliminate	other	markers	of	signification	from	gaining	traction	as	the	master	

signifiers	of	political	identity,	such	as	nationalist	identities.	At	minimum,	the	Islamist	

project	seeks	to	subsume	nationalist	identities	within	an	Islamic	frame.		

Some	scholars	have	identified	what	they	believe	to	be	irreconcilable	

differences	between	key	tenets	of	political	liberalism	and	Islamism,	such	as	religious	

freedom.	Muqtedar	Khan	argues	that	Islamism	has	at	its	core	the	belief	of	the	

inviolability	of	Islamic	law—a	belief	“designed	to	preempt	many…human	rights	

principles.”69	He	argues	that	Islamists	are	interested	in	democracy	only	insofar	as	

democracy	can	deliver	them	the	power	to	govern	their	societies,	and	once	in	power,	
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one	should	not	expect	their	method	of	governance	to	hew	towards	the	traditions	of	

universal	human	rights.	But	other	scholars	emphasize	the	multivocality	of	Islamism	

and	its	approach	to	the	relationship	between	religion	and	society	and	its	means	of	

achieving	its	goals.	Fuller	points	to	the	wide	variation	amongst	the	goals	and	

methods	of	various	Islamist	movements.	The	high	variability	in	these	groups,	he	

suggests,	requires	that	one	expand	the	typologies	of	Islamism	to	include:	“peaceful	

or	violent,	democratic	or	authoritarian,	radical	or	moderate,	[and]	traditional	or	

modernist.”70	Even	the	political	theorist	John	Owen,	despite	his	general	alarm	over	

Islamism’s	popularity	in	the	Muslim	world	admits	that	most	Islamist	groups	are	not	

radical,	militant,	nor	accepting	of	terrorism	as	legitimate.71	
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THE	NEXUS	OF	AUTHORITARIAN	IDEOLOGICAL	SECULARISM	AND	THE	RISE	OF	ISLAMISM	

	 Is	there	something	particular	about	the	political	history	of	the	MENA	region	

that	has	given	rise	to	Islamism?	Sayyid	argues	that	Islamism	has	arisen	largely	as	a	

reaction	to	the	rise	of	modernity	and	the	collapse	of	Islam	as	a	master	signifier	in	

the	political	realm	following	the	collapse	of	the	Ottoman	Caliphate.	Indeed,	as	a	

result	of	the	collapse	of	Islam	as	a	master	signifier	of	political	identity,	a	new	

phenomenon	arose	in	the	modern	Middle	East,	specifically,	the	rise	of	modern	

secular-nationalisms.	Regimes	of	this	type	seek	to	“de-Islamize”	in	the	name	of	

modernization—a	process	by	which	the	regime	forced	the	privatization	of	Islam	to	

what	Sayyid	calls	a	purely	“existential”	rather	than	communitarian	role	and	to	

fundamentally	dislodge	Islam	as	a	“master-signifier	of	the	political	order.”72	

		 Four	historical	case	studies	suggest	a	link	between	the	repressive	ideological	

secularisms	of	various	authoritarian	regimes	and	the	emergence	of	Islamist	political	

movements.	These	cases	include	Pahlavi-era	Iran,	Kemalist	Turkey,	Borguiba’s	and	

Ben	Ali’s	Tunisia,	and	finally,	Mubarak’s	Egypt.	In	each	case,	an	assertive	and	

repressive	secularism	seems	to	have	fueled	an	Islamist	backlash	and	prompted	what	

the	scholar	Bobby	Sayyid	understands	as	Islamism’s	attempt	to	reintroduce	Islam	as	

the	master-signifier	of	the	political	realm—a	role	that	it	had	held	for	the	many	

decades	prior	to	the	collapse	of	the	Ottoman	Caliphate	in	the	early	20th	century.73		
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Pahlavi-Era	Iran	

	 In	the	early	20th	century,	the	Iranian	monarch	Reza	Shah	Pahlavi	instituted	a	

strict,	anti-Islamic	dress	code	in	the	country	in	an	attempt	to	spur	the	

modernization	and	Westernization	of	the	country.	Under	this	restrictive	code,	the	

Shah	“mandated	secular	Western	dress	for	men,	restricted	clerical	attire,	and	

banned	the	veil	for	women.”74	This	forced	program	of	secularization—namely	the	

relegation	of	Islamic	symbols	to	the	private	realm—led	to	the	formation	of	“a	new	

Iranian	identity…forged	around	a	campaign	of	anti-secularism	and	de-

Westoxification.”75	Ali	Mirsepassi	argues	that	the	modernization	project	of	the	Shah	

led	to	“social	and	psychological	alienation”	amongst	the	Iranian	public,	which,	in	

turn	gave	rise	to	a	new	Islamic	ideology	that	“utilized	Islamic	symbols	and	ideals	to	

provide	a	new	and	yet	familiar	meaning	to	the	subjectivity	of	Iranians.”76	This	new	

Islamic	ideology	served	as	a	critical	ideological	vehicle	for	the	consolidation	of	state	

power	in	the	hands	of	the	Shia	clergy	under	the	leadership	of	Ruhollah	Khomeini.		

Kemalist	Turkey	
	 Over	Iran’s	western	border	in	Turkey,	under	the	leadership	of	Mustafa	Kemal	

Atatürk,	a	similarly	alienating	Western	secularization	project	had	been	launched.	
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Kemal	and	his	supporters	moved	quickly	to	“exclude	Islam	from	the	public	sphere”	

by	“[banning]	all	Islamic	communities.”77	Advancing	beyond	the	assertive	secularist	

policies	of	Iran’s	Shah,	Atatürk’s	government	enshrined	the	assertive	European	style	

secularism	into	the	country’s	constitution.	According	to	Stepan	and	Kuru,	the	

secularist	project	of	Kemalist	Turkey	“included	a	broad	range	of	issues—such	as	

enforcing	the	wearing	of	the	top	hat,	banning	the	Arabic	call	to	prayer,	and	adopting	

the	Latin	script	and	the	Western	calendar.”78	Their	main	focus	though	was	on	the	

country’s	educational	system.	Under	Atatürk,	“there	was	no	legal	teaching	of	Islam	

in	Turkey	except	for	a	few	rural	Qur’an	courses.”79		

	 In	the	political	realm,	the	government	and	the	judiciary	banned	groups	that	

organized	on	the	basis	of	an	Islamic	religio-political	identity.	In	the	70’s	and	80’s,	the	

Turkish	Constitutional	Court	banned	the	Islamist	National	Order	Party	and	the	

National	Salvation	Party	came	to	its	end	at	the	hands	of	the	secular	Turkish	military.	

Despite	the	efforts	of	the	secularist	government,	this	particularly	assertive	style	of	

secularization	alienated	broad	swathes	of	the	Turkish	public	who	gravitated	more	

towards	more	traditional	notions	of	Islamic	religio-political	identity.		

																																																								
77	Kuru,	Ahmet	and	Alfred	Stepan.	Democracy,	Islam,	and	Secularism	in	Turkey	(New	York:	Columbia	
University	Press,	2012)	108.	
	
78	Ibid.	
	
79	Ibid.		
	
	



	 41	

Despite	the	secularist	Turkish	military	and	judiciary’s	attempts	to	quash	the	

expression	of	Islamic	identity	in	Turkish	politics,	the	early	2000’s	saw	the	Turkish	

public	elect	the	Justice	and	Development	Party	(AKP)—a	neo-Islamist	party	with	a	

pragmatic	reform	agenda—to	a	parliamentary	majority.	The	AKP	and	its	leader,	

Recep	Tayyip	Erdogan,	have	made	redefining	the	boundary	between	the	secular	and	

the	Islamic	a	central	concern	of	its	governing	philosophy.		

