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In “Civil Religion in America,” published in the winter 1967
issue of Daedalus, Robert N. Bellah affirmed: “few have real-
ized that there actually exists alongside of and rather

clearly differentiated from the churches an elaborate and well
institutionalized civil religion in America” (1967: 1). Quoting from
John Kennedy’s and Lyndon Johnson’s inaugural addresses,
Bellah argued that these speeches, and those of the founding
fathers, provided a clue to understanding the relationship
between religion and politics in the United States. The speeches,
which often mentioned God, revealed a profound religious
spirit in American society. “What we have,” Bellah noted, “is a
collection of beliefs, symbols, and rituals with respect to sacred
things and institutionalized in a collectivity” (1967: 8).

Bellah observed that civil religion in the United States was
independent of religious and political institutions and, at the

Notes to Introduction are on pp. 243-44.
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same time, not in competition with either church or state. While
this religion included many Christian symbols and themes, it was
“neither sectarian nor in any specific sense Christian” (1967: 8). An
important aspect of the American political tradition, he observed,
is the belief that Americans, individually and collectively, have an
“obligation…to carry out God’s will on earth” (5). Bellah claimed
that since the early days of the Republic, Americans have inter-
preted their history essentially in religious terms. In his view, civil
religion served and still serves “as a genuine vehicle of national
religious self-understanding” (8). Bellah concluded that civil reli-
gion provided a “transcendent goal for the political process” and
contributed to the unity and collective identity of Americans as a
national community (4). The principal effect of U.S. civil religion
had been to generate powerful symbols of national solidarity and
to encourage Americans to achieve national aspirations and goals.

Bellah’s article galvanized many in the scholarly community
and resulted in scores of subsequent articles about his thesis, ini-
tiating a debate over civil religion in the United States. Others
before him had advanced similar ideas, and had spoken of the
“religion of the Republic,” “the religion of the American Way of
Life,” even of “American Shinto,” but they failed to provoke
substantial discussions or analysis (Bellah, 1974b: 255; Jones and
Richey, 1974: 3-4). As Bellah himself acknowledges, it was the
expression “civil religion in America” that acquired “a life of its
own, that [was] picked up by The New York Times and by the pop-
ular news weeklies, that has inspired books, essays and sym-
posia” (1974b: 255). Bellah’s interpretation of a “national faith,”
or of a religious dimension of American society, generated con-
cerns about the actual meaning and definition of the term, its
applicability as a sociological concept, and whether it could be
considered a religion or not (Gehrig, 1981a: 51; 1981b: 1). After
the publication of Bellah’s article, the sociological landscape
(particularly the sociology of religion) divided in two camps:
those who enthusiastically accepted Bellah’s thesis, and those
who simply dismissed the notion of civil religion. The latter not
only questioned Bellah’s interpretation, but doubted the very
existence of a civil religion in America (Bellah, 1974b: 255).

2
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More than three decades after Bellah’s publication, the notion
of civil religion remains ambiguous and ill-defined. On the one
hand, the term “civil religion” has been applied to a wide range
of phenomena, as will be explained in chapter 2. On the other
hand, the idea of civil religion appears under a variety of differ-
ent terms, such as public religion, public philosophy, public the-
ology, political religion, republican religion, civic faith, and so
on. I understand civil religion in terms similar to John Wilson’s,
but with a fundamental modification. Civil religion as a concept,
Wilson notes (1986: 111), “concerns the possibility that specific
social and cultural beliefs, behaviors, and institutions constitute
a positive religion concerned with civil order in the society.” This
definition leaves aside the political dimension, which I consider
essential for an understanding of the civil religion phenomenon.
Thus, while agreeing with Wilson, I expand his definition and
argue instead that civil religion is concerned with both the social
and the political order. Civil religion tends to sacralize certain
aspects of civic life by means of public rituals and collective cer-
emonies. In so doing, beliefs and behaviours, acquire a “reli-
gious” dimension. As such, civil religion may be considered a
belief system or, a surrogate religion, that expresses the self-
identity of a collectivity. Yet, like secular ideologies of different
kinds, civil religion may also attempt to force group identity and
to legitimize an existing political order, by injecting a transcen-
dental dimension or a religious gloss on the justification. This
latter manifestation I call political religion.

It seems to me that any acute reader of the theoretical devel-
opments and disputes engendered by the civil religion thesis
will be forced to recognize that the concept, as used by Bellah
and other American sociologists, is often not useful for the study
of civil religion in other countries, nor for the study of certain
types of civil religion in democratic societies, including the
United States. Bellah’s notion is especially difficult to apply in
cases where the state seeks to use civil religion as a political tool
to further national policies or programs. The same reader will
probably find that many of the claims on which the notion of
civil religion rests do not always hold true. Again, this is partic-



ularly evident in authoritarian societies, but to a lesser extent in
democracies as well. 

The central focus of Bellah’s thesis is that there is a set of
national symbols and rituals in the United States that transcends
and neutralizes differences in beliefs and values of American cit-
izens, irrespective of their religion or social position. From
Bellah’s standpoint, civil religion effectively balances, or even
deactivates, the multiplicity of religious, ethnic, political, and
ideological discourses found in America. 

If one accepts Bellah’s theoretical position, as we will later see,
it becomes extremely difficult to discern ideological types of civil
religion, or to analyze variations within and among societies
with regard to the way they tie their political experiences to reli-
gion (Markoff and Regan, 1982: 334). Frank Reynolds’s work on
Thailand is a case in point. His research led him to conclude that
there was a significant difference, in “certain important
respects,” between the Thai situation and Bellah’s theoretical
position. As a result, he chose to dispense with the notion of civil
religion and opted to identify the Thai religious expression as
“civic” rather than “civil” to distinguish it from the American
phenomenon (1977: 268, 281).

I believe that problems such as the one encountered by
Reynolds could be resolved by conceptualizing civil religion as
a phenomenon that manifests itself in two forms: as “culture”
(the Durkheimian “civil” approach) and as “ideology” (the
Rousseauan “political” approach). These forms are not oppo-
sites; they are part of a continuum. This means that they are dis-
tinguishable conceptually but cannot be separated in reality.
Thus conceptualized, civil religion may be seen either as a phe-
nomenon expressing an inward conviction on the part of mem-
bers of a certain group (implicit culture), or as a political
resource, a form of external compulsion or force used to support
an existing political order. In the former case, civil religion is
assumed to be a “cultural given” (Demerath, 1994: 113) or an
“emergent property of social life itself” (Hammond, 1980c: 138).
In the latter, it is a premeditated political ideology, constructed
by the state and its political leaders, which members of a collec-
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tivity are expected or even forced to accept. In line with my
understanding that civil religion can be conceived as a political
resource at the service of the state, I briefly examine, in chapter 4,
some cases of state-directed civil religions from a comparative
perspective, in different societies, and at different times.

This book should be read as a critique of civil religion, partic-
ularly as interpreted by American scholars, who have set the
tone and established the direction of the civil religion debate. I
believe that their interpretation of civil religion (the way it has
been portrayed as operating in the United States) has been uni-
focal and, to a certain degree, incorrect. American scholars have
tended to concentrate primarily on value consensus, to the rela-
tive neglect of conflict, exclusion, and disharmony.

A review of the literature indicates that the notion of civil reli-
gion as used by Bellah and others rests on some basic and
broadly accepted assumptions that stem from the Durkheimian
tradition. This perspective seeks to explain religion in terms of
an alleged integrative role. Thus, the integrative function of civil
religion has been considered crucial to understanding the civil
religious experience in the United States and elsewhere. It
should be noted that when dealing with the civil religion issue,
neither Bellah nor the most representative scholars in this field
(such as John Coleman or Phillip Hammond, among others)
have restricted their focus to the United States. Expressions of
the civil religion phenomenon have been said to exist in differ-
ent societies (Markoff and Regan, 1982: 334). But despite Bellah’s
or Hammond’s good intentions in developing cross-cultural
research (see, for example, Bellah’s discussion of civil religion in
Japan [1980d], and Hammond’s [1980a] comparison of Mexico
and the United States), and despite Coleman’s (1969) equally
good intention to formulate “a more universal civil religion
typology,” their basic approach to other forms of civil religion
has been elaborated primarily in relation to the American case
(Reynolds, 1977: 282). Indeed, the American case has been taken
to be the paradigm of civil religion. But the concepts and theo-
retical logic characteristic of the Durkheimian tradition are of
limited use when we try to understand how civil religion works. 



Hammond, for example, locates civil religion in the “modern”
stage of religious evolution, which is characterized by a differ-
entiation of religious and political organizations (Markoff and
Regan, 1982: 334). Modern, advanced societies, especially the
United States, would exhibit a fully independent civil religion
(or belief system) controlled neither by the church nor by the
state. This position dismisses, in one sweep, the political, ideo-
logical, and sometimes coercive potential of civil religion, and
wrongly relegates the coercive type (i.e., political religion, whose
theology is dependent on the state) to Third World countries
(essentially “premodern” societies). I reject the claim that politi-
cal religions belong to communist regimes or dictatorships
found in the Third World, while civil religions are an expression
of modern industrialized societies (Zuo, 1991). I also disagree
with those who claim that the political religions of totalitarian
regimes are not civil religions (Giner, 1993).

The term civil religion was coined by Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
so it is not surprising that almost all theoretical or empirical
studies on civil religion start by mentioning his name. In his
original article, Bellah (1967: 5) acknowledged that the term “is,
of course, Rousseau’s,” and mentioned, in passing, that The
Social Contract outlines the dogmas of the civil religion. While
not necessarily arguing “for the particular influence of
Rousseau” on the founding fathers and presidents of the United
States, Bellah claimed that “similar ideas” to the ones advanced
by Rousseau were part of the political and cultural climate not
only of eighteenth-century America, but of the contemporary
United States as well. He was referring, in particular, to refer-
ences to God made by public officials and political authorities,
and to the “active” role God was supposed to play in American
political life.

To be sure, the belief in a divinity is the first dogma of
Rousseau’s civil religion, but civil religion as understood by him
involves much more than this. Rousseau’s intention was to cre-
ate a religion that would not be attached to any particular reli-
gious belief or organized church. Rather, it should be a religion
designed and controlled by the state. It is particularly important
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to keep the latter point in mind, for the Rousseauan version is
fundamental to an understanding of why civil religion may be
consciously used in democratic societies for political ends. In a
true Rousseauan sense, civil religion is essentially a coercive
political device—a fact that most sociologists have been either
unable or unwilling to fully understand.1 However, the emer-
gence of civil religion, as Rousseau understood it, is not a phe-
nomenon peculiar to authoritarian regimes or to developing
nations alone.

By contrast, Durkheim conceives civil religion as essentially a
spontaneous phenomenon, whose natural “function” is to pro-
vide a people with a common morality and loyalty to the group.
Durkheim holds that every relatively healthy society is based on
a set of shared beliefs, rituals, and symbols that express its most
fundamental values. These values, Durkheim argues, acquire a
transcendental meaning, for they are considered sacred by mem-
bers of the group. They serve to bring the community together.
In so doing, they “naturally” provide for the order, stability, and
integration of the society as a whole. In Durkheim’s terms, civil
religion acts upon the individual.

Although Bellah mentions Rousseau, he has been strongly
influenced by Durkheim. Most students of civil religion, in turn,
have opted to take the Bellah/Durkhemian route. As a result, the
sociological literature shows a serious lack of understanding
concerning the full political implications of a Rousseauan type of
civil religion. This oversight has produced a conceptual and the-
oretical impasse “obscuring almost all contemporary analyses of
modern-day civil religion” (Hammond, 1980c: 138). Not surpris-
ingly, many aspects of civil religion have simply been taken for
granted, and many others inherent in the notion of civil religion
have never been made problematic in theory.

Indeed, hundreds of articles and books make vague references
to Rousseau, but these give little evidence of an effort to com-
prehend what he really meant by civil religion. Most authors
seem content to quote him on this issue, or to start their publica-
tions with remarkably similar sentences, acknowledging that
Rousseau coined the term civil religion. They then take a solidly



Durkheimian approach (see, e.g., Bourg 1976: 141; Coleman,
1969: 67; Gehrig, 1981a: 51; Zuo, 1991: 99). As far as I know, in a
truly voluminous literature, only one scholar explicitly acknowl-
edges that Rousseau conceived civil religion “in a way that was
fundamentally different from Bellah’s understanding” (Wilson,
1971: 14). And, although a distinction between Rousseau’s and
Durkheim’s theories is implicit in the works of some writers
(Casanova, 1994; Giner, 1993; Luke, 1987), only a few scholars
such as Willaime (1993), Demerath and Williams (1985), or
Hammond (1980c) briefly attempt to discuss what this difference
entails. It is my conviction that a theoretical clarification of these
two traditions is absolutely essential, for most other problems
and deficiencies in the literature stem from the failure to make
this distinction.

Simply put, American students of civil religion have hardly
ever directed their attention to the ideological, manipulative
intent (or potential) of civil religion. They have not only accepted
the Durkheimian proposition that a stable society is based on a
commonality of shared beliefs and symbols, but have also
embraced the idea that the general integrative function of civil
religion is capable of transcending any particular social structure,
political regime, and even historical circumstances. As I indicate
in chapters 2 and 3, the Bellah tradition neither considers the pos-
sibility that the state (or its political and intellectual leaders) may
shape the direction of civil religion, nor does it confront the like-
lihood that civil religion or religious beliefs may help legitimize
the domination of the most powerful cultural or social group in
society.2 In other words, the idea that the state may use civil reli-
gion politically is absent from the traditional theories and models
of civil religion. With theorists unilaterally adopting the classic
“consensual” tradition, the question of legitimation and integra-
tion, often considered an essential part of the civil religion phe-
nomenon, has been disengaged from issues of power and conflict
associated with the problem of order.

In short, the overemphasis given to the Durkheimian concep-
tion of civil religion has left the civil religion thesis open to fun-
damental criticism. This book questions, or at least makes prob-
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lematic, the cohesiveness attributed to civil religion in the United
States and its inevitable, spontaneous nature. It addresses the
possibility that civil religion can exist as a consciously orche-
strated and state-controlled political phenomenon. It also calls
into question the idea that there is a highly differentiated civil
religion in America. At the heart of my criticism is the question of
the underlying and widely accepted assumptions on which the
traditional civil religion thesis rests. These assumptions clearly
illustrate the pre-eminence scholars have given to Durkheim’s
account of religion. Although a critique of these assumptions
(which are intimately related and to some degree overlapping)
will reappear throughout this work, I will here briefly summarize
some of them and indicate my difficulties with them. 

First, civil religion is assumed to be, by definition, an essen-
tially integrative force in society. I dispute the idea that civil reli-
gion is a set of religious symbols which by definition serves to
integrate society. Civil religion may give rise, under certain con-
ditions, to social conflict, tension, and division. Its values and its
ritual manifestations may be meaningful only to certain seg-
ments of the population, or they may benefit certain groups at
the expense of others. Allegiance to certain types of civil religion
may also conflict with social cohesion. In other words, civil reli-
gion is more likely to produce a “qualified consensus” rather
than total social integration (Wimberley and Christenson, 1981:
98). The Durkheim/Bellah interpretation of civil religion does
not adequately allow for either the potentially abusive nature of
civil religion or for the potentially conflictual diversity (ideolog-
ical, social, ethnic) of modern society.

Second, civil religion is assumed to reflect the values and
beliefs of the society as a whole. This implies that, by definition,
civil religion is a national religion. However, civil religion need
not be per force a national religion. Here the objection I raise
against Bellah’s thesis is its implicit identification of American
civil religion with the alleged religious self-definition of the
American people as a whole.

Third, civil religion is assumed to provide legitimating func-
tions. To be sure, while the legitimating capacity of civil religion



may not be too significant, or even too effective, there seems to be
enough evidence indicating that civil religion is used as an instru-
ment of legitimation, both in democratic and undemocratic soci-
eties. Bellah (1974b: 255) claims that civil religion, at least in the
United States, performs the function of a “higher law.” The
nation is subordinated to, and judged by higher ethical principles
that transcend it. Thus, in Bellah’s view, civil religion explains
and justifies society and the political order in transcendental
terms (i.e., in terms of an ultimate set of values). Other scholars
agree and claim that the nation is the “primary agent of God’s
meaningful activity in history” (Coleman, 1969: 74). The assump-
tion here is that civil religion not only legitimizes the social order
but, at the same time, acts as a check against deviations by con-
fronting the nation and reminding its citizens to uphold its most
fundamental moral ideals. If we accept this proposition, civil reli-
gion can be only upright or morally justified—a conclusion that
contradicts the role civil religion may have in different polities, or
at different times within the same polity.

To be sure, in its Durkheimian variety civil religion may be
what some authors refer to as a “potentially enduring form of
overarching cultural legitimation,” at least for some groups in
society (Gehrig, 1981b: 36). But I reject the assumption that civil
religion is always a positive force favouring cultural integration
and pluralistic ethics. Analyses of civil religion, both in the
United States and in the comparative cases which I discuss in
chapters 4 and 5, belie such a formulation. The coercive, divisive
side of civil religion will be discussed at various points in the
book. It will be argued that civil religion, as an ideological and
political tool, rather than being a permanent legitimator of
power and authority in the polity, may be seen as an “episodic”
phenomenon emerging during unsettled political times in
response to crises of legitimation, both national or international
(see Marty, 1974; Purdy, 1982; Regan, 1976).

Fourth, civil religion is assumed to be a spontaneous social
phenomenon. In reference to its alleged spontaneity (Durkheim’s
idea), I contend that we need to confront the issue of the imposed
nature of civil religion as well (Rousseau’s idea). Western democ-
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racies, characterized by a high degree of pluralism and institu-
tional differentiation, are undoubtedly less likely to develop a
totalitarian political religion than those societies in the process of
modernization or ruled by an autocratic and monolithic state.
Clearly, the latter are often confronted with the urgent necessity
of legitimating the state before the people. In such cases, the gov-
erning elite may be more willing to manipulate cultural and reli-
gious symbols to arouse mass support. Having said this, it
should also be emphasized that the democratic or anti-demo-
cratic potential of civil religion is grounded in the political
processes and the uses of civil religion by particular political fig-
ures, at particular times, and not in the stages of cultural or reli-
gious evolution as some scholars have argued (Bellah, 1980a;
Coleman, 1969). One has only to think of Hitler, Franco or
Mussolini. This suggests that there is no such a thing as a simple
developmental progression or evolution of civil religion, with
the most advanced societies having the most advanced levels of
civil religion (a structurally differentiated symbol system).
Rather, the way civil religion operates has more to do with the
type of politics and the type of government under consideration,
and less to do with the level of religious development.

Finally, civil religion is assumed to be (in the United States) a
belief system fully differentiated from church and state—that is,
not tied to any particular denomination or ruling regime. I reject
the alleged structural differentiation of American civil religion.
In chapter 3, I demonstrate that civil religion in the United States
has been closely associated with social and political institutions
such as the educational, political, and legal system.

In other words, the notion of civil religion, as it appears in the
literature, has been too narrowly conceived. An understanding
of the civil religion phenomenon in all its complexity is essential
if it is to be applied cross-culturally, or from one era to another
within the same society.

In seeking to facilitate the analysis of civil religion, I offer a
model that orders civil religion in a continuum in terms of its
theoretical sources and its cultural or political significance.3 The
continuum is understood in the Weberian sense of two “ideal



types.” At one end of the spectrum is the classical Durkheimian
position which asserts that each collectivity has a common reli-
gion. At the other end, civil religion is conceived in terms of a
particular political order, as advocated by Rousseau.

A Durkheimian type of civil religion exhibits strong cultural
elements and seems to be, to some degree, more spontaneous
than that posited by Rousseau. There is no centrally regulated
apparatus to ensure compliance with the tenets of faith. Within
the Durkheimian framework, civil religion is the product of col-
lective thought. Moral understandings, beliefs, and values
would “make sense” to the collectivity. Civil religion would be a
“natural” expression of group life (whether of the nation or a
smaller collectivity or group). In this sense, we can refer to civil
religion as a cultural force. One may say that as a cultural phe-
nomenon, civil religion only gradually takes on form and
becomes institutionalized.

A Rousseauan type of civil religion, by contrast, is a con-
sciously “designed” religion that leaders have to create and
encourage. It is intended to exert strong control over the citi-
zenry. Despite Rousseau’s democratic intentions, this type of
civil religion appears to be closely associated with particular
unstable political situations, or with authoritarian and despotic
governments. As a political phenomenon, civil religion may be
used as a conscious tool to further political purposes (e.g., to fos-
ter national integration, to restore social and political stability,
and/or to legitimize a particular political order). This implies
that civil religion has the potential to be an imposed phenomenon
rather than a permanent spontaneous force in society. The nature
of the state and of society are crucial factors determining the
character and shape civil religion may assume in a particular
society at a particular time.

My work does not imply that Durkheim’s and Bellah’s theo-
ries should be dismissed. Rather, it suggests that students of civil
religion (in particular American scholars) have not done their
homework properly. By neglecting to understand civil religion
as originally intended by Rousseau, they have unintentionally
encouraged a misinterpretation of this phenomenon. If the
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notion of civil religion is to remain a useful sociological concept,
we need to stop conceiving it in exclusively Durkheimian
terms—as something that springs spontaneously from the cul-
ture itself, and spontaneously binds people together. The notion
of civil religion needs to be framed at a higher level of general-
ity—that is, as a phenomenon that is neither just civil, nor just
religious, but also essentially political. By conceptualizing civil
religion this way, and by using it in its dual manifestation—as
culture and as ideology, many of the problems encountered in the
literature may be avoided. It is my hope that this broadened con-
ception will enrich the study of civil religion by providing a bet-
ter sociological tool with which to compare shades and types of
civil religion both within societies and between them. I stand
with Michael W. Hughey, who, in reexamining the Durkheimian
theory of religion wrote: “it is with the limits of the conclusions
reached, not their falsity, that the present study is concerned”
(1983: xvi).





One European Pedigree, Two
Different Traditions

The notion of civil religion, as Hammond (1976: 169) has
noted, has been of interest throughout the history of
Western political thought, for “in a broad sense it is the

question of legitimacy or of ‘good citizenship.’” Some scholars
would argue that, in one form or another, the phenomenon we
now know as civil religion is “as old as political society” (Henry,
1979: 1). However, the term itself was first used by Rousseau in
The Social Contract ([1762] 1973). Civil religion, in Rousseau’s
terms, refers to a civic faith to be created and imposed by the sov-
ereign as a way of promoting civic virtues and political unity.
“Now that there is and can be no longer an exclusive national
religion,” Rousseau writes, “tolerance should be given to all reli-
gions that tolerate others, so long as their dogmas contain noth-
ing contrary to the duties of citizenship” ([1762] 1973: 277).

Notes to Chapter 1 are on pp. 244-46.
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Rousseau’s purpose was to design a religion that would elicit
feelings of civic membership and enforce the duties of citizenship
in national communities no longer bonded by traditional reli-
gious links. This religion, Rousseau believed, was essential to fos-
ter social discipline in a modern liberal polity, and to bind all
individuals to the state. Rousseau makes a clear distinction
between civil religion and supernatural or denominational reli-
gions. I will return to this point later.

