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Introduction

PETER VAN DER VEER AND
HARTMUT LEHMANN

THANKs TO Benedict Anderson’s influential book on the topic, it has be-
come almost a cliché to suggest that the nation is an imagined commu-
nity.! To argue that a religious community is an imagined construct will
not surprise anyone either. Yet to analyze nation and religious community
as cultural constructs, as products of the social imagination, does not
detract from their efficacy in everyday life. In fact, it is hard to miss the
social force of both religion and nationalism in many contemporary
movements all over the world. When dealing with religion and national-
ism, it is necessary to offer an analysis of their social force that cuts across
conventional dichotomies. Social theory as well as Western common sense
have often been content to assume an ideological a priori distinction
between the nationalist and the religious imagination. As the argument
goes, nationalism belongs to the realm of legitimate modern politics. Na-
tionalism is assumed to be “secular,” since it is thought to develop in a
process of secularization and modernization. Religion, in this view, as-
sumes political significance only in the underdeveloped parts of the
world—much as it did in the past of the West. When religion manifests
itself politically in the contemporary world, it is conceptualized as funda-
mentalism. This term, derived from early-twentieth-century American
evangelicalism, is now taken by scholars and media as an analytical term
to describe collective political action by religious movements.” It is almost
always interpreted as a negative social force directed against science,
rationality, secularism—in short, against modernity.?

The dichotomy between religion and nationalism is an ideological ele-
ment in the Western discourse of modernity.* It functions not only in the
Western perception of the Non-West, but also in the way the West under-
stands itself. The most influential philosophical exposition of that self-
understanding appears in Hegel’s Vorlesungen iiber die Philosophie der
Geschichte.’ Based partly on this philosophical notion of the rationality
of the West is the current but much less sophisticated idea that Western
Europe and the United States have had a unique historical experience of
secularization, whereas Asia (and South Asia in particular) has had a his-
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tory of dangerous politicization of religious difference. This impression is
plainly wrong, since it perpetuates the old, mistaken view of the great
divide between the modern West and the backward Rest. The present
collection of essays on both the Western European (that is, British and
Dutch) and the Asian (that is, Indian and Japanese) historical experience
problematizes the understanding of Western modernity and its function
as a model for the rest of the world.

It is important to realize that both “nation” and “religion” are concep-
tualized as universal categories in Western modernity and that their uni-
versality is located precisely in the history of Western expansion. The mo-
dernity of the concept of the nation needs little discussion beyond
mentioning the relationship between the ideas of “nation” and “eth-
nicity” as raised by the reference to “birth” in the very word nation.® The
modernity of the concept of religion, as applied in the modern era to
Hinduism, Shintoism, Islam, but also Christianity, is much less an ac-
cepted truism in the social sciences.

In a recent critical reflection on Clifford Geertz’s celebrated ahistorical
and universal definition of religion, Talal Asad argues that it ignores the
genealogy of the modern Western understanding of religion.” In his view
universalization of the concept of religion is closely related to the dawning
of modernity in Europe and the expansion of that modernity over the
world. The modern understanding of religion, which Geertz’s essay exem-
plifies, is very different from what medieval Christians would have
regarded as such, and this is still more the case for Muslims, Hindus, and
other non-Christians. This discrepancy raises the broad, historical question
of the ways in which Western modernity has assumed universal importance
and, more specifically, how a modern Western category such as religion
has come to be applied as a universal concept.® The project of moderniza-
tion that is crucial to the spread of colonial power over the world has
provided new forms of language through which subjects understand them-
selves and their actions. It is therefore almost impossible to escape from
categories, originating in Western modernity, such as “public” and “pri-
vate,” “religion,” or “history” when writing the history of other societies.’

