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Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na'im

Good morning. Thank you all for being here. It'srammour and privilege to be here and join
this company. What | would like to present is jggine highlights of my first chapter islam
and the secular sta{@008).

Personal journey

The first point to make is how this has been agrakjourney for me. | come from Sudan, |
was born in 1946, graduated in law in Sudan in 18dned Masters and Ph.D. in the United
Kingdom and went back to teach. I've been partolstamic reform movement in Sudan.
And throughout | was very sceptical about secutasd the secular state. In fact in the first
book I published when [ left Sudan in the eightid®ward an Islamic reformatio(iL990) — |
explicitly rejected the notion of the secular s@atesecularism as a way forward for Muslims.
By the time | came to realise that in fact my ustkanding of secularism, which was negative
as anti-religious and hostile to religions, was metessarily the case. And | started to
reconsider my position. And | have come now toyfelinbrace the notion of the secular state.

L anguage

My personal experience teaches me to be cautiovmrds language. Language is supposed to
be the medium of communication. But sometimesritlead to miscommunication or
misunderstanding. Terms and concepts have theirgenealogies, histories and associations
which are often personal to all of us. So whendrteeterm, | immediately know what it
means toneand assume that this is the exact meaning thagatrsmn who was speaking
means it for. The term secularism, and probably plaralism, is one of those terms. Every
term has history and association, sometimes negatometimes positive. And what | worry
about is that people assume immediately that theyilexactly what | mean in every respect.
And one aspect of this is, looking around in tloiem, to all of us, that English is the second
or third language for most of us. And yet it is ha@some so dominant globally that we all
tend to communicate in English and this can alsa seurce of misunderstanding and
confusion.

Naming something does not makeit so

A second point of language that | would like toHight is “naming something does not make
it so”. Often we tend to assume that if somethsgalled something, then it must be that
thing it is called. Say for example, a secularestdtit is called a secular state it must be
secular. Or in my case an Islamic state: if theeggacalled Islamic, it must be Islamic.



Otherwise, why would they call it Islamic? But,tae point | will make in a minute, there is
no such thing as an Islamic state. It is totallyoimerent. When | say that, people immediately
ask: “What do you mean with there is no IslamitedVhat about Saudi-Arabia, what about
Iran? How can you say that?” The point I'm jusinigyto emphasize is: let us be cautious
about assuming that language has the power to thalgs happening. It doesn't. It is only to
the extent that weoncede or accepat notion that it becomes true to us. Anything thetdid

not concede is not true to us. It may be true ds¢hwho are asserting it, but it is not true to
the rest of us unless we concede it.

Authority isin the eyes of the beholder

Probably you get a sense of why | am raising tiesees at this point. Because the notion to
me is that authority is in the eyes of the beholdbat to have authority to me is only to the
extent that | concede it to you. If | do not coneddto you, you do not have it. You may put
me in prison, you may torture me, you may Kkill foet you do not have authority over my
mind, over my moral judgement, or my autonomy aepnhood unless | concede it. And
this is tremendously empowering for me personakggause then it means that if | manage to
be clear in my own thinking about what | mean aréit want to be, then, that’s it. You
cannot violate this inner moral autonomy that bgrand that | have as a human being.

Secularism is contextual and historical

My project is not about presenting the systemadtidiss of specific experiences, although it
is not inconsistent with that. In the bolskam and the Secular Statemphasize very much
that the secular state and the notion of secularim talking about are inherently contextual
and historical. And that every society has its @xperience unique to itself. There are no
two identical experiences with this notion of secigm and the secular state anywhere. So |
am not in the least pretending to give a visiowbét secularism is that has to apply to all, or
a blueprint of what the secular state should berysecular state has to be distinctive
specific to its history, to its state formationw® relations, religious formations and
everything that is specific to its society. So they words, I'm not pretending to present a
comprehensive study of this in relation to any sgciEven in those studies where | look at
the histories of India, Turkey and Indonesia inltbek, I'm just trying to highlight particular
issues regarding those experiences, but not tomg@ehensive or inclusive.

