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Johnson in Conversation with 
STAIR
In this interview, Jacklyn Majnemer sits down with Dominic John-
son, Alistair Buchan Professor of International Relations at the Uni-
versity of Oxford and author of God is Watching You: How the Fear of 
God Makes Us Human. Professor Johnson discusses his new book and 
how the belief in god has promoted cooperation within human groups 
throughout history.

STAIR: What are the central arguments of your book, God is Watching 
You? 

DJ: The book argues that religion offers a remarkably powerful way 
of promoting cooperation – possibly the most powerful method ever 
discovered by human societies.1 And, equally remarkably, virtually all 
societies have found it. Cooperation in groups is hard to achieve be-
cause there are always “free-riders” (or “cheats”) who reap the spoils 
of public goods but do not contribute anything themselves – this is 
the so-called collective action problem central to numerous aspects of 
economics and political science. We know from experiments and the 
real world that one way to solve this problem is punishment, because 
if non-cooperation is punished, then it can raise the cost of cheating 
above the cost of contributing (and thus, even cheats are deterred). 
However, while today we have courts and police to detect and punish 
free-riders, in the past we did not have any formal institutionalised 
punishment. But we did have religion, with its gods, spirits, and ances-
tors, and many of those supernatural beings, across cultures and across 
societies, appeared to have punished anti-social or free-riding behav-
iour. Indeed, the book argues that this might be partly what religion 
is “for,” in terms of an evolutionary adaptation. Religion stepped in to 
solve the thorny problem of cooperation.

STAIR: What inspired you to write on this topic? What puzzles does this 
book address? 

DJ: The book was inspired by the fact that while punishment was being 
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7touted in the literature as a major solution to the problem of coopera-
tion, it remained far from clear who would actually carry out the pun-
ishment. At the time (in the early 2000s), no one was talking seriously 
about the possible role of beliefs in supernatural punishment. Such be-
liefs are ancient and widespread, and thus may have been an important 
influence on cooperation, not just today or in recent centuries, but in 
fact way back in human evolution. This aspect of religion might even 
have been instrumental in facilitating the expansion of human societ-
ies from small-scale foraging bands to civilisations of millions.

A further inspiration was simply that, for many people, religion it-
self is a puzzle. This is especially true for an atheist trained as a biolo-
gist, like me. How can we explain something that is patently costly in 
terms of time, energy, resources, and opportunity costs, involves be-
liefs in invisible agents and other untestable ideas, and often appears 
to have detrimental outcomes for believers themselves?

However, it turns out that this is precisely where an evolutionary 
perspective can shed new light on what appears to be irrational or 
counter-intuitive behaviour. Many aspects of human behaviour – not 
just religion – seem puzzling at first glance, from emotions and cogni-
tive biases that violate rational choice, to aggression and competition 
that risk injury or death. An evolutionary perspective makes sense of 
such apparently costly behaviours, because it highlights the fact that 
human behaviours are largely the outcome of physiological and cogni-
tive mechanisms that were laid down over the last two million years 
or more of human history. They are behaviours designed to deal with 
the adaptive challenges of life in small-scale foraging groups in a social 
and physical landscape very different to that of today. We should not 
expect human behaviour to be well adjusted to modern life in mass, 
urbanised, technologically advanced societies. Rather, we should ex-
pect many instances of “mismatch,” where our evolved responses can 
lead to mistakes or suboptimal behaviour. We are intelligent and highly 
flexible beings, but whatever the influence of culture and intelligence, 
we are also in large part at the mercy of our biology.

Applying this lens back to religion, perhaps its costs, often so ap-
parent today, mask significant benefits that were important to the sur-
vival and reproduction of individuals and their groups in our past (and 
may in fact continue to bring net benefits today, under the right cir-
cumstances). This is an empirical question, and one that in recent years 
anthropologists, psychologists, and evolutionary biologists have been 
beginning to gather data on and test. My book is partly an effort to 
synthesise these two decades or so of research, and the general finding 
is that religion is an incredibly powerful promoter of cooperation, and 



8 despite its costs (or according to some accounts, precisely because of 
these costs, in order to demonstrate credible signals of commitment), 
may have been a vital driver of cooperation in our past.

STAIR: How does religion facilitate/explain cooperation?

DJ: There are many ways to promote cooperation. Sometimes it is not 
hard to explain at all if there are mutual benefits to each party from 
cooperating. For example, even my greatest enemy and I could agree to 
cooperate to move a heavy rock blocking the entrance to a cave we were 
stuck in. However, cooperation among groups of individuals is hard to 
explain and achieve, even when they are friends, and especially when 
they are large groups of anonymous strangers who might never meet 
again. This is because of the “collective action problem,” in which ev-
eryone may recognise the benefit of cooperating, but also has an incen-
tive to free-ride on the efforts of others. To maximise one’s payoff, one 
can let others do the work and enjoys the benefits of their endeavours. 
Often, we will all benefit from the cooperation whether we contribute 
to it ourselves or not. Because of this inherent problem, cooperation 
often never gets off the ground (e.g., clearing up litter, or resolving cli-
mate change). 

Religion offers a remarkable solution to the problem, because even 
if others will not or cannot punish free-riders (itself representing yet 
another so-called “second order” free-rider problem), people may be 
deterred from cheating if they fear the retribution of other-worldly, 
supernatural agents. The burden of punishment could be shifted onto 
God (or, in small-scale societies, onto gods, spirits, and ancestors). It 
doesn’t matter whether supernatural agents are real or not, if people 
fear them, this belief can in principle deter selfish behaviour. Empiri-
cally, billions of people around the world do fear supernatural punish-
ment—especially for anti-social behaviour or norm violations. Thus, 
religion offers an effective way to circumvent the perennial game theo-
retical obstacles to cooperation. 

For this to work, gods have to punish certain kinds of behaviours 
rather than others. Often, people think that supernatural punishment 
is arbitrary, like in the book of Job, or among indigenous societies, 
where there can be capricious spirits or witches that can be contracted 
to take revenge on others. However, while all these complications ex-
ist, by far the much more common pattern is that supernatural beings 
punish bad behaviour—they punish self-interested behaviour or viola-
tions of social norms. In short, gods enforce behaviour that is benefi-
cial to group cooperation, not behaviour that advances the interests 



9of the individual. This is precisely the kind of god that a game theorist 
might recommend.

In the book I survey the evidence from pre-industrial and hunter-
gatherer societies (those like the ones in which humans evolved in the 
Pleistocene), ancient civilisations, modern world religions, and even 
laboratory experiments. All of them indicate that supernatural agents 
are widely believed to punish selfish behaviour, and people know and 
expect this and tend to alter their behaviour accordingly.

As humans transitioned from small-scale foraging bands into large 
settled societies with the advent of the agricultural revolution around 
10,000 years ago, the role of religion appears to have become particu-
larly important. Gods explicitly appeared to become moralising, and 
these morals became powerful obligations that widely dispersed peo-
ple were meant to follow. Not all of them did, of course, but it created 
cultures in which religion was a powerful undercurrent pushing people 
towards social cooperation.

Interestingly, religion may have special features that make it more 
effective at deterring cheats than secular forms of punishment. For 
example, gods can be omniscient, omnipresent, and omnipotent. In 
short, they have characteristics that make them way more powerful 
than police or CCTV. Gods are always watching—and can thus deter 
selfish behaviour even when people are entirely alone and would never 
be found out. Again, gods seem to offer a compelling game theoretical 
solution to the problem of cooperation. In the book I compare secular 
and supernatural punishment side by side and note that, as long as 
people believe in both, it is supernatural punishment that has a great-
er intrinsic power. In the ideal-type case of the Christian God, God is 
always present, always watching, cheating is always detected (even in 
thought not just in deed), and punishment can be eternal. No police 
force can match that.

People often wonder if this is not a “Western” idea or theory, in 
which we unduly focus on supernatural agents like gods, which are 
actually absent in certain eastern religions like Buddhism. However, 
it turns out that impersonal forces such as karma have similar conse-
quences. Bad deeds accumulate negative karma, and good deeds accu-
mulate positive karma. This affects how one is reincarnated, so there 
are powerful incentives to behave well—to suppress self-interest and 
be generous and cooperative instead. Indeed, in many ways karma is 
even more powerful and mechanical because there is no negotiating 
with “it,” as one can sometimes do with God. One cannot ask karma 
for forgiveness.



10 STAIR: You emphasise the role of punishment, rather than rewards, for ex-
plaining religion’s role in promoting cooperation. Why are sticks more effec-
tive than carrots in this case? 

DJ: Modern views of Christianity often argue that a punishing God is 
a vestige of older forms of belief, and confined mainly to the Old Testa-
ment. By contrast, modern Christianity is held to be more about re-
wards, or not even any transactional relationship but rather unilateral 
love and grace. That may be true, at least in Western liberal churches, 
although it raises interesting questions about the circumstances in 
which a punishing God was more effective or salient in earlier times. 
One might argue that cooperation was more difficult or more in de-
mand in biblical times than now, and that is why God’s punishment 
was so prominent in the minds of believers and those who wrote the 
Old Testament. But the bigger point is that the supernatural punish-
ment theory is about all religions, not just Christianity or indeed any of 
the major world religions. There are estimated to have been 10,000 reli-
gions across human cultures and history, and the acid test for a general 
theory of religion is the characteristics of religion in general, not of any 
one of them in particular, however prominent they may have become. 
As noted above, across religions and across history, punishment stands 
out as an important leitmotif.

But there are other reasons to focus on punishment. First, in game 
theoretical terms, punishment has an intrinsic leverage. Rewards are 
obviously the reason people want to cooperate in the first place—to at-
tain some reward. But they cannot get there on that positive incentive 
alone. We know from the collective action problem and our own life 
experience that rewards, such as getting fitter or eating more healthily, 
do not in themselves succeed in making us do so. To engineer coop-
eration in groups, we have to raise the costs of free riding, and that is 
why deterrence mechanisms such as punishment are key. Rewards may 
encourage many of us to cooperate, but only punishment can deter all 
from cheating. 

The same logic can be seen at the larger scale of groups and societ-
ies. We can see around us that all societies have institutions of punish-
ment, however law-abiding their citizens in general might be. Punish-
ment must be there to deter and catch the inevitable residual cheats, 
otherwise the system breaks down. Punishment is a keystone that 
holds the arch of society together.

Finally, whatever we might think we think about punishment, it 
turns out that we are psychologically predisposed to privilege nega-
tive rather than positive information. Reviews of psychological studies 



11find that a “negativity bias” dominates memory, emotion, perception, 
decision-making, and cognition, making us more responsive and at-
tentive to negative rather than positive information. Therefore, even if 
we hear or believe that a given religious doctrine  is generally positively 
orientated, we are likely to be more influenced by its negative aspects.

STAIR: Is religion really a “public good” or do its benefits disproportionately 
accrue to political elite? 

DJ: One might think that supernatural punishment is a scare tactic 
invented by leaders and elites to subdue the masses into fear and com-
pliance. There is certainly sometimes evidence of exactly this, in which 
rulers use or exploit religion as a tool for coercion, as Marx argued. 
However, it is important to recognise that this is not always the case, 
and many rulers from Louis 14th to the Pope himself are clearly deeply 
religious people who fear God as much as any of their subjects. But 
even where it is the case that leaders promote fear of the gods, this 
ironically supports the point: even those with the greatest power of all 
find it expedient to utilise religion to improve social cooperation—be-
cause it works.

STAIR: Is religion an essential element of well-functioning societies? 

DJ: Religion is clearly not essential in any overt form for society to 
function, as secular societies such as the UK or Scandinavian countries 
seem to be doing fine largely without it. However, this is not a simple 
conclusion, because, firstly, religion is not entirely gone from these so-
cieties and in fact continues to underlie many of their cultural and so-
cial norms, and secondly, religion may still help to improve and sustain 
cooperation even in societies where a large proportion are now athe-
ists. The role of subsections of religiously inclined people in a popula-
tion, and their example, may have subtle effects on maintaining social 
cooperation, but this is something we do not yet know much about.

Perhaps what is clearer is that many people think that religion is 
vital for social cooperation. Humanists explicitly deny this, with bill-
boards saying things like “We don’t need God to be good.” But in many 
countries around the world a majority of people seem to think we do. 
For example, a 2008 poll by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 
asked people: “Is it necessary to believe in God in order to be moral?” 
Only 22 per cent thought so in the UK, but the figures are much higher 
in other countries, for example 57 per cent of Americans said “yes,” as 
did 66 per cent in India, 82 per cent in Nigeria, 84 per cent in Turkey, 



12 and 99 per cent in Egypt. Whatever the humanists and philosophers 
say, in large parts of the globe a majority of people think religion is 
crucial for morality. This belief is likely to affect their attitudes, votes, 
and behaviour—whether it should do or not. 

In the past, however, I argue that religion probably was an essential 
element of well-functioning societies (or at least, religion played a criti-
cal role in those that succeeded). People have long noted that as human 
societies expanded, religions tended to get “bigger” too (gods become 
more powerful, and beliefs shared over larger areas). Evidence bears 
out this general pattern. For example, in a cross-cultural study of 186 
pre-industrial societies around the world, I found that more morally 
involved gods were significantly associated with the size that these so-
cieties reached.2 The problem is that these are correlational findings, so 
we don’t know whether one may have caused the other (perhaps great-
er social hierarchy and leaders pushed bigger gods, to help control or 
rule larger societies over larger territories). However, the evolutionary 
perspective on religion forms an interesting prediction here, because it 
suggests that, if religion really is an important promoter of social coop-
eration, it might have been instrumental, or at least assisted, in solving 
the collective action problems inherent in human societies.

Some recent empirical studies bring remarkable new light to this 
possibility. Biologists have long used phylogenetic family trees to ex-
plore the origin and spread of traits across related species over evolu-
tionary time. If one has a detailed enough family tree, one can make 
statistical inferences about when traits emerged in the past, and which 
traits came first and which came later. Usually, we don’t have any such 
finely detailed tree to compare traits in human societies, but one ex-
ception is the diverse Polynesian cultures that spread out across the 
Pacific islands over the last few thousand years. Anthropologists have 
painstakingly recorded differences in languages among these societies, 
and from this constructed a family tree of how these societies have 
splintered and given rise to new ones (and estimated when those cul-
tural splits occurred). Recently, a New Zealand team used this language 
phylogeny to test whether the religions of these societies tell us any-
thing about how they developed socially.3 The researchers were able to 
show that not only were beliefs in supernatural punishment explicitly 
associated with social cooperation, but that in fact these beliefs pre-
ceded the emergence of larger and more complex societies. Here, then, 
was the first ever empirical evidence that religious beliefs might have 
been a causal contributing factor in human societies becoming larger 
and more complex. Religion is not just an outcome of human social 
cooperation, but might actually have been a driver of it.
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STAIR: How does this inform the current debate surrounding the apparent 
link between religion and violence? 

DJ: For me, the current debates about religion put the emphasis on 
the wrong side of the coin. Discussions of Islamic fundamentalism 
or inter-faith conflict tend to emphasise the divisive and violent out-
comes of religion. But these are only part of the full range of outcomes. 
Of the more than 1.5 billion Muslims around the world, for example, 
nearly all of them are peaceful, law-abiding citizens. The same goes for 
any other religion. So how does religion affect those ordinary people’s 
behaviour? Perhaps it more usually promotes social benefits. Once you 
say it, it sounds obvious, but you’d hardly guess given some of the rhet-
oric in the media. More powerful and more common than instances of 
religious extremism and aggression is the diversity and magnitude of 
social cohesion, unswerving solidarity, and cooperation that is mani-
fested in religious groups. This is probably why it emerged in the first 
place, spread so easily, and has come to prominence among all cultures 
ever known. Even the bad outcomes of religion, such as martyrdom, in 
themselves speak to the incredible power that religion has to suppress 
self-interest and promote cooperation towards a larger group of believ-
ers. No secular idea has ever been so powerful.

STAIR: Why is looking at the development of religions over history so im-
portant for understanding religion today? 

DJ: This is a good question. If we look today at behaviours and note 
that they are destructive, we find ourselves puzzled by apparently cost-
ly and destructive behaviour (e.g. terrorism). However, the long view 
puts these into context. While they may have negative outcomes to-
day in the modern world, precisely the same behaviours can be seen to 
be highly adaptive in the very different small-scale societies in which 
humans lived for 99 per cent of our history. Just as with many other 
(evolved) psychological dispositions, human behaviours reflect adap-
tive responses to environmental stimuli that were favoured by natural 
selection because they helped us to survive and thrive in our prehis-
toric past. What we have to pay attention to is whether our current 
environment is conducive or contrary to human nature. Often, it is the 
latter, and religion is a case in point. The challenges and scale of mod-
ern social and political life can exacerbate religious motivations and 
behaviours that cannot possibly bring the desired effect.



14 STAIR: What are the present-day implications of your theory, especially re-
garding international affairs?

DJ: The dark side of religion’s power to promote cooperation is the 
closed borders to which it is confined. Religion works to promote co-
operation within the group of shared believers, not beyond it (we are 
not scared of other people’s gods). Hence, within a given social unit of 
religion there is some level of hierarchy and order, promoting coopera-
tion instead of anarchy and keeping in check those that step out of line 
(just like domestic politics and government is able to do within the 
state). But between-groups that do not share the same beliefs, there is 
no overarching god to compel different groups to cooperate with each 
other, and indeed often part of the mistrust among societies is the mis-
trust expressed towards each other’s religions. So just like the distinc-
tion between domestic and international politics, religion is something 
that helps to create order and cooperation within states, but makes 
international relations an especially difficult and dangerous problem.

An example of this tension can be seen in a recent study published 
in Nature, which conducted field experiments in eight different non-
western societies around the world. Subjects had to decide how to al-
locate valuable resources either to themselves or to another person, in 
a clever game designed to keep their preferences anonymous.4 While 
all people allocated some of the resources to themselves, the extent 
to which they gave some to others depended not only on their own 
religious beliefs, but also the beliefs of the recipient. People were sig-
nificantly more likely to give money to strangers—even distant strang-
ers—that shared the same religion. The effect was stronger among 
people who believed in a punishing supernatural agent. So religion, 
and especially supernatural punishment, seems to make people gener-
ous to others, but only if they share the same god.

A key question arising in the book is that, if religion is a promoter 
of cooperation and an effective deterrent against cheats, then to whom 
does the deterrence apply? What is the social unit within which reli-
gion works? Clearly, while people might fear their own god, they do not 
fear the gods of other people. A Polynesian does not fear Zeus or Ra, 
for example. A recent cross-cultural study by Yasha Hartberg explored 
this problem systematically.5 Nobel Laureate Elinor Ostrom spent 
her life studying how indigenous cultures around the world have suc-
ceeded in cooperating over long periods of time to share common pool 
resources (often much more successfully than we do today). Hartberg 
and colleagues asked a new question, which was how religious beliefs 
may affect these efforts. In a sample of 48 detailed ethnographies of 



15such societies, they found a recurrent theme in that religious beliefs—
and specifically beliefs in supernatural sanctions—were vital methods 
of deterring people from violating social norms surrounding the pro-
tection and use of the resource. For example, the Shona of Zimbabwe 
believed that “a snake with special powers guards the sacred forest and 
that trespassers who see it may get lost, may become insane or may 
even die.” As odd as any one manifestation of such beliefs may sound, 
the general pattern repeated itself across these societies. Across their 
sample, they found that 27 of the societies relied on supernatural sanc-
tions alone to enforce cooperation, 12 relied on a combination of both 
supernatural and secular sanctions (where secular sanctions were, in-
terestingly enough, not sufficient to secure cooperation on their own), 
and just one relied only on secular sanctions (the remaining eight were 
unclear or lacked enough data to tell). In short, religion, and specifi-
cally belief in supernatural punishment, turns out to be a recurrent 
feature of successful indigenous systems of social cooperation. This is a 
lesson that we might find useful to relearn for ourselves, or to at least 
examine how and why it is so effective, as we struggle to achieve coop-
eration in our increasingly secular societies.  

Notes

1 Dominic Johnson, God Is Watching You: How the Fear of God Makes Us Human. 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2015).
2 Dominic Johnson, “God’s Punishment and Public Goods: A Test of the Su-
pernatural Punishment Hypothesis in 186 World Cultures,” Human Nature 16 
(2005): 410-446. 
See also Dominic Johnson, “What Are Atheists For? Hypotheses on the Func-
tions of Non–Belief in the Evolution of Religion,” Religion, Brain & Behaviour 2 
(2012): 48-70.
3 Joseph Watts, Simon J. Greenhill, Quentin D. Atkinson, Thomas E. Currie, 
Joseph Bulbulia and Russell D. Gray, “Broad Supernatural Punishment but Not 
Moralizing High Gods Precede the Evolution of Political Complexity in Austro-
nesia,” Proceedings of the Royal Society of London: Biology 282 (2015).
4 Benjamin Grant Purzycki, Coren Apicella, Quentin D. Atkinson, Emma Cohen, 
Rita Anne McNamara, Aiyana K. Willard, Dimitris Xygalatas, Ara Norenzayan 
and Joseph Henrich, “Moralistic Gods, Supernatural Punishment and the Ex-
pansion of Human Sociality,” Nature 530 (2016): 327–330.
5 Yasha Hartberg, Michael Cox and Sergio Villamayor-Tomas, “Supernatural 
Monitoring and Sanctioning in Community-Based Resource Management,” 
Religion, Brain & Behaviour 6 (2014): 95-111.



16 Seek and You Shall Find 
Religious Intelligence in British 
Counter-Insurgency Operations  

Jason Klocek

Abstract: Counter-insurgency forces across a variety of contexts have 
been criticised in recent years for insufficient attention to the role of 
religion in insurgency wars. The consensus view of this critique alleges 
that military planners, at best, misunderstand the impact of religious 
identities and beliefs on guerrilla forces and, at worst, ignore them all 
together. In this article, I challenge this conventional wisdom by tracing 
the routine efforts of British forces to understand the impact of religion 
during conflicts in Mandatory Palestine, Cyprus, and Kenya. Drawing on 
original data collected from the colonial archives, I demonstrate how se-
curity personnel repeatedly obtained and evaluated religious intelligence 
in three key issue areas: combat operations, information operations, and 
demobilisation. My findings have significant implications for the study of 
both religious violence and civil wars. First, they illustrate how binaries 
that construe state actors as secular and non-state actors as religious are 
often oversimplified. Second, they point to how religion affects conflict 
in meaningful, and oftentimes unanticipated, ways. While not necessar-
ily the cause of a particular rebellion, religious sensibilities often shape 
how counterinsurgents combat guerrilla forces. 

Introduction

The year 1947 proved to be an acutely challenging time for British 
security forces fighting Jewish insurgents in Mandatory Palestine. 
While ministry officials in Whitehall debated how best to withdraw 
from a losing battle, military personnel on the ground struggled to 
keep peace in a progressively more stressful conflict environment.2 
The total number of insurgent attacks, for instance, increased by 
thirty percent in the first half of that year compared to the previous 
twelve-month period.3 And, in response, curfews, cordons, and collec-
tive punishments were regularly enforced. 

Despite this increased tension, road restrictions throughout Man-
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17datory Palestine were suddenly lifted for one night on 13 Septem-
ber 1947. At first glance, this seemingly random decision appears to 
contradict security concerns at the time. However, the British had a 
strategic aim in mind. By suspending the driving curfew, residents of 
Jewish settlements could travel to larger cities and stock up on items 
needed to celebrate the upcoming Jewish New Year, or Rosh Hasha-
nah. The security forces hoped this gesture of goodwill would improve 
relations with the local population.4

The sensitivity of British troops to the role of religious beliefs and 
practices during conflict is not without historical parallel. A close ex-
amination of reconnaissance efforts over the past century suggests 
that modern militaries frequently collect, analyse, and act upon reli-
gious intelligence. For example, the French War Ministry monitored 
the communications of Muslim units on the Western front during 
World War I, with a special interest in letters that conveyed reactions 
to the campaign against Ottoman Turkey and the caliphate move-
ment.5 During World War II, the Allied Powers considered the reli-
gious and cultural significance of sacred sites when planning bombing 
campaigns, particularly in Italy.6 

Similar efforts have persisted throughout the post-war era. Egyp-
tian decision makers timed their opening attack of the 1973 Arab-
Israeli War to coincide with the Jewish high holiday of Yom Kippur 
because they believed the Israeli military would be slow to mobilise a 
response.7 Indian authorities, in turn, considered the religious impor-
tance of the Golden Temple in Amritsar prior to an attack against mil-
itants of the Khalistani movement holed up there in the late 1980s.8 
More recently, the US Department of Defense organised intelligence 
teams to gather information about religious attitudes in Afghanistan 
and identify opportunities for coordination with local spiritual lead-
ers.9 

The above illustrations suggest that militaries are often aware 
of the challenges and opportunities presented by religious beliefs, 
identities, and practices in security environments. Yet, despite these 
common practices, scholars and policymakers alike repeatedly criti-
cise decision makers for ignoring the role of religion in contempo-
rary armed conflicts. Indeed, a near consensus has emerged in recent 
years, contending that military planners, at best, misunderstand the 
role of religion, and, at worst, ignore it all together.10 

In this article, I challenge this conventional wisdom by tracing the 
routine efforts of British forces to assess the impact of religion on 
counter-insurgency (COIN) operations during the early post-war pe-
riod. Drawing on original data collected from the colonial archives in 
the United Kingdom, I demonstrate how security personnel repeat-
edly obtained and analysed information about religion in three of 
the most common activities undertaken by counter-insurgent forces: 



18 combat operations, information operations, and demobilisation.11 
I pay particular attention to conflicts in Mandatory Palestine, Cy-

prus, and Kenya for two primary reasons. First, they provide a set of 
most-likely cases to test the commonly held view that military plan-
ners overlook religion.12 Not only was communism the main ideologi-
cal concern at the time, but British security forces also represent the 
type of highly professional military the conventional wisdom predicts 
will ignore the religious dynamics of conflict. Second, the prominence 
of religion varies considerably across each case. 

I define religious intelligence as the branch of cultural intelligence 
responsible for obtaining and analysing information about sacred 
beliefs, rituals, and symbols and their affect on combat operations.13 
This typically involves evaluating what sacred phenomena are rel-
evant in a given context, how salient they are for specific religious 
communities, and how they will affect the behaviour of combatants 
and/or local populations.14 Past research suggests that three such 
phenomena are particularly salient for religious intelligence analysts: 
sacred space, sacred time, and sacred authority.15 

This article contributes to the study of both religious violence and 
civil wars. First, it demonstrates how the binaries that construe state 
actors as secular and non-state actors as religious are oversimplified. 
A close examination of British efforts at religious intelligence reveals 
that rebel groups are not alone in appreciating the challenges and op-
portunities presented by sacred phenomena. Second, this article il-
lustrates how religion affects conflict in meaningful, and oftentimes 
unanticipated, ways. While not necessarily the cause of a particular 
rebellion, religious dynamics often shape how counter-insurgents 
combat guerrilla forces. 

What this article does not do is evaluate the success or failure of 
religious intelligence efforts. I include episodes in which the British 
both demonstrated respect for and offended the religious sensibilities 
of local populations, but I do not evaluate their overall effectiveness. 
I also refrain from suggesting who should conduct religious intelli-
gence in modern militaries. Rather, as mentioned above, my goal is 
to illustrate that such efforts occurs more often than conventional 
wisdom suggests. 

The remainder of this article proceeds in three sections. In the 
first, I summarise past research on the role of religion in conflict. In 
the second, I trace out the religious intelligence gathering efforts of 
British security forces during the early post-war period in the three 
key issues areas previously mentioned: combat operations, informa-
tion operations, and demobilisation. To conclude, the third section 
considers implications for future scholarship.



19Existing Research on Religion and Conflict
 
A burgeoning literature has developed on the role of religion in con-
flict over the last decade and a half. The majority of this research 
attends to the influence of religion on rebel behaviour and its sub-
sequent impact on conflict outcomes. For example, studies have in-
vestigated how combatants’ religious beliefs and identities impact 
the duration, lethality, and termination patterns of civil wars.16

Far less attention, however, has been paid to the impact of religion 
on military planning and operations. Much of the analysis, such as 
it exists, tends to be polemical, rather than empirical. For instance, 
fierce debate emerged among commentators in 2007 about how well 
the revised US counter-insurgency manual (FM 3-24) incorporated 
lessons learned from combat operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.17 
The manual’s harshest critics argued that it misapplies examples from 
Vietnam by leveraging political models of nationalist struggles to 
contemporary insurgencies that are, they contended, essentially re-
ligious.18 In particular, they argued that the passion religion arouses, 
along with its stringent dogma, require counter-insurgent forces to 
adopt more coercive tactics than the new guidelines acknowledge.19 
Additional criticism suggested that the new field manual fails to con-
sider the transnational element of contemporary insurgency wars, 
especially a global Islamist dimension.20

In contrast to this normative trend, a few researchers have also 
examined the impact of religious beliefs, practices, and symbols on 
professional soldiers. The subject of military chaplains has received 
particular attention. Several studies, for instance, document changes 
in the composition of the American military chaplaincy, along with 
its changing role, over the past half-century.21 Others adopt a more 
comparative perspective.22 A common concern of both approaches is 
the tension of reconciling the demands of military norms with those 
of a chaplain’s faith.

