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At different periods dogmatic belief is more or less common. It arises in different ways, and it may change its object and its form; but under no circumstances will dogmatic belief cease to exist, or, in other words, men will never cease to entertain some opinions on trust and without discussion. If everyone undertook to form all his own opinions and to seek for truth by isolated paths struck out by himself alone, it would follow that no considerable number of men would ever unite in any common belief.

But obviously without such common belief no society can prosper; say, rather, no society can exist; for without ideas held in common there is no common action, and without common action there may still be men, but no social body. In order that society should exist and, a fortiori, that a society should prosper, it is necessary that the minds of all the citizens should be rallied and held together by certain predominant ideas; and this cannot be the case unless each of them sometimes draws his opinions from the common source and consents to accept certain matters of belief already formed.

—Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, vol. 2, chapter 2

It makes you wonder whether the modern world, which studies and reads, and therefore should be emancipated from myth and many natural terrors, really is, when taken as a whole, freer from prejudices, and does not give into much more dangerous prejudices.

—Jacob Burckhardt, Griechische Kulturgeschichte

But there is no need of gods nor secret conspiracies to drive men towards the most absurd catastrophes. Human nature alone is quite sufficient.

—SimoneWeil, Let’s Not Fight the Trojan War Again
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Introduction

THE SACRALIZATION OF POLITICS


THE DOLLAR AS A RELIGIOUS SYMBOL

An American dollar bill, with its portrait of George Washington, is a religious symbol. This assertion may surprise readers. Some might find it extravagant, paradoxical, or just plain blasphemous, because it mixes religion, the maximum expression of all that is sacred, with money, the utterly commonplace object representing all that is profane. Others might think that I am using the dollar as a metaphor for the way in which we have come to treat money as a god. In reality, however, the religious symbolism of a dollar bill has to be seen as something literal.

This can be demonstrated by observing the back of the banknote. In the center, there is the inscription, “In God WeTrust.” This is the national motto of the United States, which was officially adopted on 30 July 1956 under the presidency of Dwight D. Eisenhower, but it had already appeared in 1862 on a two-cent piece. A slightly different version, “In God Is Our Trust,” is to be found in the patriotic song “The Star-Spangled Banner,” popular since 1814 and adopted as the national anthem by Congress in 1931. The two faces of the Great Seal of the United States appear on either side of the motto. The seal was chosen in 1776 by Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and John Adams and approved by Congress on 20 June 1782 after exhaustive scrutiny. On one side, we find the American eagle with spread wings, with the arrows of war grasped in one claw and an olive branch in the other, while its beak holds a ribbon with the wording of another national motto: “E Pluribus Unum” (“one made up of many”). The sentence consists of thirteen letters, one for each colony that gave birth to the new republic. Above the eagle, there is a constellation of thirteen stars, set out so as to create a figure surrounded by a glittering halo. On the other side of the religious motto is the image of an incomplete pyramid, made up of thirteen layers of squared-off blocks of stone. These blocks represent self-government, and the unfinished state of the edifice signifies that new states can be added to the American republic. The date of the Declaration of Independence is inscribed on the lowest layer of stone blocks in Roman numerals, MDCCLXXVI. The base of the pyramid is surrounded by a ribbon that bears the inscription taken from Virgil’s poetry, “Novus Ordo Seclorum” (“a new order of ages”). The eye of God looks down from above the sacred triangle, and above that there appears another thirteen-letter sentence from Virgil in pride of place within the heavens, as though the words were uttered by some voice from above: “Annuit Coeptis” (“He has approved our undertaking”).

To all intents and purposes, the dollar bill is therefore a religious symbol because it expresses a profession of faith and confers an aura of holiness on the people of the star-spangled republic, its origin, its history, its institutions, and its destiny in the world. Although the words and images on the banknote have an incontrovertible religious meaning, it is not clear what religion they are supposed to express. The United States is a country with many religious confessions, and it is perhaps still the most religious of the modern industrialized nations. However, the American republic is not a confessional state, and it does not attribute a privileged status within its institutions to any one religion or church. There is not a single reference to God or divine providence in the Constitution of the United States, which was adopted in 1787. In 1791, the First Amendment to the Constitution guaranteed the freedom of all religious confessions, and explicitly refused to assign the role of Established Church to one particular religion.