This situation does not have to force us into an “epistemological hypo-
chondria,” to use the Comaroffs’ phrase. It asks for a social and compara-
tive history of religion with an emphasis on the social conditions of partic-
ular discourses and practices. Only through historical analysis can one
deconstruct the commonplace dichotomy of a supposedly secular and
modern West and a religious and backward Rest. The location of religion
in the modern world should, in our view, be addressed in relation to the
historical emergence of the modern idea of the nation and its spread over
the world.
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Let us briefly recapitulate the accepted social science view of nationalism
and its relation to religion. The emergence of the European nation-state is
commonly seen to depend on three connected processes of centralization:
“the emergence of supra-local identities and cultures (the ‘nation’); the rise
of powerful and authoritative institutions within the public domain (the
‘state’), and the development of particular ways of organizing production
and consumption (the ‘economy’).”*® In an influential book, Ernest Gellner
connects these three processes in a characteristically sweeping manner.!!
He argues that modern industrial society depends on economic and cogni-
tive growth, which in its turn requires a homogeneous culture. A crucial
factor in his scheme is the centralization of resources by the state to run
an educational system that imparts a standardized, literacy-based high cul-
ture. Industrial division of labor requires a shared culture; that shared
culture is nationalism; and nationalism holds together an anonymous, im-
personal society with mutually substitutable atomized individuals.!? Such
a culture of nationalism is by definition secular, since economic and cogni-
tive growth are possible only when the absolutist cognitive claims of the
literate high cultures of the agrarian (preindustrial) age are replaced by
open scientific inquiry.” Nationalism comes thus in a package with individ-
ualism and secularism, as required by the industrial transformation of an
agrarian world.

It is plausible, of course, that there are significant relations between the
emergence of an industrial economy and the gradual homogenization of
culture through a state-controlled education system, but Gellner exagger-
ates the universal success of homogenization and simplifies its nature. His
argument subsumes a variety of local histories under the mechanical laws
of a universal history, and it is doomed to analytical defeat in the face of
any nationalism that is religious rather than secular. The history told by
Gellner unfolds itself independent of human agency. It is the story of the
victory of a fetishized historical force, capitalism, which celebrates objec-
tive imperatives and ignores meaningful and innovative action by individ-
uals and groups who make history in everyday practices. Gellner pays
little attention to the contradictions of homogenization as well as the
forms of resistance that it meets. The basic flaw in the modernization
theory he espouses, as well as in many Marxist analyses of the expansion
of capitalism, is the assumption that a common, shared culture (or ideol-
ogy) is necessary to integrate the social system. While it can be seen that
the social constraints of the division of labor as well as the physical
constraints of political force produce to some extent what we can
call “social order,” there is no need to assume (and plentiful evidence
against) the assumption that social order depends on common culture and
moral consensus.!
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One reason for the influence of texts that universalize the moderniza-
tion of Western Europe—and those by Anderson and Hobsbawm are not
different from Gellner’s in this respect—is that they stylize a picture of
nationalism typical not only for social theory but for an entire common-
sensical way of thinking." Crucial is the way in which the nation-state
is presented as the sign of modernity. The discussion of nationalism
concludes, predictably, with its own axiomatic dichotomy between “tra-
ditional” and “modern.” Tradition is what societies have before they are
touched by the great transformation of capitalism, and what seems
to characterize traditional societies most is that they are under the sway
of religion.

Much of the writing on modernity and modernization in the social sci-
ences has been inspired by Max Weber, who in the first two decades of
this century published his famous treatises on the role of religious and
political as well as social and economic factors in the processes of modern-
ization. Nationalism, however, was not one of the forces he discussed.
This omission was not unusual, but indeed a position taken by many
other scholars, by Weber’s contemporaries, and by the generation that
foliowed. With few exceptions and for many years, the debates about the
relationship of modern nationalism and the modern state have ignored
the role of religion.!® Recently, this has begun to change, and attempts
have been made to show how the notion of chosenness by God, which
had first been experienced by the Israelites and formulated in the texts of
the Old Testament, has been adopted by modern nationalist movements.!”
On one hand are studies that examine the ways in which the idea of cho-
senness served to underscore and justify imperialistic political aims and
actions; on the other hand, the same notion has been used to explain
suffering and to provide a stimulus for political emancipation and na-
tional liberation. In both variations chosenness can be blended with ideas
of racial purity and uniqueness: the men who believed that they carried a
special burden in late-nineteenth-century British colonial affairs were very
consciously both Christian and white, and so were their counterparts in
countries like the Netherlands, Germany, or the United States.

Three related concepts developed by nineteenth-century thinkers de-
serve special attention in understanding the interaction of religious ele-
ments, nationalism and the notion of race or special racial qualities. First
is this idea of the chosenness of a certain people, which involves and incor-
porates political and social, as well as religious, ingredients. Second is the
theme of the revival or rebirth of a whole nation. Pietists and Methodists
had introduced the metaphor of an awakening—a kind of collective
regeneration—into eighteenth-century Protestantism. Nineteenth-century
Christian nationalists then used the notion of revival in order to explain
and advance the idea of a Christian nation, “a nation under God,” as it
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was called in the United States. Among those who advocated national
renewal in nineteenth-century Europe, Protestants were very typically in
the forefront, and even more typical is the fact that, in the German case,
they believed in the idea of a symbiosis of Christian and Germanic (or
Teutonic) elements. Through this combination, they argued, a new stage
of development in the history of the world—as well as a new stage in the
history of the salvation of God’s true children—could be attained.

