Value Politics: The politics of international religion
Until recently, scholars of international relations paid very limited attention to the
question of religion, while scholars of religion tended to overlook the political
dimension of religions. 1 International Relations (IR) and Political Science more
generally, approached its objects of study through a framework of the modern and the
rational, and explicitly refrained from engaging with religion. Similarly in the History
of Religion, the object of study was framed by a Protestant idea of faith, and religion
was strictly distinguished from the political. Indeed, in both fields the secular was
seen both as a normative necessity of the modern state, and the relevance of religion
was expected to decline as modern society developed. Religion was considered best
kept private and not allowed to interfere with public politics and certainly not politics
of international concern.

Yet in the last decades the strong presence of religious references in global conflicts
has triggered a wave of international scholarship on religion throughout different
theoretical camps. 2 Moreover, efforts to involve religious leaders in international
peace-building missions, global health initiatives, or democracy development has
raised a demand for more "religious knowledge" among large international
organizations such as the UN with state representatives calling for consulting experts
with ”religious competence”.3
Current scholarship is divided on whether or not there is in fact an increased influence
of religion in international relations. Some refer to the "return" or "resurgence" of
religion,4 while others admit to the scholarly blindness that made it invisible.5 To this
we might add that religion has neither reemerged nor disappeared from the realm of
international politics but had structured and been structured by it long before IR
emerged as a discipline. In imperial Britain and Spain, for example, religious scripture
was used to authorize – but also challenge – racial hierarchies in the treatment of
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colonial subjects.6 On the other hand, current developments in international affairs
structure the way in which scholars and practitioners think about religion and what is
perceived to be religious.7 A recent example is the right to religious freedom: While
the right aims at protecting individual's right to religion, it does not include all kinds
of religion, since in order to gain the right one must be recognizably religious in the
eyes of those who extend the protection. The ”International Religious Freedom Act”
(1998) is a foreign policy instrument of the United States set to protect the religious
freedom of religious individuals and groups outside of US American territory.
According to this act ”religious groups” are discrete faith communities with
identifiable leaders and bounded orthodoxies.8 In order to gain protection under this
institution one needs to be recognizably religious or one must become so. This US
foreign policy instrument thus carries the power to shape the meaning and scope of
religion in international affairs and is an example of how international relations
constitute religion.

Value Politics is an interdisciplinary research project focusing on the way in which
religion features in day to day international politics. The project looks at ways in
which religion emerges on the international stage – as a particular set of values, as a
specific identity to protect or as a claim to political independence or sovereignty –
how the scope and meaning of religion changes and travels – through controversies
such as the defamation of religion; religious freedom or gender equality or as a quest
for international recognition of states such as South Sudan; Pakistan or Israel – and
look closer at what consequences these forms of religion have – which arguments are
thereby regarded as politically relevant or legitimated, which hierarchies are
authorized, which alliances are formed. In short: which politics do these forms of
religion enable?

The question of the impact of religion in international politics speaks to the larger
issue of what kind of politics become possible through particular forms and meanings
of religion. What does references to ”religion” legitimate? And what becomes
politically ”taboo” for religious reasons? Also, which kind of language, rules and
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form of representation are needed in order for someone or something to be recognized
as belonging to the category of religion? By tracing the emergence, changes and
impact of religion in international politics, Value Politics explores the ramifications of
prevailing epistemological frameworks in international political fora and investigates
their underlying ontological assumptions.

*
Appleby, R. Scott. 2000. The ambivalence of the sacred. Religion, violence and
reconciliation. Rowman & Littlefield.
Asad, Talal. 1993. Genealogies of religion. Disciplines and reasons of power in
Christianity and Islam. The Johns Hopkins University Press.
Bob, Clifford. 2012. The global right wing and the clash of world politics.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Bosco, David L. 2009. Five to rule them all. The UN Security Council and the making
of the modern world. Oxford University Press.
Bruce, Steve. 2003. Politics and religion. Oxford: Polity Press.
Haynes, Jeffrey. 1998. Religion in global politics. Routledge.
_____ 2012. Religious transnational actors and soft power. Ashgate.
_____ 2014. Faith-based organizations at the United Nations. PalgraveMacmillan.
Hallward, Maria Carter. 2008. “Situating the “Secular”: Negotiating the boundary
between religion and politics”, International Political Sociology, 2 (1),
pp. 1-16.
Hatzopoulos, Pavlos, and Fabio Petito (eds.) 2003. Religion in international
relations: the return from exile. Palgrave Macmillan.
Hurd, Elizabeth Shakman. 2008. The Politics of Secularism in International Relations. Princeton
University Press.
_____ 2015. Beyond religious freedom. The new global politics of religion. Princeton University Press.
Johnston, Douglas and Cynthia Sampson (eds.) 1994. Religion. The missing
dimention of statescraft. Oxford University Press.
Katznelson, Ira, and Gareth Stedman Jones (eds.) 2010. Religion and the Political Imagination.
Cambridge University Press.
Kobalkova, Vedulta. 2000. “Towards an international poltical theology”, Millennium,
29 (3), pp. 675-704.
Kratochwil, Rachel. 2005. “Religion and (inter-)national politics: On the heuristics of
identities, structures and agents”, Alternatives, 30 (2), pp.113-140.
Petito, Fabio and Hatzopoulos, Pavlos (eds). 2003. Religion in international relations:
The return from exile, Palgrave-Macmillan.
Shah, Stepan and Monica Duffy Toft (eds.). 2012. Rethinking religion and world affairs. Oxford
University Press.
Snyder. 2011. Religion and international relations theory. Columbia University Press.
Stensvold, Anne. 2004. "Hunting for paradigms in the History of religions", in
Unterwegs. Neue Phade in der Religionswissenschaft, Christoph Kleine et.alt. (eds.), Biblion
Verlag.
Sullivan, Winnifred; Elizebeth Shakman Hurd; Saba Mahmood and Peter Danchin
(eds.). 2015. Politics of Religious Freedom. Chicago University Press.
Todorov. Tzvetan. 1999. The conquest of America: The question of the role of the
Other. University of Oklahoma Press.