In spite of this, the United States officially professes its faith in God, and since the time of the Revolution, the American nation has believed that it has a special mystical relationship with God, one that has been sealed by a sacred covenant. The American people consider themselves to have been chosen by God to fulfill a historical mission for the benefit of all mankind. The Declaration of Independence, which was approved by Congress on 4 July 1776, starts by asserting that the American people wish “to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them,” and concludes with an appeal “to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions,” while claiming “a firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence.”

The reference to the American nation’s election by God also appears in the Pledge of Allegiance to the Stars and Stripes, an obligatory pledge that was introduced into the school system at the end of the nineteenth century and is recited before lessons can start. On 14 June 1954, Congress decided to add the assertion that the United States is “one nation under God” to this declaration. The appeal to God is also to be found in the most solemn declarations by presidents of the United States. From the beginning, all heads of state have sworn allegiance to the Constitution at their investiture using the formula “So help me, God,” and in their inaugural speeches they have invoked God or the Almighty to guard over their country. The first Catholic president, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, started his inaugural speech by declaring that he has sworn before the American people and Almighty God, and he ended by calling for God’s blessing on the American nation, “knowing that here on earth God’s work must truly be our own.”

There is not, however, a contradiction between the principle of the separation of church and state asserted by the Constitution, and the profession of religious faith expressed by the mottos, symbols, and political rituals of the United States. The reason is that faith in God or the Almighty as expressed in symbols and political rituals of the American nation is the manifestation of a particular form of religion, one that does not correspond to any particular religion professed by the citizens of the United States. It is a civil religion, by which we mean a system of beliefs, values, myths, rituals, and symbols that confer an aura of sanctity on the United States as a political entity, and on the country’s institutions, history, and destiny in the world.

The American civil religion has its own “holy scriptures,” the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, which are treasured and venerated like the Tables of the Law. It has its own prophets, such as the Pilgrim Fathers. It celebrates its own sacred heroes such as George Washington, the “American Moses” who freed the “new people of Israel” from slavery under the English and led them to the Promised Land of freedom, independence, and democracy. It venerates its martyrs, such as Abraham Lincoln, the sacrificial victim assassinated on Good Friday of 1865, after the American nation had been subjected to the purifying fires of a cruel civil war to expiate its guilt and reestablish the hallowed nature of its unity and mission. John Kennedy and Martin Luther King Jr. then became further examples of martyrdom for this civil religion, alongside the figure of Lincoln. Like all religions, this civil religion has its own temples for the veneration of its leading figures, such as the monument to Washington, the Lincoln Memorial, and Arlington Cemetery, where the tomb of the Unknown Soldier is revered as a symbol for the citizens who fell to save their nation. Finally, the civil religion has its sermons and liturgy: the presidential inaugural speeches, Independence Day on 4 July, Thanksgiving Day, Memorial Day when the war dead are commemorated, and other collective ceremonies that celebrate personalities and events in American history turned by myth into a “sacred history” of a nation elected by God to fulfill its particular mission in the world.

The civil religion of the United States derived from Protestantism, and for more than a century it displayed the unmistakable imprint of Puritanism and the biblical tradition. As time went on, however, it began to differentiate itself and became an explicit and direct reference point and a purely civic credo that coexisted with both Christian and non-Christian confessions. Given the freedom that the state accords all religions, the American civil religion respects all traditional religions, whether or not they are Christian; and for their part, the religions pay homage to the sacred nature of the nation, its institutions, and its symbols. The flag of the United States is displayed in many churches above the altar or pulpit.