Further scholarship has drawn attention to the impact of reli-
gion on service personnel, more generally, and in less obvious areas 
of military operations. For example, a newly edited volume reviews 
the influence of religion on the demography, organisation, training, 
leadership, and operations of nine modern armed forces.23 Another 
recent project explores how everyday religious practices shape battle-
field decision-making in contemporary interstate wars.24 

In the end, these studies, primarily historical in nature, provide an 
important foundation for the study of religion in modern militaries. 
Most importantly, they turn attention away from the religious beliefs 
of rebels and toward the impact of religion on professional soldiers. 
Their focus, however, also remains narrow. They identify a number of 
previously overlooked ways religion shapes the organisation and be-



20 haviour of modern militaries, but they also shed relatively little light 
on how decision makers within these institutions think about the be-
liefs, practices, and identities of those they fight. 

The one notable exception within this strand of research is work 
by Ron E. Hassner.25 Most relevant to this study, he has identified 
three types of sacred phenomena as particularly important to reli-
gious intelligence analysts: sacred time, sacred space, and sacred 
authority. The first refers to holy periods in which a religious move-
ment commemorates key events of its past, such as Passover for Jews 
or Diwali for Hindus.26 The second, sacred space, includes religious 
centres perceived by believers to be imbued with a particular divine 
presence.27 For many Christians this might be the Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre in Jerusalem. For Muslims, Mecca is an obvious example. 
Finally, sacred authority is the ability of a religious leader to compel 
obedience based on a reputation for religious expertise and charis-
ma.28 Pope Francis and the Dalai Lama stand out as contemporary 
examples of this phenomenon. Ultimately, Hassner argues that these 
sacred phenomena are central to any efforts to collect and analyse the 
religious dimensions of conflict. 

In the following section, I draw on Hassner’s conceptual frame-
work to outline the religious intelligence efforts of British security 
forces during the early post-war period. My analysis suggests that 
these efforts occur, at least in these cases, more often than conven-
tional wisdom suggests.

Religious Intelligence in British COIN Operations

In the two decades after World War II, British security forces mount-
ed no fewer than ten major counter-insurgency campaigns.29 Three, 
in particular, stand out for their religious dynamics. The first involved 
a violent uprising by Jewish resistance groups in Mandatory Pales-
tine from 1944–1947. This was one of the first post-war struggles for 
national liberation and culminated in the establishment of the State 
of Israel.30 The second conflict took place a decade later and less than 
500 kilometres across the Mediterranean Sea. From 1955 to 1959, 
the British faced a guerrilla group known in English as the National 
Organisation of Cypriot Struggle (EOKA), which fought ostensibly for 
the unification of Cyprus with mainland Greece. The third struggle 
pitted British security forces against the Mau Mau movement in Ke-
nya from 1952–1960. In contrast to the other two cases, British secu-
rity forces achieved a military victory in East Africa.

These are especially useful cases to investigate the pervasiveness 
of religious intelligence for two primary reasons. First, they provide 
a set of most-likely cases to test the commonly held view that mili-
tary planners overlook the religious dynamics of conflict. Since they 



21coincide with the start of the Cold War, communism, not religion, 
was the dominant ideological concern at the time.31 Moreover, British 
security forces represent the type of highly professional military that 
conventional wisdom predicts will not collect religious intelligence.32 
Accordingly, if the theory holds anywhere, it should do so in these 
cases. Evidence to the contrary, in turn, will cast strong doubt on the 
consensus view.33

Second, the prominence of religion varies considerably across 
these cases. In Kenya, British officials construed religion, especially 
oath taking rituals, to play a critical rule in the formation and resilien-
cy of the Mau Mau movement.34 In Cyprus, they perceived it to have 
a more intermediary role, with the Orthodox Church providing im-
portant moral and material support to the insurgents.35 And, in Man-
datory Palestine, they saw religion as a peripheral issue. It defined 
local populations, but not the major activities of the underground 
groups.36 Still, as I will demonstrate, irrespective of the salience of re-
ligion, British security forces routinely collected, analysed, and acted 
upon religious intelligence. 

To facilitate my analysis, I employ a structured focused compari-
son across three issue areas: combat operations, information opera-
tions, and demobilisation.37 For each topic, I ask two primary ques-
tions. First, to what extent did security forces gather and analyse 
information on sacred phenomena? In line with Hassner, I pay par-
ticular attention to how military planners thought about sacred time, 
space, and authority. Second, how did they believe these phenomena 
would impact military operations? As mentioned previously, I look 
at instances that both bolster and undermine security forces’ efforts.

I draw on original data collected from the colonial archives in the 
United Kingdom to address each of the above questions. The majority 
of this information—which includes incident reports, telegrams, and 
operational assessments—comes from the War, Foreign, and Colo-
nial Office files housed at The National Archives in London.38 I also 
incorporate those documents that were part of the Foreign and Com-
monwealth Office’s “migrated archive”, which have only been avail-
able to the public since 2013. 

Finally, before proceeding, a brief word on how I define the key 
actors in each conflict. By security forces, I mean the colonial officials 
stationed in each location, members of the three armed services, the 
regular police and Special Branch, and the auxiliary police and spe-
cial constabulary.39 I refer to the actors that organised and conducted 
armed resistance against these security forces as underground, rebel, 
or insurgents groups, interchangeably.40



22 I. Combat Operations

One area in which British security forces regularly considered the role 
of religion was during combat operations. This is particularly true for 
tactical and operational decisions. The former refers to military plan-
ners’ deliberations on how best to deploy and use armed units within 
a specific area of responsibility, including a particular battle or en-
gagement, while the later focuses on the coordination of armed units 
within a specific theatre of war.41 Security forces noted the role of at 
least three sacred phenomena during such undertakings.

The first involved a shared concern about sacred time, which again 
refers to key historical events that a religious movement commemo-
rates. Officials in Mandatory Palestine, for instance, remained sensi-
tive to the prospective impact of the Christmas season on conflict 
intensity. A 1946 report from the 317 Airborne Intelligence Unit 
warned of the potential for increased tension between British and 
Jewish forces in late December.42 Another evaluation from the same 
unit warned that the underground group known as Irgun might use 
the Passover period to regroup.43 In both cases, officials responded by 
advising security personnel to be particularly vigilant. However, no 
specific regulations were formally imposed.

An awareness of sacred time did, however, sometimes directly in-
fluence military planning, most notably during the Tel Aviv Curfew 
of 1946. Following the King David Hotel bombing, security forces 
cordoned and searched the city for four days. It is considered one of 
the most extreme tactics adopted by the British during the conflict, 
as it also included the mass arrest of some 1,100 residents. Yet, even 
in this critical and unprecedented operation, religion did not go un-
noticed. The curfew was lifted by 15:00 on Friday, 2 August 1946 so 
that Jewish residents would have enough time to prepare for the ap-
proaching Shabbat observance.44

Officers in other locations also observed the significance of sacred 
time. Similar to their counterparts in Palestine, Kenyan officials noted 
the potential influence of the Christmas period. However, rather than 
anticipating increased tension between British troops and locals, they 
anticipated a surge in attacks by rebel forces during the holiday.45 The 
influence of sacred time did not go unnoticed in Cyprus either. For 
instance, a 1958 security report warned there might be an increase in 
attacks against security forces around Greek Easter.46 

A second religious issue commonly noted by security forces was 
that of sacred space, which again includes sites perceived by believers 
to be infused with a divine presence. In both Mandatory Palestine 
and Cyprus, officials suspected that rebel groups hid weapon caches 
and other supplies in religious buildings. And, in both cases, this af-
fected how they conducted cordon and searches. In the former, the 



23Great Synagogue in Tel Aviv was a primary target during the previ-
ously mentioned curfew in July 1946. 

In Cyprus, religious structures in the Troodos Mountains were of 
strong interest during a major offensive (“Operation Pepperpot”) in 
June 1956. As summarised by one observer, “[c]hurches and monas-
teries were now turned upside down by the security forces looking 
for weapons and ammunition.”47 This was by no means an isolated 
event. Similar searches continued well into the conflict. In February 
1957, for instance, Operation “Whiskey Mac” included the search of 
another mountain monastery and a number of nearby villages.48 

Kenyan officials also noted the role of sacred sites, but they paid 
more attention to their religious function than their instrumental 
role. Most notably, officials expressed both admiration and frustra-
tion over the influence of Mount Kenya, an area where security forces 
often achieved military, but not political, success.49 Absent any em-
pirical support, the British attributed this latter failure to the fact 
that the area, as the “home of their god,” exerted great influence on 
the Kikuyu people.50 The region was eventually marked as a “Prohib-
ited Area,” within which anyone found could be shot on sight. 

Sacred authority, or a religious leader’s ability to leverage their ex-
pertise and charisma to influence believers, was a third area in which 
security forces collected and analysed information during military 
engagements. In Cyprus, the British were especially anxious about 
the influence of Orthodox priests, whom they believed Cypriots were 
accustomed to following “without question.”51 Indeed, it was partly 
for this reason that they assumed the arrest and deportation of the 
head of the church, Archbishop Makarios III, in 1956 might decapi-
tate EOKA.52 This tactic, however, failed and led to considerable un-
rest on the island.53 

In Kenya, several officials construed spiritual leadership to be a 
linchpin of the Mau Mau movement.54 Jomo Kenyatta, in particular, 
was often singled out. A 1960 historical survey commissioned by the 
War Office summarises the consensus view: “The strength of the Mau 
Mau stems from the fact that in the unscrupulous hand (of such a 
powerful demagogue as Kenyatta) it has achieved a unifying force by 
combining primitive tribal superstition and fear with political and 
economic aspiration.”55 The importance given to Kenyatta is puzzling 
given his detention in 1952 meant his direct influence on the forest 
gangs was limited.

In addition, local witch doctors also stood out as important during 
the conflict.56 They played a central role in oathing ceremonies, espe-
cially the blood sacrifices that members were required to complete 
to officially join the Mau Mau.57 Security personnel construed these 
figures as so pivotal that weekly intelligence reports often included a 
separate estimate of their numbers.58



24 In sum, British security forces routinely took note of at least three 
types of sacred phenomenon when making tactical and operational 
decisions: sacred time, space, and authority. This information shaped, 
to a certain degree, how they fought in each conflict. It also influ-
enced the propaganda war that complemented each struggle. And, it 
is to this topic I now turn. 

II. Information Operations

Information operations are a second area in which British security 
forces regularly considered the role of religion. This refers to the wide 
range of communication networks under a security force’s control 
that is designed to inform and influence a target audience.59 During 
the early post-war period, it comprised a more limited range of ac-
tivities than today. Yet, many of the same mediums remain familiar, 
including radio, film, and pamphleteering. 

In each of the three cases focused on in this article, security forces 
engaged in propaganda campaigns that were as, if not more, intense 
than the physical fighting. Here, I focus specifically on the religious 
factors that the British identified as most relevant to their campaigns 
to win the “hearts and minds” of local populations.60 As with combat 
operations, three sacred phenomena stand out. 

The first centres on sacred time. While officials were particularly 
attuned to the vulnerability posed by religious dates during com-
bat operations, they also recognised the possibility of exploiting 
their relevance to bolster public support. In addition to the strategy 
highlighted at the start of this article, British officials occasionally 
acknowledged attacks by rebels that coincided with holy days in the 
hope that they might drive a wedge between the general population 
and insurgents. For example, when Irgun attacked the Haifa police 
headquarters on 29 September 1947, security forces noted that this 
coincided with the second day of the Feast of Tabernacles.61

Officials in Cyprus demonstrated a similar awareness to religious 
dates, but with an eye towards the opportunities they provided for 
EOKA to mobilise local support. A 1957 report on the approaching 
commemoration of Oxi day, which celebrates Greek resistance to Fas-
cist Italy during World War II, is a typical example. It warned that the 
ceremony could put people in a frame of mind “most amenable for the 
propaganda in the Church services.”62 

During the tensest periods of the conflict, officials tried to coun-
ter these opportunities by limiting or prohibiting public assemblies 
and processions on or around holidays.63 For instance, the govern-
ment cancelled all celebrations, and imposed a curfew on towns and 
large villages on 21 March 1956, which coincided with the Feast of the 
Annunciation and Greek Independence Day.64 Other regulations were 



25more general. It was, for instance, illegal to fly the Greek flag or to 
ring church bells except at times of regular church services during the 
Emergency Period.65 Such prohibitions sat uneasily with locals and 
often led to demonstrations.66

Sacred space is a second religious issue that security forces often 
took into account when planning and conducting information opera-
tions. In Mandatory Palestine, for instance, officials were sensitive to 
the possibility of inciting public outrage by desecrating holy sites. To 
this end, they wrote and distributed pamphlets on the proper proce-
dure for searching synagogues and mosques.67 

Officials also compiled a set of guidelines on the use of heavy 
weapons that took into consideration the potential backlash from 
damaging holy places.68 This directive listed the major religious and 
cultural sites in the region and ranked them according to how much 
importance local commands should give to avoiding damage during 
combat operations. 

In Cyprus, officials faced a rather robust propaganda machine. 
This included the efforts of a high-ranking EOKA member, Archiman-
drite Constantinos Lefkosiatis, charged with developing a “spiritual 
supply service” for its ranks.69 In addition, the Political Committee of 
the Cyprus Struggle (PEKA) issued leaflets extolling the memory of 
dead fighters, and organised memorial services for them in churches 
across the island.70 

Accordingly, security forces on the island often faced the type of 
critique officials in Palestine sought to avoid. For example, the pre-
viously mentioned search of monasteries in the Troodos Mountains 
provided a pivotal opportunity for EOKA to call into question the 
behaviour of security forces. In a number of leaflets, they not only 
accused security personnel of planting arms and ammunition in or-
der to incriminate the clergy, but they also alleged that the British 
brought “dogs into the churches and into the altars where they licked 
the holy sacraments.”71 In the end, the British reply was rather anae-
mic. They focused more on touting the economic benefits of British 
rule rather than demonstrating the type of sensitivity to local sacred 
sites that their counterparts tried to show in Mandatory Palestine. 

Sacred authority was a third religious issue that British security 
forces considered when planning and conducting information opera-
tions. Indeed, this stands out as a particularly evocative issue in each 
conflict. In Mandatory Palestine, prominent rabbis publicly criticised 
the conduct of security forces on more than one occasion. The arrest 
of a well-known rabbi in Jerusalem on the Sabbath in July 1946, for 
example, set off a storm of criticism in the local press.72 And, the Chief 
Rabbinate of Haifa condemned the searching of Jews on Saturdays as 
late as February 1948.73

It remains unclear, however, how much importance officials gave 



26 to these critiques. At least one intelligence report expresses concern 
over the chief rabbi of Tel Aviv’s attendance at the funeral of a rebel 
group member in March 1946.74 It cautioned that such an appearance 
might lead locals to believe the religious hierarchy endorsed the re-
bellion, and it encouraged officials to publicly announce the contrary. 
However, this stands out as a relatively isolated example. 

In Cyprus, clerics not only questioned British activities, but also 
openly supported the objectives of EOKA. According to a 1958 report 
by the chief of the imperial general staff,  “[b]oth EOKA, and its politi-
cal counterpart PEKA, owe their hold on the population very largely 
to the support of the Church, which provides the brains, the plan-
ning, and operates the finance, without which neither organisation 
could function for long.”75 A 1960 War Office summary of the conflict 
echoed these sentiments arguing, “most priests regarded themselves 
as religious “crusaders”.76 Accordingly, officials in Cyprus determined 
that if they could “attack the political and religious basis of EOKA, we 
shall in the end reach a settlement.”77 This was easier said than done. 

On the one hand, colonial officials made frequent announcements 
through the Cyprus Broadcasting Service “to break what has so long 
been an Enosis monopoly of propaganda—through the priests, 
through the local Greek press and through Athens radio”.78 On the 
other hand, security forces were also constrained in how directly they 
could deal with the clergy. The general preference of most officials 
was to detain subversive priests, but a 1955 memo reveals that such 
measures were considered impractical “because it would lead to seri-
ous disturbances and it is doubtful whether they could be here [held] 
securely in custody.”79 In the end, security forces regularly monitored 
the preaching of prominent clerics, especially the bishops of Kyrenia 
and Kitium, for seditious rhetoric couched in religious language.80 
However, they rarely acted directly on such intelligence.

Sacred authority played an equally important role during the Mau 
Mau uprising in Kenya. In particular, officials frequently commented 
on the importance of Jomo Kenyatta in legitimising the movement. 
As one typical example, take a 1952 telegram from the Governor of 
Kenya to the Secretary of State for the Colonies. The communiqué re-
ports, “Kenyatta has allowed his name to be inserted blasphemously 
in hymns and prayers as part of the strongly anti-Christian move-
ment…in favour of the Mau Mau religion.”81 The governor concluded 
that, as a result, Kenyatta had convinced most Kikuyu to follow him.82 

British officials expressed similar concern over a self-styled “Arch-
bishop” that worked under the auspices of the Kikuyu Independent 
Schools Association. They believed he had a connection to Kenyatta 
and ordained priests “for a newly formed Kikuyu African Orthodox 
Church which was intensely Kikuyu and political.”83 

Yet, similar to their counterparts in Cyprus, Kenyan authorities 



27had difficulty launching an effective counter-propaganda campaign 
against these religious authorities. This includes a somewhat uncon-
ventional response to the ostensible influence of Mau Mau oaths. In 
1952, the Information Services office developed a plan to make a Lau-
rel and Hardy film that mocked the tribal rituals. In defence of this 
project, the district commissioner of Kiambu province wrote to the 
head of that office, “I know that you feel that such a humourous film 
might be dangerous from the aspect of it being looked upon by the 
African as ‘getting at’ something analogous to their religion. However 
the Guthiurura ceremony is of the black magic category and it is not 
in the least analogous.”84 This defence carried little weight, in the end, 
and the project was abandoned. It does, however, typify elements in 
the British security forces that were prone to caricature local religious 
beliefs and practices. Indeed, many security personnel viewed the 
Mau Mau as irrational primitives that could not divorce politics from 
religion.85 

In sum, British security forces routinely took note of the role of 
sacred time, space, and authority when planning and conducing in-
formation operations. This religious intelligence shaped, to a certain 
degree, how they framed and distributed their message. 

Of course, exceptions did exist. Most notably, the pessimistic at-
titude of many British officials towards the Mau Mau was not uni-
formly shared. Some, especially those that served in the detention 
camps, saw a much greater opportunity for changing the hearts and 
minds of rebels in Kenya than their counterparts on the battlefield. It 
is to this third issue area, I now turn. 

III. Demobilisation

Demobilisation is a third area in which British security forces regular-
ly considered the role of religion in the insurgency wars they fought 
during the early post-war period. This refers to the process of convert-
ing “combatants who pursue their objectives through force to civil-
ians who pursue their objectives through other means.”86 Today, this 
often includes a phase of reinsertion into the general public, which 
provides short-term assistance to ex-combatants. 

In the context of the early post-war period, however, the primary 
focus was on activities that took place inside detention camps. In 
some cases, like Kenya, the British made a concerted effort to “reha-
bilitate” their prisoners. In others, such as in Cyprus, they focused 
more on extracting information from captives and then returning 
them, unarmed, into the civilian population. In both instances, secu-
rity forces noted the role of at least three sacred phenomena.

Sacred time, for example, continued to arouse the attention of 
British personnel. In Mandatory Palestine, officials observed that 



28 certain holidays provided an opportunity for leaders to reach out to 
members held in local prisons. For example, British intelligence not-
ed that leaders of Irgun visited the prison in Acre over the Passover 
holiday in 1947.87 This put them on alert during future religious com-
memorations. 

In Cyprus, religious dates played a role in the release of detainees. 
Then-governor Sir Hugh Foot, for instance, discharged several hun-
dred prisoners prior to the Christmas season of 1957, ostensibly as 
a measure of good will and in the hope that the conflict was winding 
down. This, however, turned out to be overly optimistic. Following 
inter-communal conflicts in July 1958, the number of detainees in-
creased four-fold.88

Sacred space was another consistent topic of interest. The Central 
Prison in Jerusalem stands out as an especially interesting example. 
Throughout the conflict, the prison housed between 250 and 500 in-
mates at any one time, which included both Jews and Arabs. British 
officials divided these prisoners into separate cells based on their re-
ligion. And, they permitted Jewish detainees to convert one cell into 
a synagogue room on Shabbat and holidays, while Muslim inmates 
used the exercise yard for prayer. 

Even more noteworthy is how British beliefs about Judaism influ-
enced the function of the prison. The facility housed many death-row 
inmates, but few were killed there. Rather, the majority of the mem-
bers of the Jewish underground sentenced to death were transferred 
to Acre for execution.89 This was because the British believed Jewish 
executions in the holy city would incite public outrage.90 

Sacred authority remained a third, and perhaps the most impor-
tant, religious issue often considered by British personnel in deten-
tion camps. In Cyprus, for instance, officials frequently lamented the 
hold spiritual beliefs had over the majority of EOKA members, even 
those that experienced rather harrowing interrogation methods. For 
example, an officer interviewing captured rebels in 1957 expressed 
surprise at “the marked religious fervor with which members of this 
gang have sustained their morale.” He goes on to observe, “[s]ome 
are quite convinced that ‘God and the Virgin’ have hitherto protected 
them from capture.”91 

As mentioned previously, the influence of Archbishop Makarios 
stood out as particularly troubling to security forces on the island. 
They believed, for instance, that EOKA members developed consider-
able loyalty to this prominent and charismatic religious leader. And, 
that these bonds proved difficult to break. Responding to an inquiry 
about the rehabilitation of captured rebels at Pyroi Camp outside Nic-
osia, an official concludes, “[e]very detainee is still 100 per cent for 
Enosis and 100 percent for obeying the Archbishop.”92 

Kenyan officials, in contrast, tried to leverage the influence of sa-



29cred authority to break Mau Mau oaths. While the brutality of British 
detention camps in East Africa has been well documented in recent 
years, less attention has been given to the spiritual rehabilitation pro-
grammes conducted there.93 These efforts relied on voluntary teams 
organised by Anglican churches and evangelical revivalist communi-
ties. They aimed to “rehabilitate” Mau Mau fighters and sympathisers 
through “Christian values.”94 Authorities at Athi River, for instance, 
experimented with a number of techniques to weaken detainees’ 
Mau Mau sympathies. One of the more unusual involved teams that 
preached for several hours a day on loudspeakers in the hope of con-
vincing prisoners to confess their connection to rebel gangs.95 

Indeed, confession became a dominant theme throughout Kenya’s 
rehabilitation camps. In more than one place, this took the form of 
“cleansing services,” which bore a family resemblance to Christian 
confessional rites.96 The stated objective of these ceremonies was to 
remove “from the individual’s mind and soul the poison of the more 
advanced Mau Mau oaths.”97 To give a feel for the prevalence of these 
rituals, 493 female prisoners were “cleansed” in this way in 1956.98 

There is little doubt that many officers thought these rituals had 
a positive effect. One for example recounts, “[t]heir physical appear-
ance and health improves, their eyes become clear, their address direct 
and confident, their skin begins to shine and their hair blackens.”99 
And, while the revivalists at Athi Camp were dismissed by 1956, other 
African clergymen and British missionaries continued to lead cleans-
ing services at various detention centres throughout the conflict. Yet, 
despite this popularity, most detainees resisted these attempts at in-
doctrination until they were physically coerced into confessing. This 
brutality no doubt exacerbated divisions between the security forces 
and locals, and it also possibly radicalised the relatives and friends of 
those interned.100

In sum, British security forces remained well aware of some of the 
challenges and opportunities presented by sacred phenomena in the 
detention and demobilisation of captured rebels. Sacred time, space, 
and authority influenced both how they organised and treated de-
tainees. 

Conclusion

A leading historian of British counter-insurgency operations recently 
argued that the two most important factors in determining how the 
British conducted their military campaigns against guerrilla forces in 
the colonies were what they “thought were their enemies’ aims, and 
what strategies they believed would be effective in defeating them.”101 
In this article, I have traced how religious intelligence played a role in 
such determinations. 



30 Drawing on original data collected from the colonial archives, I 
demonstrated that military planners repeatedly obtained and ana-
lysed information about religion in three key areas: combat opera-
tions, information operations, and demobilisation. From Mandatory 
Palestine to Cyprus to Kenya, British forces paid particular attention 
to the three religious phenomena of sacred time, sacred space, and 
sacred authority.

It is beyond the scope of this article to suggest how widely simi-
lar efforts at gathering religious intelligence occur in other contexts. 
However, by showing that such efforts were routine in a set of cases 
that favoured the conventional wisdom, this study casts strong doubt 
on the commonly held view that modern militaries routinely over-
look religion. 

These findings also underscore the need for more systematic in-
vestigation of the phenomenon of religious intelligence. Other ideo-
logically-driven conflicts fought by the British, such as in Malaya, 
Aden, and Dhofar, stand out as one helpful starting point. Another 
direction would be to expand the focus to efforts by other armed forc-
es, such as the French in Algeria, the Soviets in Afghanistan, or recent 
US-led operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Three more general lessons can also be drawn from this analysis. 
First, this article challenges scholars to look beyond the analytic bina-
ries that all too often construe rational, secular state forces struggling 
against irrational, religious insurgents. A close examination of reli-
gious intelligence efforts by British counter-insurgent forces reveals 
that both sides remained aware of the challenges and opportunities 
presented by sacred phenomena. Moreover, each sought to under-
stand, and even leverage, these to varying degrees. 

Second, this study illustrates how religion affects conflict in mean-
ingful, and oftentimes unanticipated, ways. Contemporary analysts 
overwhelmingly focus on whether or not religion is the cause of a 
particular war. This misses, however, the many subtle ways religion 
shapes armed conflict. As this study demonstrates, religion was not 
the cause of rebellions in Mandatory Palestine, Cyprus, or Kenya, but 
sacred phenomena did shape how counter-insurgents understood 
and fought guerrilla forces in each location. 

Third, my findings point to how contemporary military forces can 
improve the quality of their religious intelligence efforts. British forc-
es may have been more aware of their opponents’ religious sensibili-
ties than conventional wisdom suggests, but this analysis was typi-
cally conducted in an ad hoc manner that not infrequently resulted in 
inaccurate or incomplete conclusions. To avoid similar pitfalls, mod-
ern counter-insurgents need to improve the training of their analysts 
and establish appropriate channels to coordinate the flow of informa-
tion and ensure critical intelligence is brought to senior policymakers’ 



31attention.102

In the end, this study points to new directions for the study 
of religious violence and irregular warfare. Most importantly, it 
suggests the value of shifting the focus from how religion influences 
rebels to its impact on military planning. Looking at only one side of 
the battlefield misses the many ways religion shapes contemporary 
warfare.
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38 Is the Islamic State Islamic or Not? 
The discursive Struggle to Define 
the Islamic State  

Tore Hamming

“Now let’s make two things clear: ISIL is not ‘Islamic.’ No religion 
condones the killing of innocents, and the vast majority of ISIL’s 
victims have been Muslim. And ISIL is certainly not a state.”1 

- U.S. President Barack Obama

The Islamic State has managed to conquer territory in Syria, Iraq, 
Libya and Afghanistan. The group is establishing state institutions, 
killing innocent civilians, battling the Assad-regime and other rebel 
forces, and increasingly targeting Western interests through its at-
tacks on Western soil.2 Still, as suggested by President Obama’s state-
ment above, one of the main debates surrounding the Islamic State is 
to what extent it is Islamic or not. The Western and Arab world alike 
are caught between two interpretations: either the Islamic State is an 
example of religious extremism, or it is an irreligious movement that 
should be considered outside the abode of Islam. 

Irrespective of conclusions reached, the majority of arguments 
are often premised on an essentialist view of religion. The argument 
typically holds that religion, in this case Islam, has a core essence that 
the Islamic State either deviates from — in extremist fashion — or 
is unrelated to. Well-aware that the analytical perspective risks being 
perceived as provocative, this paper applies a social constructivist ap-
proach to analyse the debate on the religious character of the Islamic 
State, thus rejecting the idea at the centre of essentialist notions of 
religion.3 A social constructivist approach moves the debate away 
from a strict focus on whether the Islamic State is Islamic or not, as 
this essentialist debate is ontologically mistaken. Instead, this paper 
pays attention to the polyvalent view of religion and the discursive 
struggle to define the Islamic State, the actors involved and their mo-
tivations.4 Taking this perspective on the debate, the ambition is, on 
the one hand, to eschew a Luhmanian dichotomy of Islamic versus 
non-Islamic and, on the other side, to contribute to the wider debate 
on Jihadi groups like al-Qaida and the Islamic State and how we per-
ceive them. The intended contribution is therefore both theoretical 
and empirical. The aim is to challenge mainstream views of militant 
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39Islamist groups and to add nuance to the debates about these groups 
by recasting their actions as a political struggle for authority and le-
gitimacy hiding behind a benevolent objective of defining Islam for 
the sake of religion. 

