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

Two observations and one critique:

(1) The term/noun ‘secularism’ (سکولاريسم) 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.,  …جدای دين از ). 

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



Religious vs. Secular (as Adjectives)



‘Secularism’ as a Buzzword and a Strategy in Contemporary Iran:
(a) ‘secularism’ as a way-out/solution 







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

In January 2009, S. Mohammad Khatami says: 
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!حوزه علميه قم سکولار است



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.

!تحجر و قشری گرايی به سکولاريسم منتهی می  شود

(b) The [radical] ‘reformists’ see it as a solution. 

!تنها راه سکولاريسم است

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

! حوزه علميه قم سکولار است



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

• 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. 
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• 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). 


