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Political theorists have only quite recently started to reflect on their use of the
concept ‘religion’. They often do so in response to critiques pointing out liberal
theory’s unsatisfactory and partial construal of this concept. The liberal secular
approach to religion is, these critiques argue, strongly influenced by its use of a
specific definition of religion as something that is ‘private, voluntary, individual,
textual, and believed’ (Sullivan 2005, 8). Many critical scholars draw attention to
the specifically western European historical trajectory in which a modern notion of
religion took shape. Reflecting on the concept of religion has thus led to an interest
in the genealogy of that concept and in that of related liberal ideals such as ‘freedom
of religion’ and ‘separation of church and state’ (See for example the works of Asad
1993, 2003; Mahmood 2015; Sullivan 2005, Hurd 2015; Danchin 2008).

In Liberalism’s Religion (2017) Cécile Laborde presents a profound and nuanced
response to these challenges. Laborde, who currently holds the Nuffield Chair of
Political Theory at the University of Oxford, was previously a Professor of Political
Theory at University College London where she founded UCL’s Religion and Po-
litical Theory Centre (RAPT). RAPT was the home of the research project ‘Is
Religion Special? Secularism and Religion in Contemporary Legal and Political
Theory,” (2012-2017) funded by the European Research Council. Her most recent
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book is a result of that project and a thorough reflection on the project’s main
questions regarding the unique status of religion in western law and politics.

Western states and legal systems single out religion as something that deserves
special treatment. States grant special protections to religious beliefs which are not
granted to non-religious commitments — e.g. rights to worship or legal exemptions
from certain general laws. On the other hand, religion is also treated as something
that needs to be contained. The constitutional principle of non-establishment
identifies religion as something the state should keep itself separate from — e.g. by
not subsidizing religious organization or banning religious signs in government
buildings. While the principles of religious freedom and non-establishment can be
interpreted in many different ways, western states and transnational legal systems
generally treat religious beliefs, organizations, and individuals in a way that differs
from the manner they treat political opinions, soccer clubs or art enthusiasts.

In her book and other recent publications, Laborde contributes to the active debate
in which legal scholars and philosophers question whether religion’s special status
is compatible with the state’s equal treatment of religious and non-religious citi-
zens (e.g. Boucher and Laborde 2014; Dworkin 2013; Laborde 2014; Leiter 2013;
Nussbaum 2005; Schwartzman 2012). Laborde builds on the work of liberal egali-
tarian scholars who argue that religion should only be protected as ‘a subset of a
broader category of respect-worthy beliefs and activities’ (Laborde 2017, 42), but
is critical of the way these authors analogize religion using broad and vague cate-
gories such as ‘comprehensive doctrine’ or ‘system of personal ethics’. She instead
aims to ‘to revise the liberal egalitarian theory of religion and the state, providing
a more complex picture of what religion is like, by identifying an array of politically
or legally-relevant dimensions of religion’ (Laborde 2017, 12). In what Laborde
designates as her ‘disaggregation approach’, she distinguishes different features of
religion — features it shares with non-religious commitments, identities, and activ-
ities — and shows how they are connected to different liberal values. Laborde
thereby also steps away from those critical scholars who state that delimiting the
‘religious’ in an objective non-biased way is simply impossible and who claim there-
fore that ‘religion’ is not an appropriate legal or political category at all (see Sullivan
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2005; Hurd 2015). By taking seriously the critiques which point out the ‘historical
embeddedness’ of liberal thought on religion, and by constructing a theory that is
responsive to such challenges, she brings the debates on religion’s special status to
a new level.