Those attempting to place the Islamic State on a spectrum of reli-
gions generally fall into one of three groups. Along the lines of Obama, 
some critics label the Islamic State as an irreligious movement outside 
of Islam.5 Others label them as religious extremists who are either too 
literal or too selective in their interpretation of Islamic sources, but 
nonetheless Islamic and thus bestowed with the legitimacy it entails.6 
Lastly, Islamic State fighters themselves claim to represent the pur-
est form of Islam, what in Salafi discourse is referred to as the saved 
sect (al-Firqat an-Naajiyah), as opposed to what they consider to be 
the general deviant practice of most of the world’s Muslims.7 In the 
debate between these three groups, it becomes evident that discur-
sive framing efforts are governed by the logic of in-group praise and 
out-group critique as a way of bolstering one’s own legitimacy while 
rejecting that of others. Before addressing this debate, the article will 
initially discuss definitions of religion and faith, including how differ-
ences in religious interpretation are generally accepted. Based on this 
discussion it will examine the Islamic State and its relation to religion 
before finally analysing the discursive struggle to define the move-
ment and its Islamic-ness. In conclusion, the article will place the de-
bate in a broader context of the struggle for legitimacy and authority, 
which is playing an increasingly important role in relation to militant 
Islamist movements.

Defining Religion and Faith
 
Defining religion is a contentious matter, which readily gives rise to 
conflict. The Oxford Handbook of the Sociology of Religion compares the 
attempt to define religion to that of the blind man trying to define an 
elephant; we end up with a plurality of quite diverse definitions.8 Reli-
gious actors, secularists, and atheists alike have all engaged in debate 
over what religion is and what it is not. Generally, however, religions 
as separate belief systems are not clearly delineated, which makes it a 
challenge to decide to what extent a movement is religious or not. A 
characteristic feature of monotheistic religions like Christianity and 
Islam is the presence of a religious textual corpus and several — often 
quite diverse — religious denominations, all claiming some sort of 
relationship with that textual corpus. For example, Christianity is not 
solely defined by its holy scriptures or the orthodox practices of long-
living doctrinal traditions such as Catholicism or Protestantism, but 
also by so-called “new religious movements” such as Pentecostalism. 
These denominations or faith communities all participate in produc-



40 ing, reproducing, and challenging the boundaries of the religion in 
question. If taken to the extremes, one would argue that a religion is 
what its followers make of it.

The figure below is an illustration of the structure of a fictive re-
ligious field. It shows how the field is comprised of several denomi-
nations and faith communities and how some of these communities 
overlap, while others find themselves on the fringes of how the reli-
gion is perceived by the majority. These outliers on the border of the 
circle are often perceived as far from orthodoxy, sometimes even out-
side the scope of the religion in question, or potentially as a threat 
to the religion. Depending on who is asked, examples would include 
the Yazidi, the Ahmadiyya, and followers of a Jihadi doctrine. Actors 
in the field (e.g. what is perceived as the Islamic field) have, over time, 
changed the boundaries of the religion either by expanding or reduc-
ing its general perception. Thus, despite the continuity of religious 
tradition and practice, religions should be considered dynamic. What 
was orthodox Islamic practice in the time of the Prophet Muhammad 
is not necessarily regarded as orthodox today.

From a constructivist perspective, groups and individuals within 
the Islamic field are not defined in relation to an essence of Islamic 
doctrine or faith, but through an inter-subjective discursive struggle 
to define religion and their own position. Although this position will 
be heavily attacked, especially by people with a religious conviction, 
the argument is that a religion is entirely constructed socially by its 
adherents, critics, secularists, and so on. Reaching a static definition 
of religion is thus impossible as it is historically contingent and con-
structed through a continuous struggle. This leaves us in a situation 
where we cannot label something as irreligious simply because it is 
outside the orthodox interpretation. 

This contingency is exacerbated by the fact that, in Sunni Islam, 
there is no central authority as we know it in Catholicism, represent-
ed by the Pope, or in Shia Islam, where the Ayatollahs occupy this 
role. As a result, there is no authority to define — contested or uncon-
tested — what constitutes Islam and what, on the other hand, should 
be considered outside the scope of the religion. In Sunni Islam, differ-
ences in creed, doctrine and jurisprudence are generally accepted, tak-
ing the form of separate denominations or faith communities. A plu-
rality of thought and faith within Sunni Islam is accepted as long as it 
does not represent a threat to the authority of political and religious 
actors. Despite lacking a single central institution of authority, Sunni 
Islam does have centres of traditional religious authority represented 
by religious scholars (‘ulama) or, more specifically, in institutions like 
the prestigious Al Azhar University in Egypt and national muftis. 
However, these sources of traditional religious authority have lost 
much of their influence in recent decades as globalisation, modern IT 



41technology, and media have led to the fragmentation of authority.9

The constructivist view of religion is not new and is echoed by 
the late Harvard scholar Shahab Ahmed who refused to perceive of 
Islam — or any other religion for that matter — as a monolith. In 
his search to answer the question of ‘what is Islam?’ Ahmed outlines 
two approaches.10 The first approach is to talk about an array of “lo-
cal Islams” where Islam is “whatever Muslims say it is”.11 The second 
approach, advanced by Ahmed, introduces the notion of “Con-text of 
revelation”, referring to the totality of the “Islamic lexicon of means 
and meaning” since the birth of Islam. Following this approach some-
thing should be considered Islamic if it relates to this historical Is-
lamic lexicon, including the Islamic scriptural corpus, and connects 
with it.12 As will be demonstrated below, no matter which of the two 
approaches one subscribes to, it would be hard to argue that the Is-
lamic State is not Islamic. 

The Islamic State and Religion

In his recent article Does ISIS really have nothing to do with Islam? Is-
lamic apologetics carry serious risks, published in the Washington Post, 
Shadi Hamid argues that the Islamic State does indeed have some-
thing to do with Islam.13 A more nuanced version of this claim is ad-
vanced by Hizb ut-Tahrir member and now counter-extremism activ-
ist Maajid Nawaz.14 It is evident from the Islamic State’s publications, 
videos, and the speeches of its leaders, that there is a strong relation 
to the Islamic textual corpus and Islamic tradition. The group’s ideol-
ogy finds its foundation in Islamic theology even if the majority of 
the world’s Muslims disagree with its interpretation. Claims that the 
Islamic State is irreligious thus appear to be more motivated by politi-
cal objectives to delegitimise the group. 

The senior leadership of the Islamic State is trained in diverse Is-
lamic sciences, and are well-versed in the Quran and Sunna. Despite 
their youth, prominent members like spokesman Abu Muhammad al-
Adnani al-Shami and Head of the Fatwa Committee Turki al-Binali 
(also known as Abu Humam al-Athari) often reference Islamic scrip-
ture in their speeches and statements.15 Al-Binali, a Bahrani, who was 
also a staunch supporter of the al-Qaida in Iraq before it established 
the Caliphate, is a former student of Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi, 
generally considered the foremost religious authority within Sunni 
Jihadism.16 The self-proclaimed Caliph, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, has a 
PhD degree in Quranic Studies from Baghdad University, which gives 
him a level of religious credentials superior to that of other revered 
Jihadi leaders like Usama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri.17

The covert nature of the movement makes it difficult to assess 
the cohesiveness of the religious orientation of its members, but it 



42 can be assumed that the Islamic State — like most other religious 
movements — is not homogenous and that levels of religiosity differ 
markedly among its members. Nonetheless, it is certain that the vast 
majority of Islamic State members find their religious foundation in 
the tradition of a Salafi-inspired doctrine.18 The presence of former 
Baathists from the Saddam era is often cited as proof that the Islamic 
State is in fact a nationalist endeavour and thus more political than 
religious in nature. The problem with this argument, however, is that 
it fails to consider that the Ba’ath Party witnessed a religious turn in 
the 1990s as a result of Saddam Hussein’s “Faith Campaign” and thus 
the religiosity of many former Ba’ath members should be considered 
sincere – as several accounts of how senior Ba’ath members started to 
frequent the mosques in Iraq demonstrate.19 

Similar reasoning is used regarding foreign fighters. Many foot 
soldiers or lower level members have little if any knowledge about 
Islam as the anecdotes of foreign fighters buying Islam for Dummies 
books on their way to Syria are testament to.20 There have been sto-
ries about how Islamic State fighters do not pray and recently the de-
fence lawyer of Saleh Abdeslam, a French national who was part of 
the Islamic State attack in Paris on 13 November 2015, claimed that 
his client’s knowledge of the Quran was limited to an online sum-
mary.21 A central question in this regard is: “what does it take to be 
considered a Muslim?” A general answer would be that it depends on 
a person pronouncing and believing in the shahada, the Islamic con-
fession, and lives in accordance with the five pillars of Islam, although 
the latter is increasingly rare. From this simplistic view, it is fair to 
argue that Islamic State members are as religious as many other pro-
claimed Muslims, whom we readily acknowledge as part of the faith. 

Another important point that did not receive sufficient attention 
in the debate about al-Qaida is that we need to accept that the Islamic 
scriptures are vast, as they include both the Quran and the Sunna 
(collections of statements and deeds attributed to the Prophet Mu-
hammad and his early followers) and that the great magnitude of the 
religious corpus leaves plenty of room for interpretation. As William 
McCants correctly points out, if one wants to find justification for 
violence—also of the extreme kind—it is absolutely possible.22 This 
is not particular to Islam, but characteristic of all major monothe-
istic religions. This is a source of controversy as it creates space for 
religious interpretations that do not correspond with global norms—
and in some cases, international law—and consequently are not eas-
ily accepted. Despite our unwillingness to accept certain interpreta-
tions, however, this does not make them less religious (or Islamic in 
this case). Since claiming to have established its Islamic caliphate on 
29 June 2014, the Islamic State has, on numerous occasions, crossed 
the limits for what is considered legal and acceptable while legitimis-



43ing it through references to Islamic scriptures. Such acts include be-
headings, burning people to death, and enslavement of women and 
ethnic minorities. Labelling these heinous actions as un-Islamic is 
nonetheless problematic as they indeed do find their justification in 
interpretations of Islamic texts. Aymenn Jawad al-Tamini, an expert 
on the Syrian insurgency, captures the essence and complications of 
this whole debate, stating that “to argue that ISIS isn’t ‘Islamic’ in 
a normative sense is to argue, to some degree, that Salafism isn’t a 
branch of Islam and that jihad isn’t a noble concept in the religion, ar-
guments that are false and misleading, and severely hinder attempts 
to understand these movements properly”.23 Despite the general 
perception of Salafism as an extremely conservative, and by some la-
belled medieval, Islamic doctrine, it is nonetheless a fully legitimate 
doctrine, which generally is considered as part of Islam.

Describing the Islamic creed of Jihadism, scholar Nelly Lahoud ar-
gues that it should be considered as “a specific dogmatic strand within 
the Islamic tradition,”24 thus highlighting its place within the sphere 
of Islam. From a religion market perspective,25 this would mean that 
what is termed Jihadi-Salafism and, more specifically, the creed of the 
Islamic State, is simply another product on the shelf on offer to inter-
ested consumers within the Islamic landscape. The religious doctrine 
of the Islamic State is only shared by a small minority within Islam, 
but it is not something entirely new, as its creed has a long genealogy 
in Islamic tradition. Thus, rather than regarding the Islamic State as 
an irreligious movement, it should be considered as one competing 
religious discourse in the overall struggle over how Islam is defined 
and perceived in current times. 

The Discursive Struggle to Define the Islamic State

As explained in the previous section, the discussion of the religious 
character of the Islamic State tends not to be about or related to sub-
stance, but rather governed by political motivations. When we hear 
Barack Obama or Sunni religious authorities say that the Islamic 
State is not Islamic, it should be considered part of a discursive strug-
gle where the involved actors either seek to deny the Islamic State 
legitimacy or add to it. 

The debate on the relationship between so-called extremist groups 
and religion is not a new one. After 9/11 political and religious actors, 
both in the West and among Muslim communities, sought to dele-
gitimise al-Qaida by arguing that religion does not support terrorism, 
the killing of civilians, women and children, and, as a result, the group 
should not be regarded as Islamic.26 Rather, al-Qaida was presented 
as a terrorist organisation that capitalised on Islam and used the reli-
gion as a tool to promote its extremist views. Another example is an 



44 Egyptian group, which emerged in the 1960s and 1970s. Although its 
official name was Jama’at al-Muslimin (The Muslim Group), it was gen-
erally known as (and still is) Jama’at al-Takfir wal-l-Hijra (The Group 
of Excommunication and Emigration) due to its extremist views on 
excommunication of other Muslims.27 We know from discourse and 
framing theory that language matters. Thus, as a way of countering 
actors we politically disagree with, we constantly engage in discursive 
struggles, or in some cases smear campaigns, to delegitimise them. In 
itself this is not a problem and is regarded a normal political practice, 
but it does become problematic when it disturbs our perception of the 
actor in question.

Unsurprisingly, the list of actors criticising or even denouncing 
the Islamic State is incredibly long. The critique by governments 
worldwide, including states like Saudi Arabia and Pakistan, is well 
known. Such verbal attacks from liberal and secular actors were to 
be expected and probably only have a limited effect on the general 
perception of the Islamic State. The main motivations for govern-
ments to denounce the Islamic State and like-minded groups are se-
curity concerns, threats to their own authority or what could be de-
fined as endeavours to protect the religion and international political 
norms.28 The following two paragraphs will instead focus on how oth-
er Muslim authorities have reacted to the emergence of the Islamic 
State and to its actions. Traditional institutions of Islamic authority 
have all criticised the establishment of the caliphate and its brutality, 
but interestingly in very different ways and to varying extent. The 
Grand Mufti of Egypt, Shawqi Allam, who is also the head of the Dar 
al-Ifta, argues that the Islamic State is not an Islamic state and that 
the group is founded on an “incorrect” understanding of Islam.29 In 
even stronger words Allam’s Saudi Arabian counterpart, Grand Mufti 
Sheikh Abdulaziz Al al-Sheikh, who himself is viewed as a Wahhabi 
extremist by many, argues that the Islamic State is not part of the Is-
lamic faith and should be considered “enemy number one of Islam.”30 
As Islamic State scholars often question the Saudi religious establish-
ment due to its support of the Al Saud monarchy, such fierce response 
from the Saudi Grand Mufti is a direct response to the challenge to 
authority. However, arguably the most important source of authority 
within Sunni Islam, the Grand Imam of the Al-Azhar University in 
Cairo, Ahmed al-Tayeb, has been less eager to take a clear stand on the 
Islamic State. In language resembling the parlance of a well-trained 
diplomat, Sheikh Tayeb has refused to denounce IS as un-Islamic or 
to issue a ruling calling them apostate – despite Al-Azhar’s opposition 
to the Islamic State’s extremism.31 The strongest sign yet of Muslim 
opposition to the Islamic State is arguably the Open Letter to Dr. Ibra-
him Awwad al-Badri, alias ‘Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’: And to the fighters and 
followers of the self-declared ‘Islamic State’, which is a concerted effort 



45of more than 120 Muslim religious scholars to counter the Islamic 
State’s claim to religious legitimacy. The letter, published in 2014, is 
a twenty-four-point critique of the group, and focuses on refuting its 
relation to Islam. The group of scholars counts prominent signatories, 
including the current and former muftis of Egypt and the Nigerian 
Sultan of Sokoto. In their letter to the Caliph Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, 
the scholars state that the Islamic State “is flagrantly un-Islamic in 
its behavior. ISIS’s treatment of women, religious minorities, non-
combatants, as well as its employment of gratuitous violence and 
aggression, is found by the scholars to be fundamentally out of step 
with traditional Islamic belief and practice.”32 It is important to note 
that, not only is the Islamic State threatening the security of some 
states in the Muslim world, it is also challenging the authority of 
Sunni scholars. Already experiencing a decline in influence, these tra-
ditional authorities thus have an interest in countering the Islamic 
State’s interpretation of Islam, as it directly undermines their own 
position and influence.

A look at the discourse inside Sunni Jihadism shows a similar 
wave of scathing attacks from within the Jihadi field itself. Initially 
hesitant after the proclamation of the caliphate, al-Qaida leader al-
Zawahiri has subsequently adopted a more critical posture towards 
the Islamic State. In an audio series titled “The Islamic Spring Series,” 
consisting of eight recordings, al-Zawahiri unambiguously rejects 
the Islamic State’s caliphate and proceeds to question the legitimacy 
of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi himself.33 Al-Zawahiri is supported in his 
critique by several of the most respected Jihadi-Salafi scholars. Abu 
Qatada al-Filistini and Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi, two al-Qaida 
affiliated scholars who are generally considered the most important 
Jihadi ideologues alive, have both fiercely condemned the Islamic 
State and raised doubts about the process of establishing the caliphate 
and the authority of its most prominent figures, questioning their 
Jihadi credentials and Islamic knowledge.34 In a statement on May 
18, 2015, a group consisting of Jabhat al-Nusra (al-Qaida’s affiliate 
in Syria), Ahrar ash-Shaam (the biggest Salafi militant group fighting 
in the Syrian insurgency), and independent Syria-based scholars 
likewise condemned the extremism of the Islamic State, claiming 
that it fights others Muslims and destroys their mosques.35 Other 
important Jihadi-Salafi ideologues have joined the criticism.36 
However, the critique from within Jihadi-Salafism generally stops 
short of denouncing the Islamic State as un-Islamic as this would 
potentially provoke a similar criticism of themselves. Hence, they 
need to balance their criticism much more in order not to push away 
their constituents, while at the same time distancing themselves from 
the Islamic State. This delicate role is illustrated below in al-Zawahiri’s 
previous praise of the caliphate.



46 To summarise, Western and secular critiques of the Islamic State 
focus on the movement’s extremism and violent actions, framing it as 
a terrorist organisation. Islamic actors, on the other hand, engage in a 
more substantial debate, questioning the Islamic State’s foundation, 
including its caliphate claims and excessive use of takfir (excommu-
nication) through vilification (demonising competing popular intel-
lectuals) and decredentialing (raising questions about the expertise 
of rivals) framing strategies.37

Initially, after establishing the Caliphate, the Islamic State expend-
ed considerable effort to establish its authority and legitimacy within 
Jihadi circles. Central to these efforts was building the reputation of 
leading figures within the movement, especially the self-proclaimed 
Caliph Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the official spokesperson Abu Muham-
mad al-‘Adnani al-Shami, and chief ideologue Turki al-Binali, through 
exaltation (praising in-group popular intellectuals) and decredential-
ing, framing strategies that emphasised their Jihadi credentials and 
Islamic knowledge. An example is Turki al-Binali’s biography of Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi.38 The attitude of other jihadi groups towards the 
Islamic State is more ambiguous. Even though jihadists from the al-
Qaida network and independent scholars have generally been critical 
of the Islamic State, they have also supported the group’s struggle 
in Syria and Iraq against secular forces. Lately, such statements of 
support have decreased — if not entirely disappeared. However, early 
on in the conflict, and even after the caliphate declaration on June 
29, 2014, al-Qaida leaders praised the struggle against deviant re-
gimes and Western forces. For example, al-Qaida leader Ayman al-
Zawahiri praised the Islamic State’s attack in Paris on November 13, 
2015, labelling it a “victory for all the Mujahedeen and all Muslims.”39 
Another example is the early support by a senior al-Qaida affiliated 
ideologue named Abu-l-Mundhir al-Shinqiti, who initially supported 
the Islamic State’s caliphate before later adopting a critical position.40 
The double role of other jihadists, like al-Zawahiri, proves the point of 
the discursive contestation; in order to be considered legitimate from 
a Jihadi-Salafi perspective, he needed to support the Islamic State’s 
struggle for the Islamic ummah. The Islamic State is fighting the same 
enemies as al-Qaida and for the same ideological reasons. Moreover, 
the two movements have emerged from similar theological and ideo-
logical foundations. As a result, it has not been straightforward for al-
Zawahiri to criticise and discredit the caliphate, as he has been forced 
to balance his discourse so as not to precipitate a major exodus of 
al-Qaida supporters and sympathisers. 

The above discussion has sought to illustrate how actors engage in 
the discursive struggle to define the Islamic State based on their po-
litical and religious motivations. If religion, as every other phenom-
enon, is a social construct and the product of what its adherents claim 



47it to be, the argument that the Islamic State is not Islamic does not 
make sense. As illustrated above, the Islamic State has a strong con-
nection to Islam as a religion and as a textual corpus. However, it is 
also evident that its interpretation of religious texts differs substan-
tially from Islamic orthodoxy. The debate to define what exactly the 
Islamic State is thus appears to be determined by the actors’ political 
interests. 

The general critique of “Islamic apologists” — people who argue 
the Islamic State is outside of Islam — is that they lack knowledge 
about the Islamic State movement, and thus fail to understand the 
movement’s foundation in Islamic scripture and tradition. Although 
this is certainly the case for some western analysts and commenta-
tors, it seems more likely that, rather than insufficient knowledge, 
the rejection of the religious nature of the Islamic State is due to an 
unwillingness to bestow the movement with the legitimacy that such 
a label brings along. One almost amusing, if not particularly serious 
example of this discursive struggle is the intense debate among gov-
ernments and in the media about what name to call the Islamic State. 
While the easy option would simply be to refer to the movement by 
the name it employs itself (as has been the case with al-Qaida), gov-
ernments, in particular, have adopted several other names for the 
movement as a means to delegitimise it. These include: ISIS (Islamic 
State of Iraq and Syria), ISIL (Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant), and 
Daesh (ad-Dawlat al-Islāmiyah fī-l-Irāq wa-sh-Shām), which is the Ara-
bic acronym for the Islamic State of Iraq and the Sham. In addition, 
French media has generally referred to the movement as Groupe État 
Islamique (Islamic State Group), while Al Jazeera Arabic refers to it as 
Tanzim ad-Dawla (the State Organisation). The main debate on label-
ling the Islamic State centres on finding a name that does not provide 
it with unnecessary legitimacy either by calling it a state or Islamic. 
Hence, Western leaders argue that we should use the acronym Daesh, 
as the movement itself detests this name, and because the acronym 
(they claim) does not bestow it with legitimacy. Understanding the 
actual meaning of the acronym, it is perplexing how Daesh should be 
any better than ISIS, ISIL or for that matter, the Islamic State. The 
real reason for the popularity of the use of Daesh in the Arab world 
as a critique of IS stems from its negative connotations if pronounced 
slightly different.41 This, however, is a weak basis for the Western 
world to favour the name and it is unlikely to succeed in denying the 
Islamic State legitimacy, for the Arabic acronym contains both the 
words state and Islamic and references to Iraq and Syria (the latter 
through the “Shaam” reference).



48 Conclusion: A Struggle For Legitimacy and Authority 

Leaving behind the idea of an essentialist understanding of Islam, 
and religion in general, we see how the debate about whether the Is-
lamic State is Islamic or not is provoked by political motivations. This 
article strives to contribute to the debate on how we discuss groups 
like the Islamic State and al-Qaida and to emphasise the imperative 
to be cautious in our discursive efforts as we risk preventing a proper 
understanding of the phenomenon we seek to counter. When Barack 
Obama says the Islamic State is not Islamic, it is simply because he 
does not want it to be Islamic — based on political motivations — 
and not because the group does not have anything to do with Islam. 
By branding the movement as un-Islamic or as religious extremists, 
opponents of the Islamic State hope to rob the movement of the little 
legitimacy and authority it has, while the Islamic State itself is en-
gaged in a campaign to convince the Muslims across the world that 
they are the true representatives of Islam.

An easy conclusion from the debate on the Islamic State’s Islamic-
ness is that the Islamic doctrine the group adheres to and promotes 
is outside the scope of what is tolerated by international politics and 
international law, and that it deviates from orthodox Islamic doctrine 
and interpretation. This, however, does not make it less Islamic in 
character, but rather places it as a challenger in the continuous strug-
gle to define what Islam is and, as a result, how the religion develops. 
Western actors’ main objective is to delegitimise the Islamic State as 
much as possible; not only in order to legitimise its own military en-
gagement in the region but, perhaps more importantly, to strengthen 
the general opposition to the Islamic State and likeminded groups. 
Within Islam the struggle adopts a different logic. Here the debate is 
mainly about who defines what Islam is and what it is not. As several 
scholars working on Islamic authority have pointed out, traditional 
sources of authority in the Sunni world are losing their influence due 
to an increasing decentralisation or fragmentation of Islamic author-
ity.42 A consequence is that individuals, including Jihadi scholars and 
leaders, suddenly find themselves in a situation where they can chal-
lenge to be considered part of the “new Islamist intellectuals” and 
thus gain authority to not only speak on behalf of Islam, but also par-
ticipate in the process of defining Islam and its symbols. 

As the sphere of Islamic authority has opened up and become in-
creasingly accessible, it has at the same time become more politicised. 
Sunni militants, Islamists, Islamic moderates and liberals, and West-
ern seculars are all participating (often from irreconcilable positions) 
in the political negotiation process of defining the religion. As this 
article has tried to highlight, the debate on the Islamic State is a clear 
example of such a discursive negotiation process, which is lacking 



49substance and producing few results other than the cementation of 
political positions among the participating actors.
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53Religious Motivation During the 
Troubles

Patrick Finnegan

Abstract: The question of the extent of religious motivation for the Trou-
bles (1969-1998) has existed for as long as the conflict itself. Many par-
ticipants as well as external commentators have offered various opinions. 
This piece attempts to contribute to this debate by introducing previous-
ly unused theories to explain the situation, namely military cohesion. 
This article also argues that attempts to understand the conflict through 
any single viewpoint, be it religious, political, or ethnic, is futile. Instead 
these three viewpoints need to be combined in order to fully understand 
the conflict. This article argues that a combination of ethnic mobilisa-
tion, territory sacralisation, and republican martyrdom provide a means 
through which a political conflict between two religiously defined eth-
nicities can be understood in relation to present day conflicts. 

Introduction

This paper seeks to answer two questions. First, was the Troubles a re-
ligious conflict? Second, to what extent were paramilitaries religiously 
motivated? To facilitate this, a distinction needs to be made between 
“religion” as ethnic identity and “Religion” as doctrine, worship, or 
theology. This paper will argue that “religion” played a central role in 
the Troubles as it marked ethnic identity, rather than “Religion” as 
doctrine. The importance of religion to the Troubles with regards to 
ethnic identity became particularly important as a mobilising force 
for political action on a communal level, especially before the paramil-
itary organisations in question professionalised.1 Particular reference 
will be made to territory sacralisation, sectarian assassination with-
in loyalism, and republican martyrdom. Before this can take place, 
a number of definitions are needed. These include the phenomenon 
of religious and ethnic conflict, and a detailing of the development 
of the Catholic minority and Protestant majority. This paper will be 
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54 separated into two sections. Firstly, the paper will focus on a theo-
retical discussion regarding ethnic/religious conflict and communal 
mobilisation. Secondly, these theories will be applied to the Troubles, 
which will provide evidence to show that the conflict was religious 
in the sense that it was a conflict between two ethnic identities with 
their associated political beliefs, based on their religious label, rather 
than a conflict based upon confessional difference. The final section of 
this paper will apply the ideas presented by Anthony King concerning 
combat motivation to the Northern Ireland conflict.

What is Religious Conflict? 

In order to proceed, two elements of the discussion must first be ad-
dressed: (1) differentiating “Religion” from “religion” and, (2) defin-
ing ethnic and religious conflict. The distinction between “Religion” 
and “religion” can be seen as the difference between practicing a set 
of beliefs in the hope of salvation and the label that can be ascribed to 
someone based on their upbringing or communal values. Regarding 
religious conflict the following definitions have been presented in the 
literature; Fox states:

(1) it is between groups who belong to different reli-
gions; (2) it is between groups that belong to differ-
ent denominations… (3) the issues in the conflict in-
clude…issues, such as state religion policy or the role 
of religion in the regime…one or both of the parties 
involved in the conflict must make some form of re-
ligious demand or have some form of religious goal. 
This can include changing the nature of the govern-
ment in that it either increases or decreases its sup-
port for religion or the extent of religious exclusivity 
in the state.2

De Juan also presents a combination of definitions for religious 
conflict: 

…it can be considered “religious” in the actual sense 
of the term as the cause of the conflict consists of 
differences in religious agendas, values, and doc-
trinal interpretations. The second is focused on 
religious elites’ attempts to maximize their influ-
ence and access to material resources within their 



55religious community. Consequently, it is not the 
conflict itself that is to be considered religious. 
Rather, worldly conflicts about financial resources 
and power take place within religious communi-
ties…it is not the cause of these conflicts that is 
religious but the arena in which they take place.3 

The above definitions present a variety of ways conflict can be 
viewed as religious. Of particular interest is the belief that a religious 
conflict can be a struggle between denominations of the same over-
arching religion, in this case Catholicism and Protestantism. Impor-
tantly, the conflict can also be waged for an “increase or decrease” in 
the state’s relation to a particular religion, or that religious beliefs 
can be used to campaign for “access to material resources” or “finan-
cial resources.” In the context of Northern Ireland (NI), this scenario 
would be applicable, as part of the core impetus of the conflict was 
the Catholic community’s seeking to redress the Protestant nature 
of the government or the unrest which developed as each commu-
nity competed for resources which for many at the time was seen as a 
zero-sum competition. 