Durkheim’s classic study The Elementary Forms of Religious Life
([1912] 1961), is also an essential part of the civil religion litera-
ture. In this work Durkheim deals specifically with primitive
religion, but draws conclusions pertaining to modern industrial-
ized society as well. Durkheim, who never used the term civil
religion, conceptualizes the totemic practices of the Arunta—a
group of Australian aborigines—as a spontaneous religious phe-
nomenon arising from the very depths of the social group itself.
In Durkheim’s view, “the very existence of society” presupposes
a common (civil) religion (Hammond, 1980c: 139). Conversely,
any religion is something eminently social, for beliefs in the
supernatural and the sacred are essentially collective, social real-
ities. So, even when religion seems to spring from the inner
depth of the individual, the actual source on which it feeds is still
to be found in society (Durkheim, [1912] 1961: 472). As such, any
religion is, in the last analysis, a social phenomenon.

Strictly speaking, as I will discuss later, while Rousseau coined
the term civil religion, he conceived, in fact, the notion of political
religion.1 Rousseau advocates a state religion comprising a simple
set of civic-religious dogmas that every citizen must subscribe to,
on pain of exile or death. Civil religion in this sense is constitu-
tive of a state or political community. Unlike Rousseau,
Durkheim neither conceives civil religion as an instrumental
political process to secure loyalty to a particular social order, nor
is he interested in the political utility of civil religion. His
approach to civil religion implies a spontaneous, non-coercive
civic faith uniting all individuals into one single moral commu-
nity. In a Durkheimian sense, civil religion is truly “civil,” in that
it belongs to civil society not to the state or political authorities.2
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These differences between Rousseau and Durkheim are critical
for an understanding of the civil religion concept. What follows
is a more detailed analysis of their theoretical positions. 

Rousseau on Civil Religion

Rousseau’s notion of civil religion has to be placed in the context
of his broader theoretical preoccupation with legitimacy and the
nature of a “good society.” Indeed, his overall concern in the
Social Contract, and other political writings, is to provide practi-
cal political principles by which to evaluate a legitimate social
order. His objective is twofold: to provide a rational explanation
concerning the legitimacy of the social order; and to indicate the
basis, justification, and limitation of political obligation and
political authority. More specifically, Rousseau’s main concern is
to justify the “authority to set jurisdictional boundaries and
invoke transcendental sanctions.” In order to solve these prob-
lems, Rousseau turns to civil religion (Hammond, 1980a: 43).

Rousseau claims that the power of the state derives not from
force but from moral grounds that legitimize it, and that “no
State has ever been founded without a religious basis” ([1762]
1973: 272). In pagan times, Rousseau argues, cult and govern-
ment were one and the same thing. Each state had its own gods
and did not distinguish between “its god and its laws.” Political
wars were of necessity theological—“the provinces of the gods
were, so to speak, fixed by the boundaries of nations” (269).
Rousseau observes that Christianity, by setting up the kingdom
of God, separated the theological from the political order, made
the state “no longer one, and brought about the internal divi-
sions which have never ceased to trouble Christian peoples”
(270). Jurisdictional confrontations between ecclesiastical and
temporal authorities endangered forever the unity of society.
The spirit of Christianity, Rousseau argues, introduced not only
“the most violent of earthly despotisms” but also a “conflict of
jurisdiction” and a division of power that have made “all good
polity impossible in Christian States.” Ever since the sacred cult
and the state became independent systems, Rousseau contends,



“men have never succeeded in finding out whether they were
bound to obey the master or the priest” (270). Rousseau charges
that, among many Christian writers, only Hobbes had the nec-
essary vision to understand this problem. Hobbes “dared to
propose the reunion of the two heads of the eagle,” and the re-
establishment of political unity, “without which no State or gov-
ernment will ever be rightly constituted” (271). But, according to
Rousseau, this vision was destined to fail: Hobbes identified the
problem and proposed a solution (the fusion of church and
state), but faltered in trying to harmonize Christianity with the
needs and interests of the political order, for, with its “‘domi-
neering spirit,’ Christianity would never consent to be subordi-
nate to the State” (Henry, 1979: 150).

So Rousseau, who like Hobbes addresses the politico-reli-
gious problem, starts with two basic assumptions. First, that the
state needs a religious foundation, and second that the “law of
Christianity” not only weakens but harms the constitution of
the state (Rousseau, [1762] 1973: 272). Rousseau distinguishes
three varieties of religion: the religion of the citizen, the religion
of the priest, and that of man.3 The religion of the citizen, “cod-
ified in a single country,” has its dogmas, rites, and cults
ordained by law. It has its “own tutelary patrons” and divini-
ties. Duties and rights are circumscribed to a particular nation.
Borrowing directly from Machiavelli, Rousseau argues that the
religion of the citizen is politically beneficial for it “teaches them
[citizens] that service done to the State is service done to its tute-
lary god” (272).4 This religion instills a love of the laws and
makes the country the object of adoration. By sacralizing the
state and the nation, it produces loyal citizens (Casanova, 1994:
59). However, it is based on “lies and error.” It is potentially
tyrannous and restrictive and may lead to intolerance and
national fanaticism. It places people in a constant state of alert,
or war, with respect to all others, deeply endangering its secu-
rity. It is harmful, again, Rousseau notes, when it “breathes
fire,” incites people to be “bloodthirsty,” and “regards as a
sacred act” the slaughter of those who do not accept its gods
(Rousseau, [1762] 1973: 273).
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The religion of the priest divides people’s loyalties. It gives
the individual “two codes of legislation, two rulers, and two
countries.” Rousseau places in this category Roman Christianity,
and “the religions of the Lamas and of the Japanese,” all of them
leading, according to him, to a sort of “mixed and antisocial”
frame of mind. When the individual is torn between allegiance
to the church and allegiance to the state, and is thus subject to
different authorities, his moral and political obligations collide.
He cannot be “faithful both to religion and to citizenship”
(Rousseau, [1762] 1973: 272). Rousseau tells us that the religion
of the priest is so “clearly” harmful that he finds “it is a waste of
time” to try to prove it. It destroys social unity and “all that
destroys social unity is worthless.” Moreover, it confuses and
agitates man. It forces him to enter into a turmoil of contradic-
tions. Rousseau admonishes that any social institution that sets
man at odds with himself is also “worthless.” The dual sover-
eignty model of priestly religions is also politically disloyal, for
“the priestly interest would always be stronger than that of the
State” (271). While in theory authority is divided between
church and state, in pragmatic terms “it means that priests are
tempted to usurp temporal authority for themselves, and to this
extent undercut the established authority of the state” (Beiner,
1993: 618).5

Finally, Rousseau speaks of the religion of man, or
Christianity, but not the corrupted Christianity of his day. This
religion, Rousseau notes, is eternal and universal, it unites all
men as brothers insofar as they are all children of God. It is the
true natural “religion of the Gospel pure and simple.” Without
“altars,” “temples,” or “rites,” it is solely devoted to the cult of
God. But Rousseau perceives a difficulty here as well. The reli-
gion of man, while certainly trustworthy, does not bind all men
to the state. On the contrary, it has the effect of removing them
from worldly affairs, for “the country of the Christian is not of
this world” (Rousseau, [1762] 1973: 272, 274). But Rousseau finds
yet another problem. The religion of man is essentially a religion
of salvation. Because resignation is indispensable to achieving
salvation, this religion “preaches only servitude and depend-



ence” and, as a logical necessity, it engenders servile and
dependent subjects (274-75).6 It may be morally attractive and
religiously true, but it is politically ineffective (Beiner, 1993: 618).

Long before Rousseau, Machiavelli had noticed the antipoliti-
cal nature of Christianity and had proposed some sort of “anti-
Christian politics” that he thought could be achieved by going
back to Roman paganism (Beiner, 1993:619). Rousseau agrees
with the diagnosis of the problem, but rejects Machiavelli’s solu-
tion. Christianity is an entirely spiritual, other worldly religion.
Assume or imagine, Rousseau tells us, “your Christian republic
face to face with Sparta or Rome: the pious Christians will be
beaten, crushed, destroyed” (Rousseau, [1762] 1973: 274). And he
further adds, “the soldiers of Fabius” swore and kept their vow
“not to conquer or die, but to come back victorious.” Rousseau
insists that Christians could never have made such a commit-
ment, they could never have been truly good and glorious sol-
diers for “they would have looked on it as tempting God” (275).
It is an either/or proposition. One is either a citizen of the repub-
lic or a citizen of the Church. As Bellah has pointed out,
Rousseau’s concern has been shared by most of the great repub-
lican theorists of the Western world, from Machiavelli to de
Tocqueville, who have also speculated whether Christianity
could ever produce trustworthy citizens (Bellah, 1978: 16).

In short, the main purpose of Rousseau’s chapter on civil reli-
gion in the Social Contract is to show that the reconciliation of
Christianity with the demands of politics is a futile endeavour
(Beiner, 1993: 619). The notion of a Christian republic, Rousseau
contends, is an absurdity; the two words “are mutually exclu-
sive.” By preaching servitude, the essence of Christianity is
“favourable to tyranny” for devout Christians are “made to be
slaves, and they know it and do not much mind” (Rousseau,
[1762] 1973: 275).

While Rousseau is convinced that religion is the very founda-
tion of the state, he understands at the same time that all three
existing forms of religion are not conducive to a “good polity”
(Casanova, 1994: 59). Considered politically, all three religions are
flawed. At the same time, he is aware that the “Age of Reason” is
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inevitably leading towards the secularization of the world.
However, while most Enlightenment thinkers agreed that religion
was destined to disappear with the collapse of the old regime,
Rousseau does not celebrate its demise. On the contrary, he fears
the long-term effects and political repercussions of a social order
without some kind of religion (Casanova, 1994: 32; Demerath and
Williams, 1985: 155). Agreeing with Machiavelli, for whom reli-
gion has a profound political (i.e., practical) significance,
Rousseau insists that religion, even in the era of enlightenment, is
still valuable to the body politic.7 He suggests, in fact, that there is
an unquestionable affinity between religion and political stability:
“As soon as men live in society, they require a religion to maintain
them there. Never have a people continued nor will they ever con-
tinue without religion” (cited in Vaughan, [1915] 1962, 1: 499).
Simply put, Rousseau assumes that religion is politically indis-
pensable for it is the base on which the state is legitimately
anchored. With religion providing a source of transcendent moral-
ity, the authority of the state is perceived as if ordained by God.
Civic duties become moral obligations. Rousseau’s solution to the
incompatibility of Christianity and the state is not to go back to
Roman paganism, but to create instead a civic creed.

Rousseau is writing in an age when the feudal order is rapidly
decaying. The Christian faith has been, to a large extent, shattered
by the forces of the Enlightenment. The modern nation-state is
beginning to emerge, and religion appears to be losing its legiti-
mating capacity. Whereas medieval philosophers had interpreted
the universe in theological terms, reason and science are replac-
ing the traditional authority of the church. A new legitimation
mechanism is needed to secure social cohesion. Once again,
Machiavelli’s work helps Rousseau on this issue. Machiavelli
points out in his Discourses that “new religions are ‘due to men’
rather than ‘due to heaven,’ that innovations in, and transforma-
tions of, religious belief and practice are legitimate objects of
statecraft” (Beiner, 1993: 630). Rousseau agrees. His philosophical
project entails the creation of a new religious belief made useful
for politics. It is in this context that he introduces the idea of a
civil creed as a necessary element of the modern polity. 



As a liberal, Rousseau concedes that each citizen is free to
believe, worship, or express his own religious convictions as he
wishes. Quoting the Marquis d’Angerson, he agrees that each
individual is “perfectly free in what does not harm others.” But
he also insists that subjects are accountable for their opinions
and beliefs when “they matter to the community.” To this he
adds that “it matters very much to the community that each cit-
izen should have a religion. That will make him love his duty.”
Hence, the dogmas of such religion “concern the State and its
members” only when they refer to the duties that bind each cit-
izen to all others and to the state (Rousseau, [1762] 1973: 275-76).
Rousseau is not interested in issues of the after life or of personal
salvation. Those are spiritual and private duties left to the con-
science of each individual, for the “Sovereign has no authority in
the other world.” But he is concerned with the “good citizens in
this life” (276). This is a political and public matter that Rousseau
leaves to the care of the state.

Given the fact that, throughout history, political institutions
have relied or even depended upon religious legitimacy,
Rousseau postulates the need for a new religion, a “purely civil
profession of faith.” The articles of such religion should be dic-
tated by the sovereign, “not exactly as religious dogmas,” but
rather as “social sentiments without which a man cannot be a
good citizen or a faithful subject” (276). These canons of faith
“ought to be few, simple, and exactly worded, without explana-
tion or commentary. The existence of a mighty, intelligent, and
beneficent Divinity, possessed of foresight and providence, the life
to come, the happiness of the just, the punishment of the wicked,
the sanctity of the social contract and the laws: these are its posi-
tive dogmas. Its negative dogmas I would confine to one—intol-
erance, which is a part of the cults we have rejected” (276).

Rousseau explicitly sets apart these articles of faith from every
kind of religious dogmatism (Merquior, 1980: 37). Members of
the social contract are not held accountable for their opinions, or
for their specific religious orientation, but only for their moral
obligations and civic duties. But, by decreeing the “sanctity of
the social contract and the law,” Rousseau transforms civic
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responsibility into “a spiritual duty” (Macfarlane, 1970: 68). The
social effects of civil religion are to be similar, though not identi-
cal, to the role that Christianity had fulfilled in Europe in previ-
ous centuries, especially its role in fomenting social integration
and morale (Wilson, 1971: 14). In short, Rousseau’s civil religion
was intended as a kind of surrogate religion, but one that con-
cerns itself with moral and civic duties to other individuals.
Whatever beliefs individuals have pertaining to their own
redemption is of no interest to Rousseau. In fact, civil religion “is
silent concerning man’s duties toward himself” (Masters,
1968:88). It is only when individuals’ lives “are touched by the
requirements of the common good, [that] they must accommo-
date their personal views to public needs” (DeLue, 1997: 157). In
such a case, everyone is asked to accept and support the doc-
trines of civil religion, for without a religion civil society
becomes extremely vulnerable. Its dogmas are a “minimum
requirement” of good citizenship (Macfarlane, 1970: 68).
Individuals who violate civic responsibilities and citizen norms
can be removed from society. Rousseau decrees that those who
break the social compact “must be removed by exile as a viola-
tor of the compact, or by death as a public enemy” (Rousseau,
[1762] 1973: 190). 

From Rousseau’s standpoint, civil religion would define a
common morality and help maintain a sense of community and
cohesiveness among members of a society. It would make possi-
ble a common basis “that could sustain a community’s quest to
define and to maintain the general good” (DeLue, 1997: 157).
Civil religion would inspire feelings conducive to civic virtue. It
would affirm and foment, in short, those sentiments that moti-
vate individuals “to respect and uphold the contract and its
laws” (Noone, 1980: 140). 

Having distinguished between traditional religion or religions
of salvation (a personal and purely private faith satisfying indi-
vidual needs) and the civic creed (a national, public faith for the
common good), Rousseau leaves no doubt that the latter has to
be imposed. It is the responsibility of the state to have its cult, to
fix its dogmas, and to force them upon its citizens without



“explanation or comment.” This is necessary to minimize social
division, and to maximize social stability and social solidarity.
Civil religion in a Rousseauan sense, is essentially a political reli-
gion whose function is to act as the cult of the civic community,
and as the pillar of the state. Rousseau, in fact, conceives civil
religion essentially an instrumental political phenomenon to
“secure loyalty to a contingent social order” (Wilson, 1971: 17).

Rousseau suggests that a belief in God is essential for the com-
mon good.8 It instills both the fear that evil will be punished and
the hope that virtue will be rewarded. In this sense, his notion of
civil religion is “religious.” However, it is also religious in
another sense. It declares the sanctity of the social contract, the
sacredness of the law, and citizens’ obligation to be religiously
disposed to “love their duties.” The notion of the sanctity of the
contract presupposes not only “a belief in a God who sanctifies
it” (Noone, 1980: 49), but also a transcendent source of political
obligation, and a transcendent source of public morality.
However, as Hammond has noted (1980a: 43), it is at the same
time “civil” because it forces or encourages feelings of sociabil-
ity necessary to be both “a good citizen [and] a faithful subject.”
It is civil again because it is concerned with citizenship and with
the unity and cohesion of the social body.

It should be stressed, once again, that Rousseau’s objective is
essentially political, not religious. He is aware that there can no
longer be “any exclusive national religion” holding a monopoly
of religious authority. In fact, he favours religious pluralism, or
the official toleration of religious differences. However, his orig-
inal question recurs: How can individuals be brought together in
a secular and increasingly pluralistic society? How can the mod-
ern state be legitimized? These are two basic questions that dom-
inate the whole of Rousseau’s doctrine.

Noone (1980: 145) notes that Rousseau realized that religious
divisions could be transcended only by shifting the focus of reli-
gious devotion. That is, by generating a deep fervour for an
exclusively worldly goal: “a love of country independent of, but
not necessarily contrary to, a love of God.” He argues that
Rousseau saw the need of strengthening the social tie between
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citizens and the state “by encouraging a type of emotional patri-
otism best exemplified by Sparta.” In the process, Rousseau
ended up investing the nation and the state with a religious
aura, and elevating citizenship to quasi-sacred heights. This
helps understand why Rousseau has been referred to as the
“prophet of nationalism.” As Sherover explains, Rousseau’s
notion of “citizenship entails that of patriotism.” He has also
been called the prophet of nationalism because of the central
place he gives to the common national interest (Sherover, 1984:
212 n. 343).

In short, Rousseau’s answer to the problem of legitimation
and social solidarity in the modern world is the creation of a
national civic religion, capable of binding all individuals to the
state. Rousseau’s intention was not to create a religion strictly
analogous to traditional religions. Civil religion was not to be
just another faith—it was to be a religion specifically designed to
prop up the political order (i.e., the state). The civic profession of
faith would serve both as religion prescribing “the true cult of
the Divinity” and also as the “cult of the Legislator, the divine
ordering force in human affairs” (Henry, 1979: 172). Noone is
right in affirming that the pragmatic importance of this religion
is “purely and simply secular.” One may also add that is purely
and simply political. The civil creed was not created for the sake
of the individual. Rather, it was intended to solve questions of
public order and discipline and to support and sustain the state.9
Citizens are told, and to a large extent forced, to “love their
duties.” But the duties Rousseau has in mind are not religious.
Had Rousseau’s intention been “more religious than secular,”
Noone notes, he would have created a version more in tune with
the pure and uncorrupted faith of the Gospels. Clearly this
would have run counter to Rousseau’s purposes, for the Gospels
preach “the brotherhood of all men,” encouraging a global and
cosmopolitan loyalty. However, cosmopolitan brotherhood is
incompatible with absolute commitment to a specific national
polity (Noone, 1980: 149-51). In short, while there is little doubt
that Rousseau’s objective is essentially secular and political, he
promotes it via a religiously enforced civic creed that, he



believes, is required for social unity and true political health. In
other words, he remains convinced that a religiously based
source of legitimation is absolutely essential. Paradoxically,
Rousseau ends up creating a twin version of the religion of the
citizen that he had originally rejected. 

This blunder represents an ironic lack of vision on the part of
Rousseau. While he recognizes that the religion of the citizen
places people in a “natural” state of warfare and may lead to
“sacred” acts of killing, he does not foresee that his own version
of civil religion may become as tyrannous and bloodthirsty as the
religion of the citizen that he rejects. The sovereign, Rousseau
claims, after fixing the articles of the civic faith, cannot “compel”
anyone to believe them. Yet, he can banish from the state those
who refuse to believe. Indeed, the state can extend its iron arm
even further. Those who “behave” as if they do not believe the
dogmas should be “punished by death” (Rousseau, [1762] 1973:
273, 276). While he is very tolerant with reference to spiritual
issues, he becomes utterly intolerant concerning civic ones.

The most serious problem is that the dogmas of civil religion
cannot be changed, for Rousseau refers to the civil creed as
“though it were some sort of a priori condition of society itself”
(Noone, 1980: 135). Citizens are forced to accept them for fear of
banishment or death. Non-believers are automatically exiled. I
will come back to this point later in my discussion of state-
directed civil religions.

If my reading of Rousseau is correct, there is a high degree of
similarity between the religion of the citizen and civil religion.
They both lend themselves to political abuse and may lead to the
“furies of fanaticism” (to use his own words) and widespread
bloodshed. In the final analysis they are of the same nature, and
come close to being one and the same religion. They may not be
identical twins, but they are certainly political siblings. That this
is so should come as no surprise. In the Geneva Manuscript (an
earlier version of The Social Contract), Rousseau anticipates that
the “advantages of the religion of man and the citizen will be
combined” (cited in Beiner, 1993: 634). What is surprising, how-
ever, is the lack of attention that scholars have given to this

26

From Civil to Political Religion



27

Theoretical Foundations

point. As mentioned earlier, out of a massive literature on civil
religion, only a few articles allude to the implications of
Rousseau’s doctrine (Casanova, 1994; Demerath and Williams,
1985; Gehrig, 1981b; Giner, 1993; Hammond, 1974; Wilson, 1979). 

Rousseau’s Ideal Citizen

In The Social Contract Rousseau conceives society as originating
in, or being based on, an agreement between free individuals
and the state. He believes that individuals entering into the
social contract do not renounce their liberty. Rather, they entrust
it to a “new moral person”—the Sovereign State (Cole, 1973:
xxiv). The state becomes, in Rousseau’s own words, a “persona
ficta” (Rousseau, [1762] 1973: 177). Man loses his natural liberty in
order to gain civil liberties. Natural liberty depends on the
strength of each individual to attain what he wishes; civil liberty,
by contrast, is “limited by the general will,” not by force (178).
Rousseau conceives the general will as the common interest or
collective will of a free society. The general will is concerned
with the good of the community as a whole, with social obliga-
tions and civic morality, not with purely selfish interests
(Macfarlane, 1970: 65). So, civil liberty gives man “moral” free-
dom, and “makes him truly master of himself.” When individu-
als fall prey to their own impulses or appetites they become
mere slaves, while submission to the general will or the law is
true liberty (Rousseau, [1762] 1973: 178). Rousseau assumes that
when individuals submit themselves to the general will they are
their own masters, for they obey nobody but themselves.

Rousseau makes a distinction between a “general will” and a
“particular will.” The former, as already noted, is oriented
towards the good of the community, the latter towards its own
good without reference to the interests and wishes of the collec-
tivity. Once the general will becomes law, it is morally binding on
all individuals. The pre-eminence of the general will is, according
to Rousseau, the first public principle and the “fundamental rule
of government.” Rousseau concedes that “man’s particular inter-
est” may speak a different language from the “common interest.”



This would happen when man’s particular will (as a private indi-
vidual) may be contrary to the general will he has as a public cit-
izen. It would be unjust and damaging for the body politic,
Rousseau warns, if an individual is allowed to “enjoy the rights
of citizenship” without being willing to fulfill the “duties” he
owes to the state (Rousseau, [1762] 1973: 123, 177).