THE SACRALIZATION OF POLITICS

Thus we come to this book’s central argument. The American civil religion is the first historical example of a religion of politics in the modern era. By a religion of politics I mean a particular form of sacralization of politics that has occurred in the modern era after the political realm had gained its independence from traditional religion. By taking over the religious dimension and acquiring a sacred nature, politics went so far as to claim for itself the prerogative to determine the meaning and fundamental aim of human existence for individuals and the collectivity, at least on this earth. A religion of politics is created every time a political entity such as a nation, state, race, class, party, or movement is transformed into a sacred entity, which means it becomes transcendent, unchallengeable, and intangible. As such, it becomes the core of an elaborate system of beliefs, myths, values, commandments, rituals, and symbols, and consequently an object of faith, reverence, veneration, loyalty, and devotion, for which, if necessary, people are willing to sacrifice their lives. The resulting religion of politics is a religion in the sense that it is a system of beliefs, myths, rituals, and symbols that interpret and define the meaning and end of human existence by subordinating the destiny of individuals and the collectivity to a supreme entity.

The sacralization of politics as a modern phenomenon differs from other historical forms of sacralization of political power. Throughout history and since the most ancient times, political power has been shrouded in holiness. It was either identified with the divine or considered its direct emanation, as in the case of the pharaohs of Ancient Egypt. In Greek city-states and republican Rome, the religious dimension was indistinguishable from the city religion: the sacred nature of political power was incorporated into the civic institutions. In imperial Rome, the deification of the emperor personalized the hallowedness of power and was superimposed on the city religion. With the advent of Christianity, the fusion between religion and politics was shattered, giving rise to a new sacralization of power in which the church obtained a spiritual primacy over the state. In Christian monarchies from the Middle Ages until the sovereignty of the people appeared on the scene, the sacralization of power corresponded to the sacred nature of the divine right of kings, which was acknowledged and legitimized by the church, unless of course the monarch was also the head of the church, as in the case of Anglican England. For centuries until the Modern Era, this led to tensions, rivalries, and conflicts between the spiritual power of the church and the temporal power of the monarch, each claiming the primacy of its sovereignty made sacred by divine investiture.

During the Modern Era, the relationship between the religious and political dimensions and between power and sacredness entered a new phase that gave rise to the sacralization of politics, which reflected the affirmation of the primacy of the sovereignty of the state, secularization of culture, the loss of the church’s spiritual hegemony in relation to the state and society, the subsequent separation of the church and state, the triumph of the principle of the people’s sovereignty and the creation of mass politics. Civil religions and political religions represent the two main phenomena of sacralization of politics produced by modern society, and these are the categories that we will be using throughout this book. The difference between the two reflects the different attitudes and behaviors adopted in relation to traditional religions and the different solutions they find for the relationship between authority and freedom, and between the individual and the state.

Civil religion is the conceptual category that contains the forms of sacralization of a political system that guarantee a plurality of ideas, free competition in the exercise of power, and the ability of the governed to dismiss their governments through peaceful and constitutional methods. Civil religion therefore respects individual freedom, coexists with other ideologies, and does not impose obligatory and unconditional support for its commandments. Political religion is the sacralization of a political system founded on an unchallengeable monopoly of power, ideological monism, and the obligatory and unconditional subordination of the individual and the collectivity to its code of commandments. Consequently, a political religion is intolerant, invasive, and fundamentalist, and it wishes to permeate every aspect of an individual’s life and of a society’s collective life.

This conceptual distinction, which is so clear-cut in its theoretical formulation, must, however, take into account the existence of the wider variety of sacralization of politics in historical reality. These find themselves in intermediate positions between the two main categories, according to their different political, cultural and religious situations. For example, a civil religion may take on invasive, intolerant, and exclusive attitudes and forms of behavior in particular circumstances, in spite of existing within a democratic system. This differentiation needs to be remembered when examining the attitude adopted by a religion of politics in relation to traditional religion and the ecclesiastical institutions that represent it. A civil or political religion may derive from a traditional religion and may make use of the latter either directly or indirectly in order to develop a system of beliefs, myths, values, symbols, and rituals that confer a sacred aura on political institutions without subordinating the state to the church, as occurred in the United States, and without establishing a polemical or antagonistic relationship with churches and traditional religions. In totalitarian regimes, a religion of politics may enter into conflict with traditional religions, because it claims the primary role in defining the meaning and purpose of the existence of a certain collectivity and aims to subordinate the traditional religion to its own aspirations—when, that is, it does not want to destroy it altogether.