The third idea was closely connected with these two assumptions. In
context with the notions of chosenness and national revival we can also
find the belief in a new messiah, that is, the belief in a savior who is suppos-
edly called by God and who comes in order to resurrect a whole people.
Sometimes this new leader is portrayed like Moses, leading his people
from servitude to the promised land; sometimes he resembles Jesus (the
Jesus of the Second Coming, who inaugurates the Last Judgment). In this
context religious elements such as divine election, ordeals as a means of
reaching inner strength, and martyrdom are being projected into the lives
and careers of politicians in order to outfit them with the aura of a national
savior. In examining the sources it is sometimes hard to tell which of these
attributes are simply metaphors and which carry a deeper spiritual mean-
ing. Perhaps people in the mid- to late-nineteenth century did not know
themselves. In any case, before 1914 even Europeans who had received a
secular education were so well acquainted with biblical stories that they
were able to imagine political leadership in biblical terms and with the
spiritual qualifications explained in the Old and New Testaments.

The belief in chosenness, the belief in rebirth or revival, and the hope
for a savior are important for understanding the relationship between the
notions of religion, nation, and race in the European, Christian case. Some
of these ideas are also salient in the Hindu, Muslim, and Shinto cases, but
within entirely different symbolic configurations. The general point we
want to make here is that it is essential to follow the transformation of
religious notions when they are transferred from a purely religious context
to the sphere of national politics.!® Nationalism feeds on a symbolic reper-
toire that is already available but also transforms it in significant ways. In
the South Asian context this is noticeable in the transformation of specific
religious notions of martyrdom and sacrifice but also in broader concep-
tions of death and the afterlife. A good example of a transformation of
conceptions of spirits and demons as well as of the role of spirit possession
under the influence of an emergent Sinhalese Buddhist nationalism is given
in Obeyesekere’s work on the Sri Lankan shrine of Kataragama.” Simi-
larly, in the Shinto case, discussed by Harry Harootunian in this volume,
there is a sharp transition from folk practices centering around guardian
spirits to the nationalist practices of the Yasukuni Shrine focusing on the
spirits of the war dead.
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When Max Weber began to study non-Christian religion at the begin-
ning of this century, he was guided in his analyses by three convictions:
he believed, first, that scholars had to explore the causes of the fact that
modern capitalism had risen in the West and nowhere else. He believed,
second, that the predominant feature in the course of modernization was
disenchantment (Entzauberung); and he believed, third, that with his
studies on the Protestant ethic he had found the one and only viable an-
swer to these questions.?’ Weber’s studies deserve much credit because
they demonstrate how important it is to look beyond Europe in order
to understand the specific role, impact, and variations of religion within
Europe. However, Weber used an ideal-typical comparative approach.
One of the problems of that approach is that it compares civilizations as
unified wholes. It thus tends to neglect the interaction between societies
in the capitalist world system, and more specifically, it tends to ignore the
colonial process.

The present collection of essays also adopts a comparative approach,
but one that is based on the idea that a combination of metropolitan and
colonial perspectives should lead to very different kinds of conversations
and insights than have previously been possible among scholars who tend
to work along the divide of colonizing and colonized nations.” It also
suggests that, at least in some cases, comparative work on these issues at
both sides of the divide might show that what seemed entirely separate
is, in fact, related. This is, at least, the outcome of recent work on literary
education in India and Britain.”? In this way the book hopes to revitalize
discussion of religion’s place in modern society, which theories of secular-
ization have brought to a dead end. It focuses on 1850 to the present,
which is the period of both high colonialism and high nationalism as well
as their aftermath.

The essays discuss the historical development of religion and national-
ism in India, Japan, Britain, and the Netherlands. They do not take the
relation between religion and nationalism for granted but explore reli-
gion’s place in relation to ideas of language, race, and history in the forma-
tion of nationalism. They also examine the specific qualities of religious
discourse and practice that can be used for nationalist purposes. For
example, if the nation is something to die for, religion offers ways to un-
derstand sacrifice and to remember and celebrate those who have died for
the nation. On the other hand, there are also limits to the nationalization
of religion, which are discussed in several case studies.