A state cannot bereligious

What I'm trying to do is to make a strong casevieak secularism. By strong casd mean

I’'m making a normative claim that the state shdagdsecular. By the secular state | mean a
state that is neutral regarding religious doctrthat it does not take a position on religion.
My claim is that the state cannot be religious. blidly that it should not be religious, but it
cannot be. No matter how hard those who controstae try, they will never achieve a claim
of making a state religious. | am trying to emphasghis normative affirmation of the point. It
is not a question of empirical experience thateteas never been a secular state here or
there. It is that the state is never religiousndty not be secular enough, or it may not have
whatever quality that we needed it to have. Bugialis it cannot be. Because the state is a
political institution it is incapable of having eligion. So the state as such cannot be
religious: it cannot have a religion. Whenever wakmthe claim, what we mean is that this is
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a political institution that is controlled by eltevho are using the state institutions to enforce
their view of religion. So the religious qualitya$ the ruling elite, not of the state as such.
And when we see the issue in these terms we imtedgdigalise how dangerous it is to
concede the claim that the state is religious. Eghy | was emphasizing that you don’t
have authority unless | concede it to you. Sadib Inot concede to the ruling elite that they
made a state religious by claiming it to be s itot religious.

| need a secular stateto be Muslim

From the perspective of Muslim tradition | try t@ke an empirical argument as well as this
normative argument. The normative argument islthaed the state to be secular. Not that it
should be secular for any other reason, for devedny, peace... All of these factors are of
course true and a case could be made from thospgmtives. But what | would like to do
when | say | try to make an argument from an Istaparspective, what | mean is that as a
Muslim | need the state to be secular. | needlitet@ecular precisely for the possibility of
being a Muslim. So my claim is to do with being Mions not even with being a citizen,
which is of course obviously true as well. The pasrthat | need the state to be secular as
you would see in the first chapter of my book iattbpening sentence. As a Muslim | need
the state to be secular so that | can be the Musiimoose to be by conviction and choice.

Belief requiresthe possibility of disbelief

And here is another point: there is no possibditypeing Muslim by coercion. You may be
forced to conform to certain practices, certaiesifles, dress style, but it never makes the
religious quality of being a Muslim, unless it ig fbee and totally autonomous choice. So the
pious intent to comply is integral to every religgoact as a Muslim. The possibility of belief
logically requires the possibility of disbelief.lltannot disbelief, | cannot belief. Belief has
to be a choice. It is totally incoherent to spelasd a situation where | have no choice but to
believe what | am made by others to believe.

Postcolonial discourse

My argument against an Islamic state or enforcerak8hari a by the state is from an

Islamic point of view. But | am also aware thatrthes the prevalence of this idea, pushed by
Islamic fundamentalists and other forces, of thenigc state that enforces Shari a, is taken
for granted. This is remarkable because this igdeatally groundless and meaningless. Some
of the points | make in the book, is that this sdrislamic state is extremely recent in Muslim
discourse. It is a postcolonial discourse. It hagrecedent and it has no basis in pre-colonial
Islamic history or intellectual tradition. It istedly premised on a European ideal of the state
and a European ideal of positive law. The notiat the state can enact and enforce Shari‘a
as a state law is a colonial idea, a postcoloniavation.

Weak secularism

By weak secularisthmean a form of secularism that does not excthdeconnectedness of
religion and politics. It just rejects the connelctess of religion and the state. As | often try to
do, | am presenting here a point of view that tteesicorporate competing claims and try to
mediate competing claims and see both sides a$sloe. | am not in favour of a secularized
society. I'm not an advocate of a secularized $pcke society might become secularized



without me being able to do anything about it, thig is not my point. My point in fact is to
assure that the state is secular precisely sstitadty can be religious. That is my position,
no compromise about that point. For me it is ctbat the secular state is a means to an end.
Society itself is a means to an end. The individwathan person is the end or objective of
these institutions. For me as a Muslim my abildyoe a Muslim that | choose to be is my
objective.

Secularism as mediation

Therefore | present this notion of secularism adiat®n. It is mediation between the need to
keep religion and the state separate and theyrdfadit religion and politics are connected. As
already emphasized, my claim is that you cannad takgion out of politics, no matter how
hard you try. You cannot control why people vote way they do. And if they are believers
the way they vote and act politically will be infiaced by their religious opinions. So some of
the confusion about language that | started by imeini is the tendency to use politics and
the state interchangeable. You often hear thatlpesgy that Islam and the state cannot be
separated or Islam and politics cannot be sepanatxdhangeably as if they mean the same
thing. Or that you have unity of Islam and theestatd Islam and politics. My point is that,
yes, you cannot have a separation of Islam antiggylbut you should strive to have a
separation between Islam and the state.

Distinction between the state and politics

This last point brings me to highlight the distioat but not dichotomy, between the state and
politics. Maybe | can try to briefly explain theipb Politics is the government of the day.