Sacralization of politics differs from various traditional and contemporary forms of politicization of religion, as in the case of Caesaropapism, whereby political power appropriates and exercises spiritual power through a traditional religion, or of other mergers between politics and religion that, this time, involve the traditional religion absorbing the political dimension or imposing direct political control. Hence, in both analytical and historical terms, sacralization of politics does not include theocracy, which is the historical form whereby politics is subordinated to a traditional religion through the exercise of direct political power; Shintoism, which is the national religion of imperial Japan; the Catholic Church’s various political activities such as those in Poland under the communist regime; or even the fundamentalist religious movements that have taken power and apply their own religious principles to society and the state, as occurred in Iran following Khomeini’s revolution.

Historically, the sacralization of politics, in the sense I have just explained, commenced with the birth of modern democracy and mass politics. Its origins are democratic, republican, and patriotic. The first real religions of politics appeared during the Americanand French revolutions as a set of beliefs, values, myths, symbols, and rituals that conferred a sacred quality and meaning on the new political institution of popular sovereignty. Subsequently, the sacralization of politics was given a further impetus during the nineteenth century by various cultural and political movements, such as romanticism, idealism, positivism, nationalism, socialism, communism, and racism, which all put forward global concepts of human existence by adopting various aspects of secular religions intent upon replacing traditional religions. These secular religions could be defined as religions of humanity. The affirmation of national states during the second half of the nineteenth century and during the twentieth century contributed more decisively and directly to the sacralization of politics. Everywhere, these states adopted myths, rituals, and symbols of varying degrees of complexity in order to confer a sacred aura on their political institutions, to exalt the fundamental principles and values of the national community, and to cultivate a collective identity among their citizens, which required them to feel a sense of duty, loyalty, and devotion toward both state and nation. As the principle of national sovereignty spread to the entire planet during the twentieth century, nationalism became the most universal manifestation of sacralization of politics in the contemporary world and merged with a wide variety of ideologies and cultural and religious traditions. In some cases it acted as a revolutionary force and in others as a conservative one, and it either challenged traditional religions or attempted to integrate them into its own system of beliefs, values, and aims.

The twentieth century has been the most fertile period for the sacralization of politics. The wars and political revolutions that forged the world we live in through the creation of new nations and states, and the liberation and emancipation of populations everywhere, were all carried out in the name of collective beliefs and myths that made politics something sacred and excited faith, enthusiasm, and devotion among their followers to the point that they were willing to lay down their lives. The greatest and most inhuman massacres, which involved the mass slaughter of millions of victims at the altar of deified political entities, were inflicted during the century by political movements that operated very much as fundamentalist and intolerant religious movements. Such movements claimed to determine the meaning and ultimate purpose of existence by distinguishing between humans who were the followers of Good and those who were the followers of Evil. The latter were ruthlessly and ferociously persecuted by every means at the disposal of these movements to the point of their annihilation.

The First World War, which was fought as an apocalyptic struggle between Good and Evil, exalted the nation and intensified the sacralization of politics in its nationalist manifestation. This then favored the creation of the new political religions of fascism and Nazism, while the Bolshevik Revolution, which was another child of the war, engendered an internationalist version of the sacralization of politics, and indeed it attracted an enthusiastic response and proselytized in every corner of the globe. Between the wars, Europe experienced the bewildering spectacles of great seas of people acclaiming the dictators of new totalitarian states as terrestrial demigods. These regimes were the churches of the new intolerant religion of politics that claimed to determine the meaning and ultimate end of individual and collective existence through an obligatory system of beliefs, myths, rituals, and symbols. The perception of fascism and bolshevism as political religions goes back to the 1920s. The concepts of “secular religion” and “political religion” were coined precisely in order to describe the novelty and originality of the totalitarian regimes that sprung up between the two world wars.