Borguiba	and	Ben	Ali’s	Tunisia	

	 In	Tunisia,	the	secularization	process	in	the	name	of	modernization	occurred	

slowly	over	several	decades	through	a	number	of	government	reforms	in	the	realms	

of	education,	law,	and	culture.	The	process	began	under	the	leadership	of	Habib	

Borguiba,	who	closed	Tunisia’s	oldest	Muslim	university,	mandated	that	teachers	be	

able	to	teach	in	both	French	and	Arabic—which	necessarily	pushed	out	the	clergy	

from	the	teaching	profession—and	nationalized	the	land	holdings	of	the	Islamic	

trusts—which	was	Islam’s	main	base	of	financial	support.	Similar	to	Atatürk,	

Borguiba	also	“reduced	the	study	of	religion	to	one	hour	a	week	in	public	schools.”80		

	 The	repression	of	Islam	as	a	political	force	in	Tunisian	society	accelerated	

under	Borguiba’s	successor,	Ben	Ali,	whose	government	falsely	accused	the	Islamist	

party	Ennahda	of	carrying	out	several	explosions	in	the	Tunisian	capital	during	an	

election	season.	In	the	name	of	securing	domestic	tranquility,	Ben	Ali	used	the	

explosion	incident	to	launch	a	campaign	of	severe	repression	directed	at	his	Islamist	
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opposition.	Many	Tunisians	suspected	of	involvement	with	groups	like	Ennahda	

“were	subjected	to	various	forms	of	regime-sponsored	abuse…including	blacklisting	

from	employment	and	educational	opportunities	and	police	harassment	which	

sometimes	involved	sexual	abuse	and	torture.”81	And	according	to	Alfred	Stepan,	

under	Ben	Ali,	“at	least	20,000	Ennahda	members	were	tried	for	subversion	and	

sent	to	jail,	and	about	10,000	went	into	exile.”82	

	 Following	the	upheaval	of	the	Arab	Spring	protests	throughout	the	country	

and	the	subsequent	overthrow	of	the	repressive	authoritarian	regime	of	Ben	Ali,	the	

citizens	of	Tunisia	went	to	the	polls	for	the	first	time	in	decades	to	elect	a	

Constituent	Assembly.	The	election	resulted	in	a	landslide	victory	for	the	previously	

repressed	Islamist	party	Ennahda,	a	party	that	claimed	roughly	ninety	seats	in	the	

Constituent	Assembly	verses	the	roughly	thirty	seats	claimed	by	liberal	or	

progressive	political	parties.83		

Mubarak’s	Egypt	

	 Following	the	assassination	of	Egyptian	President	Anwar	Sadat	in	the	early	

1980’s,	his	successor,	President	Hosni	Mubarak,	launched	an	anti-Islamist	campaign	

with	the	support	of	the	secular	Egyptian	army	and	secular-liberal	political	groups.	
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Unsurprisingly,	given	the	nature	of	his	ascendance	to	the	presidency,	Mubarak	

placed	a	premium	on	absolute	internal	security.	Internal	discord	and	the	activists	

who	fueled	it	could	no	longer	be	tolerated.		

	 Mubarak’s	approach	to	Egypt’s	Islamist	opposition	took	on	a	multivalent	

quality	according	to	scholar	Mohammed	Hafez.	Unlike	the	indiscriminate	repression	

exercised	by	authoritarian	rulers	in	other	countries	in	the	region,	Mubarak’s	early	

approach	sought	to	discriminate	between	moderate	and	militant	Islamist	groups.	

Thus,	Mubarak’s	harshest	policies	targeted	groups	such	as	the	Jama’a	al-Islamiyya,	

which	had	been	known	to	use	violent	tactics	in	its	political	activities.	As	the	violence	

worsened,	Mubarak’s	approach	moved	rapidly	from	discriminate	repression	to	

indiscriminate	repression.	According	to	Hafez,	“state	repression	was	aimed	not	only	

at	the	hard-core	militants	of	the	Jama’a	and	Jihad	groups	but	also	their	supporters,	

families,	and	virtually	anyone	who	had	a	beard	with	a	trimmed	moustache	(a	sign	of	

religiosity).”84	This	indiscriminate	repression	swept	up	the	non-violent	Muslim	

Brotherhood	as	well.	The	Mubarak	regime	began	a	cycle	of	arresting	Muslim	

Brotherhood	activists	and	then	releasing	them	after	relatively	short	stays	in	prison.	

By	the	early	2000’s,	Mubarak	moved	clamp	down	considerably	on	the	Muslim	

Brotherhood’s	involvement	in	Egyptian	politics.	Following	one	of	the	Muslim	

Brotherhood’s	best	election	showings	in	modern	Egyptian	political	history,	

Mubarak’s	regime	moved	to	detain	hundreds	of	its	members,	and	more	importantly,	
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it	implemented	constitutional	reform	that	banned	political	activities	or	parties	that	

had	any	basis	in	religion.	

	 Not	unlike	the	Tunisian	case,	in	the	aftermath	of	the	Arab	Spring	protests	

that	precipitated	the	ouster	of	the	Mubarak	regime,	the	Islamist	groups,	particularly	

the	Muslim	Brotherhood,	were	able	to	mobilize	themselves	effectively	in	the	

political	process.	In	the	first	post-Mubarak	elections,	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	

secured	over	roughly	half	of	the	seats	in	the	People’s	Assembly,	followed	by	the	

Salafist	Nour	Party,	which	took	second	place	in	the	same	elections.	Between	these	

two	parties,	Islamists	controlled	70%	of	the	People’s	Assembly.	Later	in	2012,	the	

Muslim	Brotherhood	backed	candidate	Mohammed	Morsi	won	51%	of	the	vote	in	

the	Egyptian	presidential	elections.	His	election	precipitated	another	period	of	

intense	internal	discord,	which	eventually	resulted	in	a	coup	staged	by	the	secular	

Egyptian	army—a	coup	that	has	since	brought	about	the	rise	of	new	secular-

authoritarian	leader	of	Egypt,	Abdel	Fattah	al-Sisi.	

	 In	the	four	historical	case	studies	explored,	what	was	it	about	the	socio-

political	realities	on	the	ground	that	gave	rise	to	Islamist	discourses	that	were	

capable	of	threatening	the	power	of	the	ruling	autocratic	regimes?	According	to	

Sayyid,	the	key	issue	in	each	case	was	the	matter	of	discursive	availability—that	is,	

in	each	case	a	secularist	discourse	combined	with	the	coercive	powers	of	the	state	

was	able	to	maintain	socio-political	hegemony.	In	each	case,	autocratic	rulers	

suppressed	civil	society	opposition,	effectively	limiting	the	types	of	discourses	of	



	 45	

opposition	available	to	their	disaffected	citizenries.	Which	discourse	remained	in	

each	of	the	four	polities	explored	above,	and	more	importantly,	which	discourse	

remained	powerful	enough	in	its	power	to	mobilize	opposition	to	the	secularist	

discourse	to	act	as	what	Sayyid	has	called	a	“counter-hegemonic	discourse?”85	

Ultimately,	it	was	the	Islamist	discourse	that	emerged	in	each	of	the	four	historical	

case	studies	as	a	direct	result	of	its	socio-cultural	availability	coupled	with	the	

unavailability	of	counter-hegemonic	liberal	discourses.		

	 The	Islamist	discourse	is	likely	to	remain	salient	in	the	polities	of	the	MENA	

region,	particularly	in	cases	where	secular-authoritarian	regimes	limit	the	role	of	

Islam	in	the	socio-political	life	of	the	country.	The	Islamist	discourse,	as	shown	in	

the	historical	case	studies,	tends	to	arise	as	a	counter-hegemonic	discursive	trend	in	

response	to	secularist	overreach.	The	widespread	availability	of	Islam	as	a	master	

signifier	in	the	polities	of	the	MENA	region	makes	it	a	particularly	useful	tool	for	the	

mobilization	of	counter-hegemonic	socio-political	projects.		

Perhaps	the	main	challenge	for	Western	policymakers	concerned	about	the	

rise	of	illiberal	Islamism	is	the	fundamental	lack	of	other	means	of	identity	

signification	apart	from	Islamic-based	identities	in	the	polities	of	the	MENA	region.	