Arguments that claim that the conflict was not religious or sectar-
ian due to the fact that the violence did not have a spiritual nature 
have taken too narrow a definition of the term “religious conflict”.4 
These arguments attempt to explain religious conflict through acts of 
faith or belief in a higher order, rather than whether or not violence 
was directed at members of another community based on ethno-
sectarian identity. This paper argues the latter: violence was directed 
at people of a community denoted by its “religion,” not because they 
practiced certain beliefs. With this understanding forming the basis 
of this argument, it will be illustrated that the politicised “religion” of 
a person, associated with the “colonised” native Irish and the “plant-
er” Protestant British, as one republican argument put forward, pro-
vided the motivation for their involvement with paramilitarism or 
the motivation for a paramilitary group to target them.5 As Barnes 
states in regard to the role of organised religion in NI at the time: 

The current Troubles are dated from the late 1960s, 
which is precisely the time when most cultural his-
torians identify increasing secularization in North-
ern Irish society and a shift away from traditional 
orthodox belief and religiously sanctioned forms of 
personal morality. From the 1960s, both formal and 



56 informal measures of religiousity reveal a decline in 
religious participation and church involvement. In 
fact, as religion’s hold on society weakened in the 
1970s, the Troubles intensified.6

From such statements we can see that “Religion” was not a sig-
nificant concern in everyday life and by extension the paramilitary 
activity carried out by members of each community. However, as will 
be shown, “religion” played a significant role in determining ethnic-
ity throughout the area and conflict. With this understanding of re-
ligious conflict, it can be seen that the Troubles did have a religious 
aspect, but this motivation does not go far enough to illustrate all the 
factors that drove the conflict. In order to further explain the moti-
vation behind those involved in the Troubles, an understanding of 
ethnic conflict is needed.

 
What is Ethnic Conflict?

As with religious conflict, there are a number of competing defini-
tions of ethnic conflict. Kaufman provides the following answer to 
the question of what constitutes the cause of ethnic conflict: “The 
simplest answer is political power in a disputed territory. Most of 
the conflicts involve a regional minority…the insurgent ethnic group 
wants to take over government of the whole country…Only rarely are 
these conflicts ‘religious’ in the sense of one group trying to impose 
its religion on another.”7 Others, specifically those involved in the 
“new wars” debate, also provide an explanation of the conflict. “New 
wars” are founded on four main principles: a direct relationship with 
globalisation, the rise to prominence of new actors, the prevalence 
of identity politics, and new forms of violence.8 While these central 
themes seem to fit the context of the Troubles, labelling the conflict 
in NI, or Ireland as a whole, as “new” seems inaccurate. The Troubles 
had very long historical roots, within which one can find complexities 
regarding identity politics, international links, non-state actors, and 
diverse forms of violence. However, these theories, although flawed 
in some ways, are useful in defining what form conflict based upon 
identity, ethnic or otherwise, may take: 

 
The aim is to control the population by getting rid of 
everyone of a different identity…by instilling terror. 
Hence the strategic goal of these wars is to mobilize 



57extremist politics based on fear and hatred. This often 
involves population expulsion through various means, 
such as mass killing and forced resettlement, as well 
as…intimidation. Terrorism…can be understood as 
a variant of the new strategy – the use of spectacular, 
often gruesome, violence to create fear and conflict.9 
 

Bellamy also provides a rationale for terror in these types of con-
flicts: “The rationale of ethnic cleansing is that it is much more eco-
nomical to be ruthlessly severe, brutal and public about the murder of 
a few people from the group you want to remove, forcing the rest to 
comply with your wishes, than it is to physically remove or kill them 
all”.10

Wolff presents the following definition: “‘conflict’ describes a sit-
uation in which two or more actors pursue incompatible, yet from 
their individual perspectives entirely just, goals…ethnic conflicts are 
a form of group conflict in which at least one of the parties involved 
interprets the conflict, its causes, and potential remedies along an ac-
tually existing or perceived discriminating ethnic divide.”11 Continu-
ing, Wolff states the importance of external factors to the conduct of 
these conflicts: “the range of conflict parties extends further beyond 
states and state organizations to diasporas of economically better-
off brethren elsewhere in the world, willing and able to support their 
ethnic cousins’ struggle with money, arms, and political lobbying.”12 
Wolff also deals with the impact that labelling and communal mo-
bilisation have on those involved in the conflict: “people are prepared 
to kill and to die because they see themselves as ethnically different 
from others, because they are told that this is a difference of life and 
death, and because they often only too willingly accept such ‘explana-
tions’”.13 

From these definitions it is possible to see a number of salient 
aspects of what can be considered ethnic conflict: at least one party 
views the conflict as involving ethnic identities, the victims of vio-
lence are predominantly civilian in nature and the violence is directed 
towards the political homogenisation of the environment. However, 
the question of what this has to do with religious conflict needs to 
be clarified. This can be done when one realises that in the context 
of NI, religion and ethnic identity were interwoven within one an-
other. English takes this interweaving as the core of the Troubles: “To 
imagine that there was no causal link between someone’s religious 
background and their politics was to misunderstand the nature of 
modern Irish politics.”14 There may be some individual exceptions but 



58 as Banton writes: Every Protestant is expected to be a unionist, every 
Catholic, a Republican, and vice versa.”15

Ethnic Mobilisation

Banton’s work is also useful when trying to understand the Troubles 
particularly in their dealings with how ethnic or racial identities can 
be mobilised for political-communal action. Through his work it is 
possible to understand how groups attempt to inflict violence upon 
one another based on aspects of an identity other than those that 
are physically apparent.16 Indeed, Banton provides a useful definition 
of an ethnic group upon which to base the case study: “First it had 
to have a long shared history, of which the group was conscious as 
distinguishing it from other groups, and the memory of which it kept 
alive, and second it had to have a cultural tradition of its own, in-
cluding family and social customs and manners, often but not neces-
sarily associated with religious observance.”17 Importantly, he states 
that ethnic identity “varies in time and space and cannot easily be 
abstracted from its setting.”18 Banton’s work, however, is most use-
ful in explaining how different groups compete with one another and 
how they are mobilised: “Ethnic mobilisation is a form of larger-scale 
collective action by which people seek ends they cannot attain by 
individual action. It can also be a form of collective action by which 
members or elites pursue their individual ends with the sometimes 
reluctant support of followers who have less interest in the desired 
outcome.”19 He is not alone in this belief. We can see this by again 
referencing the work of Wolff: “…when ethnicity becomes politically 
relevant and determines the life prospects of people belonging to 
distinct ethnic groups, it is possible to mobilize group members to 
change a situation of apparently perpetual discrimination and disad-
vantage or in defence of a valued status quo”.20

Application to the Troubles

By using the above discussion of ethnic and religious conflict as a 
frame for researching the Troubles, it is possible to illustrate that the 
conflict between two communities was one based on ethnic mobilisa-
tion focused upon prescribed religious labels. The following discussion 
will develop the details of the outline above and include the creation 
of the Catholic minority and the role of religion within paramilitary 
organisations. It will end with a discussion as to the motivational in-
fluence of religion on those involved.  



59Creating the Catholic Minority
 
The state of NI was founded during the Irish War of Independence 
with the passing of the Government of Ireland Act (GOIA) in 1920. 
The partition of Ireland into North and South was completed to en-
sure that the unionist population mainly based in the overwhelm-
ingly Protestant northeast of the island would not become a minor-
ity within an Irish state ruled by Catholic nationalists. The border 
between the Irish Free State and NI was “essentially worked out 
between Westminster and the Ulster Unionist Party…The defining 
feature of the new entity was its demographics: it was two-thirds 
Protestant and one-third Catholic, the guiding concept in deciding 
its borders having been that it should have a decisive Protestant ma-
jority.”21 This is in contrast to another border drawn in the post war 
period: Upper Silesia. “Whereas in the Upper Silesian partition the 
national preferences of the local inhabitants had been given prece-
dence over the economic unity of local industry, this complication did 
not arise in…Ulster.”22 However, although the unionist population, 
and particularly their leaders, could enjoy majority status, allowing 
them to “actively discriminate[] against Catholics in the allocation of 
jobs and housing, over political rights…,” they “…lived in a state of 
political nervousness, constantly fearing British policy might move 
to support a united Ireland. They also remained deeply suspicious of 
the almost half-million Catholics who found themselves within the 
boundaries of the new Northern Ireland.”23 

This fear resulted in the continued existence of the “siege mentali-
ty.”24 A definition of which can be found in McGaughey’s work: “a par-
adigm of the perceived historical repetition with the Protestant com-
munity caught in a never-ending cycle of alleged menace, paranoia 
and salvation.”25 The historical sense of the conflict held on both sides 
of the sectarian divide ensured that compromise would be difficult at 
any stage. This siege mentality would be a strong motivator for loyal-
ist paramilitaries and is an important aspect in understanding how 
religion, with its associated ethno-political identity, contributed to 
the decision to take part in the conflict. While some members of the 
unionist community claim that PIRA attacks along the border were 
attempts at ethnic cleansing or worse, genocide, they did not amount 
to the scale generally associated with these classifications. As well as 
this, these attacks were not intended as “extermination rather than 
coercion,” as Kalyvas defines genocide.26 At this point it is important 
to mention the work of Bourke, particularly “Languages of Conflict 
and the Northern Ireland Troubles.”27 Although Bourke rejects the 



60 use of terms such as tribal or ethnic conflict to describe conflicts such 
as the Troubles, due to the lack of emphasis on the political aspects of 
the conflict that these studies often entail, this piece is not attempt-
ing to deemphasise the political aspect at all. Rather, it is seeking to 
argue that, in the case of the Troubles, the ethnic, religious and politi-
cal dimensions are inseparable when considering what provoked the 
conflict and what motivated those who took part.28 Also an important 
difference to this approach from that of Spencer is the combination 
of three important elements, which combined to form identity in the 
Troubles, rather than the two elements of politics and religion. The 
third element is ethnicity.29 To sum up the Northern Irish situation 
immediately prior to the outbreak of the Troubles it is possible to use 
the words of Wolff with which he describes how ethnicity should not 
play a role in society: “…even though everyone has an ethnic identity, 
this does not mean that every aspect of people’s lives has to be orga-
nized on the basis of ethnic in-groups and out-groups, or that access 
to jobs, education, and public office will be determined according to 
ethnic membership.”30 In the period between the 1920s and the late 
1960s, at least in the minds of the minority, this state of society ex-
isted.

The years leading up to the Troubles placed the minority popula-
tion in a subordinate position to that of the majority. Safeguards that 
had been put in place during the GOIA had been removed to ensure 
Protestant domination of the civic structures in a number of areas. 
The most prominent was in the the city of Derry, where a national-
ist majority population returned a Protestant council through ger-
rymandering and manipulation of electoral system design.31 Indeed, 
throughout the years between the creation of the Northern Irish 
state and the outbreak of the Troubles, low-level violence was per-
sistently present. This communal violence was attributed to a con-
tinuation of “us” versus “them” thinking in each community. The 
government, with its foundation in the unionist community, did not 
assist in the creation of harmonious communal relations. Indeed, one 
account when considering the periods where violence seemed to be 
drawing to an end put it thus: “By pandering to Protestants, the…
government further alienated Catholics…The two communities could 
not forget the riots, the shipyard expulsions, the burning houses, the 
bombings, the kidnappings and the assassinations.” It continues: “As 
the violence receded, the conflict mindset persisted in the form of 
conspiracy theories. They described a society marked by a binary di-
vide between patriots and a diverse—often incongruous—collection 
of traitors.”32 



61The continuation of the communal divide and the discrimina-
tion that it precipitated eventually led to the creation of a civil rights 
movement based on strategies of the African- American Civil Rights 
Movement  —the Northern Irish Civil Rights Association (NICRA). 
This organisation sought civil rights, not Irish unification: “It was 
part of a loose campaign to overthrow the sectarian system that ne-
glected the Catholic minority to the status of second-class citizens.”33 
Indeed, many involved in the earlier periods of the campaign deliber-
ately sought to avoid any connection to traditional republicanism.34 

However, the continued campaign resulted in activating the Catholic 
community politically, resulting in the resurrection of many of the 
old objectives that had since become less of a priority to the popula-
tion as a whole as well as to mainstream republicans: “The leftists had 
acted like sorcerer’s apprentices: they had unleashed powerful forces 
that they little understood and that ultimately mastered them. As the 
old conflict over national and communal identities started to come to 
the fore, hopes for a peaceful settlement also vanished.”35 As the fight 
for civil rights increased throughout the state, the government and 
the unionist population reacted in an increasingly violent nature, re-
sulting in the Belfast pogroms and the outbreak of the Troubles. This 
reaction stemmed from the fact that many in the unionist establish-
ment believed that “the violence associated with the civil rights cam-
paign reflected traditional nationalism.”36 Indeed, this may have been 
due to the participation of known nationalists or republicans within 
the civil rights movement, or that “its activists were largely perceived 
to be republicans by broad sections of grass-roots Protestants, es-
pecially among those influenced by the rhetoric of the Reverend Ian 
Paisley.”37 However, while thinkers critical of the accepted knowledge 
of the Troubles can point to factors such as republican participation in 
NICRA as evidence of its latent traditional Irish nationalism, it could 
be argued that by using the tri-partite understanding of identity pre-
sented in this paper, the inclusion of these individuals and groups 
is logical. This paper argues that identity in NI comprised ethnicity, 
religion, and politics. Certain individuals active in one branch of this 
identity, whether it was in nationalist politics concerning the border 
or other aspects, would naturally become active in ethnic issues, such 
as campaigns against discrimination. 

Sacralisation

The pogroms are perhaps the best example of attempts at ethnic 
cleansing mentioned in the opening section of this paper. However, 
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played a role in the Troubles. One of the areas in which one can find 
the role played by a religiously infused identity in the Troubles is the 
theme of the sacralisation of territory. During the Troubles through 
to the modern day, there has been a distinct process of “enclaving”: 
the deliberate concentration of one particular community within a 
certain area with the attempt to promote security, community soli-
darity, and the “cleansing” of the territory now considered to be 
“ours.”38 This process can be seen in the initial pogroms against the 
Catholic population of Belfast and later voluntary or forced move-
ments within the city, which could potentially be seen as the aim of 
“new war” activity. The impact that living within these enclaves on 
residents is laid out by Shirlow:  

…the physical process of ethnicising space via 
the sancturisation of ethnicity led to the subjec-
tive coding of the ‘other’…as…sources of devi-
ance, transgression, and marginality…the seg-
regation of ethnic residence was not merely a 
retreat from an aberrant outside. Instead, residen-
tial segregation engendered the mobilisation and 
reproduction of violence via spatial instruments.39  

What Shirlow essentially means here is that the process of territo-
rial enclaving, which is brought about by ethnic mobilisation, itself 
breeds further enclaving – the process becomes cyclical and self-en-
forcing. 

These enclaves served a number of purposes. Materially they pro-
vided residents with an area that can be defined as the collective “self,” 
differentiated from the collective “other.” Of particular interest in this 
regard are the symbolic and material conditions associated with “no-
go” areas. Established by republican and loyalist groups, these areas 
served a number of functions. Firstly, they provided residents with a 
secure border to prevent attack from outside the community. Second-
ly, they prevented the day-to-day running of the state allowing those 
in control to increase their capabilities through recruitment, train-
ing, stockpiling, and so on. Finally, these areas acted as a symbol to 
the opposing group of how their rivals were being openly defiant and 
continued as a dangerous threat to their existence. Bruce details how 
the establishment of nationalist “no-go” areas affected the unionist 
community: “Apart from the practical advantages “no-go” areas gave 
to the IRA, their existence was a powerful symbolic affront to Protes-



63tants. The rebels were able to live outside the law.”40 These politically 
active, ethno-sectarian groups had deliberately established them-
selves as opposites to one another and the establishment of these 
areas was another example of this. Unionists portrayed themselves 
as “law abiding citizens,” while the nationalists had established ter-
ritories that were no longer under the rule of law. In response to the 
establishment of permanent no-go areas, loyalist groups would also 
establish temporary no-go areas in order to intimidate the rival com-
munity, assure their own community of their capabilities, and make 
use of no-go areas as a bargaining tool with the government.

There are other examples of how territory was important to the 
organisations in question. One example of this was housing, which 
had been used before the conflict to ensure electoral success in cer-
tain areas to ensure unionist domination. Housing was seen as a core 
grievance for NICRA, so much so that “housing was used as a stick 
with which to beat unionism.”41 As highlighted by Gudgin, as a result 
of majority governance before the Troubles “almost uniquely in the 
western world, Northern Ireland Protestants are not trusted to form 
a government in circumstances in which they gain a clear majority 
of votes in democratic elections.”42 Also important are Gudgin’s find-
ings about the actual distribution of public housing during the pe-
riod. He presents statistics highlighting that proportionally Catholics 
received a greater share of public housing. Where this housing was 
located and its quality may have been concerns, but the proportion 
allocated was in their favour. However, and perhaps more impor-
tantly, the opinion that Catholics were being discriminated against 
was more prevalent than the facts concerning distribution of hous-
ing.43 This highlights the importance of perception in this struggle.44 

It may be true that Catholics received a disproportionate amount of 
public housing quantitatively speaking, but this does not mean that 
they did not believe that they were being discriminated against. As 
Gudgin states, these figures illustrating the over-supply of housing 
to Catholics were not public knowledge. It also begs the question of 
why so many Catholics needed public housing. The answer is found in 
the claim most often accompanying that of housing discrimination: 
discrimination in employment. Hewitt provides us with information 
important to understanding of the continuing perception of discrimi-
nation: the role of communal education and family.45 He details how 
the role of nationalist politics, often emanating from the home, was 
central to understanding why the Troubles erupted the way it did, 
compared to other areas of ethnic tension.46 While others feel that 
the emphasising the continuation of the traditional conflict between 



64 the communities of NI is not sufficient to explain the Troubles, it is 
the belief of this author that while the traditional conflict is not the 
sole important factor, it is vital to the understanding of the period.47

An example of the importance of housing to communal tension 
was the vacant housing in the Lenadoon area. During the early Trou-
bles, large numbers of people left their homes, voluntarily or other-
wise, which left many houses empty. It soon became common prac-
tice for families to squat in empty houses. Eventually the UDA issued 
a statement claiming that any Catholics who were housed legally or 
illegally in formerly Protestant housing would be burned out.48  It was 
during the 1972 ceasefire that the issue came to a head at Lenadoon. 
Homeless Catholics were trying to occupy houses in the area, for-
merly occupied by Protestant families who had been intimidated out 
of their homes. UDA coordinated loyalists prevented Catholics from 
occupying the empty houses. The Provisional-IRA soon announced: 
“…they would themselves take action if the army had not facilitated 
such movement into the flats.”49 The army deployed in an attempt 
to prevent violence, but the truce ended after rioting broke out and 
rubber bullets were fired. Following this, the Provisional-IRA opened 
fire. The motivation behind the UDA’s actions was two-fold: first, to 
deny the rival population territory and, second, to break the cease-
fire between the Provisional-IRA and the security forces.50 For this 
paper, the territorial issue is more important. Lenadoon provides an 
example of the intercommunal activities during the conflict and how 
territory became “sacred.” Territory considered to be of importance 
to either community was to be protected. If that was not possible, it 
should be destroyed to prevent its corruption and use by the “other.” 
It is important to point out that as with “religion” the term “sacred” 
does not apply to any particular aspect of personal faith. Rather it 
represents a communal status of “ours” rather than “theirs.” In this 
case empty houses are better destroyed than occupied by the rival 
community. Once again these communities and their territories were 
divided along the lines of an ethnicity that was largely defined by re-
ligion, even though the spiritual aspect of religion played almost no 
role.

Paramilitaries 

While the above detailing of Northern Irish society has highlighted 
some general trends about the role played by ethno-sectarian-polit-
ical identity, this paper will now focus on the violent groups within 
Northern Irish society. This will be used to illustrate how significant 



65religious identity motivated violent action. In regard to the loyalist 
paramilitaries it will be argued that religion was a central tenet when 
it came to the targeting of attacks on members of the rival commu-
nity. In regard to the nationalist group, the Provisional-IRA, the ex-
amination presented will focus on the influence of martyrdom. 

Assassination

This section will provide a brief overview of the debate surrounding 
the sectarian assassination campaigns carried out by both sides of 
the ethnic divide. This paper will then argue that these attacks were 
indeed religiously motivated, in that “religion,” not “Religion,” was 
a significant reason behind the targeting of individuals.51 Once this 
has been done, a discussion about martyrdom will be undertaken. 
An example of the debates surrounding this issue can be seen in the 
academic debate between Bruce, Dingley, White and Patterson. In 
discussions such as this one, the argument centres on the question 
of whether republicans were sectarian or whether their violence was 
as sectarian as the loyalist paramilitary groups. Proponents of IRA 
sectarianism generally put forward the argument that due to the ma-
jority Protestant nature of their victims compared to the number of 
Catholic victims, republicanism sectarian.52 Others argue that IRA 
was violence was not deliberately sectarian, the religion of security 
forces did not matter, and their relation to the security apparatus 
that did.53 This paper holds that many of the debates surrounding 
this topic discuss religion use too narrow a definition of the concept. 
Many view the issue as one of “Religion,” rather than one of “religion,” 
where the faith of the participants is assumed to be the central fac-
tor instead of the ethno-political-sectarian identity of the victim.54 
It is the belief of this paper that the assassination campaigns carried 
out by the loyalist paramilitaries were conducted offensively in order 
to terrorise the Catholic population into submission. Whereas the 
republican killings, while still aimed at intimidation of the opposing 
community, were of a more retaliatory nature, this in itself is not new 
or radical. What this paper seeks to add to this debate is that these 
killings were part of the internal motivation of those involved, which 
will be discussed in the final section summarising motivation. 

Martyrdom

Religion played another role in the conflict: martyrdom. The notion 
of dying for one’s community has had a profound impact throughout 



66 Irish history. We can see evidence of this in the volunteering of in-
dividuals for potentially suicidal actions, and the later veneration of 
these individuals as martyrs. Hunger striking as a form of self-immo-
lation has been described as: “another means, possibly a weapon of 
last resort, of those nurturing a sense of oppression and frustration 
in their attempts to resist.”55 In short, the hunger strike was seen as a 
final weapon to be used when all else had failed. It allowed the weaker 
combatant the opportunity to alter the context of the conflict: “Dying 
for the cause and accepting the need for certainty in one’s commit-
ment required not just elevating this commitment to levels of the sa-
cred, but being clear and certain about what this would mean in terms 
of suffering and loss.”56 It would no longer be a conflict of the physi-
cal realm, as a military conflict, but instead would become a spiritual 
contest, as a battle of wills.57 As Pape states in his work on suicide 
terrorism: “suicide terrorism is aimed at political coercion...Suicide 
terrorist campaigns are primarily nationalistic not religious.”58 In 
the specific case of the hunger strikes of 1981, this pitted republican 
volunteers against the British government in a contest for political 
status while the international community watched. The international 
community was waiting to see if the British government would allow 
prisoners to die from starvation.59 In other words, “this shifts atten-
tion to an ultimate humiliation and accusation which is that in letting 
one die when one is in a position to help prevent this death one lacks 
humanity and so becomes animalistic…an object of disgust.”60 It is 
also within the topic of martyrdom that we can see some examples 
of how the Catholic faith impacted upon republicans, such as during 
their consideration of the 1916 Rising: “They were all martyrs for our 
Catholic faith, the true religion: religion and politics fused together 
by the blood of the martyrs. I was prepared to be a martyr, to die for 
this true Catholic faith.”61

Bobby Sands

Hunger striking may seem counterproductive, but once historical 
context is considered, that assumption changes. The theory was that 
the striker would hold a position of moral superiority over their op-
ponent and the fear of social or economic consequences would force 
their hand into giving in to the striker’s demands.62 By examining the 
diary of Bobby Sands, another link in the chain of “the doomed young 
Irish republican,” written during his strike, we can see how religion 
influenced at least one of the strikers.63 Throughout the diary Sands 
makes repeated mention of religious service, and the social contact 



67this service provided, as well as the numerous visits of priests. In-
deed, the first line in the diary highlights the importance of faith: “I 
am standing on the threshold of another trembling world. May God 
have mercy on my soul.”64 The importance of God is also seen when 
he states that the rights of a united Ireland are “God given.”65 Sands’ 
writing gives us insight into how others in prison also dealt with their 
faith. When he had entered the third day of his strike he wrote: “The 
boys are now saying the rosary twice every day.”66 He claims that he 
has begun to pray more and that he and God are “getting on well this 
weather” and that his hunger will be sated when he receives a “great 
feed up above.”67 He is undertaking a political struggle but is doing so 
through a religious practice, which brought members of the Catholic 
clergy into direct contact with republicans as mediators. Yet it also 
resulted in conflict as republicans felt that these clergymen “tried to 
undermine the strike.”68 While it is not possible to ascribe his faith 
to all strikers, it is possible to see how their actions could have been 
influenced by their faith. For example, Laurence McKeown makes 
no mention of religious faith motivating him.69 While the personal 
faith of some strikers allowed them to complete their strike, the out-
come they were seeking was political. It was not an attempt to either 
convert or coerce the opposition on religious grounds. However, the 
repeated acts of suicide throughout republican history often “rein-
forced communal stability but also reinforced difference and separa-
tion in relation to the Protestant other.”70

Hero Veneration 

Throughout the history of Irish republicanism, hero-veneration and 
the creation of cults of personality have had a significant position 
within the literature focused on the movement. This was equally so 
during the Troubles. Indeed, there were some who fostered direct 
links between contemporary volunteers to heroes of previous epi-
sodes of Anglo-Irish conflict.71 It is also the self-immolation or the 
self-sacrifice of previous leaders and volunteers in the name of re-
publicanism that bound the later generation directly with those who 
came before them. The 1981 strikers saw themselves as direct de-
scendants of the hunger strikers of the revolutionary period and par-
ticularly of the rebels of the 1916 Rising. Although there were more 
recent examples of republican martyrs such as Michael Gaughan and 
Frank Stagg, the leaders of 1916 featured most prominently. As Sands 
states: “I am a political prisoner because I am a casualty of a peren-
nial war that is being fought between the oppressed Irish people and 



68 an alien, oppressive, unwanted regime that refuses to withdraw from 
our land.”72 Eamon Collins has illustrated this point and its impact on 
later strikes:

The hunger strikers had done what the men of the 
Easter Rising had done: they had known that their 
deaths would not defeat the British immediately, 
but they had anticipated that their sacrifice would 
help create a mass movement of Irish resistance. In 
another sense they helped to renew the legitimacy 
of the IRA campaign: the IRA no longer had to hark 
back constantly to 1916 or 1919 to reaffirm the le-
gitimacy of their struggle. The hunger strikers pro-
vided them with a whole new iconography of mar-
tyrs to exploit.73

It is generally acknowledged that this link provided a motivation 
and justification for those involved. What generally goes unobserved, 
however, is the role of guilt. 

By guilt, this paper does not imply that those involved necessarily 
did something “wrong.” Rather it can be argued that the linking of 
the later stage in the conflict with an earlier phase enforced certain 
moral expectations amongst those involved. Such expectations can 
be seen in the continual emphasis placed upon the practice of “blood 
sacrifice” in Irish nationalism. The 1981 hunger strike was differ-
ent than previous strikes. Earlier episodes had been conducted with 
all of the prisoners beginning at the same time. However, the 1981 
strike was staggered, and strikers would begin separately to ensure 
the strike would last for as long as possible.74 Importantly, this ap-
proach ensured that once the first striker had died, then the remain-
der would be obliged to see out their strike to honour the memory of 
their comrade’s sacrifice: “Not only was the sense of interdependence 
undermined by this arrangement but very soon the pressure would 
all be the other way, not to end the protest but to stay on it, even 
to death.”75 This aspect of the strike can be referred to as guilt, felt 
by those joining the strike. For these people, the pressure to see the 
strike though to the end would have been immense: “Those following 
Sands carried the weight of his dead body on their shoulders. To end 
their own protest would be a betrayal of his death and as the toll in 
the Maze increased, the burden grew exponentially heavier.”76



69Religious Motivation

This paper began by posing the following question: to what extent 
were Northern Irish paramilitaries motivated by religion? The paper 
then provided context and definitional information as to the nature 
of religious/ethnic conflict in general, and how it was conducted 
throughout the Troubles. However, we must clarify what we mean by 
motivation. This can be done by utilising the definition of motivation 
provided by King: 

“…soldiers need political motivation in order to fight 
effectively. They need to feel collectively that their sac-
rifices promote the shared interests of their nation 
(and are recognized by citizens at home as doing so). 
This motivation is…heightened when their enemies are 
seen to represent a genuine threat to their community, 
its territories, or its way of life.”77 

There are several particularly important elements of this state-
ment. By slightly amending this statement through the changing 
of one word, it is possible to incorporate the work on ethnicity into 
this definition. This brings it closer to the realities of the Troubles. By 
replacing “nation” with “ethnicity” the statement then reads: “…sol-
diers need political motivation in order to fight effectively. They need 
to feel collectively that their sacrifices promote the shared interests 
of their ethnicity.” 