The state is the institution and continuity of s@ignty of a people. So, the judiciary is an
institution of the state. The Foreign Ministry, tklnistry of Education, these institutions, in

a stable and democratic situation, are institutmfrtbe state. These are the ones that we
should keep separate and neutral regarding reBgiloatrine. The government of the day is a
government that is a reflection of the politicabides that people make.

Maybe it helps to give an example that happeneeintéy in the United States, so
some of you may be aware of it. During the Bushiathtration it turned out that the Justice
Department or the Attorney-General had dismissetkesiederal prosecutors because they
refused to prosecute cases that the Republicap Wartted to prosecute, in various states
throughout the country. Now that was a confusiohisfmandate as the Justice Minister of
that administration and the autonomy and integritihe Justice Department. Because when
the Minister uses his power as Minister of Justiiceromote a political end for his party
through the institution, that is undermining thécexomy and integrity of the state institution,
that is when you have a dangerous confusion. Oryeofvahat | am trying to explain is to say
that totalitarianism is the collapse of the statte politics. When you have no distinction
between the political institutions and the politiparty and the state institutions, that is what
totalitarianism is, whether it is fascistic or asther ideological manifestation.

So my point is very much, secularism as mediasabout mediating that paradox,
because it is a paradox. The state is a polititsditution and yet we say that it must be neutral
regarding religious doctrine. And yet we say tledigion and politics are connected. Those
who are not believers have to worry about whatevelis are doing, but it is not that they have



a religious agenda to bring in to the state. Baséhwho are believers do. So what we have is
an effort to keep the state and religion sepakatereligion keeps coming into the state
through the back door of politics. That's why iiparadox. It needs mediation. It's a
guestion of vigilance, a question of trying to makeee that it does not happen by institutional
safeguards - which for me include constitutionaliseman rights, citizenship - as a
framework within which, what | catlivic reasonhas to occur.

Civicreason

The idea of civic reason is that our reasons formuating particular ethical or normative
principles or policy objectives through law and adistration are varied. Sometimes we have
a religious motivation sometimes we have some kingragmatic experience or economic or
other type of motivation for proposing particulaipy objectives or particular legislation.
That variety of motivations and reasoning will doane because probably we cannot control
why people make the choices they make. The pomtitativic reason is to try to promote the
ability to engage in civic discourse about policyldegislation that is not premised on our
religious perspectives and our religious choiceebgious convictions. Because if | present a
choice to be made like this: “we have to ban tieisause it is religiously prohibited for
Muslims harm)”, that's the end of the conversation. What can gay to that? But if | say we
have to prevent this or prohibit that because @&f &wo, three, four, five reasons why it is a
good thing to do this and why it's a good socidiqyo then there is a space to negotiate, a
space to discuss the issues.

In that sense what | am saying is that Shari aneser be enacted as a state law as
such. That is, it is never enough to say “this niigsthe law because God said so”. But if |
don’t even belief there is a God to belief in, fdrtotally disagree with you about what God
intended, then it is enough that you believe in @od understand God’s will in this way and
that you say let us do this because of one, tweegtHour, five reasons that | debate with you.
What | mean by civic reason is the ability to praenconsensus over policy and legislation
without reference to religious doctrine. That Widlep the state neutral regarding religious
doctrine and yet keep our government responsiweiteeligious values as well as our other
concerns through politics.

Human rights, international cooperation and donor dependency
| believe that international human rights presupagternational cooperation. In fact the
language of the UN Charter itself i®“achieve international co-operation in solving
international problems of an economic, social, etdt, or humanitarian character, and in
promoting and encouraging respect for human rigind for fundamental freedoms for all
without distinction as to race, sex, language, @rgion”. That is article 1 of the UN Charter.
So the premise of international support and codperas in the idea of human rights itself.
But the way it is done will make the differencevoeén an imperial, colonial attitude of what
was known in colonialism as “the white man’s burdencivilize colonized people, and a
new twenty first century attitude of internatiolcaloperation among equal peers.