This volume explores three general themes. First, it examines the na-
tionalization of religion in the modern era. Second, it discusses the rela-
tion between secular and religious nationalisms. Third, it explores the
ways in which religious views of death and the afterlife are inflected in the
commemoration of the violent past of nation and religious community.
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The first theme is explored in the contributions by van der Veer,
McLeod, Bayly, van Rooden, and Metcalf. They ask to what degree tradi-
tional religion persisted within modern nationalism. On one hand, the
part played by clergy, Shinto priests, and by churches and shrines seems
to suggest such persistence. On the other hand, it seems obvious that the
strongest religious energies were discharged by entirely new, voluntary
organizations, often headed by laypersons. This indicates that organized
religion itself was being transformed and modernized in the course of
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. While McLeod and van Rooden
discuss this process in Western Christianity, Metcalf shows a comparable
development in twentieth-century Indian Islam. In fact, the way religion
influenced other spheres of life resembled to a certain degree the means
by which modern nationalism shaped politics. Modernizing religion and
emerging nationalism formed a kind of vibrant symbiosis that produced
and provided political values and moral guidelines and that was able, as
van der Veer and Bayly show, to adopt and also to incorporate the racial
elements within nationalism.

If one argues that modern nationalism itself is a kind of religion, tradi-
tional religion is reduced to the role of an example from which proponents
of nationalism can borrow certain elements but which retains an autono-
mous area in theological and spiritual terms. Much depends, furthermore,
on how one defines religion and how one describes the constitutive ele-
ments of religion. Which of these elements do we find in modern national-
ism? To be sure, nationalism defines the past of a people, their future, or
salvation, and the sacrifices necessary in order to claim salvation and win
the future. Are these ingredients enough to qualify nationalism not as a
substitute for religion (a quasi-religion, or Ersatzreligion) but as religion
authentic and proper? If so, racial elements within nationalism, and in
particular the idea of racial purity, would be part of the quest for national
salvation. This is true both for the case of British Christian nationalism,
as Bayly demonstrates and for the Aryan definition of Hindu India, dis-
cussed by van der Veer. It is an open question whether the definition of
nationalism as religion should be seen as a part of the process of secular-
ization or whether we should think in terms of a redefinition of religion
and speak of a sacralization of the idea of the nation.

The second theme in the volume is a central, comparative one, that of
“secularity.” Western nation-states are invariably seen as secular, whereas
Asian nation-states are seen as either religious or hybrid, that is, in between
religious and secular.” In this volume we look at Britain and the Nether-
lands as examples of modern nation-states in Western Europe. As we have
seen in our discussion of Gellner, understanding nationalism in the social
sciences depends largely on a conceptualization of historical developments
in Europe and should therefore fit these two exemplary cases.
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It is a fundamental assumption of the discourse of modernity that reli-
gion in modern societies loses its social creativity and is forced to choose
between a sterile conservation of its premodern characteristics and a self-
effacing assimilation to the secularized world. Contrary to this assump-
tion, new and highly original religious organizations proliferated in Brit-
ain and the Netherlands in the nineteenth century, as we have argued
already. Ideological pluralization, resulting in ecclesiastical and theologi-
cal strife, only served to reinforce these mobilizations. Similarly, we find
throughout the colonized world from the late nineteenth and continuing
throughout the twentieth century a revitalization of religious forms of
activism in the public sphere. These religious organizations across the
colonial divide are crucial for understanding the development of national-
ism in the contemporary world.

The assumed secularism of modern British and Dutch societies makes
sense only as a colonial theory. One of the strongest legitimations for
colonial rule in India was that the British were an enlightened and rational
race of rulers who had to lead and develop the Indian people, who were
steeped in ancient prejudices and communal violence. An important dia-
lectical element of this argument, as van der Veer shows, was that the
British were a secular yet Christian nation who could thus take a rational
interest in establishing a utilitarian morality. Hindu society, on the con-
trary, was completely under the authority of priests and given to endless,
absurd rituals.” The Muslims of India were at the same time “backward”
and “bigoted,” prone to zealous revolutionary activism.” The emergence
of religious forms of nationalism and the partition of India and Pakistan
appear to confirm the colonial view. As Chatterjee shows in this volume,
however, the Indian nationalist imagination could produce a rhetoric of
Hindu-Muslim brotherhood as easily as one of Hindu resistance against
Muslim tyranny. While the historical process seems utterly contingent in
this respect, the historical narrative inscribes it in the teleology of religious
antagonism. Metcalf clarifies the difficulties one encounters when describ-
ing religious movements that do not fit the accepted historical narrative.
The spatial imaginations of the pietist Muslim Tablighi Jama‘at move-
ment go against the grain of the territorial imaginations of the secular and
religious nationalisms of the period.