The idea of political motivation, which is “necessary to bind pri-
mary groups to organizational goals,” can be used to understand the 
role of religion as a motivator for paramilitary actors.78 Of particu-
lar interest to this argument is that many of the mass armies of the 
twentieth century, upon which the paramilitary forces in question 
were later based, “sought to unite their troops around common forms 
of social identity and civic obligation; they sought to indoctrinate 
their soldiers with a sense of national mission in order to motivate 
them politically.”79 In the context of our analysis, the national mis-
sion was interwoven with political/religious identity and both of the 
communities, generally considering themselves to be of different 
nationalities—Irish and British—held “incompatible, yet from their 
individual perspectives entirely just, goals.” That being said, there 
were some instances throughout the Troubles in which republicans 
tried to incorporate unionists into an expanded definition of “Irish-
ness.” One example is the Éire nua federal plan for Irish unity, which 



70 eventually failed. 
The above definition of political motivation can guide us in 

making sense of the factors driving conflict during the Troubles. One 
section of this definition was the wish of those involved to “promote 
the shared interests of their nation.” Just as important was that they 
were “recognised by citizens at home” in doing so. In the context of the 
Troubles, with a unionist state perpetually under siege, those involved 
needed to be able to show that they were acting in their community’s 
interests, which in turn would fulfil their need for gratification in 
doing so. In other words, for loyalists they could defend the status 
quo by dealing with rebellious Catholics. For nationalists and 
republicans this meant being able to defend their community against 
the predation of the state and loyalist paramilitaries. However, one 
of the main issues with this desire to defend one’s community is that 
“the history of communal violence in Ireland had well established the 
principle that the best form of defence is attack.”80 

Further complicating the situation for loyalists were difficulties in 
waging a “pro-state” terror campaign.81 Pro-state groups will have a 
much smaller group to target and compete with the authorities for re-
cruits, resources, and so on. In terms of the definition of motivation 
outlined above, what was needed was to show that pro-state groups 
were killing nationalist paramilitaries—those actively disrupting the 
status quo. To those involved in loyalist groups their aim was to de-
fend the state: “From the Peep o’ Day Boys to the UVF, protestant 
violence has been defended as constitutional on the ground that, un-
like the violence of the IRA, it seeks to uphold the protestant state…
The men of the UVF, new and old, knew that their actions were ‘ille-
gal’, but they would have vehemently denied that they were ‘uncon-
stitutional.’”82 If it was impossible to target those actively engaged in 
republicanism then their supporters, all of whom were identified by 
their “religion,” had to be targeted. As one account puts it: “They were 
random in the sense that the particular victim was not especially se-
lected, but there were two clear purposes to the murders: to revenge 
IRA attacks on the state and on individual Protestants, and to deter 
further attacks: ‘if we hadn’t done something, they’d have been all 
over us. We had to stop them. Tribal survival. We had to hit back’.”83 
Loyalists needed to show that they were taking the problem of the 
Catholic population seriously when the state was “unwilling or un-
able to defend them.”84 Republicans needed to show that they were 
defending Catholics at the communal level while bringing unification 
closer, which would achieve its goals at the political level. While some 
at the grassroots level may have become involved in republicanism in 



71order to act out the sectarian conflict, the organisation itself sought 
to limit direct sectarian conflict in favour of attacks which would for-
ward political aims. This is perhaps best illustrated in the preferred 
targeting of the British army, as symbols of the political occupation 
and caretakers of imperialism, rather than off-duty attacks on lo-
cal members of the security forces that fuelled sectarian tensions.85 
These goals were interwoven with a religious/political/ethnic iden-
tity, which cannot be separated into its component parts. In short, 
paramilitaries involved in the Troubles were motivated by religion. 
Yet not “Religion” as understood through the teachings of the church 
and matters of spiritual beliefs, your own versus those of the “other” 
with whom you are in conflict, but “religion” as a communal mobilis-
ing factor which had been politicised and used to ethnically differenti-
ate the two warring communities.86 

Conclusion

Throughout this piece the argument has been made that religion 
played a role in motivating these groups, not as a spiritual exercise 
but as an element of a tripartite identity of religion, politics and eth-
nicity. By examining aspects such as territory sacralisation, martyr-
dom and ethnic mobilisation it is evident that this multi-part identity 
was vital to the conflict and those involved in it. This argument is 
not intended to disagree with thinkers such as Bourke; rather it is 
intended to present the claim that it is not one of these three aspects 
(religion, ethnicity, or politics), but a combination of the three that is 
important in understanding the conflict.

The arguments presented here show the impact that religion, par-
ticularly in its use as an ethnic label, can have on the actions of non-
state organisations, whether they be pro- or anti-state groups. This 
paper also highlights the importance of understanding that religion 
can very often be too narrowly defined in academia and conflict stud-
ies. This can lead to misinterpretations of conflict situations. Addi-
tionally it shows that even when religion is understood as a broader 
ethnic issue it can be combined with other political aspects of daily 
life that can lead to conflict. Simply put, it is wrong to suggest that 
religion is ever the only source of tension in a conflict, regardless of 
whether it is in a Western democracy or within the current conflicts 
in the Middle Eastern. The role of religion should also never be un-
derestimated when it becomes intertwined with ethno-political fac-
tors. The Troubles were religious while at the same time being ethno-
political. Dealing with a single element of this combination leads to a 



72 misunderstanding of the conflict and others like it.  
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76 General Section

Causal Mechanisms and Process 
Patterns in International 
Relations: Thinking Within and 
Without the box
Jörg Friedrichs

Abstract: This article makes the case for process patterns as an alter-
native to causal mechanisms. Causal mechanisms are explanatory 
tools to unpack the “black boxes” separating the input and output of 
models. Unlike causal mechanisms, process patterns do not require 
such a black box. They refer to recurrent sequences of interaction ob-
served across any number of empirical domains. Scholars can apply 
them across disciplines when similar processes occur in different do-
mains. The article provides examples from International Relations 
where scholars have sometimes studied process patterns in all but 
name. 

It is widely accepted in International Relations (IR) circles that there 
are two types of inference: descriptive and causal. Descriptive infer-
ence detects general tendencies within an empirical domain, whereas 
causal inference explains such tendencies. On the condescending note 
that descriptive inference is the best that can be obtained in inchoate 
fields of knowledge, King, Keohane, and Verba see causal inference as 
the ultimate aim of any self-respecting scientist.1 

From a pragmatic point of view, this pejorative understanding of 
descriptive inference as the poor sibling of causal inference is unfor-
tunate. Just as a good map may enable a commander to win a mili-
tary campaign, and just like descriptive statistics is more meaning-
ful to human intuition than inferential statistics, sound descriptive 
inference is a useful pathfinder through the complexities of the social 
world.2 

Besides, descriptive inference has a practical advantage: it is rela-
tively easy to check it against evidence. This is so because descriptive 
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77inference always and by definition refers to observable entities. Caus-
al inference is rather different: it often refers to unobservable enti-
ties, for example when it relies on logical deductions or the detection 
of regular associations (or constant conjunctions) of independent 
and dependent variables. In such cases, the scholar infers causality 
without any direct observation of how it operates. 

Fortunately, causal inference can be more empirical and descrip-
tive. It is descriptive when we trace causal connections from the em-
pirical record. For example, we observe that Event A is followed by 
a sequence of events that trigger Event B, thus causing it. This is an 
exercise in descriptive inference because the operation refers to ob-
servable phenomena. At the same time, it is also an exercise in causal 
inference because we are explaining something. The upshot is that 
descriptive versus causal inference is a false dichotomy. 

Positivists know this in their bones, and their response is refresh-
ingly pragmatic. In addition to relying on conjunctions of indepen-
dent and dependent variables to formulate causal claims, they rely on 
causal mechanisms to infer causality descriptively. The most typical 
procedure is to first identify a regularity and formulate it in terms of 
variables, and then to test it for causality by checking if there are spe-
cific linkages, or sequences of linkages, connecting independent and 
dependent variables.3 These connectors, called causal mechanisms, 
inject a descriptive and thus empirical element into causal inference.4 

Positivists are not alone in pursuing this strategy. Scientific real-
ists have taken similar views on causal or “generative” mechanisms as 
the descriptive bedrock of causal inference.5 In its most typical form, 
the strategy is to first formulate a causal hypothesis and then test 
it empirically by identifying the mechanism(s) connecting the input 
and output factors of the model.6 This means, as it were, that the re-
searcher must first establish a regularity, with causation relegated to 
a “black box.” She then makes that box translucent so that the causal 
mechanisms become visible (Figure 1). 
 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The positivist notion of causal mechanisms 
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The procedure has merits in some cases, but it is too narrow in 
many others. With due respect for mechanistic thinking within the 
box, it is sometimes more promising to infer causality by thinking 
without the box. As this article shows, we may systematically study 



78 recurring processes by means of causal-descriptive inference even in 
the absence of a black box. At its core, the strategy is to observe causal 
processes via the comparative analysis of cases across any number of 
empirical domains. To differentiate this approach from the black-box 
notion of causal mechanisms, let us call it process patterns. 

We may define causal mechanisms as recurrent sequences of in-
teraction generating a specific outcome, given specified initial con-
ditions. They feature prominently as a methodological tool in many 
disciplines, including general and comparative social and political sci-
ence.7 International Relations (IR) scholars in particular have offered 
methodological contributions8 and concrete applications.9 

My main contention is that process patterns, or recurrent se-
quences of interaction observed across any number of domains, are 
an interesting methodological alternative that opens promising av-
enues. Insofar as similar processes occur in different social domains, 
scholars can profitably engage in transdisciplinary research and col-
laboration to examine process patterns. 

The first section introduces causal pathways as a wider category 
within which both causal mechanisms and other forms of recurrent 
sequences of interaction, such as process patterns, have their place. In 
the second section, I present the conventional specification of causal 
pathways as causal mechanisms. In the third section, I introduce pro-
cess patterns as a methodological alternative to causal mechanisms. 
In the fourth and final section, I discuss specific examples related to 
IR to show how the proposed methodology works in practice. 

Causal Pathways: The Overarching Category

There is a problem with the common practice of taking causal mecha-
nisms to encompass any recurrent sequence of interaction: it amounts 
to conceptual stretching. Conceptual stretching occurs when a cat-
egory is unable to cover all that people subsume under it. When that 
happens, the remedy is to climb Sartori’s ladder of generality and in-
troduce an overarching category that is sufficiently broad and open 
to subsume everything intended.10 In this vein, let me propose causal 
pathways as an overarching category to causal mechanisms and pro-
cess patterns alongside other usages (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Causal Pathways
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Figure 2: Causal pathways 

Let me first demonstrate that conceptual stretching is indeed oc-
curring. In the conventional view, a causal mechanism is “the path-
way or process by which an effect is produced.” This definition hails 
from a review article by Gerring, entitled “The mechanismic world-
view: thinking inside the box.”11 The purpose of Gerring’s definition 
is to represent the smallest common denominator. Gerring derived 
it from an impressive array of methodological contributions, from 
which he distilled nine different meanings of “mechanism,” which he 
boiled further down into his minimal definition.

The problem is that Gerring’s minimal definition is not broad 
enough to cover the gamut of legitimate research practices that sail 
under the flag of causal mechanisms. This becomes apparent when we 
take Mahoney’s glossary of 24 definitions.12 Some of the definitions 
listed in Mahoney’s glossary fall under Gerring’s minimal definition, 
but others do not. 

An example of the first group is the definition of a mechanism 
as “the process by which one variable influences the other, in other 
words, how it is that X produces Y.”13 Another example is their defini-
tion as “analytical constructs that provide hypothetical links between 
observable events.”14 Unlike these two, other definitions are incom-
patible with Gerring’s minimal definition. For example, Elster defines 
mechanisms as “frequently occurring and easily recognizable causal 
patterns that are triggered under generally unknown conditions or 
with indeterminate consequences.”15 It is impossible to subsume this 
definition under Gerring’s minimal definition because, where Gerring 
talks about a specific effect, Elster talks about indeterminate conse-
quences. 

The result is stunted perception. According to Gerring, causal 
mechanisms “are not at variance with traditional practices in the so-
cial sciences and thus hardly qualify as a distinct approach to causal 
assessment.”16 Based on his positivist understanding of mechanisms 
as “thinking inside the box,” Gerring cannot find any “sharp point of 
contrast between ‘mechanismic’ and ‘covariational’ social science.”17 

Since the term “causal mechanisms” is too narrow as a common 



80 denominator, let me suggest the umbrella term of “causal pathways,” 
or recurrent sequences of interaction that a researcher may invoke in 
the descriptive inference of causal explanations. This broad umbrella 
term remains open to diverse specifications, as exemplified by the 
contrast between causal mechanisms (thinking within the box) and 
process patterns (thinking without the box). 

Causal Mechanisms: Thinking Within the Box

Causal mechanisms are recurrent sequences of interaction generat-
ing a specific outcome, given specified initial conditions. In his 1989 
book, Elster saw them as the “nuts and bolts,” or “cogs and wheels” of 
social science, connecting observable inputs with observable outputs 
in what would otherwise be the erratic black boxes of empirical gen-
eralisation.18 

The fundamental idea behind this so-called I-M-O, or Input-Mech-
anism-Output model19 is that one should not prematurely assume 
causality when specified initial conditions (inputs, e.g. independent 
variables) are empirically associated with specified outcomes (out-
puts, e.g. dependent variables). One should assume causality only 
when a causal mechanism can be shown to intervene in what would 
otherwise be the black box separating a model’s inputs from its out-
puts. 

The model works for both the hypothetic-deductive model of the-
ory testing and the variable-oriented model of statistical inference. 
In the former, mechanisms link inputs and outputs by demonstrable 
causal accounts and thus establish causality for covering laws.20 In the 
latter, they similarly connect the independent and dependent vari-
ables of statistical models.21 Like positivists of different stripes and 
colours, scientific realists are also interested in causal mechanisms as 
the descriptive bedrock of causal inference.22

Thus understood, causal mechanisms are an indispensable supple-
ment to conventional modes of empirical generalisation. The point is 
that, after identifying a covering law or a co-variation between vari-
ables, one must open the black box in order to see if input and out-
put are actually connected in a causal way. Without an identifiable 
mechanism, covering laws and statistical correlations are likely to be 
spurious and cannot be taken as causal.

Discovering correlations between assumed causes and effects is not 
good enough. Explaining means showing how a cause leads to an effect. 
Democracies do not seem to fight each other. But saying that democratic 
domestic structures explain peace among democracies is unsatisfactory. It 
needs to be shown, for example, how parliaments and civil society groups 



81scrutinise executives and thereby reduce the likelihood of war. Saying that 
smoking kills is a superficial statement. To explain why many smokers die 
prematurely, the effects of nicotine on lungs and other body parts need to 
be revealed.23

Searching for causal mechanisms means to check if there are 
linkages connecting the input and output of a given model and 
thus to evaluate causality empirically. From this perspective, causal 
reconstruction starts with an empirical generalisation about a spe-
cific population or sample of cases, and subsequently identifies the 
mechanism(s) that deterministically or probabilistically produce the 
outcome.24 Scholars following this template are not entitled to make 
causal statements unless and until they find appropriate mechanisms 
operating within their black boxes.25

To do this kind of analysis involves a series of analytical steps. 
First, you need a population or sample composed of equivalent en-
tities (democracies; tobacco smokers). Next, you need to derive a 
tentative empirical generalisation (democracies don’t fight; smok-
ers get cancer). This may take the form of a covering law, correlation, 
probabilistic statement, or combination of necessary and sufficient 
causation.26 Finally, you open the black box to see if there is a causal 
mechanism linking input and output, independent and dependent 
variables, stochastic events, or conditions and outcome. Process trac-
ing is the method of choice for searching such linkages.27

There is nothing wrong with this. On the contrary, it is a valuable 
antidote against the spurious attribution of causality. However, it is 
not particularly friendly to transdisciplinary research and collabora-
tion. It always presupposes an empirical generalisation (e.g. demo-
cratic peace) over a specified domain of entities (e.g. states). Since the 
domain is likely to rest squarely within an established discipline (e.g. 
IR) or sub-discipline, cross-fertilisation among areas of research that 
are substantively remote from each other is unlikely. 

Process Patterns: Thinking Without the Box

Let us revert to the overarching category of causal pathways as recur-
rent sequences of interaction. As I will show, causal pathways need 
not be mechanistic, nor do they have to unpack black boxes. Instead, 
it is possible to think entirely without the box—what I call process 
patterns, or recurrent sequences of interaction observed across any num-
ber of domains. 
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To clarify, consider two sets of examples:

1. What do the following situations have in common: a 
panic in a theatre; a bank run; and the famous race to the 
bottom after the world economic crisis of 1929? 
2. Again, what do the following situations have in common: 
mobbing an ambitious colleague; bullying a nerd; and a 
smear campaign against an incorruptible politician? 

As the examples indicate, we are capable of noticing patterned 
regularities across wildly different domains. We do not need an em-
pirical generalisation over a specified domain before we can open, 
as it were, the black box and identify a mechanism to confirm that 
causality is at work. Instead, we can altogether suspend thinking in 
terms of black boxes and take process patterns as the heuristic start-
ing point of our analysis. 

This entails a methodological shift from population-based to 
pattern-based case selection; and from variable-driven to process-
driven research.28 We do not need to first draw a sample from a given 
population such as “nation-states” or “democracies,” then stipulate a 
domain-specific empirical generalisation such as “democratic peace,” 
and finally test it for causal mechanisms. Instead, we can think of 
all process patterns of a particular type as constituting a universe of 
cases to be examined through a systematic and rigorous procedure of 
comparative analysis. This turns the usual procedure on its head. 

In population-based case selection and variable-driven research, 
the researcher starts with a population of ontological givens, draws 
a sample, derives empirical generalisations, and finally seeks to iden-
tify causal mechanisms. In pattern-based case selection and process-
driven research, the researcher starts with an ontologically thinner 
categorisation, namely an observed process pattern that constitutes 
a universe of potential cases across any number of domains. Sampling 
then follows pragmatic criteria, with the cases selected revealing as 
much interesting variation as possible. The objective is to arrive at a 
precise and fully explicit articulation of the observed regularity. 

Harking back to the first example above (bank runs etc.), let us 
take the process pattern whereby self-regarding behaviour is collec-
tively self-defeating in that its private pursuit reinforces the propen-
sity of others to engage in the same kind of self-regarding behaviour, 
thus leading to the worst possible outcome for everybody (akin to 
a prisoner’s dilemma). It is easy to see that, apart from the process 
pattern they share in common, the universe of cases based on this 
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would never put theatre panics, bank runs, and the world economic 
crisis of 1929 into the same basket unless you had a prior under-
standing of the process pattern at work in all of these cases. Yet, once 
you have identified the process and constituted a pattern-based case 
universe, you can sample from it and set in motion a systematic pro-
cedure of comparative research. 

You are then able to ask interesting research questions. What do 
all manifestations of the process pattern have in common, what are 
the specificities of particular sub-sets, and what are the idiosyncra-
sies of individual cases? For instance, what are the commonalities and 
differences between theatre panics and bank runs? What role do con-
text, actor constellations, and trigger events play?29 To what extent 
can institutions like fire exits and financial reinsurance transform the 
dynamics of theatre panics and bank runs? Are there any disconti-
nuities or path dependencies? What determines when a discontinuity 
kicks in, and whether the pattern goes down one path rather than 
another? How does all of this affect the outcome? For example, why 
are some theatre panics and bank runs more devastating than others?

At its core, the analysis of process patterns is an exercise in de-
scriptive inference. Descriptive inference, including the analysis of 
recurrent patterns of interaction, is valuable in and of itself as it in-
creases our ability to understand and contextualise social phenom-
ena. When a social process falls under a process pattern, this puts our 
mind at rest and thus may serve as an explanation in a broader sense 
than is conventionally associated with causal inference. 

Indeed, process patterns can be of many different kinds. Some-
times they can be developed through classical categorisation.30 
Sometimes it is better to formulate them in ideal-typical terms.31 
Sometimes they are mechanical, and sometimes they require “un-
derstanding” the internal viewpoint of the participants.32 Sometimes 
they constitute explanations providing an answer to a “how possible” 
question.33 At other times, they will follow other explanatory proto-
cols. In short, process patterns are causal in a broad, catholic sense 
that encompasses not only efficient causes but also many other forms 
of explanation: empathetic, constitutive, and so on.34 

Insofar as process patterns are about causality in motion, it is pos-
sible to repackage them as causal mechanisms whenever they follow 
specific trigger events, occur in specific contexts, and lead to specific 
outcomes. Thus, it is possible to move seamlessly from one form of 
causal inference to the other. It is important to note, however, that 
process patterns are more than a mere prelude to the study of causal 
mechanisms. The more interesting and productive part of a research 



84 cycle will often happen at the stage of exploring process patterns. 
Moreover, process patterns may just as well be a prelude to other pur-
suits such as discourse analysis and ethnographic fieldwork. 

A research strategy that studies process patterns comparatively 
in different settings is well suited to support transdisciplinary re-
search. It enables the researcher to detect regularities across diver-
gent realms and thus to generate knowledge that can “travel.”35 How 
far a specific process pattern can and should travel will depend on 
empirical and substantive considerations. At least in part, however, 
it is also up to evaluative choices of the researcher to decide at what 
level(s) of abstraction a process pattern is most useful. A process pat-
tern formulated in a more abstract way will travel further than one 
specified in more specific terms. Depending on how far a process pat-
tern is required to travel, the researcher will formulate and reformu-
late its definition and thus the criteria for inclusion in the universe 
of possible cases. 

Examples From Research Practice

In methodology, causal pathways are often reduced to causal mecha-
nisms. In practice, however, there have been many interesting contri-
butions falling under the rubric of process patterns for all but name. 
As the following examples suggest, the study of process patterns is 
indeed a rewarding task. 

To begin with, game theorists have been studying process pat-
terns for a long time. Take for example the emergence of “tit for tat” 
behaviour as a recurrent phenomenon in situations of iterated pris-
oner’s dilemmas. Axelrod mentions phenomena as divergent as stick-
leback fish and divorcing women as cases where one can observe the 
emergence of “tit for tat.”36 Although he does not use the term “pro-
cess pattern,” Axelrod is talking about a processual pattern with an 
extraordinary ability to travel across the most divergent areas of the 
social world, from the animal kingdom to IR.37

Likewise, complex systems theory and agent-based modelling 
examine recurrent features of social life such as adaptive behaviour 
and cybernetic feedback.38 From the vantage point of complex sys-
tem theory, the social world is of mindboggling complexity but there 
are emergent structures, or islands of order, even in the most chaotic 
systems. Agent-based modelling provides a useful tool to get a handle 
on the emergence of order in such situations.39 From the viewpoint of 
complex systems theory and agent-based modelling, the best way for 
the researcher to proceed is arguably to take process patterns as start-
ing points and explore as much as possible around them. 
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Robert Merton’s middle-range theories, is the academic movement of 
analytical sociology.40 To cite only the most classical example, self-ful-
filling and self-negating prophesies are observed over any number of 
social domains,41 and their relevance for IR has been demonstrated.42 

Denial is an interesting case in point. Having presented a compre-
hensive treatment of denial elsewhere, I can be brief here.43 Denial 
is the habit of treating a real problem as if it were a non-issue. A real 
problem is one that makes us suffer regardless of whether or not we 
acknowledge it. 

Thus understood, denial is a ubiquitous social and psychological 
phenomenon. Any kind of problem, from personal trauma to plane-
tary challenges such as climate change, can be an object of denial. De-
nial occurs at the individual level, e.g. when a cancer patient disavows 
her terminal illness. It also occurs in social constellations, from the 
denial of marital infidelity to the denial of race discrimination. Some 
cases of denial are deeply political, for example when a nation state 
such as Turkey denies genocide. A particularly worrisome manifesta-
tion happens at the global level, where humankind is in denial of the 
fact that infinite growth on a finite planet is impossible. This includes 
widespread denial of climate change and resource depletion.44 

As the examples suggest, and as is typical for process patterns, 
denial occurs across different social domains and levels of analysis. 
Although, or precisely because, denial can occur in multiple spheres 
of experience, it is amenable to systematic empirical scrutiny when 
understood as a process pattern. What is more, denial comes in dif-
ferent varieties depending on the problem at stake. A problem may 
be tractable or intractable, and it may be permanent or escalating. 
Without trying to be exhaustive, let us consider two such varieties to 
reveal the heuristic fruitfulness of the process-pattern perspective. 

The most straightforward case of denial is the disavowal of a per-
manent and intractable problem. In such cases, folk wisdom has it 
that “[i]f we can do something to solve the problem, we will perhaps 
do it. If there is nothing we can do, we should try to forget the prob-
lem.” The reason is that, while denial does not solve the problem it-
self, it reduces the discomfort of admitting it. 

An example from IR is the way post-war Japan has handled the 
international stigma from the atrocities committed during the Asia-
Pacific War. With due care, this can be compared to the disavowal 
of permanent problems in other domains, for example the way the 
Nixon Administration initially handled the Watergate Affair, or the 
way liberal white Australia has ignored until recently the suffering 
inflicted on Aboriginal Australians. In all of these cases, denial may 
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consciously or (more likely) unconsciously serve their perceived self-
interest by denying a reputational problem that they understand as 
intractable. 

A more pathological case is the denial of a problem that escalates 
yet, up to a certain point, would be tractable if appropriate action 
were taken. For example, during the years leading up to the 2008 fi-
nancial meltdown, national and international public servants ignored 
whistle-blowers criticising the lack of market regulation until it was 
too late. Or, to cite another example, until the Euro crisis of 2010/11 
there was a regime of silence in public circles around the fairly obvi-
ous way Greece had concealed its lack of fiscal austerity. 

The same pattern occurs at the domestic level, with some of Eu-
rope’s ageing societies blissfully ignoring the unsustainability of their 
public pension system, with predictably devastating consequences. 
Another case in point is the way Hitler and his stalwarts, against all 
odds, refused to admit the deterioration of their military position. 
The denial of escalating yet tractable problems leads to tragedy be-
cause, with hindsight, it turns out that some action could and should 
have been taken at an earlier point in time. 

Conclusion

While it is appropriate in many situations to rely on causal mecha-
nisms as tools for thinking within the box, it is often more fruitful to 
study process patterns as devices for thinking without the box. As we 
have seen, this has important methodological implications. The pas-
sage from causal mechanisms to process patterns implies a shift from 
population-based to pattern-based case selection; and from variable-
driven to process-driven research. 

There are two main reasons why process patterns hold promise. 
First, they offer an opportunity for transdisciplinary research and 
collaboration. The world is punctuated by recurrent sequences of 
interaction, and process patterns can span any number of social do-
mains. Because this is so, research investigating process patterns is 
likely to cross disciplinary boundaries. 

Second, process patterns commit us to open-ended research. We 
are more likely to encounter surprises and genuinely learn something 
new if we map out recurrent social processes first; and only then pon-
der over which social domains they apply, and whether and to what 
extent we can or should repackage them in terms of conventional 
causal models and frameworks. 

Besides, they mitigate the “small n” problem. IR scholars can often 



87mobilise only a small number of cases that is insufficient for robust 
generalisation. For example, nuclear deterrence during the Cold War 
initially appeared unique and unprecedented. When scholars started 
to analyse it as a process pattern (mutual assured destruction, MAD), 
the strategic logic became apparent and it was possible to gain in-
sights from analogues in other fields. 
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90 The Communitarianism of 
Extremity: Walzer’s Supreme 
Emergency Argument Revisited 

Sean Fleming

Abstract: One of Michael Walzer’s most controversial arguments in Just 
and Unjust Wars is that soldiers and political leaders can override the 
principle of noncombatant immunity—and even deliberately kill inno-
cent people—if their political community faces an imminent and ex-
istential threat. He argues that the British terror bombing of German 
cities during WWII was a justified response to the threat of Nazism. 
This “supreme emergency” argument continues to be debated nearly 
four decades later, but it also continues to be misunderstood. The pur-
pose of this article is to clarify the logic of Walzer’s supreme emergency 
argument. I argue that, contrary to common interpretations, his argu-
ment is neither rights-based nor utilitarian. He allows the preservation 
of the political community to trump noncombatant immunity because 
he sees communal autonomy, not human life or the greatest good for 
the greatest number, as the supreme value. I show that criticisms of 
Walzer’s argument are bound to miss the mark if they do not take his 
communitarian premise into account. Christopher Toner’s “transmis-
sion argument,” which purports to show that the supreme emergency 
argument implies that individuals can justifiably kill innocent bystand-
ers in order to save their own lives, has no force against Walzer. I con-
clude that supreme emergency poses a serious dilemma for Walzer, but 
an intractable dilemma for liberal individualists.