Before the publication of Liberalism’s Religion, Cécile Laborde had already pub-
lished extensively in the areas of liberalism and religion, state secularism, tolerance,
and immigrant integration. She also worked on the broader topics of theories of
law and the state, pluralism, syndicalism, and on contemporary theories of nation-
alism, multiculturalism, secularism and global justice. In her 2008 monograph
Critical Republicanism. The Hijab Controversy in Political Philosophy, Laborde ex-
plored the tensions between the French philosophy of state laicizé and the reality
of Muslim domination in France by meticulously analyzing the arguments and dis-
courses surrounding France’s 2004 ban on religious signs in schools. The book
develops a theory of critical republicanism that challenges official interpretations
of laicité but reinterprets and upholds certain core tenets of republicanism. ‘Liber-
alism’s Religion,’ Laborde states, ‘takes on a broader view of western political theory
than Critical Republicanism’. In it, her own preferred theory of critical republican-
ism is presented as one of several reasonable traditions of thought, falling ‘within
the broad umbrella of liberalism’. Laborde’s latest monograph thus presents a
meta-perspective on topics that already figure prominently in her earlier work. This
time she does not primarily focus on the gaps that exist between norms and practice
but points out internal tensions within liberal political theory itself — tensions that
can be brought to light by closely analyzing religion’s place within the liberal tra-
dition.

At a recent event in Amsterdam, Anna Blijdenstein sat down to discuss some of
these themes with Cécile Laborde.

Anna Blijdenstein: Before starting the ERC project on religion and secularism
you had already written about the topic of religion, for example in Critical Repub-
licanism. The Hijab Controversy and Political Philosophy (2008). What led you to
pose the question ‘Is religion special’?

Cécile Laborde: I worked on religion before, and not only on the hijab contro-
versy. I have also written about Islam in Senegal, religious exemptions, state laicizé,
and immigrant integration. And I was just quite struck by the fact that the only
concept people always took for granted was the concept of ‘religion’. It was always
used as if it was quite clear what it was, a ‘thing’ that had to be dealt with or
managed. This was particularly the case in the work of political philosophers. They
— or maybe I should say we — employed an un-reflected-upon concept of religion
that was also very limited. When pushed, we thought of religion as what John
Rawls called ‘a conception of the good’. So we always worked with an analogy.
Every time we said ‘conception of the good’, what we really had in mind was a
religion, and every time we said ‘religion’ we had in mind something like a private
conception of the good.

We talked about the separation of state and religion; the free exercise of religion,
freedom of religion, but the term itself was never clearly defined. The more I
thought about it, the more I wondered if all these concepts might not mean some-
thing different in different contexts. My starting point was that in the idea of the
separation of state and religion, the notion of religion is quite a complex one, and
is going to be different than in the context of questions of religious freedom. So
that was the starting point of the project: to interrogate the concept of religion.

AB: You say that political philosophers, in particular, failed to reflect on religion.
Did other, more reflexive disciplines influence your project?

CL: I found the lack of reflection particularly puzzling because other disciplines
had worked on religion quite a lot. I wanted to bridge that gap. There are well-
established British and American schools for the sociology of religion for example.
Reading these mainstream sociologists has been very good simply to grasp the di-
versity of religious experiences and the richness of the vocabulary with which these
authors describe a variety of religious experiences: from faith to ritual to collective
identity. It was really about getting a sense of something a bit more complex than
what political philosophers were working with.
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And then there is a more critical school that I am also interested in: scholars,
mainly influenced by Talal Asad and his followers, who take both a Foucauldian
and post-colonialist approach to religion. This project is mostly critical of the cat-
egories of liberal modernity and state secularism. I am interested in both and
wanted to see which criticisms political philosophy should take seriously and which
were irrelevant to the work that we were doing. So I wanted to do that work: seeing
if there was anything we should learn from traditional sociology of religion, history
of religion, the comparative study of religion, and the critical, post-colonialist,
Foucauldian views. I wanted to see how we should respond to them — by taking
them seriously.

AB: You want to take these disciplines seriously but you also argue that not all
critiques are relevant to the work political philosophers are doing. Could you ex-
plain this position a little further?

CL: I think the main criticism that has been coming from both quarters — both
from sociologists of religion and adherents to the more critical school — is that
political philosophers don’t ‘get’ religion. They argue that philosophers are working
with an empirically flawed concept, a too narrow, too restricted, too individualistic
view of religion. And that this is not what religion really is. This is what I take to
be the most interesting criticism and this is the one I am trying to formulate a
response to.