It is instructive in the context of this comparative volume to consider
secularization in an Asian state that has not been colonized. The case of
Japan, discussed by Harootunian, makes it abundantly clear that reli-
gion’s organization, its place in society, and patterns of recruitment are
so different in Japan that not only a simple form of the secularization
theory itself but also many of the empirical and theoretical problems de-
rived from it in the context of Western Christianity become meaningless.
Extremely important for our comparative purposes is the extent to which



INTRODUCTION 1

the modernization of the state in Japan was instrumental not to the secu-
larization of society but to its sacralization.

The third theme in the volume, that of mourning and commemoration,
is discussed by Harootunian and Groot. Given the importance of theologi-
cal and ecclesiastical strife and conflict, the mechanisms developed to pac-
ify tensions between religious groups in modern Europe merit further
study. For instance, since the eighteenth century British and Dutch nation-
alism were imbued with a generalized Protestantism, which transcended
the differences between the various Protestant churches.?® Catholics were
the significant Other. Both in the Netherlands and in Britain the formal
reestablishment of a Roman-Catholic hierarchy in the 1850s called into
question this traditional identification of national identity with an unde-
nominational Protestantism. In the second half of the nineteenth century
this religious nationalism came under attack from different directions.
Right-wing Protestant movements rejected its enlightened base. Catholics
strove to prove their own adherence to the nation. New forms of political
discourse endeavored to found the nation on race or history. The Protes-
tant-Catholic divide and mutual antagonism were gradually pacified
in the later nineteenth century in both Britain and the Netherlands. A
similar pacification has not occurred between Hindus, Sikhs, and Muslims
on the Indian subcontinent. On the contrary, this antagonism was a major
factor in the partition between India and Pakistan and continues to be a
crucial element in the various expressions of religious antagonism on the
subcontinent,

Pacification of religious antagonism depends crucially on the manage-
ment of memory and mourning. Groot and Harootunian explore several
ways in which the memory of violence is negotiated. Religion gives mean-
ing both to violence and to the suffering incurred by it. Remembering can
put things to rest, but it can also reactivate antagonisms by opening old
wounds.?” In the Dutch case, analyzed by Groot, the commemoration of
past violence has immediate consequences for communal relations in the
present. In the case of the Yasukuni Shrine in Japan, discussion about the
war dead also implies an externalization of war guilt and thus a political
stance of great consequence in the present. Striking in the analysis of
mourning and memory in this volume is the extent to which the bound-
aries between private suffering, public acts of national remembering, and
religious rituals are blurred.?® Death and the afterlife form the stuff of
which both religion and nationalism are made. This volume explores
some of the ways in which these two modern ideological formations feed
on each other in dealing with violence and its pacification.

In lieu of a general conclusion, the volume ends with two reflective
essays by Asad and Anderson. Asad examines the secularization thesis
and its alternatives by showing the ways in which the secular and the
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religious presuppose each other in post-Enlightenment modernity. He em-
phasizes that nationalism requires the space of the secular to make sense.
Anderson reflects upon the dead and the yet unborn, collectivities with
which the national imagination is much preoccupied. The responsibility
the living have toward their ancestors and their progeny constitutes the
morality of the nation. This kind of imagination borrows in a number of
ways from the religious one, but it is also strikingly different in Ander-
son’s view. These two essays form a fitting epilogue to a volume that does
not seek to propose an alternative to the secularization thesis but opens
up the question of the multiple relations of secularity and religiosity in
nationalism across the colonial divide. There is an obvious danger in
scholarly work on both nationalism and religion to reproduce the seam-
less narratives of the ideologies under study while neglecting the contra-
dictions and tensions inherent in the historical processes that produce the
religious morality of the nation-state. This volume attempts to avoid the
dangers of a grand synthesis by mapping out the problem areas in this
neglected but highly significant field of inquiry.
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