Introduction

“Can soldiers and statesmen override the rights of innocent people 
for the sake of their own political community?”1 For example, would 
Israel be justified in indiscriminately bombing Mosul and Raqqa if the 
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria posed an imminent threat to its exis-
tence? The issue of whether state officials ought to disregard the prin-
ciple of noncombatant immunity in cases of “supreme emergency” is 
one of the most contentious and protracted issues in all of just war 
theory.2 The purpose of this article is to clarify the logic of Michael 
Walzer’s classic argument for the supreme emergency exemption, 
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91which continues to be debated but also to be misunderstood. Despite 
Walzer’s claim that the rights of communities “derive ultimately from 
the rights of individuals,” and despite his own description of his posi-
tion as “the utilitarianism of extremity,” his supreme emergency ar-
gument is neither rights-based nor utilitarian.3 He allows the preser-
vation of the community to trump noncombatant immunity because 
he sees communal autonomy as the supreme value.

The article has four sections. The first section describes the ten-
sion between just ends and just means, which reaches a breaking 
point in cases of supreme emergency. The second section examines 
the logic of Walzer’s supreme emergency argument and shows that it 
depends on a communitarian premise. The third section defends this 
interpretation of Walzer’s argument against common rights-based 
and utilitarian interpretations. Finally, the fourth section evaluates a 
recent criticism of the supreme emergency argument—that it implies 
that individuals can justifiably kill innocent bystanders to preserve 
their own lives. Walzer’s argument easily evades this criticism, but 
it illustrates an important point: that it is necessary to recognise the 
communitarian premise of his argument in order to effectively criti-
cise it.

I. The Tension between Just Ends and Just Means

Walzer divides just war theory into two principles. Whereas the jus ad 
bellum specifies the just ends of war, the jus in bello specifies the just 
means of waging war. Although just ends and just means are logically 
independent, there is a deep tension between them, and they become 
irreconcilable in cases of supreme emergency.

The jus ad bellum determines when it is justified to wage war. Wal-
zer’s initial answer is that war is justified only for collective self-de-
fence,4 but he provides three exceptions to this rule in his subsequent 
discussion of intervention: secession, counter-intervention, and 
humanitarian intervention. Military intervention in another state 
is justified in order to aid a secessionist movement that represents 
an existing political community; to oppose a prior intervention by 
an alien power; or to prevent a government from destroying the po-
litical community that it purports to represent.5 Walzer argues that 
both the rule of non-intervention and its exceptions are instances of 
a more general principle: “always act so as to recognize and uphold 
communal autonomy.”6 Self-determination, not non-intervention as 
such, is the central principle of the jus ad bellum.

The jus in bello consists of two sets of rules: (1) rules that specify 



92 when and how people can be killed and (2) rules that specify who can 
be targeted. Walzer deems the first set of rules to be less important. 
He argues that “the morality of war would not be radically trans-
formed were they to be abolished altogether” and that the content 
of these rules is culturally and historically relative.7 For example, 
chemical weapons are prohibited now, but certain chemical weapons 
might someday be considered more humane than physical weapons. 
Permissible weapons and tactics vary according to time, place, and 
the state of technology. The second set of rules is more fundamental 
and universal: noncombatants, or people who do not participate in 
violence, are immune from attack. They can be killed as a side-effect 
of an attack on a military target, but they cannot be targeted.8 The 
central principle of the jus in bello is thus that “rights to life are forfeit 
only when particular men and women are actually engaged in war-
making.”9 This principle has exceptions, however, and supreme emer-
gency is the most important one.

Walzer argues that the jus ad bellum and the jus in bello are logically 
independent: whether a war is fought for a just end and whether it 
is fought by just means are separate questions. A state that targets 
civilians in a war of self-defence fights a just war unjustly, and a state 
that respects noncombatant immunity and tactical rules in a war of 
aggression fights an unjust war justly. Although just ends and just 
means are logically independent, they are practically inextricable. 
There is, as Walzer says, a “tension between winning and fighting 
well.”10 A state that fights justly against an unscrupulous enemy is at 
a disadvantage. Fighting justly may decrease the chances of winning a 
just war. Walzer is acutely aware of the tension between just ends and 
just means, and he uneasily concludes that the jus ad bellum and the 
jus in bello are incoherent.11

Graham Parsons shows that the tension between the jus ad bel-
lum and the jus in bello results from the fact that they rest on incom-
patible foundations.12 While the jus ad bellum follows from the right 
of communal autonomy, the jus in bello follows from the individual 
right to life. The problem is that it is not always possible to “act so as 
to recognize and uphold communal autonomy” while also abiding by 
the rule that “rights to life are forfeit only when particular men and 
women are actually engaged in war-making.”13 As Walzer recognises, 
“the collective defence of rights renders them individually problem-
atic.”14 Some of the most difficult problems in just war theory, includ-
ing supreme emergency, arise from this underlying tension between 
communal autonomy and individual rights. 
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The jus ad bellum and the jus in bello become irreconcilable in cases of 
supreme emergency, when states must choose between fighting justly 
despite the unthinkable consequences and fighting unjustly to pre-
vent the unthinkable. Until this point, Walzer treats the jus ad bellum 
and the jus in bello as coequal. However, he gives priority to the jus ad 
bellum in the exceptional case, and it is here that his communitarian-
ism shines through.

In order to constitute a supreme emergency, a danger must be 
both imminent and severe.15 First, the danger must be about to hap-
pen. It cannot be distant in time or merely possible. Second, “the dan-
ger must be of an unusual and horrifying kind.”16 The risk of losing 
a war is not sufficient; the consequences of losing must be extreme. 
Supreme emergency occurs “only when we are face-to-face not merely 
with defeat but with a defeat likely to bring disaster to a political com-
munity,” and only after all just means have been exhausted.17

 The threat of Nazi victory during the first part of WWII is Walzer’s 
archetype and his only example of a true supreme emergency.18 He 
argues that the British terror bombing of German cities was an excus-
able violation of noncombatant immunity—at least at certain points 
in the early 1940s, when it appeared that Germany was going to win. 
Quoting Churchill, Walzer emphasises that a German victory “would 
be fatal, not only to ourselves, but to the independent life of every 
small country in Europe.”19 What was at stake was not only territory, 
pride, or swift victory; it was the survival of political communities. He 
contrasts the British terror bombing with the bombing of Hiroshima, 
in which the American decision to use a nuclear weapon was based 
on considerations of expediency coupled with the desire for uncondi-
tional surrender.20 Walzer’s point is that supreme emergency applies 
only in the face of an imminent threat to communal survival; it does 
not apply “when what is at stake is only the speed or scope of vic-
tory.”21

Walzer asks whether “soldiers and statesmen [can] override the 
rights of innocent people for the sake of their own political communi-
ty,” and he answers with a troubled but unambiguous ‘yes’. There are 
three reasons to interpret his supreme emergency argument as com-
munitarian. First, given that the jus ad bellum is based on the right of 
communal autonomy and that the jus in bello is based on individual 
rights, the fact that Walzer allows the former to trump the latter 
when the two become incompatible suggests that he sees communal 
autonomy as supreme. Giving priority to one principle over the other 
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community takes priority over noncombatant immunity, then com-
munal autonomy must take priority over the individual right to life. 

Second, Walzer is one of the most famous proponents of commu-
nitarianism in modern political theory. Just six years after he pub-
lished Just and Unjust Wars, Walzer published Spheres of Justice, which 
is one of the classic works of communitarian thought.22 It would be 
quite odd if his just war theory were entirely unrelated to his other 
work from the same period.

Third, and more directly, Walzer’s justification for the supreme 
emergency exemption is explicitly communitarian. He argues that it 
is legitimate for soldiers and political leaders to violate the rights of 
innocent people to preserve their community because “the survival 
and freedom of political communities—whose members share a way 
of life, developed by their ancestors, to be passed on to their chil-
dren—are the highest values of international society.”23 In his later 
essay, “Emergency Ethics,” he makes this point as clear as possible: 
“Supreme emergency is a communitarian doctrine.”24 He appeals to 
“the value of the community,” and he argues that it is excusable to 
override noncombatant immunity only when the “ongoingness” of 
a community is stake—not just particular lives, but a way of life.25 
Walzer allows the jus ad bellum to trump the jus in bello in cases of su-
preme emergency because he gives priority to communal autonomy 
over individual rights.

III. The Communitarianism of Extremity
	

One might object that this communitarian interpretation of Walz-
er’s supreme emergency argument puts too much weight on his later 
work and on certain passages from Just and Unjust Wars. Walzer wrote 
“Emergency Ethics” more than a decade after the book was published, 
so it is possible that his justification for supreme emergency changed 
over time.26 He even acknowledges that his ideas have evolved since 
he wrote the book: “I have changed my mind or shifted the emphasis 
of my arguments about a few things.”27 Further, Walzer often refers 
to rights and utility in Just and Unjust Wars, which has led many read-
ers to interpret his supreme emergency argument as rights-based or 
utilitarian. I argue that there are compelling reasons to interpret his 
supreme emergency argument as communitarian even if we read Just 
and Unjust Wars in isolation. 

First, one might follow Joseph Boyle and “take seriously Walzer’s 
claim in his preface that his deepest ethical commitment is to human 



95rights, with considerations of utility in a subordinate position.”28 If 
we extrapolate from this interpretation of Walzer’s thought, it may 
be necessary to override noncombatant immunity for the sake of the 
political community because the political community is necessary to 
protect rights. The political community is not an end in itself, as the 
communitarian interpretation suggests, but only a means to protect 
the rights of individuals. It must be defended at the expense of non-
combatant immunity not because it is intrinsically valuable, but be-
cause there is no one to protect rights in its absence. Somewhat differ-
ently, Stephen Coleman interprets supreme emergency as a tradeoff 
of rights: “The essential claim of the supreme emergency argument 
is really that one is justified in engaging in widespread violations of 
the rights of some people in order to prevent widespread violations 
of the rights of others.”29 According to this reading, Walzer’s supreme 
emergency argument allows political leaders to prioritise the rights of 
their constituents, to whom they have specific duties, over the rights 
of others, to whom they have only general duties.

Walzer gives plenty of credence to rights-based interpretations. 
He begins Just and Unjust Wars with an appeal to human rights as the 
basis for just war theory, and he later argues that “[i]ndividual rights 
(to life and liberty) underlie the most important judgments that we 
make about war.”30 Although he often refers to the rights of states 
and political communities, he seems to relegate these collective rights 
to a subordinate role when he says that “states exist to defend the 
rights of their members” and that the rights of political communities 
“derive ultimately from the rights of individuals.”31 On the face of it, 
the rights of individuals are supreme.

However, there are good reasons not to take Walzer’s rights talk as 
absolute. His appeals to human rights often have qualifiers attached. 
For example, in the preface, he appeals to “the rights of individual 
and associated men and women,” and he describes “life and liberty 
as something like absolute values.”32 The most important qualifier is 
that when the survival of the political community is at stake, politi-
cal leaders “must opt for collective survival and override those rights 
that have suddenly loomed as obstacles to survival.”33 Although indi-
vidual rights “are still standing at the very moment they are overrid-
den,” they cease to be action-guiding: “the only restraints upon mili-
tary action are usefulness and proportionality.”34 Walzer conceives of 
supreme emergency as a domain in which rights are suspended, not 
as one in which they are traded off.

One might instead take Walzer’s talk of usefulness and propor-



96 tionality as an endorsement of utilitarianism. He describes supreme 
emergency as “the utilitarianism of extremity,” and he uses the word 
frequently. He argues that, in the face of an imminent catastrophe, 
“the restraint on the utilitarian calculation must be lifted” and that 
“political leaders can hardly help but choose the utilitarian side of the 
dilemma.”35 Alex Bellamy, taking Walzer at his word here, argues that 
he “flirts with realism and succumbs to utilitarianism.”36 On this read-
ing, violating noncombatant immunity is justified in order to prevent 
a much greater number of casualties.

It is plausible to take Walzer at his word, but, as with his rights 
talk, there are good reasons not to. When he says “utilitarianism,” he 
does not mean “the greatest good for the greatest number.” This is 
clear from the following passage, in which he considers the utilitarian 
justification for supreme emergency and then decisively rules it out:

Perhaps it is only a matter of arithmetic: individuals cannot kill 
other individuals to save themselves, but to save a nation we can vio-
late the rights of a determinate but smaller number of people. But 
then large nations and small ones would have different entitlements 
in such cases, and I doubt very much that that is true.37 

Walzer’s justification for violating noncombatant immunity in 
cases of supreme emergency is not that it is necessary to save lives, 
but that it is necessary to save a political community. Suppose, for 
example, that India were about to invade Bhutan and massacre its 
citizens. For a communitarian such as Walzer, it would be justified for 
Bhutan to annihilate Mumbai (with a nuclear weapon, for instance) 
if this would prevent the massacre—even if the net loss of life were 
much greater. For a utilitarian, killing over 18 million people to save 
about 750,000 would clearly be unjustifiable. When he calls supreme 
emergency “the utilitarianism of extremity,” what he really means is 
“the communitarianism of extremity”—not the greatest good for the 
greatest number, but the survival of the political community at all 
costs.

Parsons has recently proposed a third plausible interpretation of 
Walzer’s supreme emergency argument.38 He argues that communal 
autonomy and individual rights really are coequal values for Walzer 
and that cases of supreme emergency are best understood as intrac-
table moral dilemmas: 

At one and the same time, the survival and freedom of political 
communities are the highest values of international society and the 
survival and freedom of individuals are our deepest moral commit-
ments. When we face a conflict between these values, as we do in su-
preme emergencies, there is no unequivocally right way to act.39
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zer, he comes down decisively on the side of the community. There 
is an unequivocally right way to act, and that is to “opt for collective 
survival and override those rights that have suddenly loomed as ob-
stacles to survival.”40 Supreme emergency is a case of “dirty hands”: 
killing innocent people is always immoral, but it is excusable and even 
obligatory when the survival of the political community is at stake. 
The exceptional case shows that, for Walzer, communal autonomy is a 
higher value than individual rights.

IV. Criticisms: The Importance of the Communitarian Premise
	

According to Christopher Toner’s “transmission argument,” we can-
not consistently grant the supreme emergency exemption to state of-
ficials without also granting it to private individuals.41 If state officials 
can justifiably kill innocent people in order to preserve their commu-
nity, then individuals must be able to justifiably kill innocent people 
in order to preserve their lives. Although this is a powerful objection 
to some versions of the supreme emergency argument, Walzer’s ar-
gument evades it entirely, and this illustrates the importance of his 
communitarian premise. 

Toner takes aim at “consent theorists such as Walzer and Rawls.”42 
He argues that if rulers derive their authority from the consent of 
the governed, then state officials have the authority to kill innocent 
people in supreme emergencies only if citizens have granted them the 
authority to do so. Citizens cannot grant authority that they do not 
possess, so the supreme emergency argument assumes that citizens 
have the authority to kill innocent people to preserve their lives—a 
conclusion that Walzer wishes to rule out.43 If Britain had the author-
ity to kill innocent Germans in order to repel the Nazis, then each in-
dividual Briton must have had the authority to kill innocent bystand-
ers in order to repel a murderer. Toner argues that individuals do not 
have the authority to intentionally kill innocent people, so neither do 
state officials:

1. Rulers or statesmen have the authority to initiate the 
intentional killing of innocents only if the people have 
transmitted it to them 
[A-->B] 
2. If the people transmitted it, then they possessed it 
(you cannot transmit what you do not have) 
[B-->C] 
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intentional killing of innocents 
[¬C] 
4. Therefore the rulers have no authority to initiate the 
intentional killing of innocents 
[thus ¬B; thus ¬A].

Toner purports to refute the supreme emergency argument using 
three premises that Walzer and Rawls accept. The argument is logical-
ly sound, so, “[t]o avoid the conclusion, Rawls and Walzer must reject 
at least one of the premises.” It seems that the only ways to salvage 
the supreme emergency argument are (1) to deny that the author-
ity of rulers depends on the consent of the governed, (2) to take the 
absurd position that people can transmit authority that they do not 
possess, or (3) to accept that individuals have the authority to kill in-
nocent people to preserve their lives.

None of these options would be acceptable to Walzer, and he 
maintains a position that, from Toner’s view, appears contradic-
tory: “A moral person will accept risk, will even accept death, rather 
than kill the innocent. But the moral president or prime minister 
or military commander will not accept the risk or fact of communal 
death.”44 He seems to be aware of some version of the transmission 
argument, and he pre-emptively responds to it. He accepts the first 
two premises—that people “can’t pass on rights they don’t possess, 
hence their political leaders can do no more on their behalf than they 
might do themselves.”45 His answer is to modify the first premise such 
that “people” refers to a political community rather than to a set of 
individuals: “It isn’t only individuals who are represented [by state 
officials], but also the collective entity.”46 State officials act on the au-
thority of the political community, not only on the authority of its 
individual members, and state officials can therefore perform actions 
that private individuals have no authority to perform. The authority 
to violate noncombatant immunity during a supreme emergency re-
sides only in the political community as a whole, which explains why 
private individuals cannot kill innocent people when their lives are 
threatened. Walzer’s communitarian premise allows him to consis-
tently argue for the supreme emergency exemption while maintain-
ing that individuals have no analogous right to kill innocent people in 
order to preserve their own lives.

Toner’s mistake is to read Walzer as a “consent theorist” and to 
lump him in with Rawls. However, Toner does mention that a commu-
nitarian argument offers “a final exit strategy.”47 He recognises that if 
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attaches to the whole community rather than to individuals, then the 
supreme emergency argument is consistent with the denial of its in-
terpersonal analogue. He fails to recognise that this communitarian 
version of the supreme emergency argument is exactly the argument 
that Walzer makes. Toner’s objection would only have force against a 
contractarian version of the argument in which the communal right 
to invoke supreme emergency is derived from the individual right to 
self-defence. 

It is not obvious whether Rawls’ version of the supreme emer-
gency argument falls prey to the transmission argument.48 Rawls 
seems to be an easier target than Walzer, since he is a contractarian 
liberal rather than a communitarian. Following Walzer, he argues that 
the terror bombing of German cities in WWII was justified because 
“Nazism portended incalculable moral and political evil for civilized 
life everywhere.” Such threats to civilised life “justify invoking the 
supreme emergency exemption, on behalf not only of constitutional 
democracy, but of all well-ordered societies.” For Rawls, it is not exis-
tential threats to particular political communities that justify invok-
ing the supreme emergency exemption, but existential threats to all 
decent and just societies.49 Unfortunately, he wrote only a few pages 
about supreme emergency, so he leaves many questions unanswered. 
It is not clear who or what ultimately possesses the right to invoke 
supreme emergency—individuals, political communities, or, as he 
suggests, the whole society of decent peoples. Toner’s transmission 
argument has force against Rawls only if the communal right to in-
voke supreme emergency is derived from the individual right to self-
defence.

The most direct way to criticise the communitarian form of the 
supreme emergency argument is to deny that the political commu-
nity has such an exalted status. As Walzer himself recognises, “[t]he 
strongest argument against supreme emergency is that it makes a fe-
tish of the political community.”50 Political communities are only one 
kind of human association among many, and, as Coady argues, they 
are not necessarily the most important kind: “Why not allow that 
the [supreme emergency] exemption can apply to huge corporations, 
the existence of which is central to the lives and livelihoods of so 
many?”51 Some economic associations are as important to human life 
and well-being as political associations, so it is not self-evident that 
political communities ought to have special privileges. Walzer would 
retort that the political community, to a much greater extent than 
a corporation, “is a source of our identity and self-understanding.”52 
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on them for our identities as well as our lives.

A much more serious objection is that Walzer’s supreme emergen-
cy argument justifies terrorism. As Coady argues, many rebel groups 
and terrorist organisations represent political communities, so they 
should be entitled to invoke the supreme emergency exemption for 
the same reason that states are: “Palestinian resistance groups, for 
example, can mount a strong case that they face a hostile power bent 
upon subordination and dispossession to a degree that threatens not 
only their lives but their way of life.”53 These groups could claim that 
suicide bombings and indiscriminate rocket attacks are the only avail-
able means to defend the Palestinian political community from the 
existential threat of an expansionist Israeli state. Walzer admits that 
the supreme emergency argument might justify terrorism, but “only 
if the oppression to which the terrorists claimed to be responding was 
genocidal in character.”54 His response is that “this kind of threat has 
not been present in any of the recent cases of terrorist activity.” The 
most that he can do to mitigate the force of the criticism is to deny 
that modern-day terrorism passes the threshold for supreme emer-
gency. Coady’s objection is powerful because he uses Walzer’s com-
munitarian premise against him.

There are dozens of objections to Walzer’s supreme emergency 
argument, and there is no space to review them all here. My point 
is that objections that fail to take his communitarian premise into 
account, such as Toner’s transmission argument, are bound to miss 
the mark. By contrast, Coady’s objections are formidable because he 
attacks Walzer’s communitarianism at the root. 

Conclusion

Almost all of the time, in almost all circumstances, Walzer is both a 
communitarian and a rights theorist. He tempers the defence of com-
munal autonomy with strict adherence to individual rights. However, 
he recognises the tension between individual rights and communal 
autonomy, and he wrestles with it for as long as he can. He succumbs 
to the communitarian side only when cases of supreme emergency 
force him to choose between noncombatant immunity and the pres-
ervation of the political community. The exceptional case shows that 
he ultimately gives priority to communal autonomy over individual 
rights.

Despite that Walzer uses the language of both rights and utility, 
his argument for supreme emergency is neither rights-based nor util-



101itarian. First, although he maintains that rights can never be nullified 
or eliminated, he argues that they must be “overridden” in cases of 
supreme emergency. Second, although his argument is consequen-
tialist, it is not utilitarian. An action counts as “useful” in a supreme 
emergency if it helps to ensure the survival of the political commu-
nity, not if it promotes the greatest good for the greatest number. 
Walzer would therefore allow a small community to invoke the su-
preme emergency exemption against a larger one even if this resulted 
in a greater net loss of life.  Supreme emergency marks a domain in 
which individual rights and considerations of the overall good are 
suspended; the only action-guiding principle is “preserve the political 
community at all costs.” 

Supreme emergency presents a serious dilemma for Walzer but 
an intractable dilemma for liberal individualists. What should we do 
if our political community faces an imminent and existential threat? 
If we reject Walzer’s claim that communal autonomy represents the 
highest value, then we cannot appeal to collective rights to justify 
overriding individual rights. We seem to be left with two unthink-
able options. The first is to bite Toner’s bullet and allow that individu-
als can justifiably kill innocent people in order to preserve their own 
lives. If individuals have a Hobbesian right to do whatever is neces-
sary for their own survival, then they can transfer this right to state 
officials, who can then exercise it on their behalf in cases of supreme 
emergency. This option opens the door to the morality of self-interest 
and raises troubling questions: how many innocent people can a per-
son justifiably kill in order to save his or her own life? Once we accept 
that self-preservation trumps others’ rights to life, there does not 
seem to be any way to set a limit. The second option, which Toner em-
braces, is to maintain that neither individuals nor communities can 
justifiably kill innocent people under any circumstances. Although he 
admits that this may mean accepting “our deaths and the destruction 
of our culture and morality,” he argues that “there are things so bad 
that it is better to die than to do them.”55 Liberal individualists face a 
stark choice in cases of supreme emergency: either live with the mo-
rality of self-interest or die as good liberals. 

Notes

* I thank Antonio Franceschet and two anonymous reviewers for their helpful 
comments.
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Abstract: From the inception of the Common Foreign and Security 
Policy (CFSP) to the new institutional reforms brought about by the 
Lisbon Treaty in the European Union (EU)’s external relations realm, 
the EU has constantly tried to improve its institutional structure 
in order to enhance its international role. Undeniably, the Lisbon 
Treaty and its series of institutional reforms can be deemed as a 
major step to improve the consistency and effective engagement of 
the Union’s external action. However, this engagement often brings 
in the foreground issues of member states’ heterogeneity and EU (in-)
cohesion that are extremely relevant to our understanding of the EU’s 
role in the international system. The establishment of the European 
External Action Service (EEAS) comprises a significant evolution 
and, perhaps, the most innovative institutional development 
fashioned by the Lisbon Treaty. Not only does the European Union 
now have an independent actor to deal with all issues relating to its 
external relations: the EEAS synthesis, with personnel coming from 
the Commission, the Council Secretariat plus diplomats from the 
28 EU member-states, also constitutes a unique body to manage all 
supranational and inter-governmental aspects of EU foreign policy 
under the same roof. Hence—almost six years after the entry into 
force of the Lisbon Treaty and the EEAS genesis—the scope of this 
paper is threefold: a) to explain the nature, scope and structure of 
this new institutional actor in the EU’s foreign policy system, b) to 
shed light on its position vis-à-vis all major players of the EU foreign 
policy system including the European Council, the Commission and 
the European Parliament (EP), and c) to postulate a preliminary 
assessment of its function from 2010 onwards. Our analysis is based 
on official EU documentation, secondary literature and twenty-one 
semi-structured interviews with officials in Brussels from October 
2014 to February 2016.
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The European Union (EU) has always aimed to increase its international 
presence and speak with a “single voice” in world affairs.1 One could 
argue that many positive steps have been noted in the last decades 
towards this dedicated goal since the Union has made a notable ascent 
as an international actor, evolving from a comparatively marginal 
actor to a widely recognised foreign policy power in its own right. To 
do so, the EU has adopted a multilateral approach to international 
interactions, aspiring to it both as an institutional form and a policy 
principle.2 This approach is exemplified in the emphasis given to 
the role of international organisations and, more specifically, its 
interactions with the United Nations (UN) and other institutionalised 
fora that operate under its auspices.3

From the inception of the Common Foreign and Security Policy 
(CFSP) to the new institutional reforms brought about by the Lis-
bon Treaty in the EU’s external relations realm, the EU has constantly 
tried to improve its institutional structure in order to enhance its 
international role. Undeniably, the Lisbon Treaty and its series of 
institutional reforms can be deemed as a major step to improve the 
consistency and effective engagement of the Union’s external action. 
However, this engagement often brings to the forefront issues of 
member state heterogeneity and EU (in-)cohesion that are extremely 
relevant to our understanding of the EU’s role in the international 
system.

The newly born European External Action Service (EEAS) raised 
the expectations of a faithfully independent and more coherent EU 
foreign policy. Due to the fact that the EEAS has functioned since 
around 2011, there has not been exhaustive academic literature on 
the subject. Nevertheless, in-depth analyses so far have focused on 
the reasons behind its creation,4 on its degree of independence and 
autonomy vis-à-vis EU member states and EU institutions,5 on agen-
da-setting,6 on its limitations and possibilities,7 on international law 
implications,8 on the possibility of the EEAS to be an antidote to EU 
incoherence,9 on the rise of a new EU model of diplomacy10, and on its 
interaction with national diplomacies.11 Hence—almost six years af-
ter the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty and the EEAS genesis—
the scope of this paper is threefold: a) to explain the nature, scope 
and structure of this new institutional actor in the EU’s foreign policy 
system, b) to shed light on its position vis-à-vis all major players of 
the EU foreign policy system including the European Council, the 



106 Commission and the European Parliament (EP), and c) to postulate a 
preliminary assessment of its function from 2010 onwards. 

In the next section, we discuss and elaborate on the post-Lisbon 
institutional arrangements that led to the genesis of the EEAS. Fol-
lowing that, we analyse whether or not the EEAS is an autonomous 
body in the broader EU foreign policy system, and examine its rela-
tions with the European Council, the Commission and the EP. In our 
final section, we assess to what extent the EEAS has strengthened 
the coherence of the EU foreign policy almost six years after its incep-
tion. The concluding section summarises our findings and proposes 
further research tasks.