As	Sayyid	has	argued,	the	emergence	of	Islamism	as	a	means	of	political	identity	

signification	in	the	post-Arab	Spring	MENA	region	is	rooted	in	the	very	fact	that	“the	

social	order	of	Muslim	societies	[became]	so	disordered	that	Islam	[remained]	as	
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the	only	point	of	stability…therefore	the	discourses	built	around	Islam	[became]	the	

only	discourses	promising	order.”86	In	those	polities	where	unstable	governance	

and	repressive	secularism	feature	prominently,	Islamist	discourses	are	likely	to	

continue	to	arise	as	means	of	identity	formation	and	political	signification,	

especially	when	there	exists	a	dearth	of	stable	alternative	signifiers	of	identity	and	

political	signification.		
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THE	CHALLENGES	OF	ENGAGING	WITH	ISLAMISM	

	 Given	Islamism’s	continued	influence	in	the	Muslim	world,	what	are	the	

prospects	for	religious	freedom	in	Muslim	communities?	Does	the	inclusion	of	

Islamists	in	democratic	political	structures	inspire	ideological	moderation?	Should	

Western	policymakers	be	rethinking	their	engagement	with	Islamist	groups?	Can	

lessons	be	gleaned	from	the	events	of	the	Arab	Spring	with	regard	to	the	West’s	

engagement	with	Islamism?		

Some	scholars	have	expressed	growing	skepticism	over	the	likelihood	of	

secularist	reform	within	Islamist	movements.	Shadi	Hamid	argues	that	Islamism	is	

unlikely	to	go	through	a	process	of	secularization	similar	to	that	of	the	Christian	

West.	He	contends	that	Islamism	is	a	reaction	against	Western	hegemony,	

colonialism,	and	secularism	and	thus	must	be	necessarily	resistant	to	any	type	of	

reformation—a	notion	closely	associated	with	the	very	Western	viewpoint	that	

Islamism	seeks	to	reject.	He	argues	further	that	it	is	the	vast	theological	resources	of	

Islam—namely,	the	Quran	and	Hadith—which	predisposes	adherents	of	that	faith	to	

view	the	relationship	between	religion	and	society	far	differently	than	their	modern	

Christian	counterparts.	The	illiberality	of	Islamists,	Hamid	says,	is	constitutive	of	

their	religio-political	identity	and	is	therefore	highly	resistant	to	change.	87		

	 Despite	sharing	Hamid’s	pessimism	over	the	potential	for	internal	reform	in	

Islamist	movements,	scholars	like	John	Owen	suggest	that	Western	policymakers	
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should	nevertheless	not	retreat	from	the	attempt	to	cultivate	moderation	and	

democratic	values	in	the	Muslim	world.	He	argues	that	Islamism	itself	is	not	

monolithic,	and	that	a	policy	that	treats	it	as	such	is	likely	to	foment	the	worst	forms	

of	the	ideology.	Nevertheless,	Owen,	much	like	Hamid,	dismisses	the	idea	of	

constructive	engagement	with	Islamists,	and	instead	recommends	that	the	US	rely	

on	a	soft	power	approach	by	serving	as	an	exemplar	of	constitutional	democracy	

and	by	offering	quiet	assistance	to	those	in	the	region	who	ascribe	to	similar	

values.88	

	 Other	scholars	have	posited	that	Islamist	groups	may	moderate	their	

ideological	views	if	they	participate	in	democratic	processes,	such	as	campaigning	

for	election.	This	hypothesis,	known	as	the	inclusion-moderation	hypothesis,	

suggests	that	as	Islamist	groups	are	forced	to	reach	out	to	wider	subsections	of	the	

public	for	electoral	support,	they	will	necessarily	be	pulled	from	the	ideological	

fringes	and	closer	to	the	center.89	Hamid	balks	at	the	inclusion-moderation	

hypothesis	on	two	grounds—first,	the	fundamental	ideological	illiberality	of	

Islamism	as	well	as	what	he	says	is	an	electoral	environment	far	friendlier	to	the	

illiberality	of	the	Islamists	than	Western	observers	are	comfortable	with.	He	argues,	

“Large	majorities	say	they	want	Islamic	law	to	be	the	principal	or	even	the	only	

source	of	legislation	and	favor	the	application	of	the	hadd	punishments,	which	
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include	cutting	off	the	hands	of	thieves,	stoning	for	adultery,	and	the	death	penalty	

for	leaving	Islam.”90	As	long	as	public	support	for	the	illiberal	facets	of	Islamism	

remains	high,	Islamists	groups	face	little	pressure	to	moderate.		

Jillian	Schwedler	also	questions	the	utility	of	the	inclusion-moderation	

hypothesis,	but	her	case	studies	of	a	Jordanian	and	a	Yemeni	Islamist	group	reveal	

that	Islamist	moderation	is,	at	least,	a	possibility.	She	argues	that	in	the	Jordanian	

case,	as	the	monarchy	opened	the	society	up	politically,	the	main	Islamist	group,	the	

Islamic	Action	Front	(IAF)	eventually	“[engaged]	in	sustained	cooperative	bodies	

with	leftists	and	liberals.”91	She	cautions	against	reading	the	IAF’s	evolution	as	

evidence	for	the	inclusion-moderation	hypothesis	by	emphasizing	that	the	IAF	had	

historically	been	allied	with	the	ruling	elite,	and	was	thus	never	excluded	from	the	

political	process.	However,	she	cites	the	gradual	moderation	of	the	IAF’s	ideological	

commitments	as	a	potential	signifier	of	the	IAF’s	willingness	to	at	least	abide	by	

democratic	processes.	She	further	cautions	against	thinking	of	moderation	only	in	

terms	of	the	evolution	of	radicals	to	moderates,	instead,	she	argues	that	moderation	

may	actually	take	place	by	“[denying]	radicals	a	large	support	base.”92	
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Contrary	to	Hamid,	Mohammad	Hafez	argues	that	a	reformist	tendency,	what	

he	calls	the	“Wasatia	tendency”	is	on	the	rise	within	Islamism.93	The	Wasatia	

tendency	is	characterized	by	belief	in	the	continual	reform	of	religious	practice,	

political	gradualism,	and	a	rejection	of	revolutionary	violence.	This	group,	according	

to	Hafez,	while	wholeheartedly	religious	and	in	Western	terms	quite	conservative,	

nevertheless	views	the	state	as	merely	a	civic	institution	that	lacks	authority	over	

the	religious	sphere.	One	sees	flashes	of	the	US’s	“wall	of	separation	of	church	state”	

in	the	Wasatia	tendency—the	religious	leaders	do	not	believe	that	Islam	intends	to	

impose	a	particular	system	and	nor	do	they	want	a	government	meddling	in	their	

religious	affairs.	

	 While	Hafez	does	not	necessarily	find	evidentiary	support	for	the	inclusion-

moderation	hypothesis	in	his	case	studies	of	Algerian	and	Egyptian	Islamist	

movements,	he	does	argue	that	Islamist	movements	that	experience	exclusion	and	

repression	are	more	likely	to	engage	in	violent	rebellion,	including	the	use	of	

terrorism.	In	both	the	Egyptian	and	Algerian	cases,	the	Islamist	groups	were	already	

quite	well	established	in	their	respective	countries,	and	the	repressive	strategies	of	

the	ruling	governments	induced	rebellion,	violence,	and	protracted	conflict.94	While	

Hafez	does	not	necessarily	see	inclusion	as	an	ideologically	moderating	force,	he	

concurs	with	Schwedler	that	inclusion	can	alienate	those	who	call	for	violence	and	
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rebellion	and	it	can	embolden	those	factions	who	call	for	“peaceful	participation	

through	institutional	channels.”95		

	 There	exists	little	consensus	amongst	scholars	of	the	Middle	East	as	to	the	

long-term	implications	of	Islamist	tendencies	in	the	socio-political	order	of	the	

MENA	region.	However,	some	key	insights	do	come	to	the	fore.	First,	due	to	public	

attitudes	throughout	the	polities	of	the	MENA	region,	the	Islamist	discourse	is	likely	

to	remain	a	significant	factor	in	the	politics	of	the	Middle	East	for	the	foreseeable	

future.	Two,	predicting	whether	or	not	Islamist	political	actors	and	organizations	

will	be	friendly	or	hostile	to	tenets	of	liberal	governance	will	be	exceedingly	difficult,	

as	there	exists	a	great	deal	of	diversity	in	the	religio-political	approaches	of	

individual	Islamists.	Third,	the	exclusion	of	Islamists	from	political	engagement	in	

their	respective	countries	is	more	likely	to	aid	actors	who	espouse	violent	political	

ideologies	within	the	Islamist	discourse	and	perhaps	foment	societal	violence,	

including	terrorism.		