Thus, in theoretical terms Rousseau’s doctrine expresses the
view that the state is based not on power, but on the will of its
members. Power is in the hands of the “collective sovereign,”
that is, the people (Cole, 1973: xxv). But while the contract gives
sovereignty to the people, it is the political community as a
whole that is sovereign, not its individual members (Noone,
1980: 18). Recognizing that the idea attached to sovereignty has
an “abstract and collective existence,” Rousseau indicates in the
Geneva Manuscript, that it falls in the hands of the state to execute
what the “sovereign want[s] in the manner that he require[s]”
(Rousseau, [1762] 1973: 281, 283). Later, in The Social Contract, he
reiterates this idea by insisting that the social contract “gives the
body politic absolute power over all its members” (Rousseau,
[1762] 1973: 186).

As a member of a society based on a social contract, every
individual is under the obligation to act and behave as a “good
citizen,” so as to serve the common good. A good citizen is a vir-
tuous individual who is capable of overcoming his “selfish
motives” or “sectional interest”and subordinate his particular
will to the general will. A good citizen, in short, is morally
obliged by the social contract. Rousseau, in fact, conceives the
general will in strictly ethical terms—that is, as a “principle of
moral conduct applied to political behaviour.” In pragmatic
terms, it means that “the General Will of the State is final in rela-
tion to its own citizens ” (Cole, 1973: xxxiv-vi). In other words,
Rousseau’s perception of the ideal citizen is that of an individual
“completely absorbed by the state” (Noone, 1980: 140).

How can citizens be forced to speak the same language of the
general will and still remain free? How can social stability be
maintained? This is the fundamental problem The Social Contract
(particularly the chapter on civil religion) tries to address.
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Rousseau’s answer seems quite simple: instill in each citizen a
profound love for his country and its laws, and make the knot of
the social tie indestructible. For the social tie to be morally bind-
ing and legally upheld, laws are essential. They are the “unique
motive force” of the body politic. Without them, the state “is
only a body without a soul; it exists and cannot act ” (Rousseau,
[1762] 1973: 291). Simply put, Rousseau assumes that individu-
als sharing a common civic morality will willingly submit to the
general will, seek the common interest, and be law-abiding citi-
zens. Each individual, not “naturally” but through social agree-
ment or convention, will wish the common good and avoid pub-
lic harm. To attain this aim, however, the citizenry needs to be
educated in the qualities of good citizenship. Good citizenship,
in turn, has to be imposed and enforced through what Willaime
(1993) has called L’Etat éducateur. Good citizenship, imposed
from above, is the fundamental underlying principle of the civil
creed, and one of the functions Rousseau assigns to civil religion
in the modern world. In short, The Social Contract focuses on the
political implications of public civility and morality. Its unifying
thread is the need for a common ideology for a cohesive legiti-
mate society. In the final analysis, civil religion in Rousseauan
terms is nothing less than a historically specific state ideology,
but of a particular variety—it has a transcendent focus and an
element of sacredness built into it.10

As Noone (1980: 154) has written, there is something dramati-
cally “sad” about the civil creed. In previous chapters, Rousseau
presents a theory of political obligation, founded in the liberal
idea of the “sovereignty of man.” His main concern is to discover
and clearly delineate the most fundamental principles of political
rule that ought to underlie the organization of the state. Rules
and obligations are based on social conventions, the most impor-
tant one being the social contract. This special type of convention
celebrates individual autonomy and freedom. The contract, in
fact, “promises to reconcile freedom and obligation” (Noone,
1980: 5). Individuals voluntarily join together to form a political
community. The resulting political community is not a natural
phenomenon; it is an act of will on the part of each individual.



However, Rousseau’s conception of the general will and the
role he assigns to the state is essentially authoritarian. On the
surface it would appear that the social contract coerces the indi-
vidual “only to the extent that he voluntarily accepts this coer-
cion” (Noone, 1980: 154). The problem is that Rousseau assumes
that the general will is “always upright and always tends to the
public advantage.” While it may be “often deceived,” it is “never
corrupted” (Rousseau, [1762] 1973: 184-85). Add to this that the
sovereign power is “absolute, sacred, and inviolable” (188),
together with his argument that authority must remain undi-
vided, and that the “Sovereign is sole judge of what is impor-
tant” for the community (186), and it is not difficult to perceive
the justification of authoritarianism and coercion. Moreover,
Rousseau shatters the most basic principles of liberalism, for
“consent once given is now irrevocable, and it is God, not man,
that sanctifies the contract” (Noone, 1980: 154). 

Rousseau’s theory has a profound built in tension between his
liberal ideas (the right of every individual against any restric-
tion) and his antiliberal prescriptions (the total surrender of the
individual to the general will and to the state). Indeed it is not
difficult to discern in his writings a permanent conflict between
the individual and the citizen, between the natural man and the
social man, between natural freedom and civil freedom, and
finally, between a particular egoistic will and a general unselfish
will. This, of course, is neither a novel nor a surprising revela-
tion. Several distinguished scholars have argued that Rousseau’s
intention of trying to harmonize the tension between the indi-
vidual and the citizen remained, throughout his intellectual
career, an “insurmountable antithesis,” one that he was never
able to resolve (Merquior, 1980: 46).

Durkheim on Civil Religion

More than a hundred years later, Durkheim also utilized the
notion of civil religion, although he never mentioned the term
itself. In The Elementary Forms of Religious Life he indicates that
the purpose of his work is to study, analyze, and explain “the
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most primitive and simple religion which is actually known”
([1912] 1961: 13). In his view, the most primitive religious system
is to be found in the totemism of the Arunta. He is particularly
interested in investigating the beliefs and rites that compose it. 

For Durkheim, it is impossible to separate totemism from a
social order organized on the basis of clans. In fact, “totemism
and the clan mutually imply each other” ([1912] 1961: 194-95).The
totem serves a dual symbolic function: it expresses society and it
has a religious character. The totem is not only a collective label
but the symbol or “flag” of the clan. At the same time, it is the
concrete, external expression of what he calls the “totemic princi-
ple or god” (236). The collective totem, Durkheim notes, repre-
sents the “civil status” of each individual, a status that is not
acquired by conscious design, but by birthright (188). He traces
the origins of the totemic filiation matrilineally (to the “uterine
line”) for, at the dawn of the human race, individuals “had no
other totem than that of [their] mother” (289). While the totem
constitutes the basis of “the moral life” of the clan, the totemic
principle is “a moral power” (219).

Durkheim notes that because god and society “are only one,”
the clan simultaneously symbolizes both (236). This religious and
civic unity is best observed during the periodic gatherings and
assemblies of the Australian primitives. It is in the “midst of these
effervescent” gatherings, and “out of this effervescence itself,”
that the idea of religion seems to emerge (250).This fundamen-
tally social event, the assembly of the clan, not only inspires a
religious feeling but also contributes to the maintenance of social
integration. Its function is the preservation of the clan’s self-iden-
tity and social cohesion. The clan’s unity and cohesion is not the
result of coercive forces; rather, it comes “solely from…having
the same name and the same emblem” (194).

The major argument of The Elementary Forms is that religion—
its origin, function and meaning—can be understood and
explained only by reference to social forces. The origin of reli-
gion “is shown to be the ‘effervescence’ of the periodic assem-
blies of society; the function is seen as social integration; and the
meaning is understood to be society’s symbolic worship of



itself” (Breytspraak, 1973: 76). Durkheim ([1912] 1961: 62)
defines religion as a “unified system of beliefs and practices,”
relating to “sacred things,” which integrates into “one single
moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to
them.” Religion is the most important integrative force of soci-
ety. It is indispensable in any social order, for it fosters the shared
beliefs, sentiments, and values required to promote social cohe-
sion, stability, and solidarity.

Thus, Durkheim identifies the heart of religion, any religion,
with the experience of sociality itself (Cristi and Dawson, 1996:
322). Not surprisingly, he finds religion to be the origin of “all
that is essential in society.” But, more importantly, he believes
that “the idea of society is the soul of religion” (Durkheim, [1912]
1961: 466). Durkheim claims that the very constitution of society
is by definition a religious phenomenon. From his point of view,
religious and civil society are “coterminous”—they both have
the same or coincident boundaries. They both bind people
together in a moral community, and they both represent a “col-
lectivity that [is] nothing if not religious at its base” (Demerath
and Williams 1985: 156). He is convinced that as long as individ-
uals join together to form a group, there will always be some
common religion or some common faith between them.

Durkheim claims that because “there is something eternal in
religion,” because religion is an inherent part of any social
group, individuals have a “need” to profess their faith collec-
tively. He thus argues that there “can be no society which does
not feel the need of upholding and reaffirming at regular inter-
vals the collective sentiments and collective ideas which make
its unity and its personality” ([1912] 1961: 474-75). Indeed,
Durkheim believes that the moral unity of a society can be
achieved, and enhanced, through ceremonies and gatherings
where individuals “reaffirm in common their common senti-
ments.” Gatherings, in turn, should be revitalized through rites
that are ways of behaving that spring to life only at the heart “of
the assembled groups.” These rites constitute the means by
which the social bonding of the group is reasserted. They create,
nourish, and re-create particular mental states within the group
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(22). Hence, civic rituals arise that are, if not identical, very sim-
ilar to religious ceremonies.

Sacred rites, Durkheim argues, are found in any society. They
perform the same function today that they did in “lower” soci-
eties: they secure and preserve social and moral order by uniting
the collectivity around some common values. They have the
capacity to transport the individual into an extraordinary state
of consciousness. It is under these “stimulating” influences that
“society makes itself felt” (Durkheim, [1912] 1961: 241). This is
the reason why Durkheim finds no essential difference between
an assembly of Australian aborigines or an assembly of modern
individuals. Their objectives are the same, and so are the results
and the processes used to attain them. Hence, he sees no differ-
ence between festivities of Christians commemorating the birth
of Christ, or of Jews recalling the Exodus, or of citizens honour-
ing some great national event. It follows that the collective rep-
resentations of the Arunta, their beliefs and rites, are no different
from collective representations in modern societies stressing, for
example, the glories of the past or the promulgation of a new
“legal system” (Durkheim, [1912] 1961: 475).

In Durkheim’s view, both religious ceremonies and mundane
feasts produce a state of enthusiasm and excitement that are akin
to “the religious state.” Thus, the very idea of a religious ritual is
often associated with the idea of a feast. At the same time, every
feast, including those that have non-religious foundations, share
certain qualities of the religious ritual (Durkheim, [1912] 1961:
427-28). For this reason, he believes that “all parties, political,
economic or confessional,” periodically hold meetings so that
their followers can renovate their enthusiasm and their “com-
mon faith” (240).

If we cannot understand civic festivities in this light, Durkheim
warns us, it is because we are going through a transitional phase,
one of “moral mediocrity” ([1912] 1961: 475). By moral mediocrity
he means that we have lost a sense of continuity with the past, and
we have also lost the sense of community that characterized pre-
modern societies. Durkheim, in fact, laments that modern indi-
viduals do not show enthusiasm for the “great things of the



past.” He suggests that the “creative effervescence” of our pred-
ecessors is in the process of becoming extinct. What is even
worse, individuals have lost the need to keep alive the collective
memory. For Durkheim this represents a serious danger, and it is
in this context that he argues that festivals and celebrations are
essential to keep collective representations alive. They are neces-
sary to rekindle the great principles, values, and ideas that have
guided humanity (475).

Durkheim is convinced that behind major historical turning
points there has always been an upsurge of “collective efferves-
cence.” Indeed, he attributes to collective effervescence events as
complex and diverse as the French Scholasticism of medieval
France, the Protestant Reformation, the French Revolution, and
even the socialist disturbances of the nineteenth century
(Hughey, 1983: 177 n. 14). In his view, during great revolutionary
or creative periods, social solidarity tends to be stronger. The
intense abnormal activity that results from revolutionary fervour
acts as a stimulus on the individual. When individuals find
themselves in the “midst of an assembly,” breathing a “common
passion,” they are capable of sentiments and actions that would
have been impossible for them to achieve on their own. They are
lifted out of their “normal level.” Under the influence of collec-
tive upheavals, “men become different.” In fact, Durkheim
locates at the root of collective effervescence acts ranging from
“superhuman heroism [to] bloodthirsty barbarism” (Durkheim,
[1912] 1961: 240-41). 

Durkheim sees the totemic cult as a powerful moral and col-
lective force. It is through this cult that individuals become
united, not only by kinship or ties of blood, but “by a commu-
nity of interests and tradition.” When they assemble to celebrate,
they become “conscious of their moral unity” ([1912] 1961: 432).
Modern individuals are not very different. To be sure, their sense
of the sacred is not the same: it might be attached to ideas, flags,
or heads of states rather than to rocks, springs, or ancestral ani-
mals (Wuthnow, 1994: 2). In other words, the religiously based
conscience collective fades away, but the sense of the sacred
remains. For human beings have an infinite capacity for “creat-
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ing sacred things out of ordinary ones.” As an example,
Durkheim notes the sacred character that has been attributed to
nobles and princes and the unique deference given to them
(Durkheim, [1912] 1961: 243-44). 

So, in modern society, moral beliefs, rituals, and public festiv-
ities still reinforce identification with and commitment to values,
but of a different kind than in premodern societies. Collective
effervescence may be experienced through values such as patri-
otism and national loyalty, but the sentiments felt in these cir-
cumstances, Durkheim would argue, are closely related to the
religious sentiments experienced by Australian aborigines. In
fact, Durkheim seems to suggest that the modern form of
totemism is to be found in nationalism—a clearly new and dis-
tinct type of collective activity. As Purdy has noted (1982:309),
from Durkheim’s perspective patriotic feelings towards the
nation are, to a certain extent, the modern equivalent of the
moral solidarity experienced by the Arunta of Australia through
loyalty to the clan. 

While Durkheim emphasizes the importance of rites, assem-
blies, and festivities, he also stresses the significance of education.
In several of his writings he examines the essence of a secular,
national creed. In Education and Sociology ([1922] 1956: 107), he
declares that the role of French public schools is to “interpret and
express the French spirit.” In Durkheim’s view, teachers not only
need a profound and exceptional sense of vocation, they should
also understand that they have a moral duty to perform. The
teacher is the “agent of a great moral person who surpasses him:
it is society. Just as the priest is the interpreter of his god, the
teacher is the interpreter of the great moral ideas of his time and
of his country” (89). Three years later, in Moral Education ([1925]
1961: 260), he insists on the “need for [the] devotion and sacrifice
that lies at the root of all moral life,” and suggests that service to
and sacrifice for one’s country are values that should be trans-
mitted to future generations. He maintains that French public
schools must be “the guardians par excellence” of the French
national character (3-4). As Wallace has noticed, Durkheim con-
sistently reiterates the need for the love of the country, and he



sees “the creation of patriotic citizens as the primary aim of
the public schools.” Wallace’s article expresses eloquently
Durkheim’s contribution to a secular ethic of citizenship, and to
the French spirit of nationalism. Durkheim’s work was required
reading in the normal schools of France. He had a profound influ-
ence on public schools and teachers’ colleges, and his ideas on
education were actively supported by the state (Wallace, 1973: 4-5;
see also Richter, 1960).

Durkheim, along with other social thinkers at the beginning
of the twentieth century, holds an evolutionary view of society.
He shares with many of his contemporaries the certainty that
society has progressed in a unilinear fashion, advancing from a
“lower” type to the modern industrial form. Thinkers such as
Herbert Spencer and the utilitarian economists were convinced
that an unbridgeable distance separated the premodern and
modern forms of society. They believed that the “natural” and
“spontaneous” sense of moral community of traditional soci-
eties (Gemeinschaft) had been irrevocably replaced by the mod-
ern variant (Gesellschaft), “produced by ‘the wholly external
stimulus of the state’ and based upon the egoistic, and hence
nonmoral, pursuit of individual self-interest” (Hughey, 1983:
11-12). As Hughey observes, in the former type, the social order
was perceived to be a natural phenomenon, while in the latter,
it was “artificially” produced—that is, the result of a conscious
effort. On this point, Durkheim takes a different stance, for he
remains convinced that the true nature of society cannot and
does not change. He observes that “the life of large social
agglomerations is just as natural as that of smaller groupings. It
is no less internal. Outside of these purely individual actions
(egoistic activity) there is a collective activity in our contempo-
rary societies which is just as natural as that of smaller societies
of previous ages. It is certainly different; it constitutes a distinct
type, but however different they may be, there is no difference
in nature between these two varieties of the same genus.” To
this, he adds, “we have to choose: if society is originally a natu-
ral phenomenon, it stays such until the end of its life” (cited in
Hughey, 1983: 12).
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Although the true nature of society remains the same,
Durkheim predicts a major restructuring of the sacred. The pro-
found social and structural transformations that had taken place
(i.e., social and religious differentiation, increasing moral den-
sity, and a highly differentiated division of labour) would also
affect the way the sacred is experienced in modern society. While
the ancient religious symbols had celebrated collective values
that were of interest to the group as a whole, Durkheim envi-
sions that the sacred would eventually be nested within the
individual. He conceptualizes social solidarity and integration in
the modern world less in terms of collective sentiments and
more in terms of the bonds between increasingly autonomous
yet “interdependent individuals.” This type of integration
would find its expression “in correspondingly individualized
symbols of the sacred” (Beckford, 1989: 26). 

Indeed, Durkheim comes to the conclusion that individualism
represents the moral and religious expression of the conscience
collective of the modern age. Moral individualism, which the
great thinkers of the past had sought to achieve, and which
eventually became embodied in the Declaration of the Rights of
Man, is to become the basis of the “moral catechism” of moder-
nity, the source of a new morality. Durkheim stresses that moral
individualism is not to be confused with the “utilitarian egoism
of Spencer and of the economists,” for it involves a morality of
cooperation and a profound respect for others. It is not the “glo-
rification…of the self but of the individual in general”
(Durkheim, [1898] 1973: 44-48). Because a sign of the modern age
is that everyone attends to their own private affairs in order to
satisfy personal demands, “we make our way, little by little,
toward a state, nearly achieved as of now, where the members of
a single social group will have nothing in common among them-
selves except their humanity, except the constitutive attributes of
the human person (personne humaine) in general” (51). In
Durkheim’s cult of the individual, each person is the repository of
the sacred, and the symbol and source of a new morality.

Durkheim knows (as Rousseau did a century earlier) that
religion in modern society “tends to embrace a smaller and



smaller portion of social life” (in Hughey, 1983: 17). He is aware
that religious institutions have been gradually losing power,
and he recognizes the critical role of industrialization in the
accelerated rate of decline. However, he does not come to the
conclusion that the “functions which had traditionally been ful-
filled by religion [are] also in decline” (Beckford, 1989: 26). On
the contrary, while he is convinced that religion’s influence has
diminished, he is no less certain that it will never completely
wither away. Religion has for him a permanent existence.
Religion, in fact, is an essential feature of any human society. He
acknowledges, however, that its form is not static “that the reli-
gion of yesterday could not be that of tomorrow” (Durkheim,
[1898] 1973: 51). Thus, he remains assured that no matter what
form religion might take, societies will continue to possess a
moral and religious foundation.

While Durkheim accepts the belief in the decline of religion
and in the inevitable advance of secularization, he does not
exclude the possibility of the reappearance of a universal reli-
gion, once the “moral mediocrity” of the modern age is over-
come. He is hopeful, in fact, that local nationalism will eventu-
ally be replaced by internationalism, or by the “religion of
humanity” (Giner, 1993: 32; Wallace, 1973: 9). 

Just like Rousseau before him, Durkheim is confronted with a
serious obstacle. If for Rousseau the pressing issue had been
how to justify the need for religion in an increasingly secularized
world, Durkheim’s riddle is how can the individual, who is
becoming more and more autonomous, “be at once more indi-
vidual and more solidary?” (Durkheim, [1893] 1964: 37). How
can social solidarity be maintained and revitalized in a world
where everybody attends to their own personal business?
Durkheim’s answer is that the harmonizing functions that reli-
gion performed in premodern societies could be fulfilled by dif-
ferent agents in industrial societies. He expects that religious
institutions will be replaced by educational institutions (Wallace,
1973: 3). Additionally, he believes that intermediary associations
(including religious groups) will play a major function in over-
coming the problem of “anomie.” 
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Durkheim discusses anomie for the first time in the context of
the “abnormal forms” of the division of labour brought about by
the rapid development of industrialization and capitalism. In
his view, both processes were characterized by a lack of moral
discipline, and an absence of precise rules guiding “the rela-
tions…between social functions.” Anomie was especially evi-
dent in periods of crisis, industrial or commercial, and in the
chronic conflictual relations between labour and capital. Because
of the drastic speed with which industrial transformations had
taken place, “interests in conflict [had] not yet had time to
achieve equilibrium” (in Lukes, 1973: 172-73). To ameliorate the
ills of the modern industrial world, Durkheim proposes to
restore the guild (occupational associations) in order to reintro-
duce morality into economic relations and bring “men a little
peace, peace in their hearts and peace in their mutual relations”
(in Lukes, 1973: 267).

From Durkheim’s point of view, the state is first and foremost
a moral agent, but it is too distant from the people. Durkheim,
thus, is concerned with the danger that the state might be
“closed in upon itself” and, as a result, be separated from the
people. Professional and occupational associations would solve
this problem. They would play a vital role acting as agents
between the state and the individual and bridging the distance
between them. Guilds would not only “facilitate communica-
tion,” but, at the same time, they would provide a voice for the
“less organized”sectors of society (Giddens, 1986: 7-8). In short,
intermediary associations would solve the issue of the remote-
ness of the state as the source of morality for the masses
(Beckford, 1989: 30). Durkheim also proposes to recreate the col-
lective effervescence of the past by allowing individuals to relive
the emotional experience of the sacred through periodic gather-
ings. In this form, the modern individual, interdependent yet
isolated, would have an opportunity to renew and strengthen
the bonds attaching him to society (Durkheim, [1912] 1961: 240).

Durkheim’s premise is that civil religion is not something to
be imposed on the individual. Rather it is a cultural and social
force acting upon him. Citizens are not expected to endorse the



creed (or the religious sentiments associated with collective
gatherings); Durkheim assumes that they spontaneously or nat-
urally do so. Civil religion springs from society itself and is car-
ried on every time the group meets and celebrates together.
Social representations, values, beliefs, ingrained in the collective
mind, are carried from generation to generation. It is not the
power of the sovereign (or the state), but the power of society
that acts upon the individual.

The civic creed, in Durkheim’s terms, has its own life; it is nat-
urally diffused throughout the whole society. Loyalty to the
group is spontaneously affirmed every time the group meets
together and celebrates. The resulting social community is a nat-
ural phenomenon; it does not require an act of will on the part of
each individual. Individuals join together to reaffirm common
values. Civil religion presumably affirms values that are already
widely shared.

Durkheim never asked himself the question of who control
collective rites, what individuals are the most committed to
them, how commitment is enforced, or who benefits by their
continued existence. Neither did he question the idea that reli-
gion may serve not society in general, but particular groups or
individuals (Hughey, 1983: 172). In other words, Durkheim’s
theory does not consider a range of phenomena such as conflict,
exclusion of certain groups, coercion, or the imposition of domi-
nant values and the power of dominant groups. 