The Lisbon Treaty and the Birth of the EEAS 

The Lisbon Treaty introduced significant institutional changes re-
garding the EU foreign policy machinery with the aim to “bring in-
creased consistency to [the EU’s] external action.”12 As such, Article 
13(1) of the Lisbon Treaty requires the EU to guarantee the “consis-
tency, effectiveness and continuity of its policies and actions” in an 
effort to deepen synergies between the multiple EU foreign policy ac-
tors and to avoid confrontation that could inevitably harm the EU’s 
effectiveness in the global stage.13 Effectiveness and coherence have 
been long-lasting goals of EU foreign policy, while incoherence is con-
sidered anathema to Europe’s projection in world affairs.14

The new institutional reforms created by the Lisbon Treaty com-
prise the double-hatted High Representative of the Union for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy (HR) and Vice-President of the Commis-
sion, a newly created European External Action Service (EEAS), and 
the permanent President of the European Council. The creation of 
these posts focused exclusively on the enhancement of Union’s ex-
ternal face in its international interactions. It is characteristic that 
Catherine Ashton, the first HR being elected for this post, after her 
appointment, called for “more unity amongst EU member states to 
bring our combined political weight to bear” and to “develop more 
integrated strategies, so that we are more effective on the ground.”15 
The HR is, thus, entrusted to “ensure the consistency of the Union’s 
external action”16 and, in doing so, she/he “shall be assisted by a Eu-
ropean External Action Service (EEAS).”17

The establishment of the EEAS comprises a significant evolution 
and, perhaps, the most innovative institutional development fash-
ioned by the Lisbon Treaty. It is not only that the Union now has 
an independent actor to deal with all issues relating to its external 



107relations, but the EEAS synthesis, with personnel coming from the 
Commission, the Council Secretariat plus diplomats from the 28 EU 
member states, constitutes a unique body to manage all suprana-
tional and inter-governmental aspects of EU foreign policy under the 
same roof.18   

The main task of the EEAS was to support the HR to reach her 
mandate, including “chairing the EU’s Foreign Affairs Council, the 
conduct of the Common Foreign and Security Policy and the coordi-
nation of the European Commission’s responsibilities in the field of 
external relations.”19 What is surprising though, is that the Lisbon 
Treaty did not provide any detailed instructions on how the service 
would be created and what its scope and mandate should be. This in-
tentional lack was primarily due to frictions between the EU and its 
member states on how the Union’s foreign policy structure should 
evolve in the future, proving, once more, the prevailing nature of in-
tergovernmentalism when it comes to issues that affect directly mem-
ber states’ national interests.20 Negotiations regarding the set-up of 
the EEAS proved to be an “institutional act of balance,” affirming that 
the enhancement of intergovernmentalism, rather than the pursuit 
of coherence, was the involved actors’ main preoccupation.21 The ser-
vice was created by the Council’s decision of 26 July 2010 concerning 
the establishment of the organisation and its functioning, which, as 
Furness argues, “left key details regarding interaction between the 
member states, the various Commission Directorate Generals (DGs), 
the European Parliament (EP) and the EEAS to be resolved through 
learning by doing process.”22

EEAS: An Autonomous Body in the EU’s Foreign Policy Decision-
Making System?

At first glance, what is striking about the EEAS’ nature is the lack of a 
predetermined legal status and the prevailing ambiguity regarding its 
position vis-à-vis the EU’s institutional framework. For this reason, 
the service is not an EU institution as defined in Article 13 of the 
Lisbon Treaty. The EEAS was established under secondary law and 
cannot be consider as an institution proper, but is characterised as a 
“functionally autonomous body,”23 with a specific sui generis character 
placing it in-between the Council and the Commission. In fact, this 
outcome is largely due to disagreements between the EU’s member 
states who wanted to assure the intergovernmental character of EU 
foreign policy and the Commission and the EP who pushed forward a 
more communautarised option for the EEAS.24 



108 During the debates surrounding the service’s creation some opted 
for a maximalist point of view regarding responsibilities of the EEAS 
(all-inclusive), while others for a more minimalist approach.25 The am-
biguity surrounding its nature has led many EEAS officials to charac-
terise it as being “chameleonic,” at times functioning as a Commis-
sion DG and at times as the Council’s General Secretariat.26 At the 
same time, by its nature, the EEAS does not have the legal authority 
to support the decisions it makes while it does not have the final role 
regarding major decisions on EU foreign policy matters in general, 
which impedes it in actually fully implementing its mandate to assist 
the HR/VP in guaranteeing consistency and coherence in EU external 
action.27 Indeed, it has very limited competence as far as it concerns 
decision-making and locus standi.28 These limitations, coupled with 
the fact that its functioning depends on the agenda-setting and deci-
sion-making of the member states, heavily affect its independence—
even though it enjoys some degree of autonomy thanks to its own 
administrative budget.

The EEAS’ unclear nature represents, undoubtedly, one of its wa-
vering elements. Meanwhile, a complex set of tasks, including offer-
ing assistance and support to the Commission’s President and the 
member states’ diplomatic services, is coupled with numerous co-
operative duties with the totality of the EU’s foreign policy actors, 
raising not only the question of reciprocal information-sharing, but 
also the extent to which day-to-day work is effective.29 Article 2 of 
the EEAS Council decision vaguely defines, under the title “tasks,” the 
EEAS’ mandate, which is only depicted in relation to other foreign 
policy actors (HR/VP, Commission, Council, European Council).30 The 
lack of further clarification regarding the service’s mandate leads to 
uncertainty considering its tasks and what the service actually does. 
Up until now, the EEAS tends to focus more on classic foreign policy 
issues leaving the external dimension of internal EU policy lagging 
behind.31 This, in turn, raises the question of a possible mandate ex-
pansion, which would entail a transfer of all thematic policies having 
an external dimension to the EEAS, a scenario that would certainly 
displease the Commission.32

Another major issue concerns the EEAS structure. Both members 
of the Council and the Commission consider that there are unnec-
essary duplicating layers of management, which add to the general 
structural confusion. Indeed, as Burke notes, one of its main weak-
nesses pertains to its blurry chain of command, which often blocks 
decision-making.33 In addition, working methods within the service, 
including common training, need to be further elaborated in order to 



109ensure an esprit de corps.34 This will follow from the socialisation effect 
that will be assured by bringing together different working cultures 
and organisational ethos in a professional environment where diver-
gent working mindsets meet.35

The work conducted by the HR/VP constitutes another vague 
point. According to Article 18 of the Lisbon Treaty, the HR has three 
main responsibilities: to conduct CFSP and CDSP, to preside over the 
Foreign Affairs Council, and to act as Vice-President of the Commis-
sion. Although high-ranking EEAS members consider this triple func-
tion to be a success,36 it has proved to be rather difficult in practice. 
The major point of concern would be the impossibility to live up to, 
inter alia, all three responsibilities. This, in turn, raises the issue of 
deputisation to the HR/VP.37 

Vanhoonacker and Pomorska address the question of agenda-set-
ting in EU foreign policy in the post-Lisbon institutional structure 
and attempt to understand the extent to which the HR/VP, within 
the EEAS framework, has the capacity of initiating foreign policy.38 
In the same vein, the right to propose legislation does not necessarily 
translate into the ability to set the agenda.39 Yet, the Lisbon treaty 
has given a substantial marge de manoeuvre at the HR/VP not only be-
cause she presides the Foreign Affairs Council (FAC), but also because 
a) she is seconded by the EEAS and the EU’s delegations, b) she chairs 
the CFSP working groups and the PSC, which gives her the possibility 
to put forward certain issues, and c) the crisis-like character of CFSP 
could be to her advantage as negotiations among member states 
could prove to be timely and unproductive. At the same time, it is 
important that a personality with background on foreign policy mat-
ters occupies the HR/VP post. Any lack of expertise could, to a cer-
tain extent, represent a substantial drawback.40 For this reason, the 
HR/VP should be in constant cooperation with the Commission, the 
EP and the member states, avoiding frictions and power struggles. 
Arousing interest by linking agenda status items to international 
causes or “particular strengths of the EU as an external actor,”41 such 
as the Mediterranean area, could place the HR/VP in an advantaged 
position regarding agenda-setting in EU foreign policy. Moreover, to 
a certain extent, the HR/VP’s capacity to set the agenda and to guar-
antee consistency and coherence in EU external action “will depend 
on how she is perceived within the Service.”42

Last but not least, the service’s limited resources accentuate its 
weaknesses. For example, the EU Special Representatives (funds and 
personnel) do not operate under exclusive EEAS supervision, allow-
ing the EU member states to exercise influence.43 Meanwhile, the 



110 heads of CSDP missions do not report via EU delegations but rather 
through military channels, affecting EU foreign policy coherence.44 In 
parallel, large EU member states are reluctant to give up some privi-
leges regarding both relations to other major international players 
and their position in international fora (i.e. Security Council).45 And, 
even though, some steps have been made in order to enhance the 
EEAS and the HR/VP as the main managers of EU external action, 
preparation and implementation of the foreign policy agenda still re-
mains largely within the hands of the member states.46

Inter-institutional Relations: European Council, Commission, 
Parliament and EEAS

The complexity that characterises the relations between the diverse 
institutions in Brussels is always a matter of scholarly investigation. 
Still, it is not clear how the numerous EU institutional actors interact 
with each other and what their functional relations are.47 The creation 
of an institutional actor, such as EEAS, reasonably made the whole 
EU foreign policy-making system even more complicated.48 

Focusing firstly on the relations between the EEAS and the 
European Council, we acknowledge that their relationship depicts 
the awkwardness that surrounds agenda-setting and foreign policy 
management. In the post-Lisbon era, three major innovations have 
been introduced regarding the European Council. First of all, it became 
a de jure EU institution, secondly the treaty established the post of 
the President of the European Council, and lastly the member states’ 
foreign ministers no longer take part in the institution’s proceedings. 
All changes have further enhanced the body’s role in foreign policy 
matters, at times, at the expense of the foreign ministers.49 But, 
neither the EEAS nor the HR/VP take part in the drafting of the 
European Council conclusions, which main foreign policy input is to 
propose the general guidelines of EU action in the external field.

Relations between the EEAS with the Commission are also 
ambiguous. The Commission’s main concern was to maintain 
competences in external action it has accumulated over the years.50 
To this extent, the EEAS’ initial intention to coordinate some of the 
major Commission portfolios dealing with external action was met 
with dismay. The opposition of the Commission, but also of the EP, 
concerned fears of re-intergovernmentalisation, politicisation and 
intervention in the already integrated areas of the EU’s external 
action.51 Commission President Barroso managed, at that time, to keep 



111key policy areas under the Commission’s control (trade, humanitarian 
affairs, enlargement, energy, climate action, fisheries), while the 
Commissioners for Development, Enlargement/Neighbourhood 
and Humanitarian affairs would work closely with the HR/VP. These 
developments certainly put in jeopardy EU aspirations on a coherent 
external action and clearly show that economics and politics are not 
brought together under a single diplomatic umbrella as Ashton had 
wished for. In fact, the Commission often ignores or undermines 
the EEAS. Yet a combined approach could only benefit the EU in 
many domains, such as trade or the promotion of EU interests in 
international organisations (i.e. UNGA).52 

Regarding aid, for instance, Burke argues that some EU officials 
claim that closely linking EEAS diplomats and Commission aid officials 
could politicise EU aid packages. Yet, one should take into account not 
only the need to monitor the distribution of aid “at all times,”53 but 
also the need to adapt economic input to political realities. Moreover, 
development should be considered as a political objective of the EU 
and a coherence element54 bringing under the same umbrella both 
the political and economic dimension of EU external policies.55 Yet, 
Commission officials do not want EEAS mainmise regarding political 
implications of development programs for three major reasons: the 
Commission (a) considers that it has the capacity to manage and 
report on development programmes, (b) fears a possible politicization 
of aid away from poverty criteria, and (c) questions the EEAS’ ability 
to generate policy insights.56 In order to avoid the possibility of a 
securitisation of development aid and political allocation of funds 
to third countries, the Commission retained the management of the 
external cooperation programs while the EEAS is involved in the 
programming cycle of aid instruments. Concerns were also raised 
regarding humanitarian aid. Inter-institutional tensions focused on 
the necessary independence of aid from foreign policy objectives 
(supported by the EP and some member states). Even though tensions 
arose following the creation in the EEAS of the post of Managing 
Director for Crisis Response and Operational Coordination, which 
was conceived by Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection (DG ECHO) 
as interfering on its own area of competence, there seems to be an 
unofficial division of the workload with the EEAS taking the lead in 
political types of crisis and DG ECHO in humanitarian ones.57

Since neither the Lisbon Treaty nor the 2010 Council decision offer 
a detailed description of the relations between the EEAS and the 
Commission, bilateral arrangements regarding external relations 



112 issues had to be agreed between the two services at a later stage.58 The 
framework for relations between the EEAS and the Commission took 
one year of negotiations and as Burke notes, up to now, they are based 
“more on collegial cooperation than executive authority,” leaving often 
the HR/VP with less powers than former Commissioners for external 
relations.59 While setting out basic principles of cooperation, these 
working arrangements leave open questions regarding, inter alia, EU 
Delegations, visits and representation of the EU at the international 
scene. Without a doubt, they aim to establish close cooperation in 
the case of visits of EU officials and missions in third countries and 
international organisations. Yet, as Wessel and Van Vooren note, even 
though the EU delegations are given an “embassy-like role” preparing 
the ground for visits (which is rather positive), intra-EU information 
sharing is not always guaranteed, as EEAS officials are not bound to 
inform their counterparts in the Commission of visits by the HR/VP.60

Working arrangements are also misleading regarding 
representation issues. When EU officials visit international 
organisations, it is not clear whether the Commission can ensure 
external representation alongside to or instead of the delegations, 
undermining the role of EU Delegations as “the voice” of the EU on 
the global stage.61 Competence sharing is the main controversy issue 
in Commission-EEAS bilateral relations. Suffice it to say that while 
the July 2010 Council decision states that the EEAS shall assist the 
HR, the Commission and the diplomatic services of the member 
states, the 2012 inter-institutional agreement states that the EEAS 
“shall refrain from taking any measures…on issues which fall within 
Commission competence.”62

The EP concerns focus mainly on the service’s political 
accountability. The EP managed to obtain co-decision powers over 
the Council decision regarding the EEAS by threatening to block, 
under co-decision rules, the decision on the budget and staff of the 
service. A practice that granted the EP a certain degree of influence, 
but refused budget approval could prove to be a “nuclear option.”63 
In general, as Helwig notes, Member of the EP (MEPs) seem to be 
satisfied with the implementation and performance of the EEAS so 
far.64 More specifically, the HR/VP debriefs the plenary six times a 
year. Yet, there is a growing need for further enhancement of EEAS-
EP relations, particularly in the field of information-sharing. EP and 
EEAS staff stresses the importance of a permanent EEAS interlocutor 
with the EP’s AFET Committee. In this respect, the Secretary General 
of the EEAS would be the best choice, yet he is not politically 



113accountable as he is not mandated by the Council but nominated 
by the HR/VP.65 In general, there has been a shift of EP attitudes 
towards the EEAS. In the beginning the EP feared that the creation 
of the new service could present a danger for the supranational areas 
of the EU’s external policies. As such the EP suggested that the EEAS 
be tied to the Commission and be less independent. Yet, in time, a 
more pragmatic EP approach suggested a stronger service with EP 
oversight prerogatives. Consequently, there are day-to-day contacts 
and exchange of views with the heads of the EU delegations, while 
information sharing regarding CFSP documents functions on a 
“need-to-know” basis.66

Has the EEAS Strengthened the Coherence of the EU Foreign 
Policy?

Despite the fact that the EEAS faces a number of challenges, some 
critics consider that it represents an opportunity for establishing a 
new foreign policy system merging existing foreign policy tools and 
putting an end to the dualism between CFSP matters and external 
relations falling under the Commission’s exclusive competences.67 In 
this respect, the EEAS could compensate the downsizing of national 
foreign affairs ministries, a consequence of the current financial 
crisis. At the same time, a central role could be attributed to EU 
delegations regarding information gathering, coordination of EU 
member states’ embassies and communication with third parties. 
Some would argue that national reporting is still essential (diverging 
national interests) but “shared assessments of situations abroad is 
a precondition” for the development of a common foreign policy 
culture leading to a new model for global diplomacy.68 Moreover, 
delegations could, in time, play a role regarding consular matters and 
emergency assistance. This development could confirm Haas’ theory 
where political actors would rely more on a new centre (EU) that 
serves best their interests compared to the old ones (nation-states).69 
     However, the creation of the EEAS was a direct consequence of 
the reluctance of member states to empower the Commission as 
their representative in international affairs, in order to maintain 
intergovernmental decision-making on CFSP matters. Some member 
states, especially the “big three” (France, UK, Germany) wanted to 
maintain their own international leverage while enhancing the EU’s 
diplomatic role.70 Meanwhile, all EU member states did not have 
the same view on what they wanted the EEAS to represent. Some 
member states, like the Czech Republic, are clearly reluctant towards 
an independent EU foreign service, which could interfere with 



114 their national interests. For example, the UK voiced some concerns 
regarding the EU’s post-Lisbon legal personality arguing that the 
EU can “no longer serve to represent areas covered both by the EU 
and member states competence.”71 This led to the publication of a 
Council document, on October 2011, regarding arrangements for 
EU statements in international fora according to which, in each EU 
statement it must be written who is competent for which area, which 
gives the possibility to member states to reiterate an EU statement on 
behalf of the EU in order to enhance their international visibility. In 
fact, this arrangement clearly shows the fear of some member states 
of a possible expansion of EU competences in the sensitive area of 
foreign policy.

Seen through a neo-realist spectrum, the EEAS was created 
in order to counteract the waning power of the major EU member 
states while offering a voice of opportunity to other EU members.72 
Given the emerging multipolarity, traditional major EU powers, 
such as the UK, France or Germany have been marginalised in the 
international arena. The creation of the EEAS could be seen as an 
attempt to counterbalance this loss of influence. First, for the UK 
and France, the EEAS represents an ideal framework for cutting 
back German aspirations for a more pronounced global role and for 
increasing their prestige and global political impact. Germany, on 
the other hand, accepts to join the common EU line because, in this 
way, it gains access to “influence great power policies.”73 Choosing to 
create a centralised service would be for the benefit of both France 
and the UK, as it would give them access to the EU’s wide network of 
delegations. These are a few of the major reasons which led the “big 
three” to struggle for the most important posts within the service, an 
attempt which not only highly politicised the creation of the EEAS, 
but which created concerns of a directoire of the big EU member states 
to the detriment of the smaller ones.74 It is true that some states might 
see the EEAS as a power multiplier and as a “secretariat for national 
foreign ministries,” yet all EU member states seem to agree on the 
service’s complementary character as a means to avoid duplication in 
the conduct of foreign relations.75

Two years following its creation, the HR/VP had to present a 
detailed review of the service. The July 2013 review identifies three 
main strengths of the EEAS: (a) a wide coverage of both geographic 
and thematic issues supported by the EU’s 139 delegations around 
the world; (b) the capacity to engage strongly in support of key policy 
priorities, with the aim to deliver change and to promote stability 



115and development in Europe’s immediate neighborhood; and (c) close 
synergy with the national diplomatic services of the EU member 
states.76 Yet, besides these rather vague stipulations, analyses 
tend to agree that the service did not achieve to live up to the high 
expectations it has set. This much anticipated review might offer a 
comprehensive overview of the EEAS capabilities, shortcomings and 
possibilities to evolve, but it fails to propose a strategic dimension 
and to identify a clear-cut role and idea of the EEAS. As Duke notes, 
it is cautious in its proposals and recommendations, while ambiguous 
as to the means to reach the desired goals.77

However, post-Lisbon institutional innovations and the EEAS 
record so far do not lead to the conclusion that the EU’s foreign 
policy has been strengthened.78 This is not only due to the financial 
crisis, but also to a lack of agenda-setting impetus by the HR/VP 
and a reluctance of EU member states to use Lisbon provisions for 
military crisis management.79 Although limited elements towards 
supranationalism exist (e.g. the permanent chair for the FAC), the 
EU’s foreign policy remains largely intergovernmental. The position 
that the EEAS independent decision-making is an indicator of the EU 
member states’ commitment to more supranationalism80 is irrelevant 
as it does not take into account external factors arguing that even a 
coherent approach does not necessarily mean an effective approach.81 
Last but not least, the overall lack of strategic objectives leads to the 
conclusion that the EEAS will be given limited autonomy to represent 
member states in the world stage.82 

Conclusion

The EEAS has seemingly added further confusion to the already existing 
EU foreign policy system, and instead of improving its effectiveness 
one could argue that it actually constitutes a step backwards.83 The new 
provisions seem to have created more perplexity than before with the 
HR/VP having to compete with the President of the European Council, 
the President of the Commission and the rotating Presidency leaving 
the issue of “who speaks for Europe” still pending.84 This uncertainty 
is coupled with concerns over a possible re-nationalisation and de-
communautarisation of EU foreign policy, as the EP expressed fears 
of potential dominance of the EEAS by member states. Balfour and 
Raik note that shifts in the global balance of power have created 
an opportunity for Europe to unite and push forward its foreign 
policy machinery.85 Yet, it has also provoked division lines within 
Europe, with the current financial crisis pushing member states to 



116 “play it alone” especially regarding the upgrade of their commercial 
and economic relations with emerging powers, such as China. 
    Despite the above-mentioned negative comments the EEAS has 
received for its functional and/or existential weaknesses being 
present from the first day of its realisation, there is a widespread 
positive expectation that the new foreign policy actor will fulfil 
its goal to bring closer the supranational and inter-governmental 
elements of EU foreign policy and enhance the Union’s coherence in 
its external relations. To what extent this will become a reachable goal 
depends on the willingness of the member states to delegate more 
external relations powers to the supranational level. The convergence 
of national preferences and interests in the foreign policy agenda 
is a constitutive part towards this dedicated aim. New challenges, 
including immigration and the outburst of severe conflicts near 
the EU borders (such as the Syrian civil war and the Ukraine crisis) 
will test, in the years to come, the ability of the EU foreign policy 
to confront these issues effectively and coherently through its 
supranational powers. The role and involvement of the EEAS in these 
evolutions remains to be seen, both as a future research goal and a 
political reality. 

Notes

1 Tom Delreux, “EU actorness, cohesiveness and effectiveness in environmental 
affairs”, Journal of European Public Policy 21, no.7 (2014): 1017-1032. 
2 Katie Laatikainen and Karen Smith, “Introduction”, in The European Union 
at the United Nations: intersecting Multilateralisms, eds., Katie Laatikainen and 
Karen Smith (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 1-24. 
3 European Commission, “European Governance: A White Paper”, COM (2001) 
428 final, Brussels, 25 July; European Council, “A Secure Europe in a Better 
World”, European Security Strategy, Brussels, 12 December 2003, European 
Council, “Report on the Implementation of the European Security Strategy – 
Providing Strategy in a Changing World”, (doc. S407/08), Brussels, 11 December 
2008.
4 Leendert Erkelens and Steven Blockmans 2012, “Setting up the European 
External Action Service: An act of institutional balance”, European Constitutional 
Law Review 8, no.2 (2012): 246-279 and Michael Kluth and Jess Pilegaard, “The 
Making of the EU’s External Action Service: A neorealist explanation”, European 
Foreign Affairs Review 17, no.2 (2012): 303-322. 
5 Mark Furness, “Who controls the European External Action Service? 
Agent Autonomy in EU External Policy”, European Foreign Affairs Review 18, 
no.1 (2013): 103-125 and Thomas Henokl, “Conceptualizing the European 
Diplomatic Space: A framework for analysis of the European External Action 
Service”, Journal of European Integration 36, no.5 (2014): 453-471. 



1176 Sophie Vanhoonacker and Karolina Pomorska, “The European External Action 
Service and agenda-setting in European foreign policy”, Journal of European 
Public Policy 20, no.9 (2013): 1316-1331. 
7 Sophie Vanhoonacker and Natasja Reslow, “The European External action 
Service: Living Forwards by understanding backwards”, European Foreign Affairs 
Review 15, no.1 (2010): 1-18; Edward Burke, “Europe’s External Action Service: 
Tex steps toward a credible EU foreign policy”, Centre for European Reform, Policy 
Brief, July 2012; Simon Duke, Karolina Pomorska and Sophie Vanhoonacker, 
“The EU’s Diplomatic Architecture: The Mid-term Challenge”, DSEU Policy 
Paper 10, February 2012; Simon Duke, “Reflections on the EEAS review”, 
European Foreign Affairs Review 19, no.1 (2014): 23-44; Niklas Helwig, Paul Ivan 
and Hrant Kostanyan, The New EU Foreign Policy Architecture: Reviewing the first 
two years of the EEAS (Brussels: Centre for European Policy Studies, 2013). 
8 Ramses Wessels and Bart Van Vooren, “The EEAS’ diplomatic dreams and the 
reality of European and International Law”, Journal of European Public Policy 20, 
no.9 (2013): 1350-1367. 
9 Simon Duke, “The European External Action Service: Antidote against 
Incoherence”, European Foreign Affairs Review 17, no.1 (2012): 45-68 and 
Michael E. Smith, “The European External Action Service and the security-
development nexus: organizing for effectiveness or incoherence?”, Journal of 
European Public Policy 20, no.9 (2013): 1299-1315.
10 Rosa Balfour and Hanna Ojanen, “Does the European External Action Service 
Represent a Model for the Challenges of Global Diplomacy?”, Istituto Affari 
Internazionali, IAI Working Papers 11/17 – June 2011. 
11 Rosa Balfour and Kristi Raik, eds., The European External Action Service and 
National Diplomacies, EPC Issue Paper No. 73 (Brussels: European Policy Centre, 
2013). 
12 European Council, “Presidency Conclusions”, Brussels, 14 December 2007, 
16616/1/07, 14 February 2008. 
13 Bart Van Vooren, EU External Relations Law and the European Neighbourhood 
Policy: A paradigm for coherence, (New York: Routledge, 2012).
14 David Spence and Geoffrey Edwards, The European Commission (London: 
John Harper Publishing, 2006)
15 Catherine Ashton, “Presenting the New EU Diplomatic Service: A united 
Europe can make a positive difference in the world. Call this a shameless grab 
for effectiveness”, The Wall Street Journal, July 27, 2010.
16 Article 18, paragraph 4, The Lisbon Treaty.
17 Article 27, paragraph 3, The Lisbon Treaty. 
18 Graham Avery, “The EU’s External Action Service: New Actor on the Scene”, 
European Policy Centre, Commentary, January 2011.
19 Avery, “The EU’s External Action Service”, 1.
20 Bart Van Vooren, “A Legal Institutional Perspective on the European External 
Action Service”, Common Market Law Review 48, no.2 (2011): 475-502. 
21 Erkelens and Blockmans, Setting up the European External Action Service”.
22 Furness, “Who controls the European External Action Service?”, 110.
23 European Council, “Council Decision of 26 July 2010”, Establishing the 
organization and functioning of the European External Action Service, Article 1(2). 
24 Van Vooren, “A Legal”. 
25 Vanhoonacker and Reslow, “The European External Action Service”, 8-10.



118 26 Interview No.16, EU official, 19 November 2016, Brussels.
27 European Parliament, Organization and Functioning of the European External 
Action Service: Achievements, Challenges and Opportunities, (Directorate-General 
for External Policies of the Union, AFET, Policy Department, 2013), 21. 
28 Henokl, “Conceptualizing the European Diplomatic Space”, 7-8.
29  European Parliament, Organization and Functioning, 26. 
30 European Council, “Council Decision of 26 July 2010”, Article 2. 
31 European Parliament, Organization and Functioning, 27.
32 Interview No.9, EU official, 10 November 2014, Brussels.
33 Burke, “Europe’s External Action Service”. 
34 Duke et al., “The EU’s Diplomatic Architecture”, 3. 
35 Duke, “The European External Action Service”, 58-60 and Helwig et al., The 
New EU Foreign Policy Architecture, 8. 
36  European Parliament, Organization and Functioning, 31. 
37 European Parliament, Organization and Functioning, 34. 
38 Vanhoonacker and Pomorska, “The European External Action Service”. 
39 Furness, “Who controls the European External Action Service?”, 115. 
40 Vanhoonacker and Pomorska, “The European External Action Service”, 
1322.
41 Vanhoonacker and Pomorska, “The European External Action Service”, 
1326. 
42 Duke, “The European External Action Service”, 58.
43 Burke, “Europe’s External Action Service”, 3.
44 Burke, “Europe’s External Action Service”, 4.
45 Burke, “Europe’s External Action Service”, 4. 
46 Helwig et al. The New EU Foreign Policy Architecture, 12. 
47 Interview No.4, EU official, 6 November 2014, Brussels.  
48 Interview No.6, EU official, 7 November 2014, Brussels. 
49 Helwig et al. The New EU Foreign Policy Architecture, 19. 
50 Interview No.8, EU official, 11 November 2014, Brussels.
51 Helwig et al. The New EU Foreign Policy Architecture, 31.
52 Burke, “Europe’s External Action Service”, 4. 
53 Burke, “Europe’s External Action Service”, 4. 
54 Development policy features shared competence between Commission and 
member states. The July 2010 decision gave the EEAS co-responsibilities in 
the first three stages of the programming cycle for the EU’s development 
financing instruments, which leads to working relationship between the EEAS 
and the DG DevCo.
55 Duke, “The European External Action Service”, 56.
56 Burke, “Europe’s External Action Service”, 5. 
57 Helwig et al. The New EU Foreign Policy Architecture, 41.
58 Working arrangements were agreed on January 2012 and complement the 
Vademecum on working relations with the EEAS and the Vademecum on the 
external action of the EU.
59 Burke, “Europe’s External Action Service”, 5.
60 Wessel and Van Vooren, “The EEAS’ diplomatic dreams”, 1358. 
61 Wessel and Van Vooren, “The EEAS’ diplomatic dreams”, 1359.
62 European Commission, “Working arrangements between Commission 
services and the European External Action Service in relation to external 



119relations issues”, SEC (2013) 48, January 2012. 
63 Furness, “Who controls the European External Action Service?”, 114.
64 Helwig et al. The New EU Foreign Policy Architecture, 51.
65 Helwig et al. The New EU Foreign Policy Architecture, 53.
66 Interview No.14, EU official, 18 February 2016, Brussels.
67 Interview No.11, EU official, 11 November 2014, Brussels.
68 Balfour and Ojanen, “Does the European External Action Service”, 5. 
69 Balfour and Ojanen, “Does the European External Action Service”, 6. 
70 Furness, “Who controls the European External Action Service?”, 110-1.
71 Wessel and Van Vooren, “The EEAS’ diplomatic dreams”, 1353. 
72 Kluth and Pilegaard, “The Making of the EU’s External Action Service”, 311. 
73 Kluth and Pilegaard, “The Making of the EU’s External Action Service”, 313. 
74 Balfour and Raik, The European External Action Service, 8. 
75 Balfour and Raik, The European External Action Service, 3. 
76 European External Action Service, “EEAS Review”, July 2013. 
77 Duke, “Reflections on the EEAS review”, 30-32. 
78 Interview No.8, EU official, 7 November 2014, Brussels.
79 Nadia Klein and Wolfgang Wessels, “CFSP Progress or Decline after Lisbon”, 
European Foreign Affairs Review 4, no.1 (2013): 449-469. 
80 Furness, “Who controls the European External Action Service?”. 
81 Klein and Wessels, “CFSP Progress or Decline after Lisbon”, 455. 
82 Furness, “Who controls the European External Action Service?”, 124).
83 Interview No.17, EU official, 19 February 2016, Brussels.
84 Smith, “The European External Action Service”, 1300-1303. 
85 Balfour and Raik, The European External Action Service. 