	

	 	

																																																								
95	Ibid.	
	



	 52	

US	IRF	POLICY	IN	ASSERTIVE	SECULARIST	TUNISIA	AND	EGYPT	

	 The	international	religious	freedom	policy	of	the	United	States	has	focused	

predominantly	on	securing	the	rights	of	religious	minorities	in	countries	where	they	

lack	the	fundamental	right	to	freedom	of	religion	or	belief.	The	US	Commission	for	

International	Religious	Freedom	(USCIRF)	and	the	International	Religious	Freedom	

(IRF)	Office	of	the	US	State	Department	releases	an	annual	report	detailing	the	

challenges	in	the	realm	of	religious	freedom	in	a	number	of	troubled	countries,			

This	section	reviews	how	the	United	States’	international	religious	freedom	

efforts	addressed,	or	failed	to	address,	the	issue	of	assertive	secularity	in	the	

contemporary	cases	of	Arab	Spring	era	Tunisia	and	Egypt?	This	section	reviews	the	

both	the	reports	of	the	USCIRF	and	the	IRF	Office	with	regard	to	the	religious	

freedom	situation	in	both	Tunisia	and	Egypt	both	prior	to	and	after	the	fall	of	the	

secular-authoritarian	governments	in	both	countries.		

Pre-Arab	Spring	Era	Egypt	

	
	 Throughout	the	pre-Arab	Spring	period,	the	USCIRF	listed	Egypt	as	a	country	

on	its	watch	list	for	abuses	of	religious	freedom.		USCIRF’s	reporting	from	this	

period	heavily	emphasizes	the	plight	of	religious	minorities	under	the	regime	of	
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Egyptian	President	Hosni	Mubarak,	including	Jews,	Shia	Muslims,	Coptic	Christians,	

Jehovah’s	Witnesses	and	adherents	of	the	Baha’i	faith.96		

The	reports	are	relatively	quiet	with	regard	to	the	systematic	repression	of	

Islamic	based	opposition	groups	to	the	Mubarak	regime.		Instead,	the	language	

regarding	these	groups	in	the	reporting	seems	to	lend	support	to	the	Mubarak	

regime’s	repressive	measures.	For	example,	the	2006	report	erroneously	claims	that	

the	Muslim	Brotherhood	sought	to	“establish	an	Islamic	State	in	Egypt	based	on	

their	interpretation	of	Islamic	Law.”97	The	report	also	casts	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	

as	an	organization	that	advocates	violence	in	its	activities,	a	conclusion	that	has	

been	called	into	question	by	various	scholars	of	contemporary	Islamism	in	Egypt	

and	throughout	the	MENA	region.			

The	majority	of	the	violence	that	occurred	during	this	period,	involving	

Islamists,	occurred	at	the	hands	of	the	Egyptian	regime.	During	this	period	of	time,	

the	international	human	rights	organization	Human	Rights	Watch	estimated	that	

nearly	800	Egyptian	citizens	were	subject	to	arbitrary	detention	on	account	of	their	

association	with	the	Muslim	Brotherhood.98	The	USCIRF	reporting	acknowledges	

the	arrests	and	torture	of	Muslim	Brotherhood	members,	but	characterizes	the	

																																																								
96	United	States	Commission	on	International	Religious	Freedom.	2006	Annual	Report	of	the	United	
States	Commission	on	International	Religious	Freedom.	(Washington,	DC:	U.S.	Commission	on	
International	Religious	Freedom,	2006)	188.		
	
97	2006	Annual	Report	of	the	USCIRF,	188.		
	
98	World	Report	2007.	(New	York:	Human	Rights	Watch,	2007)	460.		
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arrests	as	resulting	from	the	“political	beliefs	or	activities”	of	these	individuals	

rather	than	as	a	result	of	their	religious	beliefs.99		The	2008	report	notes	that	under	

the	regime’s	Emergency	Law:	

The	security	forces	mistreat	and	torture	prisoners,	arbitrarily	arrest	and	

detain	persons,	hold	detainees	in	prolonged	pretrial	detention,	and	

occasionally	engage	in	mass	arrests.	Thousands	of	persons	have	been	

detained	without	charge	on	suspicion	of	illegal	terrorist	or	political	activity;	

others	are	serving	sentences	after	being	convicted	on	similar	charges.	100	

Notably,	the	report	does	not	address	the	fact	that	a	large	number	of	those	detained	

by	the	Mubarak	regime	were	detained	as	a	result	of	their	association	with	reformist	

organizations	affiliated	with	a	particular	interpretation	of	the	Islamic	faith.	Finally,	

the	USCIRF	reporting	for	US	religious	freedom	policy	in	Egypt	during	this	period	

offers	no	substantive	recommendations	with	regard	to	the	Mubarak	regime’s	

repressive	tactics.		

	 The	IRF	office	of	the	US	State	Department	also	issued	reporting	on	the	

religious	freedom	situation	in	Egypt	throughout	this	time	period.	It	should	be	noted	

however	that	the	State	Department	did	not	designate	Egypt	as	a	Country	of	

																																																								
99	2006	Annual	Report	of	the	USCIRF,	188.	
	
100	United	States	Commission	on	International	Religious	Freedom.	2008	Annual	Report	of	the	United	
States	Commission	on	International	Religious	Freedom.	(Washington,	DC:	U.S.	Commission	on	
International	Religious	Freedom,	2006)	222.			
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Particular	Concern	during	the	pre-Arab	Spring	period—meaning	the	situation	in	

Egypt	did	not	feature	significantly	in	the	State	Department	reporting—however,	the	

IRF	office	did	issue	findings	with	regard	to	religious	freedom	in	Egypt	as	part	of	its	

more	comprehensive	international	religious	freedom	reports.		

	 Similar	to	the	USCIRF	reporting,	the	IRF	office	report	documents	various	

instances	of	government	discrimination	against	religious	minorities	such	as	the	

Baha’is	and	Christians.	The	IRF	office	report	also	addresses	the	matter	of	the	

Mubarak	government’s	repression	of	Islamist	groups	by	referring	to	the	Muslim	

Brotherhood	as	an	“illegal	organization”	under	Egyptian	law,	and	as	such,	its	

members	are	“subject	to	arbitrary	treatment	and	pressure	from	the	government.”101	

The	report	does	not	indicate	that	arbitrary	treatment	and	pressure	from	the	

government	often	meant	that	arrested	individuals	would	suffer	torture	at	the	hands	

of	the	security	services,	as	documented	by	groups	such	as	Human	Rights	Watch.	The	

report	does	not	indicate	whether	the	IRF	office	considers	the	arbitrary	detention	

and	pressure	from	the	Mubarak	government	as	a	violation	of	religious	freedom.		

Arab	Spring	Era	Egypt	
	
	 The	USCIRF	reporting	on	the	religious	freedom	situation	during	the	Arab	

Spring	period	did	not	change	significantly	from	the	pre-Arab	Spring	period.	The	

																																																								
101	"Egypt."	U.S.	Department	of	State.	2006.	Accessed	July	27,	2018.	
https://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2006/71420.htm.	
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reporting	does	acknowledge	that	in	the	lead-up	to	the	fall	of	the	Mubarak	regime	the	

government	intensified	its	control	over	the	institutions	of	religious	expression	in	the	

country:		

“The	government	maintains	tight	control	over	all	Muslim	religious	

institutions,	including	mosques	and	religious	endowments,	which	are	

encouraged	to	promote	an	officially	sanctioned	interpretation	of	Islam.	

According	to	Egyptian	officials,	the	government	regulates	these	Muslim	

institutions	and	activities	as	a	necessary	precaution	against	religious	

extremism	and	terrorism.	The	state	appoints	and	pays	the	salaries	of	all	

Sunni	Muslim	imams,	all	mosques	must	be	licensed	by	the	government,	and	

sermons	are	monitored	by	the	government.”102	

These	restrictions	were	largely	aimed	at	those	groups,	such	as	the	Muslim	

Brotherhood,	which	posed	the	greatest	political	threat	to	the	stability	of	the	

Mubarak	regime.	The	reporting	from	this	period	features	sections	that	appear	to	

have	been	copied	and	pasted	from	the	previous	years	report—sections	that	refer	to	

the	Muslim	Brotherhood	as	an	illegal	organization	that	has	advocated	for	the	use	of	

the	violence	in	past	Egyptian	political	history.	The	report	does	not	cast	the	Mubarak	

government’s	repression	of	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	as	a	matter	of	concern	with	

regard	to	religious	freedom.		