Durkheim’s contribution to political sociology has not been
very significant. As Giddens (1986: 1) has noted, in his private
life he was only marginally concerned with politics, and during
his intellectual career he did not produce any major work deal-
ing exclusively with political theory. Yet, ever since Durkheim,
sociologists have been intrigued with the idea, or the possibility,
that civic or national symbol systems “represent a functional
alternative to traditional religious systems as sacred legitima-
tions of the social order” (Stauffer, 1973: 415).
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Religion, Social Order, and the State

In the preceding discussion I have stressed the central ideas of
Rousseau and Durkheim concerning civil religion. Any attempt
at a critical analysis must be placed within a broader evaluation
of their theories and their political consequences. But analysts
have made little effort to confront the wall of separation that
exists between Rousseau and Durkheim on the civil religion
issue.11 As a result, there have been even fewer efforts to recog-
nize different varieties of civil religion.

It should be explicitly emphasized that both Rousseau and
Durkheim are concerned with the so-called problem of order. An
examination of their writings leaves no doubt that for both
thinkers religion plays an important role in the solution of this
problem: both conceive religion as necessary for social integra-
tion and societal harmony. Simple as it seems, this is a fact that
has generally tended to be overlooked. Scholars refer to the inte-
grative function of civil religion as if it were a Durkheimian
design. Few seem to notice the radically divergent conceptions
these thinkers have of religion and integration, and the role they
assign to the state in accomplishing social order.

Durkheim is overwhelmingly concerned with the problem
of morality. For him, a democratic state is, or ought to be, the
main vehicle through which the values of moral individualism
are implemented. He defines the state as the “organ of social
thought,” the “ego” of the collective consciousness. He empha-
sizes that the industrial division of labour must be imbued with
“moral controls.” These controls must be under the guidance
and moral authority of the state (Giddens, 1986: 13, 28). The state
is for him “the institutional form which replaces that of the
church” in premodern societies. Giddens notes that Durkheim
places “considerable emphasis upon the ‘cognitive’ as opposed
to the ‘active’ significance of the State” (9). This means that, for
Durkheim, the state is not founded on force. The state exists for
the moral development of its individual members. As a moral
agency, its role is to guarantee and advance the rights embodied
in moral individualism. Moral individualism, in turn, has a sig-



nificant role to play above and beyond the “changing torrent” or
flux of particular opinions in the advancement of the religion of
humanity, and, hence, in the advancement of national and inter-
national harmony (Durkheim, [1898] 1973: 52). Thus, the state is
defined in terms of its ends, not the means at its disposal. It is far
from being merely an association which “organizes domination”
and violence, as Weber would argue (Weber, [1919] 1958: 82).

Not surprisingly, Durkheim focuses almost exclusively on the
nature of moral ideas, moral conscience, and moral society. He
concentrates primarily on the kind of moral authority conferred
by the state and by religious systems and symbols. Obviously,
the moral and religious values that emerge “naturally” support
the political order, but his concern is moral authority, not politi-
cal power. For him, any religion, “well[s] up naturally from the
bottom, from the very depths of the social experience itself”
(Demerath and Williams, 1985: 156). Simply put, religion is no
more than the expression of a spontaneous civic order and soci-
etal processes. Religion, in Durkheim’s terms, is inconceivable as
a political resource.

From this Durkheimian proposition a series of problems arise.
For example, one difficulty stemming directly from this assump-
tion centres on the lack of attention scholars have given to the
issue of whether civil religion (anywhere and anytime) is a spon-
taneous form of civic faith, or whether it can be conceived as a
political phenomenon within a larger political frame of refer-
ence. In the former view, civil religion would “emerge as a func-
tion of societal processes; while in the second instance, civil reli-
gion might be viewed as functional for the civic order” (Garrett
1975, cited in Bourg, 1976: 142). This oversight is hardly surpris-
ing if we consider that Durkheim’s ideas have provided the
model for the analysis and interpretation of the civil religion
phenomenon.

Had Rousseau’s views been studied more closely or taken
into consideration, a very different interpretation could be pro-
posed. Strictly speaking, Rousseau is not concerned with the
psychological or even collective needs that religion satisfies.
Rousseau’s main concern is the nature of legitimation and polit-
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ical power. In Rousseau’s terms, civil religion has a political role
to play. Being aware of religion’s potential as an instrument of
political stability and social cohesion, Rousseau advocates an
imposed civic faith for the civic order. Civil religion is crucial for
the promotion of political unity “without which no State or gov-
ernment will ever be rightly constituted” (Rousseau, [1762]
1973: 271). This civic unity is by no means a spontaneous
process. Rather, it is the outcome of conscious political practice.
Accordingly, Rousseau designs a blueprint for the creation of an
authoritarian religion “of and for the state” (Demerath and
Williams, 1985: 155). From his perspective, religion (including
civil religion) is nothing more than the medium required to
strengthen and support the state.

As mentioned earlier, Rousseau argues that while the sover-
eign “can compel no one to believe [the articles of civic faith], it
can banish from the State whoever does not believe them”
(1762/1973: 276). Banishment is necessary not to preserve piety
but to avoid “antisocial” behaviour. Taking this idea a step fur-
ther, Rousseau proposes that antisocial beings ought to be
removed permanently from society. What would happen if an
individual “after publicly recognizing these dogmas, behaves as
if he does not believe them?” Rousseau’s solution is simple,
straightforward, and certainly frightening: “let him be punished
by death” (276). Antisocial behaviour deserves to be punished
because it disrupts the social order. This is a serious offence, for
the social order is “a sacred right which is the basis of all other
rights.” This right, Rousseau knows, “does not come from
nature.” Rather, it must “be founded on conventions” (165-66).
Civil religion, necessary to guarantee social order, is a central
element of those conventions. 

Rousseau’s prescription has profound political consequences.
He gives the state unlimited power to intervene, to punish, to
put people to death, all in the name of preserving the common
good. It is precisely this unlimited power of interference that
may lead to despotism. In Vaughan’s words, such “is the doc-
trine which brought a thousand troubles on Rousseau in his life,
and has never ceased to weigh upon his memory in death. The



moral objections which it provokes are glaring. They may be
summed up in one word—Persecution” (1962: 89).

I am not arguing that Rousseau’s entire philosophy is antilib-
eral and authoritarian. Rather, I maintain, and several authors
agree, that his section on civil religion is an “embarrassment for
those who otherwise admire Rousseau” (Noone, 1980: 6).
Distinguished Rousseauan scholars, such as Charles E. Vaughan,
and even “friendly critics” such as Alfred Cobban have not
remained silent. They agree that the chapter on civil religion is
not only “unfortunate” but it is also responsible for charges
against Rousseau depicting him as “the apostle of tyranny and an
enemy to liberty in the state” (Cobban, 1934, in Noone, 1980: 133).
Merquior (1980: 37) admits that Rousseau’s critics have accused
him of advocating “state idolatry.” While he himself does not
agree with this claim, he notes that it is precisely this tendency
towards state worship in Rousseau’s work that not only sepa-
rates Jean Jacques from the founding fathers of what he calls
“qualified liberalism,” but has “greatly contributed to…the por-
trayal of [him] as the originator of Jacobin fanaticism.”

Civil religion, in Rousseau’s view, is essential to integrate all
individuals into a secular cult that will make them love their
duties. Yet, in contrast to Durkheim, he realizes that the civic
profession of faith is not the expression of common beliefs
through collective rituals. The beliefs and practices of civil reli-
gion are imposed from above and are expected to be accepted by
everyone. Rousseau’s solution is quite paradoxical for he formu-
lates an antiliberal prescription for the modern polity that stands
diametrically opposed to the democratic and, to a certain extent,
liberal tradition he represents. Rousseau solves the problem he
faces by “affirming simultaneously and inconsistently” the
inalienable liberal right of religious freedom and freedom of
speech, “which no sovereign has the right to abridge or control,”
and the demand for a purely civic creed whose dogmas are left
entirely for the sovereign to arrange (Casanova, 1994: 60). 

We have already seen that in Rousseau’s terms the “will of the
people,” embodied in the collective sovereign, speaks with one
voice, and every citizen has an absolute duty to obey its dictates.
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The political machinery requires that individuals, as citizens,
agree with the general will. In order to avoid the social contract
from becoming no more than “an empty formula,” it should be
implicitly understood that “whoever refuses to obey the general
will shall be compelled to do so by the whole body.” Once the
will of the people becomes law, it is not possible for someone to
disagree. This means nothing less that individuals will be forced
to be good citizens, forced to acquire civic virtues, and even
“forced to be free” (Rousseau, [1762] 1973: 177). Only as a man
(not as a citizen) does Rousseau allow the individual to differ
from the common interest. But once all wills are united into a
single one, and the general will is declared, it becomes “an act of
Sovereignty and constitutes law” (183). The government will
make sure that all citizens abide by the rules of the social con-
tract. “Sovereignty is the law-making will; government, the force
that executes its commands” (Merquior, 1980: 22). In other words,
freedom, for those who happen to disagree with the collective
will, really “melts into air.” Robert Nisbet, commenting on the
authoritarianism of the Rousseauan doctrine, rightly notes that
Rousseau proclaimed freedom, “but freedom from society never
from the state!” (cited in Merquior, 1980: 63).

As Gehrig (1981b: 6) has noted, initiated “by and under a
political ruler,” civil religion in Rousseau’s terms, is intended to
legitimize the polity without introducing a rival religious force.
As a religion of “good citizenship,” directed by the state, its pri-
mary function is to provide political legitimacy and political sta-
bility. Rousseau envisions civil religion both as a source for social
cohesion and as a force of social coercion and control. Good citi-
zenship (civic consensus) is to Rousseau what value consensus is
to Durkheim. What is fundamentally different is their consen-
sual models and the means for achieving them. Hence, the per-
vasive tendency in the literature on this subject to overlook
Rousseau and to link the integrationist thesis primarily to
Durkheim is, in my view, inaccurate.

Summing up, Rousseau and Durkheim tackle the civic reli-
gious issue and the relationship between state and civil society in
radically different ways. Whereas in Durkheim’s work the prob-



lem is posed in the context of morality, in Rousseau’s writings the
issue is primarily political. While Durkheim suggests that every
society naturally possesses a religious foundation, Rousseau sim-
ply claims that every society needs one. For Durkheim a religious
foundation is inevitable—a natural phenomenon. For Rousseau it
is only indispensable—the result of social conventions. As a logical
consequence, civil religion in Durkheim’s terms need not be care-
fully designed or premeditated. To a large extent, it just happens.
As an inherent ingredient of the conscience collective, civil religion
is shared by the society as a whole—there is no need to impose it.
Largely unconscious mechanisms are at work to unite, cohere,
and give solidarity to the group. Durkheim’s main focus is on the
cultural and religious aspect of civil religion. Its most important
dimension is social, not political. In Rousseau’s terms, by con-
trast, it is a premeditated religion, specifically intended to force
individuals to respect and uphold the social contract and its laws.
It is my contention that while Rousseau coined the term civil reli-
gion, he created, in fact, a political religion for the use and benefit
of the state.
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Although the term civil religion has a long European her-
itage, the American sociologist Robert Bellah is respon-
sible for bringing the concept to the forefront of the

American sociological landscape. His famous essay, “Civil
Religion in America” (1967), sparked a long and heated debate
that held academic attention for nearly two decades, and
reached its peak with the American bicentennial in 1976
(Mathisen, 1989: 137). In Bellah’s own words, this is an article he
has “never subsequently been allowed to forget” (1978: 16).

The context for the debate (and what gave it so much of its
moral earnestness) was the legitimation crisis facing American
institutions, touched off by the combination of the disturbances
of the Nixon years, the civil rights movement, the Vietnam War,
and the Watergate scandal. However, the debate was not “just a
war of words or a bicentennial theme.” Rather, it was a “poten-
tially far reaching conflict of basic theoretical conceptions with a

Notes to Chapter 2 are on pp. 246-50.
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capacity for reorienting the field as a whole” (Demerath and
Roof, 1976: 29-30).

Since Bellah’s conception of civil religion is important for
understanding the ambiguities and deficiencies of the sociologi-
cal literature on this subject, I shall examine his ideas and the
major developments and articulation of the debate. It is my hope
that by the kind of closer reading of the literature undertaken in
this chapter, it will become clear why Durkheim’s ideas, not
Rousseau’s, have been deeply influential in the work of
American scholars. By discussing Bellah’s understanding of civil
religion, which I submit, is radically opposed to Rousseaus’ orig-
inal formulation, I also hope to expose the dubious conceptual
basis of the Bellah tradition.

The Rebirth of Civil Religion

The religious identity of Americans had captured the imagina-
tion of scholars and students of American society long before
Bellah alluded to the religious character of American life. What
became known as civil religion was already “out there,” and
constituted a major theme in the writings of several prominent
American scholars. Progenitors of the concept include Robin
Williams’s American Society: A Sociological Interpretation (1951)
which posited the idea of a “common religion” in America;
Lloyd Warner’s ([1953] 1974) analysis of the Memorial Day cele-
brations in “Yankee City”; the “common faith” of John Dewey
(1934); and Sidney Mead’s “the religion of the Republic”
(1967/1974). In a similar vein, Will Herberg (1960; 1974) spoke of
“the American Way of Life,” and, of course, G.K. Chesterton
advanced the idea that the United States was “the only
nation…founded on a creed” and coined the phrase “a nation
with the soul of a church”(cited in Mead, 1974: 45). At the same
time, several distinguished historians such as Ralph Gabriel,
Yehoshua Arieli, and Daniel Boorstin “assessed the religious
dimension of ‘nationalism,’ the ‘American creed,’ the ‘demo-
cratic faith,’ and ‘culture religion’” (Jones and Richey, 1974: 4).
Seymour Lipset referred to “Americanism” or the “American
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Creed” to characterize a distinct set of values that American hold
with a quasi-religious fervour (1963: 178). In other words, prior
to Bellah’s work the idea of a civic-religious “faith” in America
had been discussed in academic circles, but there was no com-
mon conceptual term to describe, analyze, and interpret it (Jones
and Richey, 1974: 4; see also Hammond, 1976: 169-70). These
authors had noticed a religious framework in terms of which the
values of American existence were expressed and understood.

The civic-religious dimension of the American experience is
often traced back to a blend of ideas stemming from its Puritan
tradition and from the Enlightenment. These two different tra-
ditions (Puritanism and self-seeking utilitarianism) have been
present in American history since colonial times. America was
founded on the belief that colonists had been entrusted with a
special mission: to establish a new social and political order,
“the kingdom of God, in the New World, far away from the dis-
orders and corruptions of the Old World” (Henry, 1979: 23). The
self-understanding of the original colonists was derived from
Judeo-Christian symbols such as “God’s New Israel,” a “cho-
sen people,” and a “covenanted nation.” Originating in the
Puritan idea of a covenant between God and society, America
was to be a community of God, for the glory of God, and sub-
ject to his judgment. It was to be a “City upon a Hill,” a beacon
of light and a powerful example to the world (Henry, 1979: 23;
Hughey, 1992, 1984, 1983). From the American Enlightenment,
the settlers adopted such ideas as equality, self-determination,
and the right to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”
Another fundamental idea that came from the Enlightenment
was the emphasis placed on the necessity of “a virtuous citizenry”
if a democratic social order was to function properly and be
preserved (Hughes, 1980: 77; Stauffer, 1975: 392). For the colon-
ists, a virtuous citizen was an individual imbued with a sense
of moral responsibility who was morally obliged to work for
the good of the community. Civic virtue was equated with
political obligations, and political obligations with a duty to
God. Simply put, civic responsibilities became infused with
ethical significance.



The Mayflower Compact, for example, enacted in 1620, had no
constitutional legitimacy—“it established no political institutions,
nor did it enact any legislation,” but it served, nonetheless, as an
“enabling act for the necessary laws and institutions” required for
the general well-being of the community. It provided the guide-
lines for a righteous and divinely approved social order (Henry,
1979: 61). The good of the commonwealth depended on the obli-
gation “of all men in society, publicly, and at stated seasons, to
worship the SUPREME BEING, the great Creator and Preserver of
the universe.” Piety and morality were to be the crux of the civic
order, and were considered fundamental for the preservation of a
civil society entrusted with a divine mission (Henry, 1979: 72). The
Declaration of Independence merely crystalized and embodied
the political ideals and convictions that the founding fathers of the
American nation had inherited from the early settlers.

The earliest religious groups in America were “sects by defini-
tion.” From the very beginning, the nonconformist, persecuted,
and resettled churches of Europe shared a pluralistic religious
environment where there was no established church (Rice, 1980:
57). Puritanism played a pivotal role in legitimizing religious plu-
ralism. It offered a “theological rationale” for eliminating any sort
of religious monopoly. But Puritanism did more than this. It
“forced onto society’s agenda…the question of ‘religious liberty,’
the separation of church and state” (Hammond, 1974: 124).

These ideas eventually became embodied in the Constitution.
The first clause of the First Amendment reads, “Congress shall
make no law respecting an establishment of religion.” And its
second clause states “or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.”
The Constitution, therefore, prohibits “a religious establishment,
[but] protects the free practice of religion.” This freedom in reli-
gion, which started early in the history of the American nation,
was the real intention of the founders of the republic (Bellah,
1980b: 7). Under religious freedom the new nation assumed the
traditional function of “the church.” Because the ethical and
moral values of the nation could not be monopolized by any spe-
cific church, a different religion emerged—a belief system inde-
pendent of both church and state (Mead, 1974: 66).
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This early civic religion was never intended to be a cult
directed and controlled by the government. Rather, it was left to
each individual to worship according to his or her own con-
science and moral principles. But it was an “American convic-
tion,” Henry notes, “that the good Christian is the good citizen”
(1979: 72). Hence, from its earliest beginnings as a nation,
Americans did not have to have their loyalties divided (or so
their ideology suggested). They did not have to suffer the con-
flict and tension between religious beliefs and civic responsibil-
ity that Rousseau feared. In the Puritan tradition, a “‘God-fear-
ing’ person was by definition a law-abiding person as well”
(Hughey, 1984: 119). Americans could be good Christians and
good citizens at the same time, for ultimately, “‘Christian’ and
‘citizen’ were…two ways of saying the same thing” (Bellah,
1980b: 6; see also Demerath and Williams, 1989: 35). Early set-
tlers were convinced that they possessed “the truth.” There was
also a religious necessity of making this truth known to the
world. This conviction has been an important element of the reli-
gious self-understanding of Americans (Henry, 1979: 23).

To a certain extent, Bellah recaptured these old arguments,
gave them a new and contemporary outlook (by referring not
only to the founding fathers but to living presidents as well), and
provided a common term for this national faith—American civil
religion. Most important, perhaps, was his insistence that “this
religion—or perhaps better, this religion dimension—has its
own seriousness and integrity and requires the same care in
understanding that any other religion does” (Bellah, 1967: 1). 

Starting with a recognition that “the words and acts of the
founding fathers…shaped the form and tone of the civil religion,”
Bellah argues that this tone, religious in nature, has continued to
this day. Using evidence from inaugural addresses from Abraham
Lincoln, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, to more modern
leaders such as John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson, Bellah
observes that civil religion in America provides a religious legiti-
mation to political authority; gives the political system a “tran-
scendent goal”; and gives Americans a “higher criterion” in terms
of which the will of the people can be morally judged.



Bellah (1967: 3-8) notes that the words and actions of the
founding fathers, and those of most American presidents,
acknowledge, either implicitly or explicitly, a “higher criterion”
for sovereignty than either people, state, or nation. Namely, a
“non-sectarian” God that most Americans can accept and hon-
our even if they do not necessarily agree on its meaning. The
official speeches of American statesmen and political leaders
have traditionally placed the political system under a God, both
to ask for his guidance and to call upon the nation to uphold its
most fundamental values (Demerath and Williams, 1985: 158).
The God Americans invoke, Bellah notes, is “related to order,
law, and right,” and is “actively interested and involved” in
American history (1967: 7). Bellah claims, in short, that the whole
American political process, since the earliest days of the repub-
lic, has been rooted in biblical religious symbols and has been
imbued with a transcendental quality.

Although Bellah is aware that what political officials say “need
not be taken at face value,” he nonetheless argues that those
words often express “deep-seated values and commitments.” So,
while to the skeptical mind, a “semblance of piety” or the men-
tioning of God during inaugural addresses or presidential cam-
paigns might be interpreted as no more than a strategy to win
votes, Bellah insists that what people say on public and solemn
occasions deserves serious attention and special analysis. Solemn
public addresses express a sense of value and purpose not
“explicit in the course of everyday life.” They provide an indica-
tion of the essentially religious character of American political
life. Bellah uses several examples to illustrate his point. Perhaps
the most telling is the quote from Kennedy’s inaugural address:
“the rights of man come not from the generosity of the state but
from the hand of God…let us go forth to lead the land we love,
asking His blessing and His help, but knowing that here on earth
God’s work must truly be our own” (1967: 1-2).

Bellah rightly argues that due to the separation of church and
state, religion in America is considered to be a strictly spiritual
and private affair to be left to the conscience of each individual.
But he further notes that this separation has not “denied the
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political realm a religious dimension.” On the contrary, the
American political tradition has historically been rooted in reli-
gious ideals. He argues that a religiously based belief and sym-
bol system has played a crucial role in American institutional
and political life. This public religious spirit “expressed in a set
of beliefs, symbols and rituals” is what he calls the “American
civil religion” (1967: 3-4).

In his analysis, Bellah assumes a generalized consensus
regarding some religious and political principles concerning the
nation’s history and destiny. He claims that there are “certain
common elements of religious orientation that the great majority
of American share” (1967: 3). He also claims that biblical religion
and utilitarian individualism have been the “most successful”
interpreters of American reality, “providing meaning and gener-
ating loyalty” (1980c: 168). However, despite the fact that both
traditions have been part of the American heritage since the
dawn of the nation, Bellah believes that the original conception
of America was fundamentally religious and moral, not liberal
and utilitarian (1975: xiv). What shaped American national self-
understanding in the earliest days was not the notion of each
individual, working in his or her own interest and solely con-
cerned with the maximization of personal happiness. Rather, it
was the notion of American society as a community “under
God” or as “God’s new Israel.”2 The biblical tradition, “strongly
social and collective,” stressed communitarian ideals, charity,
and private and civic virtue. Utilitarian individualism, while at
odds with the biblical tradition, also became part of the
American experience very early in its history. According to
Bellah, it became accepted principally through the writings of
John Locke, whose version of utilitarianism was “softer” and
“deliberately designed to obscure the contrast with biblical reli-
gion.” In the biblical tradition, the individual is assumed to be
motivated by “conscience” (i.e., moral principles), while in the
utilitarian tradition by self-interest. The contrast between these
two antithetical traditions, Bellah notes, was “obscured” but not
by any means “obliterated.” He further claims that the marriage
(“harmonization”) of these two traditions was possible only



after religion had been “corrupted” by utilitarian individualism.
This happened when religion itself ceased to be an “effective link
to virtue, charity or community” and became instead “a means
for the maximization of self-interest” (Bellah, 1980c: 168-70).3

Noting that American civil religion “borrowed selectively”
from both the Puritan and democratic Enlightenment traditions,
Bellah argues that “the average American saw no conflict between
the two. In this way, the civil religion was able to build up with-
out any bitter struggle with the church powerful symbols of
national solidarity and to mobilize deep levels of personal moti-
vation for the attainment of national goals” (Bellah, 1967: 13).