The answer, however, is twofold. I want to disagree with the general idea that the
law of liberal states should work with a concept of religion that accurately describes
religion and religious experience as a whole. Capturing the whole of reality is not
what the law should do. So it can’t be a criticism in itself to say that we do not
work with religion ‘as it is’. The point of law is not to describe an empirical reality,
but to capture the ethically or normatively relevant features of a phenomenon.

For this reason, I would agree that there is something a bit wrong with a law of
freedom of religion that captures a very contested notion of conscience as the only
relevant form of individual integrity. In so far as the law of freedom of religion

exists to protect dimensions of people's relationship to the world in a way that
expresses their deeper integrity, then, of course, not only conscience-based reli-
gions do that. So I concede that liberal philosophy but also liberal law should have
a richer notion of the ethically relevant dimensions of religion, one that protects
not only conscience, but also the practices and forms of association people see as
essential in living by their ethical commitments and projects. I introduce the no-
tion of integrity as the normative value that stands for religion in freedom of reli-
gion cases. It is this value that the law should aim to protect in cases of free exer-
cise. But when we think about why there should be a separation between state and
religion, I think the law picks out a different ethically salient dimension of ‘reli-
gion’. So the question of state secularism is a much more complicated story.

AB: Do you think that religion poses a specific problem for liberal-democratic
states? And is secularism the most suitable term to describe the relationship be-
tween religion and the state?

CL: In my book, I pose the question of whether liberal legitimacy requires secu-
larism — or separation between state and religion — and if so, which form that
separation should take. I argue that the best way to answer this question is to
‘disaggregate’ religion into four constituent elements, and I argue that the liberal
state is secular in four distinct senses. I identify four different features that, when
a religious organization or conception has them, the state should not endorse, en-
force, or establish. When religion does not exhibit these features, it is perfectly
okay for a state to be ‘religious’ is that sense. There is a case for the separation of
religion and the state, and it is in virtue of certain features that some religions
might have, but that might also be shared by non-religious identities or concep-
tions.

AB: Could you describe these four senses in which a state should be secular?
CL: The first feature is about epistemic justification. Some people argue that reli-

gious arguments are always illegitimate in the public sphere but I disagree with
that. I think there is a large scope for all kinds of religious arguments in the public
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sphere, and certainly citizens are under no obligation to refrain from using any
argument they wish. To be clear, for me, a ‘secular state’ means that it is the state
that should be secular, not the citizens. This view of secularism differs greatly from
other well-known versions such as French laicité in which everybody has to be
secular, including ordinary citizens, including girls wearing hijab in a public school.
As you know, I have written against that view. However, I do think the state and
its officials have a duty of restraint in the expression of their religious beliefs.

Now, this does not mean that an official cannot make reference to her deeply held
ethical or religious belief. It is an epistemic criterion, and by that, I mean that it is
a criterion of accessibility. The state, when it justifies its laws, should appeal only to
reasons that are epistemically accessible. Other people can understand them, even
if they don’t agree with them, so they can be the object of public debate. If you
put it that way, you can see that many religious views and ideas are not epistemically
inaccessible. There are lots of things about religion that communicate meaning and
can be understood. And you can also see that many non-religious ideas are epis-
temically inaccessible. So religion is not special in that sense. So that is my first
criterion. The state is secular in so far as state officials do not appeal to epistemically
inaccessible reasons. This is what I call justificatory secularism.

The second relevant feature of religion is that it can signal an identity that is so-
cially divisive. When we think about what is wrong with a state enforcing and
endorsing a religious identity — what’s wrong with the establishment of Christian-
ity, Islam or Judaism by a state — it's that it makes non-members of those religions
into second-class citizens. If you live in a state that is openly Christian and you are
not Christian yourself, then you might think you are not an equal citizen. So that
is the second criterion, civic inclusiveness. These cases where the endorsement of
one religion causes the people who do not belong to feel excluded, highlight a
different dimension of religion, the dimension of religion which makes it a possibly
divisive identity. Here religion is much like race or gender: the reason we don’t
want a religious state is the same as the reason why we don’t want an ethnic state
or an apartheid state. But of course, not all religions are socially divisive in that
way. So this criterion, in a different way from the others, is a contingent, context-

specific one. An example I often use is Senegal, a country with a 90 percent Muslim
population. The state endorses symbols of Islam in its institutions. I don’t think
that this is problematic because people in Senegal, including Christians and athe-
ists, do not see Islam as a socially divisive identity. In that particular context, the
endorsement of Islam by the state is fine. I have a different view of countries like
Egypt and Turkey where religion is clearly politicized and you cannot really say
religion is a non-divisive identity.