																																																								
102	United	States	Commission	on	International	Religious	Freedom.	2010	Annual	Report	of	the	United	
States	Commission	on	International	Religious	Freedom.	(Washington,	DC:	U.S.	Commission	on	
International	Religious	Freedom,	2010)	218.			
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	 Unlike	previous	years	reporting,	the	USCIRF	reporting	from	the	Arab	Spring	

period	does	address	the	matter	of	government	discrimination	against	some	

members	of	the	Islamic	community.	In	the	2010	report,	the	Commission	noted	that	

the	government	had	discriminated	against	members	of	the	Koranist	Movement—a	

group	that	“accepts	only	the	Koran	as	the	sole	source	of	religious	guidance.”103	The	

security	services	of	Egypt	detained	a	member	of	this	Islamic	group	and	charged	him	

with	“insulting	Islam”—though	the	man	had	been	calling	for	“political	and	religio>	

reform	in	Egypt.”104	

	 The	USCIRF	recommendations	for	U.S.	religious	freedom	policy	in	Egypt	did	

address	the	issue	of	repressive	tactics	on	the	part	of	the	state	security	apparatus	of	

Egypt.	The	2010	report	recommends	that	Egypt	“remove	de	facto	responsibility	for	

religious	affairs	from	the	state	security	services,	with	the	exception	of	cases	

involving	violence	or	the	advocacy	of	violence…”.105	While	the	recommendation	did	

not	specifically	cite	the	security	services’	detention	and	torture	of	members	of	the	

Muslim	Brotherhood,	its	inclusion	in	the	report	suggests	that	USCIRF	was	aware	of	

the	severe	repression	of	these	groups	at	the	hands	of	the	Mubarak	government.		

	
	
	
	
																																																								
103	2010	Annual	Report	of	the	USCIRF,	229.			
	
104	Ibid.		
	
105	2010	Annual	Report	of	the	USCIRF,	237.		
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Post	Arab	Spring	Egypt	
	
	 Following	the	ouster	of	Egyptian	President	Hosni	Mubarak	and	the	

decriminalization	of	groups	like	the	Muslim	Brotherhood,	which	the	government	

had	previously	violently	repressed—USCIRF	reporting	continued	to	cast	the	Muslim	

Brotherhood	as	an	“extremist	group.”106	Notably,	the	State	Department’s	IRF	office	

reporting	from	this	period	regularly	referred	to	militants	as	“Islamists”	without	any	

qualification	that	those	who	advocate	for	the	use	of	violence	within	Islamist	groups	

are	in	a	minority	position.	The	reporting	also	included	language	similar	to	that	of	

previous	years	that	cast	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	as	a	purely	political	organization,	

whose	activities	do	not	have	any	bearing	on	U.S.	international	religious	freedom	

policy.		

	 The	USCIRF	reporting	during	this	time	period	also	took	the	occasion	to	

specifically	point	out	its	growing	concern	over	the	rise	of	what	it	called	“extremist	

groups	that	support	policies	aimed	at	destroying	the	rights	of	others”	and	that	the	

rise	of	these	groups	would	have	“detrimental	effects	on	the	prospects	for	genuine	

democratic	reform	or	improvements	in	freedom	of	religion	or	belief.	It	should	be	

noted	that	the	USCIRF	reporting	in	the	Mubarak	period	did	not	raise	concerns	over	

the	government’s	systematic	repression	of	Islamist	groups.		

																																																								
106	United	States	Commission	on	International	Religious	Freedom.	2012	Annual	Report	of	the	United	
States	Commission	on	International	Religious	Freedom.	(Washington,	DC:	U.S.	Commission	on	
International	Religious	Freedom,	2012)	54.		
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Pre-Arab	Spring	Tunisia	

	 	
Tunisia,	under	the	autocratic	ruler	Ben	Ali,	featured	some	of	the	region’s	

most	repressive	policies	with	regard	to	its	citizens’	right	to	practice	their	religion	

freely	and	openly.	Despite	the	widespread	repression	of	Islamic-based	opposition	

groups	to	the	Ben	Ali	regime,	USCIRF	has	not	conducted	a	review	of	the	situation	on	

religious	freedom	in	Tunisia	for	the	entirety	of	its	existence	as	part	of	the	US	

religious	freedom	machinery.	Therefore,	all	of	the	material	regarding	the	U.S.’	

understanding	of	the	religious	freedom	situation	in	Tunisia	comes	from	the	IRF	

office	report	from	the	U.S.	State	Department.		

	 The	IRF	office	reporting	in	Pre-Arab	Spring	era	Tunisia	briefly	addresses	

some	of	the	repressive	tactics	of	the	Ben	Ali	regime	with	regard	to	the	free	exercise	

of	religion	in	the	country.	The	2006	IRF	office	report	mentions	that	the	government	

maintains	restrictions	“on	the	wearing	of	the	hijab	in	government	offices”	and	that	

“there	were	reports	of	police	requiring	women	to	remove	their	hijabs	in	offices,	on	

the	street,	at	universities,	and	at	some	public	gatherings.”107	Later	reporting	notes	

that	the	Tunisian	government	maintains	the	ban	on	the	Islamic	veil	because,	in	their	

view,	“the	hijab	is	a	sign	of	membership	in	a	fundamentalist	group	that	hides	behind	

religion	to	achieve	political	ends…and	wearing	the	hijab	is	not	an	obligation	[in	

Islam].”108	

																																																								
107	"Egypt,"	U.S.	Department	of	State,	2006.		
	
108	"Egypt."	U.S.	Department	of	State.	2008.		
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	The	report	also	acknowledged	that	there	were	“frequent	reports	that	police	

sometimes	harassed	or	detained	men	with	beards	whom	the	Government	suspected	

because	of	their	Islamic	appearance.”109	It	should	be	noted	that	the	reporting	does	

not	indicate	that	the	discrimination	against	those	with	“Islamic”	appearance	as	a	

major	concern	of	U.S.	religious	freedom	policy	in	the	country.		

	 The	IRF	office	reporting	also	mentions	the	matter	of	Islamic-based	

opposition	groups	to	the	Ben	Ali	government,	such	as	Ennahda.	The	reporting	

classifies	Ennahda	as	a	political	party,	and	notes	that	the	Ben	Ali	government	had	

banned	it	due	to	its	religious	basis.		The	reporting	repeats	the	Tunisian	

government’s	claim	that	“religious	parties	could	be	vehicles	for	extremism	and	that	

by	preventing	political	parties	from	becoming	channels	for	intolerance,	hatred,	and	

terrorism,	it	promotes	social	tolerance.”110	

The	IRF	reporting	also	notes	that	the	government	“maintained	tight	

surveillance	over	Islamists”	and	“refused	to	issue	passports	to	a	number	of	alleged	

Islamists.”111	After	a	series	of	violent	incidents	in	2006	involving	the	government	

security	services	and	a	number	of	Salafists,	the	IRF	reporting	acknowledges	claims	

from	“international	NGOs	and	domestic	human	rights	organizations…that	more	than	

one	thousand	mostly	young	men	had	been	arrested	on	terrorism	charges	after	the	
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Salafist	incidents.”112	The	reporting	also	acknowledged	reports	from	human	rights	

organizations	that	the	Tunisian	government	“regularly	questioned	and	detained	

some	Muslims	who	were	observed	praying	frequently	in	mosques.”113	

	 Despite	the	incidents	acknowledges	by	the	reporting,	it	was	notable	that	the	

recommendations	put	forth	my	the	IRF	office	reporting	during	this	time	period	do	

not	address	the	issue	of	the	repression	of	certain	expressions	of	Islam—such	as	the	

wearing	of	traditional	Islamic	dress	or	the	participation	in	Islamic-based	socio-

political	organizations—	in	Tunisian	society	in	any	way.		