Since the publication of Bellah’s article, the concept of civil
religion has become one of the most widely used ideas in the
sociology of religion. It has also become part of the accepted
vocabulary of social scientists and continues to be used by con-
temporary American scholars (see, for example, Beiner, 1993;
Beyer, 1994; DeLue, 1997; Frohnen, 1996; Kessler, 1994; Novak,
1992, Rawls, 1996; Selznick, 1992, to mention just a few). It is
often used in fields other than sociology of religion, such as
political science, history, theology, and political philosophy.
However, when Bellah’s article first appeared, it hit academic
circles like a bombshell. For more than a decade and a half, it
generated an avalanche of articles and debates among scholars
interested in the relationship between religion and politics in
American society.4 In fact, Bellah’s essay, which roused both
“passionate opposition” and “widespread acceptance” (Bellah,
1978: 16), was to become one of the most acclaimed and contro-
versial publications in the history of the sociology of religion.
Some authors have gone so far as to consider Bellah’s civil reli-
gion thesis “one of the most prodigious ideas to come from the
social sciences in many years” (Hadden, 1975: 386). While this
may be an exaggeration, most scholars would agree that the
notion of civil religion owes its rebirth to Bellah’s article.
However, discussions of American civil religion, particularly
during the heyday of its discourse, have been largely shaped by
a distinctive American focus. In fact, the original controversy,
interest, and debate generated among sociologists was “essen-
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tially by Americans, about America, and for Americans” (Cristi
and Dawson, 1996: 320).

Although the debate is wide-ranging, perhaps the most sig-
nificant issues found in the controversy sparked by Bellah’s
views are: definitional disagreements, the functions, if any,
played by civil religion, and questions concerning the empirical
reality of civil religion in American society. The debate also cen-
tred on different types or models of civil religion, the structural
differentiation of civil religion from other social institutions, and
the relationship between civil religion and denominational reli-
gions (Gehrig, 1981b: 1). However, a review of the literature
reveals that during the first phase of the civil religion debate
(1967-73), Bellah had either steadfast supporters (for the most
part sociologists of religion) or friendly critics. Disagreements
among those discussing this topic were no more than amicable
differences concerning “definition, description, and history” of
American civil religion (Mathisen, 1989: 130-31). Possibly the
most serious accusation at that time was that Bellah encouraged
“an idolatrous worship” of American society (Bellah, 1970: 168).
However, by the mid-1970s, while many scholars still supported
him, several others began to take issue with his thesis.

The years 1983-88 mark the gradual waning of the American
civil religion discussion. After two decades of disagreements and
controversy, the debate tapered off but the concept itself did not
disappear from the sociological scene. On the contrary, the civil
religion notion which had initially provoked “more heat than
light,” eventually “mellowed into [a] dispassionate analysis.” It
became a serious issue of research, outliving “quarrels over its
utility as a concept—even its existence as a phenomenon” to
become a major topic of books and academic journals (Hammond,
1980e: 200). Today, more than thirty years after Bellah’s publica-
tion, the debate over the definition and history of civil religion in
America is over, but the notion of civil religion has not lost its the-
oretical significance in the social sciences. A neophyte to this sub-
ject would be surprised to find how many books on social and
political theory and, of course, on the sociology of religion include
in their indexes the concept of civil religion.5



In the next section I will examine the definitional disagree-
ments and the conceptual clarifications attempted by various
scholars, and give some examples of the wide range of social
phenomena that are now included under the category of civil
religion.

Setting the Ground Rules

The definitional debate commenced almost as soon as Bellah
introduced the term “civil religion” into the sociological scene.
As Gehrig has noted, the definitional problem is due, in part, to
the coexistence of a variety of interconnected but different mod-
els of American civil religion. By this she means the different
approaches taken by historians, theologians, political scientists,
philosophers, or sociologists who define civil religion in quite
different ways. Indeed the vast literature on civil religion indi-
cates that the term not only has a variety of meanings, but also a
multiplicity of names. Not surprisingly, this conceptual diversity
made any agreement on the topic extremely difficult (Gehrig,
1981b: 17-18; see also West, 1980: 23, and Wilson, 1979: 148).

According to Bellah (1980a: vii), the essence of civil religion is
the “religio-political problem”—that is, the relationship between
religion and politics, or the religious nexus between citizens and
the state. He defines civil religion as “that religious dimension
found…in the life of every people, through which it interprets its
historical experience in the light of transcendent reality” (1975: 3).
In Bellah’s words, American civil religion is a “genuine appre-
hension of universal and transcendent religious reality as seen in
or,…as revealed through, the experience of the American people”
(1967: 12). It represents an institutionalized set of “sacred beliefs”
about the American nation, which provides Americans with a
sense of cohesion and solidarity especially in times of profound
national crises (1967: 8). In the context of American society, he
mentions three such crises: the War of Independence, the Civil
War, and the post-1945 period, especially the American involve-
ment in Vietnam. He believes that American national self-under-
standing was so deeply shaken by each of these events “as to
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require expression in the civil religion.” All three episodes pro-
vided the “tone” and themes of the civil religious discourse in
America (1967: 9).

Bellah points out that, in the United States, the political order
still has a solid “religious dimension.” This religious dimension
has neither displaced nor replaced denominational religions. It
has become instead embodied in civil religion. Civil religion, thus,
“runs parallel to, and sometimes finds expression through formal
religion” (Toolin, 1983: 39). Bellah further argues that American
civil religion is a “securely institutionalized” religion, with its own
symbol system grounded in the Christian tradition (1980b: 12). Yet
these symbols, though Christian in origin, do not stand for any
God, any church, or any denomination in particular. Rather, they
are “uniquely American, transcending denominational or reli-
gious differences” (Demerath and Williams, 1985: 157).

Civil religion narrowly understood “is the use of God lan-
guage with reference to the nation” (Wuthnow, 1994: 130). Most
scholars, however, make use of less minimalist definitions. One
encounters a number of more broadly conceived definitions and
typologies in the literature. Civil religion has been defined as a
form of Protestant civic piety to be found in the fusion of
American Protestantism and a highly utilitarian secular ideol-
ogy (Wuthnow, 1988a: 244). Alternatively, it has been described
as a “set of beliefs and rituals, related to the past, present and/or
future of a people (‘nation’) which are understood in some tran-
scendental fashion” (Hammond, 1976: 171).

Consistent with Bellah’s thesis, John Coleman (1969: 69) de-
fines American civil religion as “a special case of the religious
symbol system, designed to perform a differentiated function
which is the unique province of neither church nor state.” He
proposes what he thinks is a universal typology of civil religions,
distinguishing three forms that would parallel the general evo-
lution of religion itself: 1) undifferentiated civil religions, either
church or state-sponsored, such as those found in all traditional
cultures, and in Buddhism and Shinto Japan; 2) secular national-
ism, of which the former Soviet Union would be an example;
and 3) civil religion differentiated from both church and state.6



The American case represents, in his view, the most pristine
example of the third type.

Martin Marty, following the Weberian tradition, notes two
dimensions of American civil religion: priestly and prophetic.
The former “comforts the afflicted,” the latter “afflicts the com-
fortable” (Marty, 1974: 145). While the priestly form of civil reli-
gion7 is usually “celebratory, affirmative and culture-binding,
the prophetic mode is challenging and judgmental” (Ungar,
1991: 505). Ungar makes a distinction between ceremonial and
dynamic models of civil religion. The ceremonial character of
civil religion is to be found in presidential addresses and
national celebrations, such as the Fourth of July or Memorial
Day ceremonies. The dynamic model, by contrast, approaches
the issue from an historical standpoint placing less emphasis on
ritualistic behaviour or, what he calls, “documentary” evidence
(Ungar, 1991: 504). 

Other authors have argued that the civil religion model iden-
tified by Bellah in American society is more diversified and com-
plex than he envisioned. Jones and Richey (1974), for example,
distinguish five varieties of civil religion: folk religion, transcen-
dent universal religion of the nation, religious nationalism, dem-
ocratic faith, and Protestant civic piety.8 Folk religion is a non-
normative religion “emerging out of the life of the folk.” The
transcendent universal religion of the nation is a normative reli-
gion, “essentially prophetic,” standing in judgement over the
nation and its people. In religious nationalism the nation itself
becomes sacralized, the object of veneration and celebration.
Democratic faith basically means that humanistic values and
ideals such as equality, freedom, and justice are “religionized,”
representing a sort of national creed, but without necessarily
depending on a transcendent being or specific religious denom-
ination. Finally, Protestant civic piety refers to the alliance
between Protestantism and nationalism in America—that is, to
the overall “Protestant coloring” of the American identity (Jones
and Richey, 1974: 15-18). These authors note that, despite
Bellah’s apparent “monopoly in conceptualization,” these other
forms are important alternative conceptions with quite distinct
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assumptions and focus of analysis (6). They rightly argue that
Bellah assumes only the transcendent universal model, and in so
doing, he adopts a normative stance regarding the function and
meaning of civil religion. Civil religion becomes a transcenden-
tal religion “rendering prophetic judgement on the nation” (16).

Perhaps one of the most eloquent opponents was the historian
John Wilson (1971; 1974). He was one of the first scholar to stress
the need to clarify the meaning of the term in order to identify
and reduce the ambiguity inherent in Bellah’s thesis. His criti-
cism was based on “conceptual and historical differences” with
Bellah’s model of a structured civil religion (Mathisen, 1989:133).
Wilson expressed concern that civil religion had become a
“generic category” covering several different concepts and
meanings (1974: 117). In his view, the problem stemmed from a
basic inconsistency of assumptions, use, application, and models
by different writers. Thus, with the intention of assessing their
usefulness for historical research, he set out to examine three of
the most common models implicit in the literature: theological,
ceremonial and structural-functional.

The theological model is concerned with the kind of civil reli-
gion that has been variously called “American faith,” “public
piety,” or the “religion of the Republic.” It is best exemplified by
Mead’s classic article “The Nation with the Soul of a Church.” It
refers to an American faith based on universal Christian values,
which would provide a transcendental meaning for national life.
Wilson concludes that this model is so “highly theological” that it
is of little or no use to historians (1974: 117-21). The ceremonial-
ritual model, as its name implies, deals with the social role of cul-
tic behaviour in society. It is concerned with how symbolic behav-
iour provides cultural unity regardless of ethnic, class, or religious
differentiation. One example would be Warner’s analysis of the
Memorial Day celebrations and rites, which allegedly integrate
diverse groups into a sacred unity—even though this unity may
be short-lived. Wilson dismisses this model as well, noting that
“it proves to be too fine a filter”—capturing virtually all kinds of
ritual and cultic behaviour. It can be applied to an extensive range
of phenomena, such as professional sports or the content of the



media, “usually not associated with either civic order or religious
concerns” (122-26). The third type, the structural-functional
model, focuses on civil religion “as a particular religion within the
American society.” It is best exemplified by Bellah’s analysis.
Wilson considers this model to be the most “encompassing and
sophisticated” version of civil religion. It has a “symbolic content”
(the message of America’s manifest destiny—a nation fulfilling
God’s will on earth), and it includes a series of “religious figures,”
such as Washington, Lincoln, Roosevelt, or Kennedy. Under this
model, historical events are invested with a sacred reverence (e.g.,
the American revolution is seen as the triumph of American lib-
eral democracy over the decadent and aristocratic forces of
European nations). This model has also its own solemn rituals
(e.g., celebrations such as the Fourth of July). Wilson maintains
that the structural model is not only more “complex” and sophis-
ticated than the other two, but “successfully” differentiates the
“particular kinds of symbolic behavior and belief centered on the
national polity.” In strictly theoretical terms, he argues, this model
represents an improvement over the others, and would best suit
the historian interested in this issue (127-31). Yet, while Wilson
praises Bellah’s model as a highly stimulating and provocative
analysis, he questions his observation that there is in America “an
institutionalized, well-developed, and differentiated civil reli-
gion”(Wilson, 1974: 137). In his view, there is not enough evidence
to support Bellah’s claims. Instead, he argues that civil religion is
a reality with an “episodic existence” (Jones and Richey, 1974: 9).
It follows, then, that any model may be “partially or even episod-
ically useful” (Wilson, 1974: 136).

In a later publication, Wilson proposes not three but four dif-
ferent constructions of what he calls “public religion” in
America: social, cultural, political and theological. Wilson uses
this time a “religious referent” to distinguish between the mod-
els. His emphasis is on the “manifest religious content” of civil
religion rather than, for example, on “institutional or behavioral
issues,” which, according to him, “are more explicitly political”
(Wilson, 1979: 149-50).9 In other words, Wilson wants to analyze
“religious modes of representations,” or how “religiousness” is
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expressed in the different models proposed. His concern has lit-
tle to do with the political significance of civil religion.

All four models proposed by Wilson try to identify how
“sacredness” is used and understood. The social and cultural
models are Durkheimian in orientation. The former points to the
sacredness and symbolic unity of society (society itself is repre-
sented as sacred), while the latter to society’s “ritual elements
and symbol systems.” In the cultural model, sacrality is not
attributed to society per se, “for what counts as the object of reli-
gion is the culture” (Wilson, 1979: 151). The central elements of
the social model are rituals and cultural beliefs and/or behav-
iours considered sacred by groups or even institutions con-
cerned with civil society. In the cultural model, by contrast,
explicit rituals and beliefs are not so important. They are inter-
preted less as the expression of social unity, and more as evi-
dence of shared values. The political and theological models are
concerned with the political order, although in slightly different
terms. The political model neither sacralizes society nor endows
culture with religious meaning. Instead, the political order itself
is sacralized and is identified as requiring unconditional com-
mitment and loyalty. The theological model refers to a transcen-
dent authority or “norm acting upon the political order, the gen-
eral culture, and even the society ” (151-52). In my view, both the
political and theological models represent political religions,
insofar as their primary role is to strengthen the state or legit-
imize a particular political order. Such being the case, they are
civil religions in Rousseau’s meaning of the term, although
Wilson calls them “public religion.”

Undoubtedly, these conceptual differences, definitional dis-
putes, and the growing diversity of the issues in question kept
the debate alive. For a increasing number of scholars, however,
the central issue ceased to be the conceptual clarification of the
term. Many started to argue that more important than defini-
tional discrepancies was the task of incorporating the discussion
of American civil religion “into more broadly-based models and
theoretical constructs” (Mathisen, 1989: 135). Fenn (1978), for
example, linked civil religion with secularization theory, and



Markoff and Regan (1982) located it within theories of modern-
ization, while Cole and Hammond (1974) and Hammond (1980c)
placed it in the context of religious pluralism and societal com-
plexity, and attempted to link it with the legal system. They
stressed the need to identify different institutional sources of
civil religiosity.

Cole and Hammond (1974: 177-78) believe that the legal sys-
tem is an important structural carrier of civil religion. They sug-
gest that, due to the lack of a “universally acceptable meaning
system” such as that found in traditional religion, the legal sys-
tem in the United States may eventually become a “universally
acceptable substitute” or surrogate religion. In other words, they
argue that the legal system is slowly being “elevated” to a civil
religion status and will likely become the new “moral architec-
ture” of the American nation. Hammond notes that from early in
its history, the American Supreme Court has evoked a religious
“breath of respect” in a way no single church has. Supreme
Court judges have been called “the nine high priests.” The law
has played a significant role in the development of civil religion
in America (1980a: 75; 1980c: 141). Hammond believes that the
law is increasingly being entrusted with the task of articulating
the collective morality of the nation, by establishing clear guide-
lines for what is considered proper or acceptable behaviour
(Wilson, 1979: 130). Because the courts in America “interpret”
the law, and identify “duties” and “aspirations,” moral issues
have the tendency to be transformed into legal issues, and vice
versa. The “religious balloon strings,” Hammond writes, “being
no longer the property of the church only, [can] be grasped by
anybody, including (perhaps especially) judges” (1980a: 75-76).10

Another arena where civil religion has been found is in popu-
lar collective rituals, such as competitive sports. Some discus-
sions have thus centred upon what may be called the civil reli-
gion of the masses. For example, Rogers (1972) and Novak (1976)
examine the theological or religious dimension of sports in
American life. Wilson (1974: 125) notes that, at a deeper level of
analysis, professional sports are “cultural rites” and collective
gatherings of profound social significance. In his view, competi-
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tive sport, with its focus upon success, money, power, and tech-
nical expertise, captures in a direct and dramatic way “the con-
tent of the American culture” as it has developed in the twenti-
eth century (1979: 135). Likewise, Novak (1992: 243) has argued
that professional football is the most “accessible public liturgy of
the nation’s new self-consciousness.”

Such studies indicate that the range of social phenomena
labelled “civil religion” seems to have been constantly expand-
ing and changing, especially during the earlier decades of the
debate. Almost fifteen years after Bellah’s seminal study, the
authors of one study lamented that the issue seemed to be grow-
ing “more obscure with each new essay” (Markoff and Regan,
1982: 333). 

Bellah seems to have been the most surprised and frustrated
by the controversy, elaboration, and, perhaps, confusion of the
concept that resulted from his 1967 article. In fact, he has spent a
good deal of his intellectual career trying to clarify what he
meant by civil religion. A year after its original publication, a
reprint of his article appeared on The World Year Book of Religion,
together with various comments and Bellah’s response to them
(Cutler, 1968). “It is clear,” Bellah noted at the time, that what he
meant by civil religion in America “is not exactly what most of
the commentators mean, nor do they agree one with another”
(Bellah, 1968: 388). 

In 1974, Bellah delivered a talk at a conference on civil reli-
gion, at Drew University, that was published that same year as
“American Civil Religion in the 1970’s.” In the aftermath of the
conference some scholars speculated that even Bellah himself
was, perhaps, calling into question the existence of civil religion
in America. Bellah had remarked that “‘civil religion’ as an inter-
pretive schema came into existence in 1967.” This was taken to
mean that he had doubts concerning the “objective existence of
that which that schema set out to interpret.” Bellah complained
that he had been largely misunderstood and “misinterpreted.”
He responded to the panel on civil religion by “returning once
more to the question of whether civil religion exists ‘out there’ so
to speak.” He assured his critics that he had never had the



slightest doubt that what he “was describing and interpreting
existed,” even if “public opinion” surveys could not prove its
existence (Bellah, 1976a: 153).11 But, there were some scholars
“out there” who rejected the existence of a civil religion in
America as an objective social fact or empirical phenomena.
Others recognized the concept’s sociological utility, but did not
agree on appropriate indicators or measurement procedures
(Gehrig, 1981b: viii).12

More than a decade after the original publication, Bellah still
seemed puzzled that opposition to his suggestion of a civil reli-
gion in America had shown “little unity,” and even more baffled
by the fact that those who supported his thesis were “in even
greater disarray.” He writes, “some of my opponents say there is
no such thing, that I have invented something which does not
exist; others say there is such a thing but there ought not to be;
still others say there is such a thing but it should be called by
another name, ‘public piety,’ for example, rather than civil reli-
gion” (1978: 16).

As for those who supported his idea, Bellah complained that
they had stretched the term civil religion “far beyond any coher-
ent concept, or at least far beyond anything [he] ever meant by
it” (1978: 16). So, plagued by definitional problems and the
“unnecessary reification” given to the term, Bellah sought to dis-
tance himself from civil religion. In the late 1980s he declared a
moratorium on the use of the term: he had grown “tired” of
debating and explaining that civil religion was not the “idola-
trous worship of the state,” and was also “weary” of the whole
definitional debate. He was interested, he declared, “in the sub-
stantive issues, not in definitions” (1989: 147).13

In spite of the definitional problems and the proliferation of
typologies, a survey of the literature reveals several common ele-
ments present in most discussions (Cristi and Dawson, 1996:
321). American civil religion is generally conceived as a belief
system based on the Christian tradition. It is assumed to provide
a frame of reference—or, to use Wilson’s words (1979: 94),
“frameworks of intelligibility”—through which Americans
understand, interpret, and give meaning to their daily existence.
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That is, it does function, or at least it did function for long peri-
ods of time, as a religious symbol system relating America and
the historical experiences of the American people to the condi-
tions of ultimate existence (Anthony and Robbins, 1982: 216;
Toolin, 1983: 39). It is said to be structurally and functionally dif-
ferentiated from both the political order and the religious order
(Coleman, 1969; Gehrig, 1981b; Wimberley et al., 1976). Values
such as freedom, democracy, justice, and charity are said to be
imbued with a quasi-religious reverence. It is believed that these
values have provided Americans, from colonial times to the
present, with a sense of a common destiny and special mission
(Gehrig, 1981a: 53). In fact, America’s uniqueness is supposed to
be based on a special set of values having a sacred quality. It is
institutionally “carried by the public system of education, the
judiciary, the presidency and other political institutions” (Cristi
and Dawson, 1996: 321). The public school system, in particular,
is seen as the most important institution “in and through which
civil religion has continuous cultural presence in American life”
(Wilson, 1974: 130; see also Hammond, 1968: 382-84). Schools
play a key role in producing, transmitting, and maintaining
American civil religion by “absorbing and then converting” each
new wave of immigrants into “believers” of the American creed
(Hammond, 1968: 383; see also Gamoran, 1990; Hammond, 1976:
177; 1980a: 72; 1980c: 161; Michaelson, 1970, 1971). As Bellah
himself acknowledges, public schools provide a very important
milieu “for the cultic celebration of the civil rituals” (1967: 11).

Bellah, in his original publication, marvels “why something so
obvious” as the existence of civil religion in American society
“should have escaped serious analytical attention.” He considers
this oversight, in itself, an “interesting problem,” and offers two
possible explanations. First, the Western conception of “religion”
has always denoted membership in one, and only one type of
collectivity or church. Second, Americans have never taken seri-
ously the Durkheimian idea that every society “has a religious
dimension” (a notion, he notes, that would have surprised no
one in Asia). According to Bellah, these factors combined have
impeded Americans’ ability to recognize a religious dimension



within their own society (1967: 19 n. 1). But, as mentioned before,
the idea of a civic-religious phenomenon antedates Bellah’s
notion of civil religion. It had not really escaped the attention of
the academic community of scholars.

Bellah’s work seems to imply not only that every kind of
group has a religious dimension, but that the existence of civil
religion is inevitable at the national level, and inevitably part of
the national consciousness. As Richardson notes (1974: 166), it is
not difficult to accept that every group generates symbols and
collective ceremonies that help forge group identity, guide the
group, and hold it together. These symbols and rituals are “the
‘religion’ of the group.” In Durkheimian terms, they constitute
the collective ideals that religion expresses, and that make the
“unity” and the “personality” of the group (Durkheim, [1912]
1961: 475). So, broadly speaking, one may say that any civil
group will produce its own ceremonies and set of symbols, and,
perhaps, its own civil religion.14 What is less readily accepted
and certainly more controversial is the idea that “every civil
group will be the unity of both a nation and a state, or that every
civil religion will be a national civil religion” (Richardson, 1974:
167). Richardson rightly differentiates the “nation” (a cultural
element) from the “state” (a political unit). If nations and states
have separate and distinct existence, or are “distinguishable
social entities,” it follows that they can produce “not simply dif-
ferent, but even opposed, religions” (1974: 167).