120 Book Reviews

Ron Hassner. Religion on the 
Battlefield
Ithica: Cornell University Press, 2016. ISBN-13: 978-0-8014 
510702. Hardcover: £17.27 

Magdalena Delgado, London School of Economics and Political Sci-
ence

Hassner’s Religion on the Battlefield offers a welcome contribution to 
the body of literature on religion and conflict. Much of the existing 
literature privileges religious ideas and identities as the motivating 
factors that lead to violence and, as such, primarily explores religion 
as a cause of conflict. Hassner, however, focuses on the effects of re-
ligion on conflict—that is, how the ideas of individuals manifest in 
their actions. More specifically, and based on his hypothesis that the 
role of religion does not end where conflict begins, he poses the re-
search question: “How does religion shape the modern battlefield?” 
His analysis is underpinned by an interpretivist conceptualisation 
of religion that centers on practices related to the sacred—that is, 
religion as a lived system of symbols and practices. This approach is 
a departure from existing literature on religion and conflict, which 
typically references theological concepts as they are understood by re-
ligious actors themselves. In doing so, this literature tends to neglect 
the importance of religion’s role during the course of conflict, as well 
as the importance of religious practices, symbols or social structures. 
These works rather focus on how the individual’s religious experience 
strengthen their motivations to participate in, or initiate, warfare. 
In other words, what sets Hassner’s work apart is that it is much less 
focused on why actors internalise religious ideas and identities, and 
more on what they actually do with these ideas. 

Hassner explores the research question from the four different 
dimensions of time, space, leadership, and rituals. As such, he com-
mendably moves beyond the why to the when, where, who, and how. It 
is according to these dimensions, too, that the book is structured and 
its argument unfolds. Following a captivating introduction, Chapter 2, 
titled “Sacred Time and War,” shows that religiously significant dates 
and periods can have important effects on warfare. For example, dur-



121ing the Christmas Truce of 1914 combatans along the Western front 
ceased their battlefield activities following a plea from Pope Benedict 
XV. Chapter 3, “Sacred Space and War,” explores the importance of 
sacred sites to warfare. In this chapter, Hassner broadly argues that 
sites of religious importance have the potential to determine combat 
targeting. This is reflected in the unlikely survival of many churches 
during World War II, which, though not completely immune from in-
discriminate night-bombing, were intentionally protected by combat-
ants, often at a military cost. In Chapter 4, entitled “Sacred Leaders 
and War,” Hassner argues that religious leadership can have direct ef-
fects on the discipline and morale of military units. For example, he 
shows that chaplains, which he references extensively, play an impor-
tant role in enhancing combat motivation amongst soldiers by pro-
viding them with counseling and fiery battlefield sermons, amongst 
other things. Chapter 5, “Sacred Rituals and War,” raises questions 
instead of arguments about the importance of ritual in warfare and 
their ability to strengthen the religiosity of soldiers. As an example, 
he invokes the story about the Second World War American General, 
George Patton, who summoned his chaplain to write a prayer, later 
distributed to 250,000 soldiers, to stop the rain for favourable battle 
conditions. Hassner approaches the chapters primarily through qual-
itative analysis, though he includes occasional references to quantita-
tive data, which supports his argument that religion influences war-
fare through time, space, leadership, and rituals. 

Hassner’s overarching argument in Religion on the Battlefield is 
that religion can shape war in a multitude of ways through its con-
stant feature in the landscape of combatants. Based on the examples 
employed throughout the book’s substantive chapters, Hassner ar-
gues further that religion can both enable and constrain military op-
erations by assuming the role of what he terms “force-multiplying” 
and “force-dividing” forces (2-18). Which role religion assumes then 
depends on the environment in which it operates. In a constraining 
religious environment where religious practices limit the use of force 
by, for example, requiring combatants to fast or forego sleep for re-
ligious reasons, religion will serve as a “force-multiplier” if such con-
straints apply to the enemy’s combatants, and as a “force-divider” if 
they apply to an army’s own combatants and vice versa. 

Religion on the Battlefield provides a conceptually and empiri-
cally rich account of how religion shapes warfare that is unique for 
its focus on the effects of religious practices on the battlefield. It is, 
moreover, an important piece of work due to the case studies that it 
invokes. Drawn, by and large, from interstate wars in the West during 



122 the twenty-first century, these cases demonstrate that religion’s role 
in warfare is relegated neither to irrational, non-state actors, nor to 
conflicts in which religious identities and ideas play dominant roles, 
as much of the existing literature implies. By extension, Hassner 
also shifts the attention away from Islam and violence, on which a 
disproportionate amount of the literature has focused.  Perhaps be-
cause Religion on the Battlefield is a pioneering work in its own right, 
its contribution lies more in the descriptive insight that it yields in 
terms of how religious time, space, leadership, and rituals affect war-
fare; rather than a more specific indication of the conditions under 
which it does so. The latter would be an interesting angle for future 
research, whether by Hassner or others, to explore. Equally, it would 
be interesting to combine the analyses of how religion as a set of prac-
tices interact with religion as an idea. Hassner deliberately separates 
religious practices from ideas in order to differentiate himself from 
existing studies, but it is not clear whether it is in fact possible that 
the two would ever operate independently of each other.  A study that 
explores both would be all the more analytically rigorous for it. These 
critiques do not take away from the significant contribution that Reli-
gion on the Battlefield offers and the long way  that it goes in advancing 
the field of Religion and Conflict. For these reasons, which are only 
enhanced by Hassner’s eloquent writing style, Religion on the Battle-
field should be considered a must-read work. 

Luke M. Herrington, Alasdair 
McKay, and Jeffrey Haynes (eds.). 
Nations Under God: The Geopolitics 
of Faith in the Twenty-First Century

E-International Relations, 2015. ISBN-13: 978-1910814048. Pa-
perback £19.99

Ines Gundlach, King’s College London

Religion and global politics are intimately interwoven, and indeed it 
can be argued that they are part of each other’s very fabric. Yet, un-
til recently, religion has played a negligible part as a factor to be con-
sidered in regard to foreign policy strategies in the vast majority of 
Western scholarship on global politics. Instead, the predominant and 



123widely accepted secularisation theory posited that, through moderni-
sation and social change, religion would become increasingly and irre-
vocably sidelined as a factor influencing the public sphere. This truism 
has been dismantled. Indeed, the great variety of topics covered by Na-
tions Under God drives home without a doubt that religion is a diverse 
and resilient force that needs to be reckoned with in the contemporary 
global politics theatre. 

Nations Under God aims to contribute to the discussion on religion 
and global politics by offering an interdisciplinary perspective and 
by presenting a balanced, broad analysis where much of the existing 
literature has been limited by an exclusive attention to Islam and a 
narrow, ideological focus. Divided into four parts, this edited volume 
offers theoretical insights alongside empirical research concerning 
religion in its relationship with nations, society, peace and violence, 
transnational institutions, and human rights.

The first part of Nations Under God addresses theoretical questions 
of religion as a concept today. Stephen Dawson investigates the theo-
retical implications of the post-secular turn for the field of Interna-
tional Relations and argues that religion as a concept cannot simply 
be “added and stirred” (27) into existing theories. He also offers an ex-
cellent and accessible conceptualisation of the term “religion”. Other 
articles in this section touch on a variety of issues. For example, John 
A. Rees develops four dynamics between the religious and the secular 
to form a diagnostic tool for policy makers. Further, Gertjan Dijkink 
offers a good explanation of the rise of Christianity and Islam as well 
as the Reformation in early modern Europe in the context of contem-
porary territorial events, and argues that globalisation, as a key shift 
in today’s territorial order, may hold a similar potential for religious 
revival.

The subsequent part of the book includes equally engaging con-
tributions, which are chiefly concerned with religion’s relationship 
with nation and society. Brendan Sweetman suggests an inability of 
the state to be neutral between worldviews due to the embodiment of 
moral values in its laws, and points towards the difficulties of pluralist 
democratic society. Another noteworthy article in this section is Scott 
W. Hibbard’s “Religious Politics and the Rise of Illiberal Religion,” in 
which he argues that certain features of exclusive interpretations of 
religion are more easily aligned with ideological structures of the mod-
ern state than liberal religious traditions, but notes that religion has 
been used for both good and ill by political actors. 

Religion in the contexts of violence and peace takes center stage 
in the next section of Nations Under God. Shireen T. Hunter maps the 



124 recent history of increasing sectarian tensions in the Middle East and 
convincingly argues that “politics and quests for security and influ-
ence” (157) rather than religion as such are at the heart of these devel-
opments. Instead, she suggests, religion is becoming more prominent 
as an instrument of policy and makes for fertile ground for such strug-
gles. Connecting religious liberty with political stability, Nilay Saiya 
proposes that religious liberty ought to be viewed as a security issue, 
as its denial may result in resentment and radicalisation. In a similar 
vein, Dan G. Cox reports findings suggesting a higher level of stability, 
as well as less terror acts in states with a diverse ethnic and religious 
makeup. 

In the final part of the book, the contributors discuss religion vis-
à-vis transnational institutions and human rights. The articles in this 
section range from Jeffrey Haynes’ assessment of faith-based organ-
isations in the UN to accounts focused on human rights in connection 
with Islam in the case of Pakistan. Additionally, Paul S. Rowe’s article 
offers an impassioned argument for the quiet good that religion can 
do and that seldom makes the headlines. He posits that religion as a 
force transcending national boundaries is well-positioned to advance 
cultural as well as social change and exchange.

As these examples suggest, the contributions in this book are as 
intriguing as they are diverse. Unfortunately, this also reflects a crucial 
point where the book misses one of its targets. The editors underline 
that their primary target audience are students and academics, but 
that they also hope to reach a wider public. However, Nations Under 
God appears too complex in language and too specific in its diverse 
topics to appeal to this desired larger audience. 

Otherwise, Nations Under God not only succeeds in fulfilling the 
aims set by its editors in its introduction–it surpasses them. The broad, 
interdisciplinary backgrounds of over thirty contributing researchers–
offering perspectives from international relations and geography to 
theology and anthropology–are not only an asset. They are what suc-
ceeds in offering the reader a glimpse of the complexities and vastness 
of the relationship between religion and global politics. It includes cas-
es from Angola, Algeria and Pakistan to Taiwan, from sectarian strug-
gles between Sunnis and Shias in the Middle East to the influence of 
historical differences between Protestant and Catholic states on the 
European Union, and an article on Russian paganism. Nations Under 
God not only successfully argues but also in itself showcases how the 
connection between religion and global politics runs much deeper and 
encompasses much more than the terror-related discourses so preva-
lent within scholarship since 2001. The plethora of angles included in 



125this publication and the care taken to situate and contextualise the 
debate make it a very rewarding read for both scholars already familiar 
with the subject matter as well as students delving into it for the first 
time. 

Elizabeth Shakman Hurd. Beyond 
Religious Freedom: The new global 

politics of religion

Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2015. ISBN-13: 
978-0691166094. Hardcover £22.95

Kristina Stoeckl, University of Innsbruck

In Elizabeth Shakman Hurd’s new book, Beyond Religious Freedom, in-
ternational relations scholars are confronted with a sharply critical 
analysis of the role religion has assumed in their discipline ever since 
Samuel Huntington formulated the thesis of the “clash of civilisa-
tions” in 1993. Experts, policy makers, and activists, in turn, will find 
themselves chewing hard on the compelling evidence presented that 
their best intentions with regard to the defence of religious freedom 
in foreign countries can have unfavourable outcomes. 

Hurd argues in Chapter 2 that IR scholars tend to follow an over-
simplified “two faces framework” with regard to religion. They see re-
ligion as a force in society, which can have both pernicious and benign 
effects. The task of scholarship and policy (“expert” and “governed 
religion” in Hurd’s terminology) is to foster the factors that make re-
ligion benign, and combat those that make it dangerous. For Hurd the 
two faces framework “enacts a discursive and political logic that pro-
duces its own object (‘religion’) and then assigns it causal powers and 
significance” (29). It therefore ignores both the complexities of “lived 
religion” (the third term used by Hurd to classify religion) as well as 
the reality of other forms of belonging or exclusion. The author sub-
stantiates this claim through a theory-driven analysis of a series of 
cases of state efforts to define and shape religion. Chapter 3 decon-
structs state-sponsored international advocacy of religious freedom 
by organisations like the United States Commission for International 
Religious Freedom as a contingent power arrangement of the West. 
Chapter 4 analyses the reifying effects of civil (USAID) and military 



126 (army chaplaincy) programmes geared at fostering “moderate reli-
gion” in Muslim countries. Chapter 5 assesses critically the politics of 
recognition of religious minorities in local contexts by external pow-
ers. Lastly, chapter 6 concludes that religion should be “dethroned as 
a stable interpretative and policy category” (114), that the two faces 
framework should be abandoned once and for all and that the study 
of religion should become piecemeal and contextual: “[O]ne can study 
the ways in which religion is delimited and deployed in specific legal, 
institutional, historical contexts, by whom, and for what purposes … 
religion is too unstable a category to be treated otherwise” (121).

The core of Hurd’s argument about the problematic nature of the 
category of religion is her criticism of reification. The global politics of 
religious freedom claims solutions for three problems which, in Hurd’s 
view, defy any easy answer: the affiliation-problem (who is part of a 
group), the boundary-problem (how are groups distinguished from 
each other) and the definition-problem (what defines a group). Hurd 
argues that “religion” is not a valid solution for any of these problems 
(28-40). Hurd argues that groups singled out as worthy of protection 
of their religious freedom are reified through recognition. A new type 
of boundary is created around them. With it, obstacles to integration 
emerge which are even harder to overcome, because they are derived 
from a logic that lacks adequate context. She strengthens her claims 
by looking at real-world examples, like the Rohingya in Burma and 
the Alevi in Turkey. Even “a more encompassing, new and improved 
‘international religious freedom 2.0’,” she poignantly writes, would 
only serve “to (re)enact a modified version of the same exclusionary 
logic” (63). 

Both IR experts and experts on European governance of religion 
should use this argument as a cause for critical self-reflection. The 
global politics of religious freedom originated in the US. But other 
countries (Canada, the UK, the European Union) have also created 
official bodies for the promotion of international religious freedom. 
Inside the US, Hurd points out, many of the policies promoted under 
the label of “religious freedom” by the foreign department would be 
deemed unconstitutional under the First Amendment. In Europe, on 
the other hand, selective state-religion cooperation has a long tradi-
tion. The European practice of state-regulated religion and US reli-
gious freedom advocacy converge due to common concerns about 
religious extremism and Muslim immigrants. In this sense, Hurd’s 
fundamental critique of the effects of “making religion” from above 
applies equally to the selective cooperation models in place in many 
European countries. The “formalisation of identity in religious terms” 



127and “confessionalisation of social order” (104) is already apparent in 
discourses about immigrant integration in Europe today, prioritising 
religion over other crucial factors of inclusion and exclusion: employ-
ment, social welfare, education, mobility etc.

Hurd’s otherwise powerful argument carries the risk of becom-
ing involuntarily affirmative of politics that antagonise international 
human rights as a Western invention. In Hurd’s presentation, “local 
actors” represent the reality of “lived religion” beyond the construc-
tion of “expert” or “governed religion”; but at the same time these 
“local actors” appear oddly deprived of independent agency and as 
the products of foreign rights intervention. This is problematic. As 
someone working on religion in Russia, I am well aware of the effects 
of international rights advocacy on local actors in an autocratic state. 
In Russia, people engaged in civil rights activities have seen them-
selves branded as “foreign agents” and have been accused of merely 
following foreign orders. This is a conclusion which Hurd should have 
rejected much more strongly than she does in her book. Local actors 
for the most case are not just blindly following the carrot of foreign 
rights advocacy, but are pragmatically using available means in an un-
equal struggle for civil rights in oppressive regimes. Critical theory, 
which presents itself as a tool of emancipation and pluralism, must 
be extra careful today not to provide a theoretical language for anti-
Western autocratic politics. 

Despite this reservation on practical grounds, I fully recommend 
Beyond Religious Freedom. It is a signpost book, and the directions it 
provides are more precise than merely “beyond.” It guides the reader 
through approaches to religion in IR theory, charts original maps of 
complex situations of inequality, and sets the landmark for critical 
analysis, which future debates in the field can effectively build on.
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In this magisterial work, Iza Hussin explores the political life of Is-
lamic law in Egypt, Malaya and South Asia. From 1765 till 1948, the 
concept of shari’a was reduced from being a general societal discourse 
to “Islamic law,” which was incorporated as the law of the state. Con-
current centralisation of the administration of Islamic law and mar-
ginalisation of Islamic law in state institutions led to its heightened 
prominence in political life—a paradoxical phenomenon which the 
book describes with ample empirical evidence. Landmark documents 
and events such as the Allahabad Treaty (1765), Queen Victoria’s 
Proclamation (1858) and the Pangkor Treaty (1874) supposedly ex-
cepted matters relating to religion and custom from the authority of 
the British authorities, but more precisely led to “productive denial of 
colonial jurisdiction” (66). 

The book is a refreshing departure from scholarly discourses that 
focus on binaries of Islamic authenticity and modernity, and works 
that lament the end of shari’a and the articulation of fiqh (jurispru-
dence). As a cross-regional comparison, the scope of the book is am-
bitious—based on painstaking original archival research conducted 
in Malay, Arabic, and English in state archives, libraries, universities, 
and museums in Britain, Malaysia, Singapore, and the United States. 
Her sources include censuses, correspondence, formal legal codes, 
treaties, and travellers’ accounts. She recognizes that Islamic law was 
a diverse phenomenon, simultaneously single and multiple. She high-
lights profound personal interactions that people had with Islamic 
law. For example, she recounted an instance in Malaysia a few years 
ago when a Muslim lady had told her “Islamic Law happened to me 
yesterday” (5). The state-sanctioned “Islamic law” that affected her 
life was opposed to the matrilineal practices of the “adat Minangka-
bau,” and was increasingly becoming the sole purview of men (6). 

Hussin begins her book by correcting flawed and inadequate con-



129ceptions of Islam and Islamic law in existing scholarship. The most 
significant changes to Islamic law pertain to its application and ad-
ministration and not its substantive rules. The only domain of Islamic 
law today in most countries is Personal Status Law (most of family 
law), but Hussin demonstrates how this is not Islamic law since it was 
infused with British law and values from the outset. Even more im-
portant is her criticism of the concept of legal pluralism as a heuristic 
device that hides the very transformations of law that were needed 
to construct legal pluralist regimes (27). Indeed, legal pluralism ob-
scures what laws were given over to Personal Status law, and which 
were given up to the state, and what effect jurisdictional changes 
had on Islam. Chapter Six again takes up the conceptual issues in the 
study of Islamic law where Hussin pointedly argues that hybrid law 
was not simply a plural law. The layering of multiple systems of law 
constitutes the creation of an entirely new legal system, and not sim-
ply an aggregation of separate strands (225). While Egypt, Malaya, 
and India shared experiences of British colonialism to different de-
grees, Hussin refrains from generalizing their experiences by relying 
on archival sources to drive her narrative. Her evidence indicates that 
Islamic law was far from being an Arab export. To a large extent, it has 
been shaped by local political networks, and is ultimately a transna-
tional product with no clear centre.

The author did not adhere to the two popular interpretations of 
the trajectory of Islamic law—violence or seizure of the state—or to 
its sustained but limited efflorescence in circumscribed cul-de-sacs, 
such as in religious schools. Even as legal institutions stabilized un-
der colonial regimes, Islamic law remained robust and dynamic. De-
prived of their larger domains, Muslim elites clung on desperately to 
“religion and custom,” which gained more importance in political life. 
Both colonial authorities and (new) Muslim elites alternately revelled 
in their newfound control, and continually agonized about the limits 
of their jurisdiction.

The final chapter focuses on Malaysia, the only state where ethnic-
ity is legally tied to Islam. Although this policy dates from the colonial 
period when the Malay ruling elite guarded their purview of religious 
affairs jealously, colonial legacies cannot fully explain the contempo-
rary state of politics in Malaysia. Her close examination of two high 
profile cases in 2001 and 2006 involving apostasy reveal that the ma-
jority of references to Islamic law in federal and state courts played 
performative rather than adjudicative functions. She convincingly 
demonstrates how the trials form a theatre for the performance of 



130 both Islamic legitimacy and Malay supremacy that are equally inte-
gral to Malaysian politics, and not so much a barometer of religious 
tolerance within the law of the state. 

Although Hussin’s use of the theatre metaphor enhances her 
study overall, it sometimes undercuts her argument that words mat-
ter very much in all contexts. This view in fact allowed her to take 
Indian “treaty kings” seriously even after they signed off their sover-
eignty away to the East India Company in the late eighteenth century. 
She astutely observes that colonial rule was premised on investing 
rulers with new powers even as these powers were removed from 
other rulers. Yet at other times, she refers to certain laws and trials 
as “rehearsals” (37, 103, 114), which suggest tentativeness. All public 
articulations of law establish actual precedents for future actors to 
enact and re-enact. Therefore, this differentiation between law and 
the realm before law is overdrawn. This is, however, a minor flaw in 
what is a conceptually rigorous book.

Since Hussin regards the history of the politics of Islamic law as a 
tragedy with several arcs, she obviates the need for firm conclusions. 
Her book, which is chronological, implies that it is increasingly harder 
to change the status quo with new legislation because there are so 
many influential interests benefitting from existing law. However, 
she optimistically points out that authoritarianism of codification 
and reification can be countered by ongoing investments in intertex-
tuality, facility in reading between the lines, and fluency in multiple 
languages of authority and authenticity (265). She provides an excel-
lent blueprint for this arduous undertaking.  
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Christian Joppke’s The Secular State under Siege provides a fascinat-
ing account of the challenges that both the Christian Right and Islam 
present to the secular state. In this rather short text, Joppke moves 



131his focus away from some of his previous work on the nation-state, 
immigration, and citizenship, to the challenges posed by religion to 
in secular Western liberal states. Although Joppke concludes, in con-
trast to the book’s title, that this “siege” does not really exist, certain 
contingencies within the Christian Right and Islam have at times at-
tempted to “batter” the wall thought to separate the nominally liberal 
and secular state and religion (171). Joppke is concerned with two 
overarching questions. The first asks to what extent religion can be 
included or excluded from the public sphere and, concomitantly, how 
much religion in law, politics, and the public sphere is too much. The 
second asks whether different religions, in this case Christianity and 
Islam, can be treated equally–despite their different origins and di-
vergent development–in a Western secular state grounded on notions 
of “liberal neutrality and secularism” (4). 

In order to address these questions, Joppke uses a “historical-
institutional” approach to compare the unique relationship between 
politics and religion in the United States and Europe. Parsing care-
fully through the work of Karl Marx, Max Weber, Sigmund Freud, and 
the sociologists Peter Berger and Thomas Luckman, Joppke argues 
for a “substantive, Weberian understanding of religion” that focuses 
on the “cultural stuff” of religious activity (37-39). In other words, 
Joppke’s methodological focus on how religion is different from other 
spheres of human activity, in contrast to a more functional under-
standing of religion that fails to distinguish between political and re-
ligious actors, allows Joppke to successfully compare religion to other 
cultural spheres of difference, such as the political sphere, which have 
increasingly been at the root of conflict in the West. 

In the first part of his text, Joppke interrogates how religion has 
been interpreted in social and political theory and then proceeds to 
historically trace the separation of religion from the state in liberal 
democratic states in the longue durée, or what Joppke terms the “Long 
Christian Exit.” He argues this process was key for the development 
of the liberal democratic state (42). Important to note here is that, in 
contrast to the tight entwinement of the political and the religious in 
Islam, the historical contingencies in Christianity’s development al-
lowed for a compartmentalisation of political authority and religion, 
which regulated the latter to the private sphere, where religion largely 
remains despite an apparent resurgence in the public sphere. This re-
surgence is attributed to the Christian Right and Islam in the US and 
Europe, respectively. 

The latter half of Joppke’s book investigates what the author be-
lieves is an exaggerated fear of a religious takeover of the “naked pub-
lic sphere” in both the US and Europe (87). In the US, Joppke argues 



132 that the Christian Right, an “Evangelical-Enlightenment religion-
state regime,” has tried to push the US towards a “legal theocracy” 
with the help of conservative US Supreme Court judges who have 
shifted the Supreme Court to the political right. Despite the Christian 
Right’s success accessing state funding for specific religious institu-
tions and public Christian symbols, Joppke contends that the wall 
of separation in the US has only been “battered”, not breached (110). 
On the other side of the Atlantic, Joppke notes that Islam provides its 
own unique challenge to Europe because “Islam grows out of a differ-
ent civilizational context,” which causes particular problems for the 
integration of Islam within secular Europe. This applies in particu-
lar with respect to the rights of women and non-Muslims (219). Yet, 
Joppke admits that this civilisational narrative that often portrays 
Islam as an existential threat to the very “essence” of Europe is only 
present within elite Islamic discourse, propagated by such prominent 
figures such as Yusuf al-Qaradawi and Tariq Ramadan. Thus, the re-
ligious and cultural friction between Islam and Europe is much less 
pronounced at the level of “ordinary Muslims” (219). Subsequently, 
this focus on more elite Islamic discourse rather than examining the 
quotidian challenges that face Muslims in European countries, for in-
stance in the often isolated districts such as Molenbeek where the 
terrorists who organised the attacks in Paris and Brussels originated 
from, ultimately weakens the author’s overall argument. Yet, in a 
surprising conclusion, and in contrast to the majority of mainstream 
discourse, Joppke contends that despite the problems of integrating 
Islam into Europe, Islam is less of a threat to the secular state due to 
its inability to radically challenge the liberal democratic institutions 
within Europe, compared to the Christian Right in the US. 

Despite the threat posed by the Christian Right to liberal demo-
cratic institutions, Joppke ultimately argues that this assault on the 
separation of religion and state, led by former Justice Antonin Scalia 
and his fellow conservative judges on the Supreme Court, does not 
constitute a move toward a theocracy, but rather a move by the US 
towards the ‘“modest establishments’ of Europe,” which he argues can 
be shaken by religious challenges but will ultimately remain secular. 
That said, there is a curious absence of any connection between the 
Christian Right and its fetishisation of the invisible hand and the 
neoliberal market highlighted by the work of political theorist Wil-
liam Connolly.1 This connection seems to play a distinct role in the 
current rise and popularity of the so-called Tea Party and other “anti-
establishment” politicians who purposively inject religious discourse 
into their politics. On Islam in Europe, Joppke’s focus on a “clash of 
civilizations” seems to simplify the historical role of Islam, which was 



133both an apparent threat to, and simultaneously constitutive of what 
we now know as Europe. His binary opposition between “Christian” 
and “Islam” obscures the fact that the EU, as the latest iteration of 
“Europe,” excludes minorities and migrants of both Christian and Is-
lamic faith. Their exclusion is more often based on their geopolitical 
point of origin and their ethnicity than their religious affiliation.2 

In sum, The State Under Siege is an intriguing book that suggests 
the challenge of religion to the secular state is more exaggerated than 
real. In spite of the above critiques, The Secular State under Siege is 
a well-written and theoretically sophisticated work that should be 
widely read, especially in light of the recent resurgence of “public reli-
gion” in both the US and Europe. Indeed, the current state of electoral 
politics in the US as well as the increasing tension between Islam and 
Europe signal a continuing challenge of religion to the secular liberal 
state. Thus, in contrast to the mainstream narratives that would have 
us believe that religion has become a threat to the secular nation-
state, Joppke’s work provides an important and valuable interven-
tion.    
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