Fascism was the first nationalist totalitarian movement that fully displayed the characteristics of a political religion, as it indeed proclaimed itself to be. This was consistent with the irrationalist and mythical premises of its culture, which were used to establish a system of beliefs, myths, rituals, and symbols that deified the nation and state and celebrated the personality cult of “Il Duce” as a living myth. National-socialism, another political religion, did the same. On its altar it placed the Aryan race, the veneration of blood ties, and the Führer, Germany’s savior and the messiah of the millennial Third Reich. It encompassed all public life in a complex tangle of rituals and symbols that evoked the ancient myths of the Germanic religion and blended them with the myths of modern racist paganism, which challenged the Christian churches.

However, something similar occurred in Soviet Russia during the same period. There, the totalitarian party professed an atheist and materialist ideology and came into conflict with all religions, which were considered an “opiate of the people.” Bolshevism in power transformed its ideology into a dogmatic doctrine, the party into a church, and its leader into an earthly god. Lenin, who resisted the glorification of his person while he was alive, was immediately deified after his death in 1924 by the establishment of a cult around his embalmed body. His corpse was preserved and venerated in a mausoleum built in Red Square in front of the Kremlin Wall, very much in the manner of the ancient saints of the Orthodox Church. The sacralization of his thought, which became Leninism in its dogmatized form, opened the way to the sacralization of the Communist Party and the deification of Stalin, who was the brightest star in the universal communist firmament from the end of the 1920s until his death in 1953. After the October Revolution, Soviet communism recruited adherents in every part of the world without distinction of nation, race, ethnicity, or religion. It fused with a very wide range of traditions and cultures while conserving its original universalism. Its organization, the Third International, was simply the universal church of a political religion, and it continued to exist until the Second World War and had activists in every country and of every race. With this universality of principles and activism, the communist religion was clearly distinguishable from the fascist and national-socialist religions, in spite of the fact that it took on some strongly nationalistic connotations within the different movements and regimes it inspired. Indeed, fascism and Nazism were unshakable in their hostility to any form of universalism or egalitarian humanism, even though they, in turn, had ambitions to transcend the national state and enter an institutional and ideological dimension founded on new imperial communities. Ultimately they remained tied to nationalistic and racist concepts based on the principle of inequality between men, nations, and races.

Though the Second World War led to the definitive destruction of the fascist and national-socialist religions and condemned them to eternal damnation in the collective memory, it did not mean the end of the sacralization of politics. In the second half of the twentieth century, its intensity and durability varied and manifested itself in some of the old Western democratic states in a more or less explicit and institutional manner as a civil religion that coexisted peacefully with traditional religions. In other parts of the world during the same period, new or revitalized political religions appeared: new leaders were transfigured into living myths and venerated by the masses. Many lives were sacrificed on the altars of deified secular entities so that those entities could triumph. In Africa and Asia, the sacralization of politics was on the whole typical of the new states that emerged from the demise of colonialism. In these countries, the establishment of a system of beliefs, myths, and rituals that sacralized the independence struggle, the founding fathers of liberation, and the dominant party were an integral part of the plan to create unity and a collective identity. That same postwar period saw another phase in the expansion of the communist political religion, which was reinvigorated by pride in a great and powerful empire and the birth of more communist regimes in Europe, Asia, Africa, and Latin America. As in the Soviet Union, the new communist regimes that were created in the second half of the twentieth century took on the typical features of a religious institution as they imposed Marxist ideology as an indisputable truth, consecrated the party as the only depositary and interpreter of doctrine, celebrated rituals relating to revolutionary events and heroes, and worshipped the supreme and enlightened leader.