A third reason we think the state should not enforce religion is that we believe
that many religions seek to regulate the whole of our lives. They want to regulate
what we eat, whom we sleep with, how we dress, what we do with our bodies and
our lives. Now it’s perfectly fine for religions to do that. But a liberal would think
it wrong for the state to endorse or enforce any of those particular religions because
it forces one into living a comprehensive life, which is not the one you would have
chosen for yourself. That is a very basic liberal idea of personal liberty. And here
peeks out a third dimension of religion which is that religion is a comprehensive
system of ethics. And again there are other comprehensive systems of ethics, reli-
gion is not the only one, but a liberal state is a non-comprehensive state. On the
whole, a secular state would let people decide how they want to lead their lives.

I will go to the last one, which is the most fundamental one. The state is secular,
the fourth sense of secular, when it is non-theocratic. This idea, which may sound
a bit simple or obvious, but it goes to the heart of secularism, has to do with
sovereignty. Who has the final say in the state? Who decides what pertains to
personal liberty, and what does not? Who decides on what goes where? The ulti-
mate source of legitimacy in a democracy has to be the demos. There is no alterna-
tive unless you think we have to refer to the will of God. I don’t think of the demos
as a general will, Rousseau style. It might be a pluralist demos, but in the end, the
only way we can make decisions is together collectively and democratically.

AB: Veit Bader argued that the notion of ‘secularism’ or the ‘secular state’ should
be replaced by ‘priority for liberal democracy (2007)’. Your disaggregation approach
also seems to identify specific values a liberal state aims to protect. Why do you
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find it necessary to hold on to the notion of the secular?

CL: I believe our projects are not dissimilar. Like Veit Bader, I am trying to un-
derstand the normative logic of liberal institutions. But what I try to show is that
at the heart of liberal constitutionalism there is a political-religious conflict. The
western liberal state emerged out of the crucible of the European religious wars in
the 17 century. To understand where we come from, and the kind of problems
the liberal state has to solve, or thinks is trying to solve, we have to understand the
concept of religion that for me underlies the very liberal democratic order. What
Bader does is similar to the other theories I engage with in my book. Like other
liberal egalitarians, such as Ronald Dworkin, Christopher Eisgruber and Lawrence
Sager, and Charles Taylor and Jocelyn Maclure, he wants to dissolve religion into
a broader category of the good. I want to do more disaggregative work. Like Bader,
I think one should not say that ‘the state’ should separate itself from ‘religion’ in
general. However, one should explain which dimensions of religion it should sep-
arate itself from.

Some liberal pluralists like Bader would say that the state is just a framework, a
neutral framework for the accommodation of difference. I disagree with that. I
don’t think the state is neutral in that sense. When the state says that individuals
are sovereign in the domain of ethics, it really takes a position against some reli-
gious views. And that is not a neutral stance at all. Many religious people are right
to say “hang on, the state is not neutral when it says you have a right to an abortion”
for instance. I want to say they are actually right to say “for us, abortion is murder,
so allowing it is not neutral”. They are right because liberals always prioritize what,
following Dworkin, I call ‘ethical independence’: the idea that we are always re-
sponsible for what we do with our lives and will always prioritize this over other
goods, be it the family, unborn life or marriage. These are important goods but,
on the liberal view, you can only pursue them privately, the state should not pro-
mote them itself. But by not abstaining from taking a view on say, whether the
fetus is a person, the liberal state is clearly not neutral about the good.

