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The idea at the core of this session proposal is a simple one: Western contexts have developed a transnational public panic about ‘religious’ otherness embodied more specifically in the external characteristics of female individuals members of certain religious minorities (Jewish, Muslim, Mormons, Amish). The social sciences literature has explored quite extensively this publicization process, through many angles and via different theoretical standpoints. Interestingly, religion as a relatively non-discussed category made its entry into all kinds of analysis of diversity and otherness. Throughout the literature though, the absence of a systematic reflection on ‘religion’ as a category is striking. As we consider it to be partly the reason why it has become so difficult on the one hand, to resist the intensification of racist statements (for instance the anti-Muslim bigotry), and on the other one to communicate outside of the academic community, we therefore wish to open an academic conversation focusing on the epistemological impact of the circulation of this taken-for-granted category to assess everyday’s experience of individuals and classify them as problematic attitudes in secular contexts. 
Religion as a Vestigial State

Naomi Goldenberg, Professor

Department of Classics and Religious Studies, University of Ottawa

Basically I can argue that  'religion' understood as I am pushing it - i.e. as a vestigial state  

that always recalls and mystifies former times of male govt. is  always recreating/reperforming patriarchal power as the really real  legitimate form that women - the quintessential others, the ones to  whom all other 'othernesses' get tied - can only hold provisionally/partially/temporarily/humourously/ironically.  'Religion' as western  category of course - invented at particular times for particular political purposes and now being employed/deployed throughout the  world, 'believed in' - as the only game in town. 
Bound by recognition: The politics of religion in International Relations

Maria Birnbaum, PhD candidate at the European University Institute

The presentation will deal with the politics behind the concept of religion within the discipline of international relations (IR). First, I will sketch the manners in which religion has been understood in the IR literature – as an essential force structuring behavior, an instrument for mobilizing and justifying other, material, ends, or as a discursive practice. Second, I would like to take a more precise look at the arguments for the recognition of religion within IR. Why should scholars of IR care about a phenomenon which, by (self-)definition, lies beyond the borders of the discipline? I will present two types of arguments – an epistemological and a normative – and critically examine their ontological assumptions about religion – what they assume religion to be.
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This paper examines how the secular French state seeks to transform the Islamic tradition and to produce ‘secular’ Muslim subjects, in the process reconfiguring what we commonly understand as ‘religion,’ and blurring the boundaries between religion, race, and culture. Drawing on the French Council on Muslim Worship and the Institute for the Cultures of Islam (both state-initiated projects), I analyze the state’s interpellation of Muslims according to two contradictory imperatives: to secularize Islam, and to publicly recognize minorities. These dual imperatives, I suggest, have contributed to the contemporary emergence of ‘Muslim’ as an ethno-racial term, and to the understanding of Islam not as an authoritative tradition of embodied practices but rather as a source of immigrant ‘culture’ where culture itself is understood in a deeply essentialized way. Hence the need, I conclude, to attend to the intertwining of secularism and racialization in considering the Muslim question in Europe. 