Donor relations with Africa and the NGOs of otlerveloping countries are
problematic. | was director of Africa Watch in 199395, and | resigned over this issue. For
me the point is, as part of the international comity international NGOs and donor



countries, we must provide support in a way thatigishes dependency, not enhances it.
What we do is that we create dependency that KkexgetNGOs coming back to be funded in
projects that we choose to fund. The prioritiesrareset by local communities. There is no
accountability to local communities. The NGOs whaek funded by Western donors have no
accountability to their own communities. Their agetability is to Western donors. You
submit a proposal with a budget, promising: “I vdd this, | will do that”, then you get the
money, do the activities as promised. Next yearsidamit a report, saying: “I did this and
that, money is over, give me the next grant”. Thegion is that there is no effort to link
those NGOs with the local communities in a way thakes them accountable to those
communities. That is what | call “perpetuating degency”, not diminishing dependency.
Granted that small NGOs do not have the capaciabdity to act effectively we need to
support them. But we should do it in a way thatrdiee enhances their capacity to be
autonomous from us, to be independent of us, idsté&eeping them dependent on us.

| slamic philanthropy

There are tremendous financial resources in Musbtmmunities. Working with a group of
scholars and social justice activists we did aysalabut six Muslim countries to look at what
we call “Islamic philanthropy”. The countries wdrelonesia, India, Tanzania, Egypt, Turkey
and the Muslims of the United Kingdom. And this vdasme about five, six years ago. We
found that billions of dollars are given by Muslitasother Muslims throughakat andwaqf
andsadaq these are religious charities. This money is goresd. That is, as a resource it is
just paid secretly to other people, and they sedit there is no sense of using it to develop
societies in order to maintain a level of autonanyg independence in those communities.
Our proposal out of this study was to say that a@ukd create a coordination mechanism,
that is, to guide this money to foundations that @et with transparency to provide funding
for local NGOs to promote social justice. The adage would be that the NGOs will be
accountable to the sources of funding, which atalloommunities. Of course the fact of life
is that we are all accountable to the source dfifugn If that source is local, we will be
accountable locally. If it is international, thee will be accountable internationally. The
point | am making here is that it is not a lackegources; it is a lack of legitimacy. NGOs
that are perceived to be supported and funded kstékfedonors do not have legitimacy in
their own communities. And their effectiveness eakened for that reason. They can stay for
decades with the same issues and have no impaadtisTivhat | mean by the dependency
problem.

Humanitarian intervention

In principle, we all have a right to intervene asrntan beings and communities concerned
about what’s going on in another human communityt. \Bho is intervening, where and how
can create problems. When Western powers interaieme, without the rest of the
international community, that can evoke memoriesabdnialism. Much of the reactions that
Africans have to intervention by Western powenglative to their colonial experiences with
the same powers, which are not that far back itotyis



Regarding Sudan and Darfur: Darfur is 100% Muslmfact Darfur has been Muslim before
the north of Sudan was because Islam came to Diaoiur West Africa before it became
dominant in other parts of Sudan. So it is not@stjon of religion. It is a power struggle over
resources among Muslims, as it happens in any ptreiof the world. The international
community has the means to intervene and takeaorapletely to protect peace and security
if it has the political will to do so. Chapter \Wbf the UN Charter enables the Security Council
to enact a binding resolution that justifies mitantervention. And we have seen it in the
case of Kuwait. The Security Council has not chdsanvoke that authority regarding
Darfur. The Security Council choose to invoke ckaptl for so called peace keeping
operations. And that depends on the sovereign coo$¢he state in question. In every
situation where you have peace keeping forcessitthée the government of the country in
guestion that consent to the international intetiean So the international community did not
choose to use the power it has to intervene follgednd legally, and choose to use less
effective means. That was due to internal diffeesremong Security Council members and
the veto power issue which is not only peculiathi® case of Sudan. The veto power has
prevented the Security Council from acting undeagiér VII for fifty years during the Cold
War. So these are facts of international powetiggia and international politics, not of Islam.

| support international humanitarian interventibit is done collectively and
institutionally. That is, if the UN act as the UNully support that. But if members of the UN
chose to act extra-institutionally, unilaterallyptally oppose that. So the United States and
NATO have no power, no authority, and no rightjmag to do with coming to correct the
situation in Sudan. They don’t have the authontg & is not going to work. The UN have the
authority and have my personal support to do wieatiakes to keep peace in any part of
the world. The question is: do we have the politicid to act or are we going to lament the
violence in Darfur just to feel good about how we eondemning it without doing what it
takes to stop it?

Those are some high features that, | hope, witlfglaor | hope will not confuse too much, of
what I'm trying to do. Thank you very much.

This lecture was presented at the conference “Ptargdluralism through Civic Reason?
Rethinking Secularism”, Utrecht, The Netherlands,25 May 2009. This conference was
organized by The Kosmopolis Institute of the Ursigifor Humanistics and Hivos in the
context of the Promoting Pluralism Knowledge Pragrae.
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