Richardson notes that, if one takes a Durkheimian stance, as
Bellah does, there can be no major objection to Bellah’s “socio-
logical descriptions” of American civil religion. What becomes
objectionable, in Richardson’s view, is Bellah’s conception of a
“civic group” and his claim that American civil religion is “an
inevitable social structure” that unites all Americans in one com-
mon faith (Richardson, 1974: 166). Indeed, Bellah’s thesis implies
that the “the group” is the American nation, which, in turn, is
conceived as an homogeneous entity that, if not devoid of seri-
ous conflicts and tensions, at least is able to neutralize them
through a civic faith. More strongly stated, Bellah’s analysis of
civil religion “implies the image of a national village, transcend-
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ing all religious, racial, and class differences” (Hughey, 1983: 67).
The history of this American village, as Bellah himself acknowl-
edges, has often been presented by historians as a “success
story,” perhaps because Americans are “compulsively afraid of
defeat” and have opted to remove “negative thinking” from
their collective conscience (Bellah, 1975: 148). 

Bellah fails to realize that he is also part of this legacy. He
writes in the Preface to the Broken Covenant that American soci-
ety is “a cruel and bitter one, very far, in fact, from its own high-
est aspirations” (1975: viii). The Covenant was broken “almost
from the moment [the Pilgrims] touched American soil.” He is
aware that the history of America is a “somber one, filled with
great achievements and great crimes” (1975: xv), and that
American civil religion “has never been shared by all
Americans.” Lincoln uphill battle to summon the nation to its
“ancient faith” is, according to him, an illustration of this diffi-
culty (1976a: 154).

While it is true that similar statements can be found through-
out Bellah’s work, it is no less true that, in the last analysis, his
thesis essentially ignores such evidence of conflict and exclusion.
His vision of American civil religion is certainly the story of a
people, sharing a common religious heritage and a common des-
tiny and purpose. It implies a national religion uniting all
American under a common faith.15 Simply put, Bellah “looks for
a set of values and symbols which nearly everyone holds in com-
mon and to which everyone responds similarly” (Hughey, 1983:
66). Thus, while he admits that the United States was built
“upon the primal crimes of genocide and slavery,” he also insists
that “Americans have interpreted their history as having reli-
gious meaning. They saw themselves as being ‘a people’ in the
classical and biblical sense of the word” (1974c: 107). This reli-
gious self-interpretation, he argues, is “central…to the American
civil religion, and it is one [he takes] very seriously” (1974c: 116).
But did African Americans, for example, share the same reli-
gious experience as the early pilgrims? Did they ever share the
white interpretation of the American historical experience? Such
are the questions that often remain unasked.



The history of American society is not the story of one
America, but rather the story of different groups competing or
even struggling to “define” the nation’s self-understanding,
what “morality should prevail,” what groups should be
excluded, and what symbols and rituals should be preserved
and taught to future generations (Hughey, 1983: 69). American
civil religion does not “speak with a single voice,” but rather
with many different tongues. It speaks “from different tradi-
tions” and offers conflicting views “of what America can and
should be” (Wuthnow, 1988a: 244). What Bellah calls American
“‘ancient faith’ was only one among several ideologies that com-
peted at various times” (Hughey, 1983: 69).

In other words, Bellah does not distinguish between various
groups, and has the tendency to lump together “‘people,’
‘nation,’ the ‘civil,’ or ‘political’ order, and, implicitly, the
national state” (Richardson, 1974: 167). According to Richardson,
this produces a shift in his argument from a valid assumption to
an invalid one: “from the valid assumption that every civil
group inevitably generates a civil religion to the invalid assump-
tion that a civil group is a nation state.” What becomes problem-
atic, then, is not Bellah’s conception of civil religion, but the
social cohesion he attributes to it, and his unduly broad under-
standing of a civic group (Richardson, 1974: 166-67). Several
authors have expressed essentially the same idea. Schoffeleers’
objection to Bellah’s thesis, for example, is “its implicit identifi-
cation of the state with the nation and its explicit identification
of American civil religion with the religious self-definition of the
American people as a whole” (1978: 13).

In short, Bellah conceives civil religion as essentially integra-
tive, although he acknowledges that, in certain circumstances, it
may fail to perform its proper role. It is a mark of Bellah’s influ-
ence that this equation of civil religion with integration has
tended to dominate most discussions of American civil religion.
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Civil Religion as a Source of Integration

Because the American civil religion debate is clearly associated
with the Durkheimian functionalist approach, most authors, par-
ticularly during the heyday of its popularity, were eager to iden-
tify the “functional” importance of civil religion. If we look at
those functions that civil religion (or religion) allegedly performs
for society, two claims are most commonly acknowledged, and
accepted, in the literature: its integrative function and its legiti-
mating function. Both functions are conceived as important indi-
cators of civil religion’s relevance to society (see Gehrig, 1981a:
56; Gehrig, 1981b: 31-32; Purdy, 1982: 307).

Clearly, the roots of the integrative force of civil religion can be
traced back to the very genesis of the concept itself. The consen-
sus model whereby civil religion is seen as fostering social inte-
gration, is linked to Durkheim’s concern with societal order and
harmony, especially to his ideas on religion as expressed in the
Elementary Forms of Religious Life ([1912] 1961). Religion, in
Durkheim’s view, provides the basis for cultural integration.
Religion is a cohesive force whose function is to uphold the
moral order of society. 

When dealing with the functions of civil religion, most authors
fail to acknowledge that the Durkheimian model is only one way
of conceptualizing social integration. Evidence suggests that there
are other possible manifestations of integration. In fact, to under-
stand this notion in all its complexity we must make some key dis-
tinctions regarding its meaning. First, one must be careful to dis-
tinguish between spontaneous integration (the Durkheimian
approach) and forced integration (the Rousseauan one, which is
more likely to produce conflict and division). In the latter case, an
integrative national civic faith is to be decreed and promoted
“from the top down as an artificial source of civic virtue”
(Demerath and Williams, 1985: 156). It follows that integration
may be functional for society, but quite dysfunctional for the indi-
vidual (under military rule or a dictatorship, for example).
Second, we may distinguish two distinct senses of the term inte-
gration. It may imply the resolution of disagreements through



“persuasion” and “compromise,” or it may entail coercion,
manipulation, and even the use of force (Hamilton, 1995: 120).
Third, we should also consider degrees and shades of integration.
The question to be asked is, who is being integrated, and by what
methods? For integration may work with only certain groups and
not others. It may be very effective at the level of the power elites
without necessarily uniting the masses or certain minority
groups.16 Finally, a basic problem common to most studies of civil
religion is that too much emphasis is placed on religiously based
beliefs and values as the basis for societal integration. It is impor-
tant to recognize that there are a number of other processes
through which social integration may be attained, including “eco-
nomic interdependence, force, habit and pragmatic accommoda-
tion and acquiescence” (Hamilton, 1995: 120).

Even a superficial review of the literature reveals that whereas
the definitional issue was the subject of heated polarization, a
high degree of consensus has existed regarding civil religion’s
integrative role. Most authors share the idea that civil religion is
an important factor in “nation building.” It upholds the moral
order of society, and allegedly provides Americans with a sense
of national identity and national solidarity, uniting them in a
moral community. Its essential function is to build, affirm, and
celebrate a common national heritage (Bellah, 1967; Coleman,
1969; Kim, 1993; McGuire, 1987). Analysts also agree that civil
religion is a kind of bridge between citizen and nation. As such,
it is conceived as a mobilizing force towards the attainment of
national aspirations (Bellah, 1967: 13). In short, American civil
religion is said to promote national unity, sustain commitment
towards national goals, and celebrate the American culture and
way of life (Coleman, 1969: 76; Fairbanks, 1981: 216; Kim, 1993:
259; McGuire, 1987: 161; Toolin, 1983: 47). 

Simply put, there is a widespread belief that a civil religion,
Americanism, imparts a moral and religious significance to the
entire matrix of American experience. Novak writes: “Americans
treat America as a religion.” So, being an American “is a state of
soul” (1992: xxix, 45). In a similar vein, Leon Samson, claims that
Americanism is to the American people “not a tradition or a ter-
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ritory…but a doctrine” (cited in Huntington, 1981: 25). This doc-
trine, this American “creed”—American civil religion—it is
claimed, is the glue that keeps Americans together.

While one is often struck by the high degree of consensus
found on this issue, in some ways this should come as no sur-
prise. Given Durkheim’s enormous influence on students of civil
religion, a significant number of scholars have taken as a matter
of faith the alleged integrative function of civil religion. Authors
such as Coleman (1969: 76), for example, claim that, “by defini-
tion,” civil religion acts as an integrative force in society.
Demerath and Hammond (1969: 205) note that civil religion may
be one of several “structural arrangements” available for the
moral integration of modern, differentiated, and religiously plu-
ral society. Due to theological and denominational disagree-
ments, religious organizations in America have proven unable to
provide moral integration. This has had, perhaps, the unin-
tended consequence of strengthening the potentially integrative
force of civil religion (Gehrigh, 1981b: 33). Still others have
argued that religious pluralism, by not allowing any particular
religion to monopolize the religious symbol system, has gener-
ated a need for some universal meaning system. This need is
seen as the true source of the civil religion phenomenon (Cole
and Hammond 1974: 177; Hammond, 1980b: 122). In other
words, civil religion has come to fill the void, providing the type
of “overarching moral glue which fragmented religious symbol-
ism” has been unable to offer (Markoff and Regan, 1982: 343).
Bellah’s own analysis is in keeping with the Durkheimian prem-
ise that integration is based upon a “common moral under-
standing.” It is this common understanding, assumed to be
grounded on a religious symbol system, which helps to explain,
give meaning to, and ultimately legitimize American society
(Gehrig, 1981a: 57-58). 

Perhaps because integration is at the heart of Bellah’s thought,
in some of his writings he takes a prophetic role and sounds an
alarm bell against the forces of disruption. In The Broken
Covenant (1975: 163, 142) he warns that the integrative role of
American civil religion may not always be fulfilled.



Disillusioned, he writes, “today, the American civil religion is an
empty and broken shell.” He also acknowledges that not only in
the present but possibly throughout American history, civil reli-
gion has not always led to integration. Referring to the American
Revolution and the Civil War, he admits that allegiance to the
dogmas of civil religion “led not to ‘social integration’ but to war
and the near destruction of the nation” (Bellah, 1976a: 154). He
voices a similar concern regarding the Vietnam War, which shat-
tered the tenets of faith of the American people, creating civil
disharmony and promoting cultural confusion rather than social
cohesion. It is interesting to note that these comments were, for
the most part, written some eight years after the original article
was published. It appears plausible to argue that as years went
by and more critics and negative reactions emerged, he was
forced to shift his position from a model rooted in consensus and
equilibrium to one characterized by conflict. Nonetheless, while
on occasions Bellah takes a critical stance and recognizes civil
religion’s capacity for both integration and separation, harmony
and conflict, his study and interpretation of American civil reli-
gion essentially imply integration and social cohesion.

Gehrig argues that, on the issue of integration, Bellah takes a
middle position, leaving the question of the integrative power of
civil religion “empirically open” (1981a: 57; 1981b: 35). Mathisen
(1989: 139) argues more explicitly that Bellah has gone through a
transition in his work from a consensual position toward one that
includes conflict, critique, and strife. Bellah himself insists that he
does not endorse the “functional” integrative interpretation of
civil religion, and that there has been no “change over time on the
consensus/conflict axis” in his examination of civil religion
(Bellah, 1976a: 154; 1989: 147). In any case, the civil religion envi-
sioned for America by Bellah is “a common civic faith born, in
large measure, of the need to sustain a pluralistic culture by tran-
scending its divergent and particularist religious perspective”
(Cristi and Dawson, 1996: 323). So, despite some qualifications,
there is little doubt that Bellah conceives civil religion as a pow-
erful integrative force transcending society and politics, and most
other accounts of civil religion fall in line. Indeed, the general ten-
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dency has been to assume that civil religion, at least in America,
“both stems from and shores up a cultural consensus and moral
unity that society requires for its very existence” (Demerath and
Williams, 1985: 163).

Durkheim’s theory of religion has been understood to mean
that religion unites people, maintains group cohesion, and sus-
tains social integration. However, as Hammond rightly notes,
Durkheim argued not only that religion engenders cohesiveness,
but that the “phenomenon of cohesion” has a religious dimen-
sion. For Hammond, the starting point of Durkheim’s theory in
The Elementary Forms is the “unity” factor more than the “reli-
gion” factor. In this sense, religion “is more the expression of an
integrated society than it is the source of a society’s integration”
(Hammond, 1980c: 139; 1974: 116).

Durkheim’s thesis implies a cohesive “moral community”
that is not artificially created or manipulated. It implies, there-
fore, a cultural phenomenon that tends to be “naturally” engen-
dered. The quasi-religious feelings and sentiments that it elicits
are believed to be widely shared by members of the community.
These structural components (spontaneity and overall consen-
sus) are the basic elements of the Durkheimian model. This
model, where civil religion emerges out of culture rather than
being consciously created, has provided American scholars with
the blueprint for the interpretation and explanation of civil reli-
gion in America and elsewhere (e.g., in Canada, see Kim, 1993;
Cheal, 1978). Even a quick review of the literature suggests that
the assumptions of a national “moral community” or the “moral
consensus” implicit in the notion of civil religion, together with
its capacity to unite diverse sectors of the American population,
are seldom made problematic. Scholars have not even consid-
ered the possibility that civil religion may itself be a factor pro-
moting disintegration. Neither have they explored the idea that
civil religion may be an explicit ideology rather than an implicit
cultural phenomenon. In fact, the Rousseauan viewpoint, in
which political leaders consciously exploit and/or manipulate
traditional religious symbols to achieve political goals has sel-
dom been explored.



Other Voices of Dissent

Richard Fenn, perhaps the most vocal opponent of the inte-
grationist thesis, questions the very existence of American civil
religion. He is especially skeptical of Bellah’s transcendent
model and of its functions (Gehrig, 1981b: 15). Fenn rejects the
assumption that any religion, civil religion included, can pro-
vide a basis for social cohesion or solidarity in modern societies.
The pluralistic and secular nature of advanced societies makes
the question of integration, based on religious symbolism, a
“present and future impossibility” (Fenn, 1972: 31). No religion
can offer the moral integration necessary for a universal mean-
ing system or a national creed. The reason is simple: modern
societies no longer require a religiously based cultural consen-
sus. Cultural integration now depends more on “techniques” of
socialization than on “religious training” (17). So, religion in
advanced societies has no major social functions for the “total
social system.” Fenn also rejects the idea, or the possibility, of
the integration of modern societies “into moral communities.”
This, in his opinion, is again a practical impossibility (31). But
he does not reject the possibility that religion may still retain
expressive role for particular individuals or groups, or may
even help delineate “boundaries,” or legitimize the needs of dif-
ferent groups (17).

Fenn notes that in modern (and pluralistic) societies, the indi-
vidual is faced with a variety of sources from which to select
group affiliations. Moreover, the process of differentiation and
secularization, characteristic of modernity, has produced a situa-
tion where only “partial” rather than “total” ideologies can exist.
Partial ideologies may unite people around separate issues and
interests, but it is unlikely that a total ideology could emerge that
“could mobilize the passion and the intelligence of an entire pop-
ulation” (16). Under these circumstances, no religious system can
offer an overall normative basis of integration, and no religious
symbol system can monopolize moral authority within society
(17). Fenn, in fact, warns sociologists to be more cautious in
claiming to have found “functional alternatives” to religion for

74

From Civil to Political Religion



75

American Civil Religion and the American Debate

the society as a whole (e.g., Bellah’s civil religion, pop culture, sci-
ence, or even aesthetics). So he concludes that cultural integration
may be possible “only on the level of pragmatic interests and util-
itarian norms” (18). Contrary to Bellah’s views, Fenn argues that
consensus in modern society is not so much based on “values”
(religious or otherwise) but rather on the “requirements of effi-
ciency.” In a Weberian sense, these requirements refer to the “rule
of the experts” and their ability to satisfy popular demands; in a
Marxist sense, to efficiency in satisfying the demands of the mar-
ket or the needs of the “cash nexus” (28).

Total cultural integration, one may agree with Fenn, seems an
unlikely possibility in the modern world. However, partial ide-
ologies do generate partial cultural integration. Only certain seg-
ments of the population share specific values, beliefs, or norms,
and only certain societal groups have the power to try to enforce
them. Lukes has aptly referred to this as the “mobilization of
bias,” which he defines as that “set of predominant values,
beliefs, rituals and constitutional procedures that operate sys-
tematically and consistently to the benefit of certain persons and
groups at the expense of others” (cited in Purdy, 1982: 311). Fenn
fails to consider the cultural integration (moral community) of
dominant groups or, in Stevens’s words (1975: 364), the “pro-
grammatic consensus” of political elites. In addition, Fenn also
fails to consider the possibility that civil religion itself may be a
part the socialization techniques of modern societies, a point to
which I will return in chapter 3.

In sum, despite the persuasiveness of their views, the dissent-
ing voices are few. The general tendency continues to be to
define civil religion as a phenomenon that naturally promotes
social cohesion. Scant attention has been given to the ideological
divide that is likely to develop when values are construed by dif-
ferent groups in terms of their own political interests and partic-
ular agendas. This helps to explain why students of civil religion
in general, and American scholars in particular, have paid even
less attention to cases of forced or imposed civil religion, or to
cases of civil religion used as a political resource, whether in the
context of American society or internationally.



The state appropriation of civil religion is more apparent in
times of profound political crises. Indeed, when the swaying edi-
fice of democracy is on the brink of collapsing, or when it has
already collapsed, political leaders seem to turn their attention to
civil religion (see Cristi and Dawson, 1996; Purdy, 1982; Regan,
1976). This would suggest that, while some generalized form of
a national self-sacralization may be a constant of any society, we
may also expect episodic manifestations of specific civil reli-
gions. In other words, the transcendent reality identified by
Bellah (civil religion and its politico-religious symbol system)
may not be a permanent feature of society, so much as something
that varies with particular historical or national circumstances.
Consequently, civil religious themes would tend to emerge or
become more visible in periods of national or international crises
(Purdy, 1982: 313). It follows that a specific model of civil religion
“may prove to ‘fit’ one era but not others” (Wilson, 1974: 136).

Marty was one of the first scholars to argue that civil religion
is episodic and can be used to answer “different needs at differ-
ent times.” In his view, civil religion is a “cluster of episodes
which come and go, recede back to invisibility after making their
appearance; only gradually are they institutionalized and artic-
ulated in organizational form” (Marty, 1974: 141-42). This view
has been reiterated by other authors. Regan notes that, during
stable political periods, civil religious themes, although present,
“appear as a minor motif of institutional life.” Only when the
political environment is shaken or disrupted, due to internal or
external conditions, does the development of civil religion
becomes an urgent undertaking (Regan, 1976: 104; see also
Wilson, 1979: 21).17 Under these circumstances, civil religion may
be seen as a phenomenon arising in response to “episodic crises
of legitimation,” uniting and integrating those in power, rather
than as a permanent “legitimator of power and authority in the
polity” (Purdy, 1982: 314).

The comparative literature tends to confirm the episodic
nature, or episodic use, of civil religion (see Adams, 1987;
Brasswell, 1979; Cristi and Dawson, 1996; Markoff and Regan,
1982; Purdy, 1982; Regan, 1976; Stevens, 1975; Takayama, 1988).
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These studies suggest that political leaders, in periods of signif-
icant political transition or extreme social turmoil, use the reli-
gious symbol system both as a tool of social control and as a
vehicle for the legitimization of their political actions. This is not
to say that a more visible civil religion is necessarily an essential
or even effective solution to political crises.

Seminal as these comparative studies are, they point to the
need to revise Durkheim’s notion of civil religion and pay more
attention to Rousseau. Even in the context of American society,
the assumption that civil religion is a widely shared, sponta-
neous phenomenon uniting most Americans under its sacred
canopy does not hold true. Only in extraordinary cases (perhaps
in Islamic countries, in Israel, or in periods of great natural dis-
asters or grave social crises) may spontaneous integration
occur.18 In exceptional circumstances one may find a whole
group, community, or society temporarily united under a com-
mon cause requiring service to the nation over the satisfaction of
individual needs.

Again, by taking the Durkheimian approach, scholars have
been forced to equate civil religion with a national civic faith. If
civil religion performs a role for society as a whole, then by log-
ical necessity it has to be a national religion. Liebman and Don-
Yehiya (1983), for example, accept the belief that the existence of
civil religion depends on the extent to which a nation-state views
itself as a “moral community.” By moral community they mean
a group united by common values and a common cause, which
requires sacrifices for the benefit of the whole nation. Their equa-
tion of “moral community” with only a nation-state is problem-
atic. Groups such as the Michigan Militia in the United States
constitute a group united under common cause and common
values. They make up a “moral community,” not in the sense of
being ethical or honourable, but in the sense of uniting a group
of people under a common goal and a common banner, but they
do not represent the nation as a whole. Groups as diverse as
those formed by political elites, guerrillas, or terrorists may feel
united, as Durkheim would say, by a “community of interests”
that makes them conscious of their “moral unity” (Durkheim,



[1912] 1961: 432). Obviously, they do not constitute a moral com-
munity in a national sense. Moodie’s (1975) analysis of civil reli-
gion in South Africa is another case in point. It clearly suggests
that South African civil religion, far from being a national civic
faith, was the religion of a white Afrikaner minority. The case of
Chile under Pinochet, discussed in chapter 5, is yet another illus-
tration. These examples suggest that the “nation” in some cases
may be just a small group such as the political elite, military
rulers, or even fanatics who by no means represent the entire
country.

Those who oppose the idea of cohesive moral communities
charge that the notion of civil religion may be no more than a
“social construction of reality”—the creation of an intellectual or
academic elite (Marty, 1974: 141). Garrett adopts this position,
confining civil religion to “a small cortege of intellectual and cul-
tural elites” (cited in Bellah, 1976a: 154). Novak speaks of a
“high-church” civil religion sustained by what he refers to as the
“Northeastern élites” and locates Bellah’s analysis in this tradi-
tion (Novak, 1992: 137-38). Others have argued that civil reli-
gion’s language of cohesion and integration has become an inau-
thentic rhetoric, a “rhetoric without a reality,” or a “socially
constructed myth” (Demerath and Williams, 1985: 164; Gehrig,
1981a: 56). Not surprisingly, Demerath and Williams have
observed that the civil religion of America is “losing both emo-
tional depth and historical continuity” (1985: 163).

The claim that civil religion may not act as a stable integrative
force in society should not obscure the fact that civil religion, as
a response to political crises, may be used to justify and legit-
imize a political integration decreed by ruling elites, as the cases
of Spain, Chile, Malaysia, and China testify (see Cristi and
Dawson, 1996; Regan, 1976; Stevens, 1975; Zuo, 1991). In such
cases, Rousseau’s view of an imposed political religion, specifi-
cally devised to manipulate “public loyalties” may be more
viable than Durkheim’s “culturally grounded” civic faith based
on widely shared set of values and moral bonds (Demerath and
Williams, 1985: 165).
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Civil Religion as a Source of Legitimation

Chapter 3 will survey some of the major theoretical issues raised
by the notion of legitimation. The present section provides only
a brief discussion of civil religion as a source of legitimation in
the context of American society.