Bader might argue for a more neutral framework of accommodation. I have a more

robust view of what the liberal state is. The state is not a neutral arena, the state
promotes a particular view of the person. This is a thin view, it is not a compre-
hensive view, of the person as free. This gives us an answer, a response to religious
critics of liberalism. But again, it is a response that is a concessive one: I agree with
their critique of many of the liberal claims to neutrality. I think they are right to
tell us that liberalism is not neutral, and I think that we should bite this bullet.

AB: Is this fact of non-neutrality a reason for the extensive accommodation of
religious groups and individuals?

CL: That is possibly the case. I don’t take a position on that in my book. I am
interested in the justification of the liberal state and how it justifies itself in relation
to religion. Which particular policies it would then implement towards religious
groups is a completely separate question. Politically, I might agree that there would
be quite a lot of state support that should be channeled towards various religious
institutions. But there would be a separate justification for that. For me, it would
be in the name of freedom of association, or in the name of rights to education or
healthcare. These are secular goods the state provides and it would support reli-
gious organizations so they can help provide these goods. I don’t think the state
should provide or help provide directly religious goods.

I also believe that when a religious group engages in activities like teaching,
healthcare, or commercial activities and wants to be exempted from anti-discrimi-
nation law in the name of freedom of religion, the state should be critical. They
might say: “hang on, we are a religious group. When we run schools and hospitals
or when we have businesses, for us these are religious. Our businesses are Christian,
our teaching is Christian, so please can we get an exemption from Obamacare?”
The state should come in and say “actually, you are not entitled to claim religious
freedom in this case”. Jean Cohen has written about the case in which Hobby Lobby
Stores were exempted, on religious grounds, from having to implement a healthcare
plan for employees which included contraceptive methods (Cohen 2014). When
you operate in the marketplace I think you should be treated like any commercial
organization.
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AB: Do you believe that to be true for schools as well? Should they not be ex-
empted from anti-discrimination law to be able to employ teachers that adhere to
a specific faith?

CL: Schools are a harder case because some schools indeed have a right to teach
religion. But when you are teaching a secular subject to children who are not of
the faith, this is quite far removed from the core purpose of the religious associa-
tion. The problem is that these organizations might have hundreds of employees.
Many of them are not members of the church and the people they teach might not
be members of the church.

In the end, where the boundary lies between what is properly religious and what
isn’t is going to have to be democratically decided. This doesn’t mean it will not
be on the side of religious groups. In a society that is very religious or that prefers
religious provisions like the Netherlands, it might mean that democratically — and
judges might follow that view — it may have an expansive view of what counts as
religious. My point is ultimately this is what democratic communities must decide
for themselves.

Another way of putting it is that this is not a human rights matter, not something
that can be decided universally for all societies. It can’t be defined prior to demo-
cratic deliberation and it cannot be decided by assessing the content of the doc-
trines religious organizations adhere to. These can never be the ultimate source of
legitimacy. There has to be a democratic discussion, and each society decides what
should be considered as a proper exercise of religion and what isn’t. This is what I
mean by the fourth dimension of secularism. The competence-competence lies with
the demos.

AB: There has been a change in European societies to see minorities as ‘religious’
minorities instead of ethnic or racialized, especially when it comes to Muslims. In
some cases, it might be useful for minorities to be put into a religious category and
in other cases not so much. Could you share your views on this?

CL: Many Europeans ‘discovered’ religion after 9/11. They discovered there was a
religious problem in the wake of a particularly violent episode of Islamic terrorism.
And then many of the issues related to immigrant integration started to be de-
scribed in terms of a conflict of civilization between Islam and the West. The idea
took hold that Islam is fundamentally anti-secular and anti-democratic and that
there is a fundamental incompatibility between religion and liberalism. I want to
look at the much more complicated relationship that liberalism has with that
‘thing’ that we call religion. This is what I want to push on. I want to provide
clarity about which bits of religion should be protected, and which bits of religion
the state should be protected from. Now we just bundle all these issues together.