Arab	Spring	and	Post-	Arab	Spring	Tunisia	

	
The	IRF	office	reporting	following	the	ouster	of	the	Ben	Ali	government	and	

the	formation	of	an	interim	Tunisian	government	notes	that	the	interim	government	

reversed	the	majority	of	the	former	regime’s	restrictions	on	the	expression	of	Islam	

in	society.	However,	the	reporting	did	note	that	a	“few	instances	of	discrimination	

against	women	wearing	the	niqab…led	to	public	demonstrations	and,	in	some	cases,	

physical	confrontations.”114	The	reporting	also	noted	complaints	from	some	

conservative	Islamic	groups,	such	as	the	Salafists,	regarding	“police	profiling	and	
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what	they	perceive	is	a	general	suspicion	on	the	part	of	many	Tunisians	because	of	

their	dress	and	long	beards.”115		

The	IRF	office	reporting	from	the	post-Ben	Ali	period	does	not	emphasize	

anti-Islamic	incidents	in	the	country,	but	rather,	they	focus	on	various	instances	of	

conservative	Islamic	groups	and	individuals	in	minor	cases	of	vandalism,	public	

protest,	and	anti-Semitic	remarks.	The	IRF	office	recommendations	for	U.S.	religious	

freedom	policy	during	this	period	do	not	substantively	address	the	matter	of	the	

continuation	of	certain	secularist	trends	associated	with	the	former	regime.	
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RECOMMENDATIONS	FOR	THE	FUTURE	OF	U.S.	IRF	POLICY	

How	should	the	IRF	policy	of	the	United	States	evolve	given	the	issue	of	

assertive	secularity	in	the	MENA	region	and	in	the	contemporary	discourses	on	

religion	and	society	in	Western	Europe	and	the	United	States?	The	following	section	

offers	a	modest	set	of	recommendations	for	the	U.S.	approach	to	international	

religious	freedom	aimed	at	better	addressing	the	challenge	of	assertive	secularity	

and	the	realization	of	true	religious	freedom	for	all	religious	actors	in	the	MENA	

region.		

1.	Discourage	the	use	of	assertive	secularist	rhetoric	and	the	implementation	of	

assertive	secularist	policies	in	U.S.	domestic	policy.		

	 U.S.	policymakers	should	avoid	rhetoric	that	casts	religion	as	fundamentally	

incompatible	with	liberal	democratic	governance.	Instead,	the	U.S.	should	

emphasize	its	own	example	as	a	country	where	religion	and	religious	actors	are	

respected	and	that	religion	and	religious	actors	have	the	right	to	engage	in	the	

political	system	and	seek	political	reforms	that	align	with	their	views	on	how	their	

society	should	be	ordered.		

The	history	of	assertive	secularist	regimes	in	the	modern	Middle	East	

suggests	that	religio-political	ideologies	that	may	not	be	compatible	with	Western	

liberal-democratic	values	may	be	strengthened	as	a	result	of	being	socio-politically	

repressed.	The	case	of	modern	Western	Europe	and	the	incidences	of	terrorist	

violence	linked	to	certain	manifestations	of	Islamist	ideologies	suggest	that	the	

assertive	secularist	policies	in	those	countries	may	be	fueling	a	similar	backlash,	or	
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at	a	minimum,	provide	those	groups	who	advocate	the	use	of	violence	a	key	

recruitment	tool—namely,	that	the	West	sees	itself	and	its	values	as	incompatible	

with	those	of	the	Islamic	tradition.		

The	U.S.	has	a	long	history	of	religious	groups	who	have	attempted	to	

influence	government	policy	peacefully	through	the	democratic	political	process.	

Instead	of	attacking	religious	groups	and	casting	them	as	culturally	backwards	or	

their	views	as	incompatible	with	liberal	governance,	the	U.S.	should	tout	its	own	

history	as	a	model	for	how	such	groups	can	engage	in	the	political	process	while	still	

protecting	the	fundamental	freedoms	of	others	in	their	society.	Therefore,	U.S.	

government	officials	should	avoid	using	rhetoric	that	could	be	interpreted	as	anti-

religious,	such	as	the	poorly	chosen	phrase	“Islamic	terrorism”	or	“Islamist	

terrorism.”	

2.	The	U.S.	Committee	on	International	Religious	Freedom	and	the	State	

Department’s	International	Religious	Freedom	Office	should	raise	the	issue	of	

assertive	secularism	more	prominently,	particularly	in	Western	Europe.		

	 While	both	the	USCIRF	and	IRF	office	monitor	and	report	on	the	issue	of	

assertive	secularist	discourse	and	government	policies	in	Western	Europe,	the	issue	

receives	minimal	attention	in	comparison	to	religious	freedom	issues	in	

predominantly	Muslim	countries.	This	feature	of	U.S.	international	religious	

freedom	monitoring	and	reporting	may	give	the	unhelpful	appearance	of	bias	in	

favor	of	particular	countries	and	in	favor	of	particular	religions	and	religious	actors.	
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The	failure	to	adequately	address	the	matter	of	assertive	secularity	in	Europe	may	

also	give	the	impression	that	the	U.S.	disregards	the	matter	of	religious	freedom	in	

its	relationships	with	its	geopolitical	allies	and	raises	it	as	an	issue	only	in	its	

relations	with	geopolitical	rivals	or	countries	with	minimal	geopolitical	importance.	

The	U.S.	should	conduct	its	religious	freedom	policy	in	such	a	way	that	privileges	no	

one	particular	religion,	no	one	particular	country	or	group	of	countries,	and	no	one	

particular	type	of	religious	actor.		

Both	USCIRF	and	the	IRF	Office	at	the	State	Department	should	commit	

adequate	resources	and	time	to	monitoring	and	reporting	on	anti-religious	rhetoric	

and	policy,	particularly	in	Western	Europe.	USCIRF	members	and	the	Ambassador	at	

Large	for	International	Religious	Freedom	should	also	encourage	senior	U.S.	

government	officials	to	raise	the	issue	of	the	rise	of	anti-religious	rhetoric	and	anti-

religious	government	policies	in	their	bilateral	relations	with	Western	European	

leaders.	U.S.	officials	should	emphasize	that	assertive	secularist	policies	appear	to	

produce	results	that	often	contradict	the	stated	goals	of	such	policies—such	as	

groups	turning	to	violent	tactics	in	order	to	spread	their	religio-political	message.		

3.	Avoid	erecting	an	artificial	boundary	between	religious	and	political	

phenomena	in	U.S.	international	religious	freedom	policy—particularly	in	the	

IRF	reporting	on	the	MENA	countries	where	religiously	inspired	actors	are	more	

socio-politically	engaged.	



	 66	

	 In	the	two	more	recent	cases	of	Tunisia	and	Egypt,	religious	actors,	

specifically	members	of	the	Islamist	opposition	in	each	country,	were	subjected	to	

discrimination,	including	arbitrary	detention	and,	in	some	cases,	torture.	U.S.	

reporting	on	the	religious	freedom	situation	in	those	countries	avoided	referring	to	

these	actions	of	the	repressive	secular	authoritarian	governments	as	violations	of	

religious	freedom	because	the	actors	in	question	were	categorized	as	political,	

rather	than,	religious	actors.	This	artificial	distinction	between	religious	and	

political	phenomena	has	prevented	U.S.	international	religious	freedom	policy	from	

adequately	speaking	up	for	the	rights	of	religious	actors	in	the	MENA	region	to	

engage	in	the	political	process	and	attempt	to	affect	the	socio-political	realities	in	

their	countries.		

Domestically,	religious	actors	in	the	United	States	actively	engage	in	the	

political	process,	and	they	frequently	employ	religious-based	rhetoric	for	the	

purpose	of	advancing	their	political	preferences.	Why	then	should	those	religious	

actors	in	the	Middle	East	who	cast	their	political	preferences	in	the	language	of	

Islam	be	treated	any	differently?	The	United	States	should	set	the	example	that	it	is	

possible	to	be	both	a	liberal	democracy	and	a	country	where	religious	actors	are	

taken	seriously	and	are	given	an	opportunity	to	influence	policy	in	the	democratic	

marketplace	of	ideas.		Furthermore,	in	cases	where	religious	actors	experience	

societal	discrimination,	even	if	such	discrimination	occurs	while	such	actors	are	

engaged	in	political	processes,	U.S.	international	religious	freedom	policy	should	
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recognize	such	discrimination	as	a	violation	of	the	fundamental	right	to	religious	

freedom.		