Peter Berger (1967: 29) defines legitimation as a “socially
objectified ‘knowledge’ that serves to explain and justify the
social order.” Religion performs a legitimating function by pro-
viding “an ultimate system of meaning” that helps to interpret
and explain social existence in a way that justifies the socio-polit-
ical order. Berger notes that while there are many forms of legit-
imation, religion has historically been the most important and
effective instrument of legitimation (1967: 32).

In a similar vein, De Azevedo (1979: 9) notes that all political
regimes, democratic or not, “ont besoin d’une mystique propre,
d’une sorte de métaphysique qui les explique et les justifie et, en
outre, les rende légitimes devant le pays et le reste du monde.”
In his view, this mystique has usually been provided by religion.
Because societies customarily have sought to legitimize their
social institutions in transcendental terms, or in terms of an
“ultimate set of values,” the starting point for the study of legit-
imation has often been religion (Gehrig, 1981b: 35).

The idea that religion acts as a source of legitimation goes
back, perhaps, to the dawn of social reflection, but for our pur-
poses we need go back no further than Durkheim. As discussed
in chapter 1, Durkheim considers religion to be an essential and
permanent feature of any society (Durkheim, [1912] 1961: 13).
He defines religion as a system of beliefs and practices that sep-
arates the sacred from the profane, but also, as a “system of ideas
with which the individuals represent to themselves the society
of which they are members” ([1912] 1961: 257). For Durkheim,
religion, integration, and legitimation are hardly separable.
Religion legitimates the social order by providing an ultimate
system of beliefs and values essential for social behaviour.

Bellah, following the Durkheimian tradition and, in his view,
“one of the oldest sociological generalizations,” notes that any sta-



ble and cohesive society rests on a “common set of moral under-
standings” about what is collectively accepted as right or wrong.
In turn, these moral understanding “must rest upon a common set
of religious understandings.” It is through these common reli-
gious understandings that people are able to have “a picture of the
universe in terms of which the moral understandings make
sense” (Bellah, 1975: ix). Bellah argues that such moral and reli-
gious meaning systems provide both a “cultural legitimation” and
a basic “standard of judgement” from which society can be criti-
cized and perfected. He claims that there has always been (and
perhaps will always be), a certain tension between religion, legiti-
mation, morality, and civic responsibility. Every society has to
confront this tension or, put in another way, every society has to
confront the religio-political problem. It is in this confrontation or
dialectical tension between religion and politics that Bellah locates
the essence of civil religion (1980a: ix-xv).

As already noted, Bellah argues that, from the beginnings of
the American republic, moral understandings, rooted in a con-
ception of divine order under God, have performed legitimating
functions in American society. These moral understandings are
historically contingent and subject to change. Consequently, the
possibility for renewal, rebirth, and even erosion, of civil reli-
gious values is always present. In fact, Bellah recognizes that the
legitimating strength of American values has declined, and that
values themselves have undergone a transformation. In early
America, he argues, “personal virtue” was seen as the essential
basis of a good society, and freedom was “almost equivalent to
virtue.” A virtuous individual was one who had the freedom to
work for the betterment of his community, or the freedom to “do
good.” As a chosen people Americans had certain moral obliga-
tions. The values of freedom, justice, and charity provided the
basis of their religious self-understanding. To be sure, under the
influence of utilitarianism, freedom to “do good” slowly came to
signify freedom “to pursue self-interest,” which, as Bellah points
out, has now come to be understood as “freedom to do your own
thing” (1975: xii). Thus, what virtue, freedom or justice means
for the twentieth-century American bears little resemblance to
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what it did for the eighteenth-century Puritan. Nonetheless,
Bellah believes that the religious symbols of American civil reli-
gion still have the power to legitimate American social arrange-
ments and experience (Gehrig, 1981b: 36).

Indeed, Bellah is convinced that a common denominator can
be found between the present-day United States and early
American society: a “religious dimension” or a religious self-
understanding of the American way of life. He suggests that
despite the profound potential for transformation of values and
moral understandings, there is, at least in America, some time-
less element in civil religion. While there may be some evidence
of “corruption,” there is also evidence of an ever present pres-
sure for “higher standards” of morality. Americans in the past
tolerated slavery, violence, ethnic, racial, and gender discrimina-
tion; today they do not (1975: xi-xii). While religio-political
notions may have a different connotation for Americans today,
they are at still the heart of the American political heritage. In
short, Bellah remains convinced that American civil religion, its
symbols, and the “mythological structure that supports it” help
every new generation of Americans interpret, understand, and
legitimate their social existence “in the light of [a] transcendent
reality” (Bellah, 1975: 3).

Commentators agree with Bellah’s idea that religious values
(such as a nation under God) and political values (democratic
ideals) have always marched hand in hand in America, for reli-
gion and politics have always been intimately interwoven.
Religion was (and perhaps still is) an important source of legiti-
mation for the political order in the United States. De Tocqueville,
during his visit to America in 1831, was perhaps one of the first
to note the peculiar religious nature of American social existence.
He observed that from the very genesis of the republic “politics
and religion contracted an alliance which has never been dis-
solved” (in Hammond, 1976: 174, 176). At the same time, he
referred to American church religion as “a political institution”
that had made a significant contribution to the preservation of
the democratic process by providing moral unity in the midst of
religious diversity and political change (Bellah, 1967: 12).



De Tocqueville was particularly impressed by the marriage in
American society of religious and democratic values. This was a
novel experiment, since in America there was no state church
(as in England) and no politically imposed belief system.
De Tocqueville reflected that the “symbiotic relationship” be-
tween the religious and the political system was the result of the
“innovative American feature of legal non-establishment”
(Gehrig, 1981b: 6). Hammond echoes de Tocqueville’s views and
argues that the non-problematic union of politics and religion in
the United States lies in the “pluralistic, religious libertarian, dis-
establishment pattern” that developed early in the life of the
republic (1976: 176).

De Tocqueville never used the term civil religion. Instead he
presented a model of a new religion, which he called “republi-
can religion,” whereby Christian values (cleansed of papal
authority) and democratic political values (cleansed of aristo-
cratic forces) were intimately linked. His study was the first
analysis of a “generalized democratic belief system” based upon
the moral and socio-historical traditions of American society.
De Tocqueville differentiated this belief system, as Bellah did more
than a century later, both structurally and functionally, from reli-
gious denominations and political society. What de Tocqueville
described as a “republican religion” or “republican virtue” was
a synthesis of democratic and religious values and a belief in a
supreme being. This mixture, in his view, was the basis of good
citizenship and social cohesion in America. As Gehrig has
observed, while Rousseau “developed” the notion of civil reli-
gion, theoretically, when formulating the requirements for a
modern polity, de Tocqueville “discovered” republican religion
empirically when he crossed the Atlantic and visited North
America. His notion of a republican religion has been instru-
mental for students of American civil religion (both for sociolo-
gists and social scientists in general), and has had a great impact
on American political thought (Gehrig, 1981b: 6-7). Indeed,
de Tocqueville’s conception of republican religion is undoubt-
edly a forerunner to Mead’s religion of the republic and to
Bellah’s classical analysis of civil religion.19
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Ever since the publication of Democracy in America, key fig-
ures in American political thought have been influenced by
de Tocqueville’s ideas. Bellah’s debt to de Tocqueville is quite
evident. He is convinced that religion has been the basis of civic
morality in America. In his view, religion has been the central
foundation of a “republican political order” and “a constant
theme from Washington’s Farewell Address to the present”
(Bellah, 1976a: 156). Following de Tocqueville, Bellah assigns
primary importance to the power of religious symbols to inte-
grate American society.

Obviously, there is wide disagreement over the question of the
functional dimension of religion, especially its legitimating func-
tion. The idea of the demise of religion, which has come via the
Enlightenment and particularly via nineteenth-century writers,
is still very much alive today. Thinkers such as Marx, Tylor, and
Frazer were convinced that each new advance in science, would
be followed by a corresponding decline in religion. Today, while
many writers reject the idea of the disappearance of religion,
others insist that religion has lost is political and social signifi-
cance. Thus, at one end of the pole we find authors such as Fenn
who reject the idea of religion as a legitimating factor in modern
society. At the other end are those who believe that, despite the
long-term trend of secularization in western societies, religion
still functions to legitimate the social order. Bellah is a prime rep-
resentative of this view. He believes that religion will never cease
to have cultural and social resonance (Hamilton, 1995: 165).
Those occupying the middle ground believe that while religion
in advanced societies has no “direct control” over the legitima-
tion of the political order, it still exerts an “indirect influence”
(Fenn, 1974: 144). 

We have already seen that Fenn doubts that a post-industrial,
technocratic society can be held together by religious beliefs—the
process of secularization makes religious legitimation unneces-
sary (1974: 143). Fenn distinguishes five stages in the seculariza-
tion process: 1) separation of religious roles from other social
institutions; 2) differentiation or “clarification” of boundaries
between religious issues and secular ones; 3) emergence of over-



arching religious symbols that transcend group interests in soci-
ety (it is at this stage that he sees the emergence of civil religions);
4) dispersal of the sacred as different minority groups seek to
legitimate their own claims on religious grounds; and 5) differ-
entiation between individual and corporate value systems. Each
stage involves both conflict and negotiation between secular and
religious authority (Hamilton, 1995: 179-80). It is interesting to
note that Fenn sees the development of civil religions as a stage
in the process of secularization, but also as a de-secularizing
force. Commenting on this dual tendency, Hamilton notes: “in
attempting to determine definitions of the situation the state may
seek to curb religious autonomy and restrict the scope of religion,
especially sectarian forms, yet at the same time seek to borrow
the authority of sacred themes and principles in order to legiti-
mate itself” (1995: 180).

According to Fenn (1974: 143), the process of secularization
has resulted in religion losing both social control and social sig-
nificance, handing over its traditional legitimating functions to
other social institutions, such as the educational, political, eco-
nomic, or legal systems.20 Secularization, however, does not
eradicate religion from modern society. Rather, “it fosters a type
of religion which has no major functions for the entire society”
(Fenn, 1972: 31). Fenn proposes that the religious situation most
suitable to modern society is that which grants a limited sphere
to the sacred and clearly differentiates between corporate and
individual value systems (Hamilton, 1995: 180).

Fenn dismisses the legitimating function of civil religion by
presenting an argument very similar to the one he uses to reject
its integrative function: legitimacy in modern societies depends
not on the “manipulation of religious symbols,” but rather on
the ability of those in power to meet the demands of the public,
such as, for example, high levels of consumption (1972: 17). A
religiously based source of legitimation necessarily fades away
because policies and programs are guided by criteria of techni-
cal rationality (Gehrig, 1981a: 58). Fenn concludes that legiti-
macy will increasingly depend less on “notions of what is right,”
and more likely be addressed in terms of the leaders’ effective-
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ness in addressing and fulfilling “basic human needs,” or even
artificial wants. What really counts are not the basic values of
society itself, but rather the ability to set up priorities for public
policies and the capacity to read the needs of the public (Fenn,
1972: 27).

Scholars such as Stauffer, by contrast, do not reject religion
altogether. Stauffer seems convinced that even highly advanced,
functionally oriented, and technocratic political systems still
need some sort of cultural legitimation. In his article “Civil
Religion, Technocracy, and the Private Sphere” (1973), he rejects
the position taken by “privatists,” such as Luckman and Fenn,
who deny the need for cultural legitimation in modern societies.
He also rejects their suggestion that institutions are guided by
and accepted for their functional rationality rather than in terms
of overarching ideological systems. In his view, the privatists,
“and the ‘end of ideology’ school they represent, ” ignore the cul-
tural consensus that exists, or may exist, at least among the pow-
erful or dominant groups. Moreover, cultural legitimation may
also be required in periods of social and political strain when
“dissensus” is likely to escalate—a fact that is also overlooked by
privatists. It is in this context that Stauffer argues that the analy-
sis of civil religion remains essential for students of religion and
for those interested in systems of legitimation. Despite some
dubious claims—for example, that the civil creed can be
prophetic and justificatory of national purposes—“he finds the
concept of civil religion useful for the identification of modern
legitimating systems” (Gehrig, 1981a: 58; 1981b: 36-37).

One scholar has observed that religious freedom and volun-
tarism in America (i.e., the fact that churches have had to “com-
pete” as voluntary associations) has led to a peculiar conception
of the separation of church and state whereby the religious and
political organizations are kept separate, “but the symbols are
not” (Hammond, 1980a: 67). Hammond argues that in exchange
for the right to believe according to their own moral principles
and private conscience, Americans surrendered the “church’s
monopoly on religious symbols and shared them with govern-
ment.” This has meant that politicians and government officials



have not had to “compete politically” with churches. On the con-
trary, churches in the United States have had to compete with
one another rather than with the state. This has allowed political
leaders in America to be both “favorable” to religion and “free”
to use religious symbolism. Not surprisingly, Hammond notes,
we find in America a civil government with a profound “reli-
gious flavor” or, in Chesterton’s terms, “a nation with a soul of a
church,” a nation where the civil and the religious seem to coa-
lesce in perfect harmony. This religious flavour, this churchly
soul, is particularly evident in the rhetoric of presidential inau-
gural addresses (Hammond, 1980a: 67-71; see also Bellah, 1976;
Bennett, 1975; Donahue, 1975; Wilson, 1979).

The preceding discussion suggests that the relationship
between religion and politics in postindustrial America is still
alive and well. Demerath and Williams (1985: 162) have
observed what they consider to be the “great incongruity” of
American existence. Americans have “long prided [themselves]
on the paradox of great religious freedom combined with strong
religious observance.” Perhaps this should not come as a sur-
prise or be considered so paradoxical after all. The words of
Philip Schaff from more than a century ago may help to remind
us of this. He noted that religious freedom in the United States is
“an orderly exercise of religious duty and enjoyment of all its
privileges. It is freedom in religion, not freedom from religion”
(cited in Wilson, 1986: 114).

Despite the voices of Fenn and others disclaiming the efficacy
of religion for legitimating the political order, American politi-
cians have not lost sight of the politico-religious link. This
alliance of religion and politics in America is well established and
well documented. The old idea of the public utility of religion
seems to be well learned by every new generation of leaders
holding political power (Donahue, 1975: 65). Even today when
political figures seem to be judged in terms of secular criteria,
such as economic stability or prosperity, religion in America is
not easily dismissed. Indeed, of all the modern industrialized
nations in the world, the United States appears to be the least
secularized, if secularization is measured in terms of church
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attendance (Hamilton, 1995: 169). Commentators have also noted
that American political leaders continue to give a prominent role to
religious symbols both when shaping their political agendas and
when trying to define themselves politically (Demerath and
Williams, 1985: 160; Donahue 1975: 49).21 In other words, American
politicians continue to borrow the authority of religion to legiti-
mate their political ends. 

Donahue, for example, has identified several politico-
religious symbol “clusters” that American political officials
adopt, consciously or not, “with manipulative intent or not,” in
their attempt to win over the electorate. These clusters include
explicit biblical references, messages of political and religious
integrity, political campaigns equated with religious crusades,
images of political leaders as priests comforting the afflicted, or
as prophets pleading redemption or “imploring a divine man-
date” (Donahue, 1975: 49-53). This is not a one-way relationship,
however, for the “religious rhetoric” of politicians parallels, at the
same time, the “political rhetoric” of church officials. Hammond
claims that as a result of the politico-religious alliance, or of the
“ambiguous line” of demarcation between church and state, the
pulpit in the United States has been politicized, and such politics
often find their expression in American civil religion (Hammond,
1976: 177; see also Regan, 1976: 101). One could add that the
nation, likewise, has been sacralized and such sacredness also
finds its expression in American civil religion.

I have already pointed out that civil religion implies a mean-
ing system and entails the use of religious language and
metaphors to sacralize civic life. As noted at the beginning of the
chapter, one of the key elements embodied in the meaning sys-
tem of American civil religion is a “messianic conception” of
America as an agent of God and an “exemplary utopia.”
America sees itself as a “redeemer nation and Americans as cho-
sen people,” entrusted with the preservation of democracy and
freedom in the world (Anthony and Robbins, 1982: 230, 216).22

Coleman reminds us that it is the nation, not the national gov-
ernment itself, that is believed to be imbued with churchly
characteristics and virtues. He further notes that the nation that



is “sanctified is the ideal America as the land of freedom, justice,
and mercy” (Coleman, 1969: 74, 75; emphasis added).

Fenn has rightly argued that a society would collapse, or at
least could not long survive, if the majority of its citizens assume
it to be transitory, illusory, morally wrong, or otherwise of no
value in itself. In his view, every society relies for its survival “on
the tendency of most individuals to ‘take it for granted’ most of
the time” (1974 :145). Despite Fenn’s criticism of the functional-
ist account of religion, he has accepted, to some degree,
Durkheim’s theory that every relatively stable society will pos-
sess a set of shared beliefs that express the highest aspirations of
the collectivity. This set of common beliefs, Durkheim would
have agreed, is what individuals take for granted. While for
Durkheim, Bellah, and their intellectual heirs, values are ele-
vated to a level of transcendence, Fenn believes that technical
rationality, not religious symbols, contribute to this taken-for-
granted knowledge. This would confirm Hamilton’s claim that
Fenn’s roots lie in the Durkheimian/functionalist approach, and
that he has not entirely detached himself from this tradition
(Hamilton 1995: 181).

In sum, despite some disagreement on this issue, several
scholars agree that modern societies still seek to legitimize the
socio-political order in terms of an ultimate set of values (Gehrig,
1981b: 35). This is what De Azevedo (1979) has called a religious
mystique (or a system of meaning), which every society needs to
explain and justify itself. The problem of legitimacy includes the
question of whether an “existing political authority is moral and
right or whether it violates higher religious duties” (Bellah,
1980a: viii). Generally speaking, then, legitimation falls within
the realm of religion. But legitimation “always involves the jus-
tification of power” (Kokosalakis, 1985: 371).

But students of civil religion have not really explored, or per-
haps even understood, the historical legacy of civil religion in its
ideological (political) form, and the link between power and reli-
gion (politics and ideology). Given the fact that political figures
are, to a large extent, the official interpreters of civil religion, any
civil religion may be used for political ends. As a political tool,
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civil religion may be invoked (to a greater or lesser degree) to
legitimate and justify political power. Hughey has convincingly
argued that Durkheim was, to a large extent, “unable to see the
ideological implications of his own intellectual effort, or for that
matter, to recognize the significance of intellectuals, prophets,
and individuals generally in the formulation and rationalization
of religious and moral ideas” (1983: 26). Hughey’s criticism of
Durkheim is also a criticism that can easily be applied to Bellah
and his followers. This, and related issues, will be discussed in
the next chapter.





In the United States, Bellah tells us, the “will of the people is
not itself the criterion for right and wrong [for] there is a
higher criterion in terms of which this will can be judged”

(1967: 4). Thus, in Bellah’s terms, the fundamental legitimacy of
the nation is located in a supreme being or a higher law—the
nation is said to stand “under higher judgement” (17). In
essence, the political process has a transcendental purpose and
an authority derived from God, to whom Americans are ulti-
mately answerable. It is here that Bellah locates the heart of the
civil religion phenomenon and its legitimating function.
Agreeing with Bellah, major contributors in this field perceive
legitimation to be a crucial component of civil religion. But, by
linking legitimation with a being in the other world, they often
fail to consider those who hold the reins of power in this world.
Most authors discuss civil religion as if it were divorced from
political society, or as if it were outside the competence of the

Notes to Chapter 3 are on pp. 250-54.
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state. In other words, while the issue of the legitimacy conferred
by civil religion to the social and political order is, undoubtedly,
linked to religion and power, the power factor has been consis-
tently obscured by scholars interested in this field.

The Intellectual Roots of the Problem

One has to go far back in the history of social thought, to find the
origins of the problem of legitimacy—a problem that is closely
linked to the relationship between church and state. Simply put,
the classical problem refers to the question of how some indi-
viduals come to have the right to rule over others or how a polit-
ical authority comes to be accepted, by the majority of those
governed, as morally entitled to demand obedience.

Under the Christian tradition, rulers derived their claim to
authority directly from God. However, when religion and polit-
ical life became separated, when legitimation ceased to be linked
to traditional theologies, a latent tension developed between
religious and political authority. This tension has been recon-
ciled or institutionalized in a variety of ways in different soci-
eties. “Whether we wish to call such forms of institutionalization
civil religions,” Bella tell us, “or confine that term to only some
of such forms, it is here that we must locate the problem of civil
religion” (Bellah, 1980a: viii).

In theocratic forms of polity, characteristic of most ancient and
primitive societies, there was no distinction between religious
and political institutions or between religious and political
authority. Divinity, society, and the individual constituted a sin-
gle cosmological whole. Originally, Rousseau writes, “men had
no kings save the gods, and no government save theocracy”
([1762] 1973: 268). The world was regulated by a religion of
“functional deities.” Gods of “locality, tribe, polity,” the gods of
war, and those who guaranteed the social and political order,
were in charge of defending their own particular interests, fight-
ing other gods, or taking care of everyday routines (Weber,
[1915] 1958: 333). The political process was no more than an
expression of the sacred kingdom—a microcosm of the divinely
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instituted cosmic order that permeated all human experience
(Berger, 1967: 34). Politically powerful individuals were per-
ceived of as gods, or as intermediaries of an absolute power
(Gehrig, 1981b: 35). In everyday life, obedience to the ruler was
synonymous with obeying the gods. Political conformity and
political opposition were identified with either admission into a
perfect cosmic order or alliance with chaotic and malevolent
forces (Bellah 1980a: viii; Takayama, 1988: 330). This meant that
beyond the boundaries of “cosmic harmony” was nothing but
“outer darkness” (Bellah, 1980a: viii). The earthly kingdom was
unquestionably the kingdom of god. Hence, in undifferentiated
societies, legitimation, as we understand it today, was not really
necessary—everything worked according to a divine plan or a
natural-divine cosmos. All human action—social, political, even
personal—was filtered through religion. Indeed, every aspect of
society “was the ‘field of religion’” (Berger, 1973: 314). The prob-
lem arose when the boundaries of “locality, tribe, and polity”
were shattered by the emergence of universalist religions pro-
claiming a “God for the entire world” (Weber, [1915] 1958: 333).

Bellah observes that with the emergence of historic religions,
a drastic “reorientation” of divine kingship and its symbol sys-
tem occurred. New “structures of religious authority” devel-
oped that were, in principle, autonomous or separate from the
state, as in the case of the Christian church, for example. The
relation to the divine was “unmediated by political authority.”
Ordinary people could relate to a god without the direct media-
tion of the divine king. On the other hand, this separation also
meant that political authority did not have to share power with
the authority of the gods. There were instances, however, such as
Confucianism, Judaism, and Islam, where a sharp division
between religious and political institutions did not take place. In
such circumstances, political authority was considered illegiti-
mate when it did not “conform to transcendent ethical norms”
held by society. To these two scenarios, and jumping to modern
times, Bellah adds a third possibility: when “a distinct set of reli-
gious symbols and practices” emerges dealing with issues of
“political legitimacy and political ethics” that are not connected



with either religious or political organizations. That is, a set of
religious symbols arises that is independent of both church and
state. This is the solution to the religio-political problem that
characterizes, in Bellah’s view, the American case (Bellah, 1980a:
viii-xi).