If we feel clearer about these two main things, the non-establishment side and the
free exercise side, hopefully, we can relax a bit about the Muslim question and
realize there is no such thing. So I hope my approach disentangles what is too often
perceived as a ‘Muslim problem’. In fact, some issues discussed in these debates
have to do with civic exclusion, others with religion as comprehensive systems of
ethics. Some forms of Islam are indeed quite comprehensive, in the sense that they
regulate norms of social and personal life in a manner a liberal state would not do.
I am hoping that instead of seeing it as a problem with Islam or as a religious
problem, we can identify the different kinds of issues at stake and show that for
every issue there is no specificity for Muslims. It is actually a whole set of different
problems about education, about the norms of public debate, about equality and
about diftferent European societies going their own way. So I am hoping the book
can provide a kind of map for thinking about these problems, not in isolation from
other problems and not as specific to Islam as a religion.

AB: Is discussing religion as vulnerability class, as you do in your article ‘Religion
in the Law: The Disaggregation Approach’ (2015), a way to show how religion is
connected to other categories?

CL: When I call it a vulnerable class, I show that religion can be very much like
race, sexuality or gender. It can be a way to be defined through the eyes of others,
a third-party identity. And in that way, it can be an obstacle to equality. I have
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discussions with my liberal friends who say “oh, religion is not at all like gender!
And it is not like disability!” And no, of course, religion as an experience is not
similar to gender or disability. But when you look at what it is like to be discrim-
inated against, whether it is on grounds of religion, disability or sexual preference,
it can be exactly the same thing. Of course being disabled is different from being a
practicing Jew. The category ‘vulnerable class’ doesn’t say what religion is for the
people who experience it. It is just that if you want to look at certain political and
legal problems like discrimination, discrimination on grounds of religion is not so
dissimilar from discrimination on grounds of disability. It is about forms of ani-
mosity or hostility that block access to equal opportunity. That is my formal defi-
nition and if you take that to be discrimination, there are many things that can
stand in the way of equality and can be grounds for discrimination.

AB: Even though you are disaggregating, the focus of your book is still on religion,
even though it is pulled apart. One could also argue other perspectives are more
productive at this point. Post-colonial or migratory perspectives or those departing
from the history of race might shed new light on issues that are now continuously
examined through a religious-secular framework.

CL: I agree there are different paradigms to understand the current European par-
anoia. One of them is post-colonialism and another one is race theory, and I believe
these are both very fertile. I am still interested in religion for the following reasons.
When I finished my book on Republicanism, that is really where I left it: I had
presented my view on the debates about Islam in Europe. And then I spent a year
in Princeton and got involved in U.S debates. There, the European categories — of
minority exclusion, problems of integration, etc. - are completely inoperative.
When the debate is about autonomy for Christian associations in how they deal
with women’s bodies, homosexuality, abortion, and sexuality, it is about the scope
of religious autonomy. I don’t think the categories that do the explanatory work
in Europe can do the same explanatory work there. So, if that’s the case we could
say that the U.S. is completely different, which I don’t think is correct, or we could
say that there is a blind spot within liberalism in how it thinks about religion. And
that will be one of the facets of the Muslim question. Maybe not the main one, I

agree, but if you want to understand the connections between European and U.S.
debates I think they have to do with “the knot” of liberalism and religion. And
that is what my book is about.

It was easy for the left in France and Europe, for all of us, to identify how we feel
about the European obsession with Muslims. Quite clearly it is deeply problematic.
It is connected to very problematic strands in European history. I think it was quite
easy to see where we stood in these cases. I was more interested in cases in which
I did not know where I stood. Whether to side with rights of the small religious
group to be autonomous. Or whether to side with the dissident — the woman, or
the LGBT person — within such an association. For the Left, for people who are
thinking about these issues within a progressive, emancipatory framework, it is not
as easy to take sides. That is why I loved being in the U.S. because these are harder
cases to think about. Back in Paris, the kind of things the French go on about in
the name of laicité— whether women should be allowed to wear this or that — seem
insignificant compared to what is at stake in the U.S. debates where you have large-
scale denial of women’s rights. Not by small dominated minorities, but by very
large, very powerful Christian majorities.
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