4.	Express	greater	nuance	when	using	terms	like	Islam	and	Islamist	in	the	

context	of	counterterrorism,	countering	violent	extremism,	and	international	

religious	freedom.	

Casting	Islam	or	Islamism	as	the	cause	of	phenomena	such	as	terrorist	

attacks	does	not	adequately	discriminate	between	broad	religious	categories—such	

as	the	religious	tradition	of	Islam	itself	and	religio-political	ideologies	like	Islamism,	

and	the	various	subsets	of	those	categories	that	actually	give	rise	to	the	use	of	

violence	as	a	means	of	religio-political	engagement	around	the	world.	Even	within	

the	phenomenon	that	has	come	to	be	known	in	Western	discourses	as	Islamism,	

there	exists	extensive	multivocality	that	requires	nuance	on	the	part	of	

policymakers.		

It	is	not	adequate	to	simply	describe	a	group	or	an	ideology	as	Islamist,	as	

various	groups	that	have	been	characterized	as	such	express	a	range	of	views	on	

their	interpretation	of	the	Islamic	Scriptures	and	their	belief	about	the	appropriate	

relationship	between	religious	leaders	and	institutions	and	the	machinery	of	

government.	For	example,	the	leadership	of	the	Tunisian	Islamist	party	Ennahda	has	

expressed	support	for	democratic	governance	and	its	disapproval	of	the	use	of	
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violence	as	a	means	of	religious	or	political	reform.116	Similarly	in	Egypt,	the	Muslim	

Brotherhood	expressed	its	willingness	to	submit	its	ideas	to	the	democratic	process.	

Therefore,	U.S.	policymakers	should	avoid	vague	references	like	“Islamic	terrorism”	

or	“Islamist	terrorism,”	and	instead	should	clarify	with	greater	specificity	to	what	

group	or	ideology	they	are	referring.		

5.	Train	Foreign	Service	Officers	and	other	officials	engaged	in	counterterrorism	

(CT),	countering	violent	extremism	(CVE),	and	international	religious	freedom	

(IRF)	in	the	history	of	Islamism	and	the	diversity	of	its	modern	manifestations.		

	 As	noted	previously,	the	phenomenon	that	has	come	to	be	known	as	

Islamism	in	Western	political	discourse	has	a	complex	history	and	scholars	of	Islam	

have	varying	interpretations	of	Islamism’s	religio-political	aims	and	the	

compatibility	of	those	aims	with	the	traditional	elements	of	liberal	democratic	

governance.	As	such,	U.S.	officials	engaged	in	CT,	CVE,	or	IRF	work	in	the	MENA	

region	should	be	well	versed	in	the	history	of	Islamism	and	the	multivocality	of	its	

modern	manifestations.	For	example,	it	is	inadequate	for	U.S.	officials	to	learn	about	

the	Muslim	Brotherhood	by	simply	reading	the	ideology	of	the	group’s	early	20th	

century	founder,	Hassan	al-Banna.	Since	the	group’s	founding,	the	Muslim	

Brotherhood	has	experience	a	great	deal	of	internal	differentiation	and	factionalism,	

with	some	factions	emphasizing	their	desire	to	engage	in	the	democratic	political	

																																																								
116	Piser,	Karina.	"How	Tunisia's	Islamists	Embraced	Democracy."	Foreign	Policy.	April	01,	2016.	
Accessed	July	27,	2018.	https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/03/31/how-tunisias-islamists-embraced-
democracy-ennahda/.	
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process	and	others	emphasizing	their	desire	to	establish	their	version	of	an	Islamic-

based	polity	without	regard	for	the	fundamental	rights	of	others.		

6.	Appoint	a	new	U.S.	Special	Envoy	to	the	Organization	of	Islamic	Cooperation	

(OIC)	and	a	new	Special	Representative	to	Muslim	Communities	at	the	U.S.	State	

Department.		

	 Under	former	Secretary	of	State	Rex	Tillerson,	both	posts	of	the	Special	

Envoy	of	Islamic	Cooperation	and	the	Special	Representative	to	Muslim	

communities	were	left	unfilled.	Under	the	recently	confirmed	Secretary	of	State	

Pompeo,	these	roles	have	remained	vacant.		

	 Under	previous	presidential	administrations,	The	Special	Envoy	to	the	OIC,	a	

57-country	organization	made	up	of	primarily	Muslim-majority	countries,	has	

engaged	with	the	OIC	on	a	range	of	issues,	including	counterterrorism,	countering	

violent	extremism,	economic	development,	and	religious	freedom.	Under	the	

leadership	of	President	George	W.	Bush,	the	U.S.	established	the	Special	Envoy	to	the	

OIC	in	2008.	At	a	rededication	ceremony	celebrating	the	50th	anniversary	of	the	

Islamic	Center	of	Washington,	President	Bush	announced	the	creation	of	the	post	

and	his	hopes	for	the	work	of	the	Special	Envoy:	

	 Our	special	envoy	will	listen	to	and	learn	from	representatives	from	Muslim	

	 states	and	will	share	with	them	America's	views	and	values.	This	is	an	
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	 opportunity	for	Americans	to	demonstrate	to	Muslim	communities	our	

	 interest	in	respectful	dialogue	and	continued	friendship.117	

The	former	Special	Envoy	to	the	OIC	under	the	Obama	administration,	Rashad	

Hussain,	was	actively	engaged	with	the	OIC	countries	on	issues	interfaith	dialogue	

and	religious	freedom.	In	2014,	Mr.	Hussain	conducted	a	visit	in	Pakistan	where	he	

met	with	“society,	religious,	interfaith,	and	political	leaders	to	discuss	U.S.	

engagement	with	Pakistan	and	the	Muslim	world	as	well	as	interfaith	work	among	

Pakistan's	rich	diversity	of	religious	traditions.”118	Also	in	2014,	the	Special	Envoy	

“collaborated	with	the	OIC	in	facilitating	the	first	civil-society-led	intrafaith	

mediation	effort	in	the	Central	African	Republic.”119	The	current	administration	

should	appoint	a	new	Special	Envoy	to	the	OIC	immediately	in	order	to	continue	this	

critical	work.		

Prior	to	the	Trump	administration,	the	Special	Representative	to	Muslim	

Communities	in	the	State	Department’s	Office	of	Religion	and	Global	Affairs	was	

“responsible	for	driving	the	Secretary	[of	State’s]	engagement	with	Muslim	

communities	around	the	world	on	issues	of	mutual	interest,	in	support	of	shared	
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goals,	and	to	advance	U.S.	foreign	policy.”120	For	example,	Former	Special	

Representative	to	Muslim	Communities	Shaarik	Zafar	traveled	to	Turkey	in	2015	to	

meet	with	university	students,	religious	leaders,	and	government	officials	to	address	

the	“negative	effects	of	violent	extremism	on	Muslim	communities,	and	religious	

freedom	issues.”121	The	current	administration	should	appoint	a	new	Special	

Representative	to	Muslim	Communities	to	continue	this	critical	work.		

7.	Incorporate	religion	and	religion-based	organizations	into	U.S.	foreign	

assistance	programs,	such	as	the	Middle	East	Partnership	Initiative.	

	 Presently,	U.S.	foreign	assistance	to	the	countries	of	the	MENA	region	does	

not	incorporate	religion	or	religious	based	communities	and	organizations	into	their	

efforts.	The	Department	of	State’s	U.S.-Middle	East	Partnership	Initiative	(MEPI)	

“[aims]	to	advance	stability	and	prosperity	in	the	Middle	East	and	North	Africa…	

[by]	[supporting]	governments	and	their	citizens	to	achieve	shared	political,	

economic	and	stability	objectives.”122	It	should	be	self	evident	that	in	countries	

where	Islam	provides	the	most	stable	marker	of	community	identity,	programs	that	

fail	to	recognize	its	importance	are	doomed	to	failure.	Nevertheless,	the	history	of	
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U.S.	funding	through	initiatives	such	as	MEPI	show	hundreds	of	millions	of	dollars	

spent	on	all	facets	of	liberal	democracy,	i.e.	elections,	free	press,	etc.,	but	without	

regard	for	the	religious	situation	on	the	ground	and	the	role	that	religious	groups	

and	institutions	play	in	the	countries	concerned.	The	development	of	discourses	

within	Islam	that	are	supportive	of	the	tenets	of	representative	democracy	will	be	

critical	to	the	development	of	stable	governance	in	the	MENA	countries.		