From the end of the Second World War until the end of the twentieth century, communism was, together with nationalism, the most universal manifestation of the sacralization of politics in the contemporary world, although its characteristics changed from one communist regime to another and from one period in their history to another. Following the collapse of the communist regimes, communism as a political religion has either disappeared or is in decline almost everywhere. In those countries where it is still in power, its sacralization has been considerably reduced in relation to the past, whereas various forms of nationalism continue to be the most universal manifestations of the sacralization of politics in the contemporary world, although the intensity varies. Everywhere in the world, buildings, monuments, and statues are used for the symbolic representation of the nation, its history, its institutions, and its heroes. Everywhere in the world, the national flag is considered a sacred symbol, and every state has an anthem that exalts the nation’s virtues, glories, and immortality in a tone that can only be described as religious. Everywhere in the world, public holidays and majestic ceremonies are on the state’s liturgical calendar, renewing and perpetuating the unity and identity of the nation through a ritual commemoration of historical events and personalities.



THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK

I believe that the examples I have just given are sufficient to demonstrate the importance of the sacralization of politics in contemporary history. In recent years, studies of civil and political religions have become increasingly common among historians, of politics and of religions, not to mention sociologists, anthropologists, political scientists, theologians, art historians, and historians of social behavior. The interpretation of totalitarian movements and political phenomena as political or civil religions is still a matter of debate and controversy. Some scholars even dispute the very existence of such things; they consider the political phenomena that express secular religiosity through myths, rituals, and symbols to be nothing more than propaganda devices to seduce the masses. According to this point of view, anyone who studies a political phenomenon as a religion either does not know what a religion is or is the victim of an illusion, because he or she believes in the existence of a “never-never-religion,” a conceptual equivalent of Peter Pan’s island. Even if this were the case, the historian would still not be able to elude the problem of why the victims of a “never-never-religion” (i.e., those who believed in the existence of political religions) have become increasingly numerous, particularly during the period of totalitarian states and movements. When I speak of victims, I am not referring to believers in totalitarian religions but to their adversaries who considered them to be a real and deadly threat to human civilization. As we shall see, these victims included academics with wholly secular mentalities who were disinclined to let themselves be deceived by the illusion of nonexistent realities, such as Bertrand Russell and Raymond Aron. They also included Catholic believers, intellectuals, and militants such as Luigi Sturzo and Jacques Maritain, and Protestant theologians such as Paul Tillich and Reinhold Niebuhr. Given the competence of these thinkers on religious matters and the reliability of their observations on totalitarian religions, it is extremely difficult to understand how their perception of totalitarianism as a political religion could be the product of an illusion or attributable to their ignorance of what a religion is.

As someone who has been studying political beliefs and myths for more than thirty years, I have dealt with the sacralization of politics in contemporary history and have come across striking examples in the nineteenth-century struggle for Italian unification, in the modernist vanguard during the early decades of the twentieth century, and more particularly in fascism. I wrote an in-depth study of fascist political religion, The Sacralization of Politics in Fascist Italy, the original Italian edition of which went through several editions and has been translated into English and now French. It provoked a great deal of comment, most of it approving, and became the model or at least the inspiration for further research into the same field and on the question of civil and political religions. I mention the success of this previous work solely in order to demonstrate the current high level of interest in the sacralization of politics and more particularly the question of totalitarian religions among many academics in various disciplines. Further confirmation of this comes from the creation in 2000 of Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions, a journal entirely devoted to the study of these phenomena.

This work is a critical introduction to the study of the sacralization of politics through a combination of historical and theoretical analyses. It is supposed to provide the reader with the essential tools for identifying the general characteristics of the phenomenon by referring to significant historical examples and applying some preliminary definitions. It also aims to specify and distinguish civil and political religions according to differing historical circumstances and various ideological mixtures while identifying similarities, affinities, differences, and special features. The historical examples have been chosen with particular attention to the more exuberant and intense periods of the sacralization of politics, namely the era of the democratic revolutions in America and France, the First World War,and the era of totalitarian states. The preliminary definitions suggest an interpretative framework that could aid the conceptual clarification of a subject that continues to be highly confused. The review of the principle interpretations of the sacralization of politics, with the related bibliographical references, makes no claim to be exhaustive, but the intention is to provide the reader with the essential information for further examination of the questions and problems raised in each chapter, which I will briefly summarize here.

