‘Secularism’ as a Buzzword and a Strategy
in Contemporary lran

Yasuyuki Matsunaga
(Tokyo University of Foreign Studies)

15 March 2019
Roundtable ‘40 Years on. The Vocabulary of Secularism’
Aga Khan University Institute for the Study of Muslim Civilsations



‘Secularism’ as a Buzzword and a Strategy in Contemporary Iran

Two observations and one critique:

(1) The term/noun ‘secularism’ (~_Y $5) is used normatively. The
term is seemingly in fashion more so now than before. Interestingly,

it is used, alternately, as a solution and a problem (coming or
current).

(2) As a solution/problem, ‘secularism’ is equated with ‘separation’
of some sort (e.g., ...0) 02 ).

(3) In the Iranian discussion, the regulatory dimension of the
modern/sovereign state seems crucially overlooked.



Religious vs. Secular (as Adjectives)

Religious
(22)

Secular
(LY )

Objects
(or material sense)

sacred/worship-related/
consecrated

(e b (u8)

non-worship-related/
mundane/profane

(b b i 52)
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(or social sense)

exclusively worship-related
domain (e.g., monastery)

Regular or everyday lifeworld
(53, b e (B ) 4ikaia)

Knowledge
(or epistemological sense)

transcendental knowledge

(Spsle 5=5)

Science/empirical knowledge
(B b (oad 5 Jie L)

Authorities
(or political sense)

ones with divinely-
derived legitimacy
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ones with humanly-
derived legitimacy
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‘Secularism’ as a Buzzword and a Strategy in Contemporary Iran:
(a) ‘secularism’ as a way-out/solution

7 N\ wul_gi wés @najafi_tehrani - Jan 13 Vv
b S 9 Swey @508 4 o Al 4 9IS Sl 2 £ 9w gy Jla T plod 5l plawnl So# >, 63
Cio9S> U ol 5,593 50 9l LS dae Sy Llai S (S a9 ol s o Sl (48 cudy ) oo el

] a5 A oS 0l Lgii 9 cuals 33l g3 aolsl 928 ¢ o ol wiliow il L8 s 0

F//

& Translate Tweet




Tearh Twlimm iy Tidanmw o Lhe

4913 6,009 I5.5K 333K o
. Tweoets Tweoets & replics Modia
w‘ww
Prapl 1ovan & Hoowd Temt
e N Dol wtwary - 9 M 2097 ~
o VA (i 105 e . 2 .
: o € A o S0 L Lip el
.A?.‘.“!)-.::“-‘.:.—‘ ".:\-“"‘::‘:\' 0 on DV L S0 il Sl ® S ey 3 e TR
ita; e Gaigi S bl gus oS ns o oy SAhicin sAghe
© vun var Om Nu 23¢
O ooy sy A TR e
X Saow Pul threas
E OEe0 ey JUN
WAagF aB D St ary « Jeny 13 v
6 RTU R SRS RS, T TS PURETL RS SRV AL S P NN
Oy P alls ol b b e iy i Y s Sy ) e ey i Sy e
a3 02 5 ke A il o 15 o i el gl € ik 3ja0p ol 35 St
. - Ttad of; Gu 5 cals 20k

o P A e

e

Vo 0w I8




| g hasanaghamirii » Follow

hasanaghamirii “ .l gls"
3 oS alysh 9 o8l 5 oo Jle 0335k 05 5l ey
3 Sl 5 L8 d>e g5 iSg...

29> Aol B8 2Ss W g ol 1eT S g Gl S

Sl )}QS JS uLLuJ)l) U.u.lb) LU ds 06)'3 o kS_).QJS
33,5 plo g, gadeSs Uylsl P FRUIN VP

333,55 s Jlw O 35,8 i) @il S il Jlw 95
Al peld g s

sl @950 g3

Alud ) 9755Le.

N TCYRE

LS),J_.OB.I- S M

©Qd

714,908 likes

Log in




‘Secularism’ as a Buzzword and a Strategy in Contemporary Iran

.

In January 2009, S. Mohammad Khatami says: /
P
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‘Secularism’ as a Buzzword and a Strategy in Contemporary Iran
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In a nutshell, ‘secularism’ is a buzzword in the IRI.

(a) The [moderate] ‘reformists’ use it as a coming danger, or an
epitome of what their opponents are giving birth to.
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(b) The [radical] ‘reformists’ see it as a solution.
[aavey MJYJ&” o\J \.@_u

(c) The [radical] ‘conservatives’ use it as an all-purpose epitome of
‘clear and present danger’.
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Normative usage

German philosopher of religion and theologian, Ingolf Dalferth (2009):

‘The normative use is ambiguous because the term(s) can be used in
strictly opposite ways. Thus secularism is the position of those who
evaluate the secular or secularity positively and whatever is opposed to
it negatively; or it is used in the opposite sense by the non-secular as
an invective for what they consider to be an a-religious or anti-religious
ideology’ (‘Post-secular society: Christianity and the dialectics of the
secular’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion 78[2], 725).



‘Secularism’ as ‘separation’ of some sort
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e Secularism = separation of religion from the state and the lack of
interference of ahkam-e din (shari ah precepts) in state laws, but not
separation of religiosity from the public sphere.



‘Secularism’ as a Buzzword and a Strategy in Contemporary Iran

* What the proponents of the ‘institutional separation only’ [=no to
privatization] stance seemingly overlook is:

the regulatory dimension of the modern state
(i.e., the role of the sovereign state as a definer/regulator)

What modern secularism does is to redefine ‘religion’ as a matter of
private belief, which amounts to the forced relocation and resizing of
what was previously understood as ‘religion’ (Asad).