	Therefore,	the	U.S.	must	overcome	its	reticence	in	considering	religion	and	religious	

actors	in	its	MENA-based	funding	opportunities.		

8.	The	U.S.	Secretary	of	State	should	leverage	authorities	over	foreign	assistance	

to	pressure	countries	to	end	their	repression	of	religious-based	groups,	such	as	

Egypt.		

	 The	State	Department,	under	authorities	granted	to	the	Secretary	of	State	by	

the	U.S.	Congress,	has	the	power	to	withhold	foreign	military	assistance	to	countries	

like	Egypt	due	to	human	rights	violations.	The	Sisi	government	continues	to	engage	

in	a	campaign	of	systematic	repression	of	all	opposition	groups.	According	to	the	

State	Department,	these	efforts	include	arbitrary	detention,	unlawful	killings,	and	

torture.	Any	engagement	with	Islamic-based	opposition	groups	is	extremely	

dangerous	for	Egyptian	citizens	under	the	Sisi	regime.	According	to	the	Brooking’s	

Institute,	the	Sisi	government	has	already	“arrested	more	than	40,000	people,	the	
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majority	of	them	on	grounds	of	suspected	support	for	the	Muslim	Brotherhood.”123	

The	Trump	administration	has	requested	$1.3	Billion	in	foreign	assistance	for	Egypt	

in	FY2019.	The	State	Department	should	threaten	Egypt	with	refusing	to	certify	that	

it	has	met	its	human	rights	obligations.	Conditions	for	certification	should	include	

the	Sisi	government	immediately	releasing	all	prisoners	arrested	on	the	grounds	of	

their	involvement	with	a	religious	opposition	group.	
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CONCLUSION	 	

This	 thesis	 has	 argued	 that	 international	 religious	 freedom	will	 remain	 an	

increasingly	salient	feature	of	U.S.	foreign	policy	as	the	globe	experiences	what	has	

come	 to	 be	 referred	 to	 as	 a	 religious	 resurgence.	 While	 the	 root	 cause	 of	 this	

religious	 resurgence	 remains	 contested	 in	 the	 scholarship	 on	 these	 matters,	 the	

available	 demographic	 data	 and	 public	 opinion	 polling	 show	 the	 critical	 role	 that	

religious	identification	plays	and	will	continue	to	play—particularly	in	the	countries	

of	 the	MENA	 region.	 This	 thesis	 has	 also	 argued	 that	 despite	 the	 emergence	 and	

eventual	 hegemony	 of	 secularism	 within	 European	 and	 American	 society,	

secularism—particularly	the	ideological	secularism	of	Western	European	countries	

like	France—does	not	hold	sway	 in	 the	polities	of	 the	MENA	region.	Furthermore,	

the	 rise	 of	 Islamism	 represents	 a	 unique	 challenge	 to	 the	 common	 models	 of	

secularism	in	the	modern	West.		

A	 cursory	 glance	 at	 the	 sociopolitical	 realities	 on	 the	 ground	 around	 the	

Middle	 East	 and	 North	 Africa	 makes	 it	 quite	 clear	 that	 Islam	 and	 Islamism	 will	

remain	important	forces	for	political	mobilization	and	identity	formation.	All	around	

the	 region,	 fragile	 states	 with	 unstable	 governments	 have	 found	 themselves	

embroiled	 either	 in	 civil	 conflicts	 or	 in	 proxy	 conflicts	 where	 stronger	 regional	

powers	are	exerting	their	foreign	policy	agendas	at	the	expense	of	local	populations.	

Within	these	troubled	contexts,	it	should	come	as	no	surprise—given	the	high	rates	

of	 adherence	 to	 Islam	 throughout	 the	 Middle	 East	 and	 North	 Africa—that	 Islam	

would	 play	 a	 central	 role	 in	 shaping	 public	 attitudes	 about	 matters	 of	 law,	
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governance,	 and	 social	 regulations.	 The	 centrality	 of	 Islam	 in	 the	 religio-political	

identities	of	the	peoples	of	the	MENA	region	is	likely	to	fuel	Islamist	projects	for	the	

foreseeable	future.		

	 Meanwhile,	 the	troubling	trend	of	assertive	secularity	continues	both	in	the	

Middle	 East	 and	 North	 Africa	 and	 in	 the	 West.	 For	 example,	 the	 crackdown	 on	

Islamism	 within	 Egypt	 has	 taken	 on	 a	 far	 more	 aggressive	 expression	 under	 the	

leadership	 of	 Egypt’s	 autocratic	 ruler,	 Abdel	 Fattah	 al-Sisi.	 Whereas	 under	 the	

Mubarak	 regime,	 Islamist	 groups	 were	 granted	 limited	 space	 to	 operate	 within	

society,	 al-Sisi	 has	 taken	 a	 far	 more	 combative	 approach.	 Western	 policymakers,	

particularly	 in	 the	United	States,	 should	advise	 their	 governments	 to	pressure	 the	

Egyptian	 government	 to	 respect	 the	 rights	 of	 its	 citizens	 to	 organize	 themselves,	

socially	and	politically,	in	whatever	ways	they	deem	appropriate.	The	stability	at	all	

costs	approach	of	the	Egyptian	regime—particularly	as	a	means	of	moving	towards	

modernization	 and	 other	 types	 of	 economic	 reform—is	 an	 approach	 beset	 with	

risks.	The	history	of	the	modern	Middle	East	and	North	Africa	has	made	clear	that	

the	 local	 populations	 have	 little	 tolerance	 for	 the	 machinations	 of	 assertive	

secularity.		

	 Western	governments	must	 also	 take	 responsibility	 for	understanding	how	

their	engagement	within	the	discourse	on	secularism	may	shape	events—for	better	

or	for	worse—both	within	their	own	countries	and	in	those	of	the	Middle	East	and	

North	Africa.	In	France,	the	secularist	discourse	that	casts	Islam	as	an	irrational	and	
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culturally	backward	force	has	given	rise	to	discriminatory	government	policies	such	

as	the	bans	on	the	Islamic	veil	and	modest	bathing	garments,	as	well	as	a	recent	case	

where	 a	Muslim	woman	was	 denied	 French	 citizenship	 because	 of	 her	 refusal	 to	

engage	 in	 a	 handshake	 as	 part	 of	 the	 French	 citizenship	 ceremony.	 In	 the	 United	

States,	where	government	policy	has	 largely	remained	neutral,	 the	troubling	seeds	

of	assertive	secularism	have	been	planted	in	the	public	discourse—see,	for	example,	

the	aggressive	questioning	by	Senator	Bernie	Sanders	(D-Vermont)	of	an	executive	

branch	appointee	on	 the	 issue	of	 the	appointee’s	Christian	beliefs	 and	whether	or	

not	 he	would	be	 able	 to	 discharge	 the	duties	 of	 his	 government	 office	 despite	 his	

religious	 beliefs.	 The	 U.S.	 must	 consider	 carefully	 its	 role	 in	 shaping	 the	

international	 discourse	 surrounding	 the	 issue	 of	 religion’s	 relationship	 with	 the	

nation-state.	 Rather	 than	 encourage	 the	 assertive	 secularist	 discourse	 of	 laïcist	

France,	 the	 U.S.	 should	 lead	 on	 the	 development	 of	 a	 discourse	 that	 encourages	

respect	for	the	religious	convictions	of	all	people	around	the	world,	and	their	right	

to	express	those	convictions	in	the	public	sphere.	Religious	freedom	must	be	a	right	

for	all	religious	actors—not	just	those	deemed	appropriate	by	Western	secularisms.		
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