The first chapter deals with the general problem of a secular religion, of which civil and political religions are a particular manifestation, and looks at this in the light of the principal interpretations of religious phenomena in order to verify whether there is a religious dimension to politics qua politics and whether it is legitimate to study some political phenomena as civil and political religions. The next chapter outlines the historical background to the more important manifestations of the sacralization of politics in the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries. The third and fourth chapters are devoted to examining the relationship between the sacralization of politics and totalitarian states between the world wars; they combine theoretical analyses and historical accounts using the reports and interpretations of contemporary observers, philosophers, historians, sociologists, political scientists, and theologians. The fifth chapter takes up the historical profile again and deals with the principal manifestations of the sacralization of politics during the second half of the twentieth century. In the final chapter, I attempt to identify the theoretical nature of civil or political religion in relation to other ways in which the religious and political dimensions come together. To achieve this goal, I formulate definitions, distinctions, and explanations within the different contexts in which a religion of politics can manifest itself, in accordance with the conceptual differentiation between a civil religion, which involves forms of sacralization of politics in conjunction with democratic ideologies and regimes, and a political religion, which involves the sacralization of politics by antidemocratic ideologies and regimes.

The greater attention devoted in this book to totalitarian religions and especially to communist political religions is due to their greater importance in contemporary history. The sacralization of politics achieved its greatest presence and intensity in the modern world through totalitarian regimes. However, it must be pointed out that totalitarianism was not the inevitable result of the sacralization of politics, although the presence of the phenomenon was certainly one of the conditions that made totalitarianism possible. However obvious it might appear, it is also worth clarifying that the study of totalitarianism as a political religion does not imply that this aspect provides the only explanation of its nature and historical significance. The study of both democratic civil religions and totalitarian political ones draws the historian’s attention to the political dimension, which is the predominant one in historical reality.

Whereas totalitarian regimes, by their very nature, lead inevitably to the establishment of a political religion (by turning their concept of life into a dogma, deifying the single party and its leaders, and imposing a cult and code of commandments to be obeyed), a civil religion is not always to be found in a democratic regime. Quite possibly, this civil religion will not operate through coercion and an institutionalized system of beliefs, myths, rituals, and symbols. Some people believe that no political collectivity could possibly maintain its unity and identity over time without creating some form of lay religion founded on a code of shared beliefs and civic values, which are needed to integrate the individual into society and to avoid disintegration and increasing internal fragmentation from conflicts of values and interests. This is meant to be particularly true of a collectivity organized on a democratic basis: according to this argument, no democracy can exist without a civil religion that educates its citizens in loyalty to its institutions and devotion to the common good. On the other hand, others believe that the creation of any type of civil religion, however noble its aims and ideals, could constitute a danger to democracy, because it would contain the inherent risk of tempting conformism, intolerance, and discrimination precisely because it is a form of sacralization of politics through a system of beliefs, myths, rituals, and symbols.

This latter problem is briefly referred to at the end of this work, which deals with the religions of politics as they have been experienced in the past and not as a problem for the present or the future. If by reading this book someone is inspired to dream up a religion of politics or to deplore its absence, this person would be acting contrary to the spirit in which it was written. However, the reader will be entering into the spirit of the work if he or she is encouraged to take seriously all the manifestations of the sacralization of politics, which have for so long been ignored or treated with scathing contempt out of a misplaced desire to demystify. All too often they have been seen as mere propaganda expedients or remnants of past superstitions revamped as political devices.

From a historical and theoretical point of view, the controversies over the existence and nature of civil and political religions, and over the categories used to interpret them, are very probably destined to continue for some time, as always happens with historical problems that concern the meaning of human existence and our judgment of it. A debate about the existence of the religions of politics has nothing in common with a debate about the existence of life on Venus. This is particularly true of the historical experience of totalitarian political religions, which took up so great a part of the history of the twentieth century with consequences that profoundly marked human destiny and our consciousness of who we are. The experiments in totalitarianism were a reality: at the time of their triumph, totalitarian regimes exercised a fascination that equaled the power of a religious movement, and like religions they inspired fanatical enthusiasm, implacable hatred, generous sacrifice, ferocious brutality, hope of redemption, and campaigns of annihilation.
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