Christianity, the process of modernization, the growth of
rationalism, trends towards secularization, are some of the fac-
tors accounting for the end of theocratic forms of polity and for
the eventual separation of church and state. It was a “Christian
innovation,” Apter writes, to divorce the sacred and the secular
universe “by challenging the state religion of Rome” (1963: 68).
The death of theocracy, however, did not entail the disappear-
ance of religion from public life. On the contrary, through most
of the history of the Western world, Christianity (or some form
of it) has been the official religion and has provided a religious
framework for the legitimation of the state (Bellah, 1978: 16).
Winfred E. Garrison rightly observes that,

for more than fourteen hundred years…it was a universal
assumption that the stability of the social order and the
safety of the state demanded the religious solidarity of all
the people in one church. Every responsible thinker, every
ecclesiastic, every ruler and statesman who gave the mat-
ter any attention, held to this as an axiom. There was no
political or social philosophy which did not build upon
this assumption…all…believed firmly that religious soli-
darity in the one recognized church was essential to social
and political stability. (cited in Mead, 1963: 60)

It is no surprise that the notion of political legitimacy, as a the-
oretical issue, explicitly emerged only in late Antiquity or the
High Middle Ages—the Greeks, for example, made no distinc-
tion between legitimacy and lawfulness. Its genesis is said to
have coincided with the emergence of representative govern-
ment. As Merquior notes, when the “‘direct’ democracy of the
polis” gradually faded away and new forms of rule appeared, a
problem arose: “the problem of how to justify the legitimacy of
representatives” (Merquior, 1980: 25).
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Ever since that need originated, the problem of legitimation
has been at the very heart of social scientists’ concern with the
nature of modern society. Indeed, as Garrison’s remark makes
clear, the relation between legitimacy and religion, and the idea
of the political utility of religion, is part of a long tradition of
Western political thought. In the 1500s, Machiavelli observed
that it was fundamental to the ruler’s success that he “appear to
be religious,” for religion was a useful instrument of social con-
trol. The prince, Machiavelli advised, should encourage a reli-
gion that teaches “that he who best serves the State best serves
the gods” (cited in Donahue, 1975: 64-65). It was also critical that
the prince should appear to “whoever sees and hears him, all
mercy, all faith, all integrity, all humanity, and all religion.” He
warned that the last quality was the most necessary. If the prince
did not have it, he should at least make a show of possessing it
(Machiavelli, [1513] 1985: 70).

Machiavelli is one of the first thinkers to openly discuss the
idea of the political importance of religion. Perhaps the first
proto-theory of civil religion à la Rousseau is to be found in his
writings. Machiavelli understood Roman civic religion as a pow-
erful political religion, the true pillar of civic solidarity and
republican virtue. Roman religion was, in his view, both a source
of political legitimation and the guarantor of the political virtue
of Roman citizens. Larrain notes (1979: 17, 18) that Machiavelli is
also one of the first to deal with issues clearly associated with
“ideological phenomena,” and to link “religion to power and
domination.”

Classical thinkers from Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau to more
modern thinkers such as Durkheim and Weber and even to
recent writers such as Bellah have addressed, in one form or
another, the issue of the relevance of religion to the legitimation
of the political order.1 Hobbes, for example, believes that igno-
rance and fear are the “natural seed” of any religion. Men, he
notes, make “little, or no inquiry into the natural causes of
things, yet from the fear that proceeds from the ignorance itself,
of what is that has the power to do them much good or harm, are
inclined to suppose…several kinds of Power Invisible.…And



this fear of things invisible, is the natural seed of that, which
everyone in himself calls religion” (cited in Larraín, 1979: 23).
Despite his conviction that religion is the birthplace of false ideas
and narrow-mindedness, Hobbes still sustains its political sig-
nificance for the common good—that is, for the harmony and
stability of society. His entire moral philosophy and the central
place he gives to religion is, in fact, politically oriented (Larraín,
1979: 24). 

Hobbes’s main concern is political control. He wants, above
all, to persuade people to obey political authorities, but he also
wishes to avoid sedition, rebellion, or anything that can spark or
provide a fertile ground for insubordination. In his concern with
averting the perpetual “war of all against all,” Hobbes postu-
lates the need for religion and autocratic monarchs. Both are
essential for the common good. Both are needed to maintain
order and avoid civil war (Larraín, 1979: 23).

Hobbes explicitly advocates a state or political religion in
order to facilitate political stability. He proposes the subordina-
tion of the church to the state, what Rousseau calls “the reunion
of the two heads of the eagle.” As Leo Strauss notes, Hobbes’s
attitude is direct and leaves no room for different interpretations:
religion is to be regulated by the state and always be in accor-
dance with the state. In fact “religion must serve the State and is
to be esteemed or despised according to the services or disser-
vices rendered to the State.” At the same time, the sovereign’s
power must be unrestricted if he is to protect the lives of the sub-
jects and secure political submission and conformity (Strauss,
1973: 74).

Hobbes believes that people can be kept in obedience by
instilling in them a religious reverence for the law. This devotion
to the law should be complemented with education. Citizens
need to be educated about their political obligations, or their
duties to the state. It is essential, Hobbes advises, to make them
both aware and fearful of the personal and social costs of civil
disobedience, rebellion, and dissent. If individuals are taught the
Machiavellian idea that political principles “proceed from the
gods,” those who break the law would learn that they do not
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only offend their rulers but also anger their gods (Larraín, 1979:
23). As Larraín notes (1979: 25), Hobbes justifies religion for the
sake of the sovereign, just as Machiavelli before him, “had justi-
fied it for the sake of the prince.”

Rousseau’s debt to Machiavelli’s ideas on the utility of religion
and its effects upon civic behaviour has already been noted.
Going against the prevailing view of his time, which conceived of
religion as the greatest source of superstition, Rousseau declares
that religion is necessary both as an integrating and legitimating
force. Rousseau begins chapter 1 of the Social Contract with his
now famous sentence “man is born free; and everywhere he is in
chains” ([1762] 1973: 165). But his main concern is not how this
has happened. As one author rightly contends, Rousseau is not
even concerned with questions such as “‘how can we escape this
misery?’ or ‘why does such evil persist?’” Rather, the question
that the Social Contract attempts to answer is “what can render it
legitimate?” (Wuthnow, 1988a: 242). 

At the time Rousseau was writing, several approaches were
used to explain the origin of the social order, and hence of polit-
ical obedience. Political legitimacy was generally conceived as
an outgrowth of parental authority, as the right of the strongest
or wealthiest, or as the outcome of conquest. Rousseau considers
all of these explanations false. The justification of a political
order cannot be based on natural predispositions, economic
strength, or brute force. None of these factors can engender a
legitimate right or warrant political obedience. By natural rights
man is born free and equal. The source of legitimate authority,
Rousseau speculates, is to be found in a social contract, ordained
not by fear or force, but by a commonality of interest (Merquior,
1980: 20). 

Since there is no “natural authority,” and “force creates no
right,” Rousseau reasons that conventions form the basis of, or
are at the heart of, all legitimate authority ([1762] 1973: 169).
Practical political principles arise to help meet the social needs of
a society and the need for political obligations of citizens.
Rousseau himself, as we have seen, discusses the need for a com-
mon ideology in a cohesive legitimate society (i.e., civil religion).



He argues that, just as the body politic needs religion to legiti-
mate the social order, the administration of public affairs
requires, in turn, that each citizen should have a religion that will
make them love their duties as well as their country and its law.
Good citizenship, which is to be secured and strengthened by
civil religion, is essential. “Without civic virtue…the general will
risks inertia, usurpation of sovereignty becomes inevitable, and
illegitimacy reigns unopposed” (Merquior, 1980: 23).

As societies become more internally complex and institution-
ally differentiated, the need for legitimation increases, and legit-
imating the social order becomes, in turn, more complicated.
Gehrig observes that sophisticated systems of legitimation arise
in cases where “interpretations of reality” are disputed by alter-
native meaning systems. The separation of church and state,
gods and government, creates intense competition between reli-
gious and political systems. Modern pluralistic societies, in fact,
have to deal not only with the “erosion of traditional meaning
systems,” but with different sources of competition: the compe-
tition of religious and political institutions, and the competition
of different religious systems of legitimation (Gehrig, 1981b: 36).

In much of Christian history, church and state, or religion and
politics, have been intimately interwoven. This relationship,
however, has often been plagued by deep tensions, compro-
mises, and unhappy alliances. The pendulum has swung either
to the side of the state or to the side of the church. That is, either
the state has succeeded in making the church an “engine to fur-
ther national policy,” or the church has gotten the upper hand by
utilizing the state “to further religious interests” (Krinsky, 1968:
13; see also Bellah, 1980b: 5; 1978: 17).

Broadly speaking, once the separation of church and state
occurred, the division of spheres has always remained problem-
atic. The state has tried to dominate or exploit a “restless
church…but never removed its refusal of final allegiance.”
While the church has never accepted it loss of authority, it has
used the state, whenever possible, for its own benefit (Bellah,
1978: 17). Apter has noted that when the distinction between the
sacred and the secular authority emerged, the church was
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forced, so to speak, to create the “ideal of temporal rule,” as a
means to compensate for its loss of power to the state. The reli-
gious system and the political system have become two compet-
ing ideologies, “each representing powerful institutional forces”
(Apter, 1963: 68). All this has occurred despite some “great peri-
odic yearnings in Western history” to fashion a social order
“where there would be no split in the soul between Christian
and citizen” (Bellah, 1978: 17).2

The modern state has not escaped this tension. Political
authority, by claiming the right to adjudicate matters of life and
death, both with respect to “internal deviants and external ene-
mies,” obviously deals with questions of ultimate concern
(Bellah, 1980a: vii). Weber reminds us that force is a “means spe-
cific to the state.” In fact, he defines the state both as “a compul-
sory association which organizes domination” and as an associ-
ation which monopolizes “the legitimate use of physical force
within a given territory.” The modern state, Weber argues, is “a
relation of men dominating men…by means of…‘legitimate vio-
lence’” (Weber, [1919] 1958: 78, 82; see also Weber, [1915] 1958:
334). Religion, in contrast, alleges an authority that transcends
any kind of secular power (Bellah, 1980a: vii). It claims to reveal
the meaning and mysteries of this world, and offers an ultimate
and transcendental reality. It offers, in other words, “an ultimate
stand toward the world by virtue of a direct grasp of the world’s
‘meaning’” (Weber, [1915] 1958: 352). A world that is apparently
irrational, chaotic, and unjust appears, through religion, to
acquire meaning and order (Hamilton, 1995: 138).

Although the relationship between church and state is no
longer the critical problem it once was, religion is still a “friction
point” in contemporary democratic societies (Krinsky, 1968: 3).
To be sure, the tension between religion and the state, or faith
and politics, almost always comes to the fore when legitimation
is considered.3 Bellah (1980a: vii) observes that “in no society can
religion and politics ignore each other. Faith and power must
always, however uneasily, take a stance toward one another.”
Obviously, the political answers given to this tension are many
and varied. Each society has tried to harmonize the relationship



between religion and the state in its own way, as required by its
particular institutional arrangements and historical circum-
stances (Krinsky, 1968: 15). Yet, apparently no solution has ever
brought to a vanishing point the tension that Rousseau dis-
cussed and tried to resolve (Bellah, 1980b: 6). As several com-
mentators have noted, the history of the Western world has often
been wracked with hostility and confrontations between reli-
gious authority and secular interests (Krinsky, 1968: 1).

Legitimacy in Sociological Theory

Whereas the question of legitimacy is part of a long tradition of
Western political thought, the emergence of legitimacy as an
important sociological issue coincided with the development of
classical sociology. Its clearest and most comprehensive expres-
sion is to be found in the work of Max Weber (Merquior, 1980: 9).
However, the notion of legitimation that is derived from classi-
cal sociological theory has proven to be somewhat in unsatisfac-
tory for the analysis of political power in modern society
(Kokosalakis, 1985: 370).

There are two basic ways of looking at the phenomenon of
legitimacy: that which views legitimate domination in terms of
belief, and that which views it in terms of values. In the former
case, referred to as the “subjectivist” approach, the emphasis is
placed on the political, specifically, on the relations between
rulers and the ruled. Weber would be a prime example. In the
latter, the “objectivist” approach, the emphasis is transferred
from “the political to the socio-cultural.” What is important here
is societal values, “not the experience of rule” (Merquior, 1980:
5). Durkheim, Parsons, and their followers fall in line with this
point of view. 

From the subjectivist standpoint, the problem of legitimacy is
explained in terms of whether or not most individuals subject to
a specific political authority “believe” that this authority is
morally right. The subjectivist approach equates legitimacy with
the “conviction” on the part of individuals or citizens that it is
“right and proper” to conform to a specific political authority.
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However, legitimacy has little to do with feelings. As Merquior
argues, identifying legitimacy with the “feelings of the ruled
says next to nothing about the criteria of legitimacy.” The objec-
tivist approach, as its name indicates, assumes the existence of
objective standards, “external to the mere floating ‘conviction’ of
the majority” (1980: 5). A government is legitimate only if official
policies, programs, or governmental actions are congruent with,
or reflect the basic principles and values of, the majority of those
governed. The objective approach stresses shared values, but it
also refers to the capacity of a regime to find solutions to the
basic problems facing any political system. It allows, at least in
theory, for “the possibility of a lack of overall legitimacy” when-
ever the society’s values collide (for example, in a civil war), or
as a result of political, ideological, or social antagonisms arising
from social unrest (4-5).

Merquior suggests that the conceptualization and treatment
of legitimacy in social theory is inadequate. As he notes, both
approaches are flawed: the one is faced with the dilemma of how
to ascribe values to social collectivities on a “reasonable empiri-
cal basis”; the other, with the equally difficult puzzle of how to
ascribe beliefs. But Merquior’s concern is not only with the prob-
lem of opinion instability in survey research. He also notes the
fallacy of basing legitimacy on a set of dubious assumptions
about value consensus in society (4-5). Both approaches, he
observes, start with the “assumption of belief,” stressing either
the “psychological” component (the personal conviction that it is
right and proper to obey), or its “social aspect” (societal values
“external to the ruled’s consciousness”). In other words, both
make legitimacy dependent upon “believing in the ruler’s claim
to power.” In so doing, neither of them confronts the problem
from the “actual political experience of legitimacy (or illegiti-
macy).” These weaknesses, Merquior suggests, could be over-
come by conceiving legitimacy in terms of power (5-7).

But in social theory power has rarely been accorded a central
place (Kokosalakis, 1985: 368). The general tendency in all socio-
logical theories has been “to reduce power to a secondary char-
acteristic of social life” (Giddens, 1981: 49). Even in Marxism,



where power is a first-order concept, political power is merely
the organized power of the propertied class for oppressing oth-
ers. In The Manifesto of the Communist Party, Marx lists several
measures that, once in place, will make public power lose its
political character—the most important ones being abolition of
property, introduction of a graduated income tax, abolition of
rights of inheritance, confiscation of property of emigrants and
rebels, centralization of credit, and state control of the means of
communication and transportation ([1848] 1978: 490). To the
extent that economic and material interests are considered to be
the prime determinants of the polity, power is treated as a “sec-
ondary concept” (Kokosalakis, 1985: 368). In Marxist terms, once
the revolution swept away the old conditions of production, the
existence of class antagonisms would disappear, and so would
political power. However, it could be argued that the elimination
of an exploitative mode of production may not eliminate all
sources of power. Simply stated, a socialist society does not put
an end to political hierarchy and political power. Ideas of any
sort, whether religious, moral, political or even aesthetic, Geertz
reminds us, “must be carried by powerful social groups to have
powerful social effects.” Ideas have to be somehow institutional-
ized to have an intellectual and concrete existence. “Someone
must revere them, celebrate them, defend them, [and ultimately]
impose them” (Geertz, 1973: 314).

In view of the central role of power in Weber’s theory of legit-
imate domination, the claim that in all sociological theories
power has not received the attention it deserves might seem
unjustified. This is not the case for despite the centrality given by
Weber to the notion of power, his theory of legitimate domina-
tion is derived from his theory of bureaucracy and is “rather
one-dimensional” (Kokosalakis, 1985: 368). Weber’s work can be
characterized as a comparative historical sociology centred on
an attempt to explain modernity and modern man.4 He is deeply
interested in the study of religious and social change. He uses
the concepts of rationalization and bureaucratization to explain
the process of modernization. In his view, these processes have
had profound implications for social, political, and religious sys-
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tems. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism ([1905] 1930)
represents Weber’s effort to understand the effects of rationali-
zation in the context of modern Protestantism. 

For Weber, bureaucratization—the establishment of an imper-
sonal social order that functions according to abstract and
rational rules and regulations—is domination objectified. Weber
sees bureaucratization intimately linked with the process of
rationalization of the modern world. “Bureaucracy has a
‘rational’ character: rules, means, ends, and matter-of factness
dominate its bearing” (Weber, [1921] 1958: 244). He notes that the
modern world is gradually losing its sacred character to rational
and efficiency-oriented explanations of reality. Functional
rationality and rationalization imply a world defined, organ-
ized, and ruled by total calculation—that is, by “calculable
rules” and by “calculability of results” (Weber, [1921] 1958: 215).5
In the process of rationalization, the social order, originally ethi-
cally motivated and embedded in a magico-religious world,
becomes detached from all ethical considerations. It becomes a
dehumanized world where goal attainment is based on “purely
objective considerations” and utilitarian principles. In a success-
ful bureaucratic organization, for example, there is no place for
love, hate, or any other “irrational, and emotional elements
which escape calculation” (Weber, [1921] 1958: 216). In the end,
impersonal forces come to rule over individuals. For this reason,
Weber sees in bureaucratization the modern chains of man.

Weber argues that all processes of development (including
economic development) are conflicts for power. At the same
time, he believes that the most fundamental “yardstick of val-
ues” in any process of development is the “reasons of state”
(cited in Gerth and Mills, 1958: 35). As already noted, Weber
defines the state as an association that manages domination. In
his political writings, concepts such as “national power,”
“national greatness,” or the state’s political interests surface over
and over again. National greatness, or the success of a nation in
achieving world domination, is postulated by Weber as a desir-
able political goal. Yet, it cannot be achieved without strong
political leadership. Politics requires a “passionate devotion,”



and an ethic of decisive action (Weber, [1919] 1958: 115). To coun-
terbalance the domination of politics by bureaucratic mentality,
Weber resorts to the idea of a powerful state to protect the
nation, and powerful and strong leaders to protect the interests
of the state. It is against this framework that he discusses his the-
ory of legitimate domination.

Weber was deeply affected by the political crisis in Germany
during his time. After the defeat of Germany in the First World
War, the nation had become isolated, and the most important
authority and symbol of the nation, the kaiser, had become the
target of international scorn (Gerth and Mills, 1958: 37). This
Weber found clearly harmful and certainly hard to accept. In his
view, “a nation forgives if its interests have been damaged, but
no nation forgives if its honor has been offended” (Weber, [1919]
1958: 118). If the symbol of the nation was humiliated, so was the
entire nation’s honour damaged.

Weber attributes Germany’s internal and external difficulties
to a bureaucratized social structure that has prevented the rise
and “efficient selection” of true political leaders (Gerth and
Mills, 1958: 37). What Germany needs, he declares, are responsi-
ble and competent leaders willing to act in politics according to
the “ethic of responsibility.”6 In Weber’s view, to do this a politi-
cian must be both a leader and a hero. In the political order,
Weber’s solution to the dilemma of modernity is an authoritar-
ian leader who has no personal ambition, only a passionate com-
mitment to an impersonal cause (Weber, [1919] 1958: 127-28).
Weber has been seen by many as “an imperialist, defending the
power-interest of the national state as the ultimate value” (Gerth
and Mills, 1958: 35).

Weber is convinced that to the degree that “magical elements
of thoughts” are displaced, the march of rationalization will
move forward. However, modernity is also pushing us back-
ward. Indeed, the malaise of modernity is associated with the
depersonalization and “disenchantment” of the world brought
about precisely by the rationalization and bureaucratization of
every aspect of our lives. Weber dislikes the modern man that is
emerging: the “narrowed professional,” administrative official,
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or political official with no heart and little brain. He believes
modernity is creating an army of docile and obedient bureau-
crats. This type of individual is “a petty routine creature, lacking
in heroism, human spontaneity and inventiveness” (Gerth and
Mills, 1958: 50-51). 

To his rather pessimistic view of modernization and rational-
ization, and his fear of “leaderless democracy,” Weber brings the
concept of charisma or “gift of grace.” People with charisma are
“self-appointed leaders” whom individuals follow and obey
because they “believe” in their exceptional qualities. Heroism,
valour, and success are idiosyncratic attributes of charismatic
leaders (Gerth and Mills, 1958: 52). The heroic charismatic leader
is emotionally (not rationally) driven and is endowed with spon-
taneity, courage, and personal charm. He breaks with all institu-
tional routines—“those of tradition and those subject to rational
management” (Gerth and Mills, 1958: 52). He is, so to speak,
beyond the power struggle, for the power that he embodies, and
takes, is not acquired for his own glory but for the glory of the
nation or cause. Charismatic leadership is only one form in
which legitimate domination might occur. A second form of
legitimate domination in the modern world is by virtue of legal-
ity. That is, “by virtue of the belief in the validity of legal statute
and functional ‘competence’ based on rationally created rules.”
The third and final justification for legitimation is the “authority
of the ‘eternal yesterday’”—that is, traditional domination
(Weber, [1919] 1958: 79). Here the leader’s critical test for legiti-
macy “depends upon his doing what others have done before
him” (Demerath and Hammond, 1969: 60). In sum, for Weber,
legitimation of political authority and political obedience is to be
found in three pure types: charismatic, legal, and traditional
domination.

Weber defines all three types of legitimate domination “by vol-
untary submission to power systems in whose validity the subject
believes.” Thus, legitimate domination may be based on devotion
to the exceptional character of charismatic leaders, on respect for
the law, or on the respect for the sanctity of traditions (Merquior,
1980: 97-98). While Weber was well aware that traditionalism in



modern societies was either dead or dying, he rejected the evo-
lutionary view that saw the world advancing in a straight, irre-
versible line. Instead, he subscribed to a “‘pendulum’ pattern
based on a recurrent oscillation between charismatic irruptions
and bureaucratic expansion” (Merquior, 1980: 100). However,
despite Weber’s claim that European culture has not followed a
“unilinear development,” Gerth and Mills (1958: 51) hold that a
unilinear organization is clearly assumed in Weber’s view of the
bureaucratization of the world.

Weber’s conception of legitimate domination, as Kokosalakis
suggests, prevents “in principle” any analysis of the uses or
abuses of power. This means that in Weber’s theory of legitimacy
there is “no room for illegitimate forms of domination.” Quoting
Mommsen, he notes that even in his acclaimed concept of
charisma as a political solution, it is difficult to distinguish
between “the genuine charisma of responsible democratic lead-
ers, as for instance Gladstone or Roosevelt and the pernicious
charisma of personalities like Kurt Eisner or Adolf Hitler”
(Mommsen, 1974: 83, 91; cited in Kokosalakis, 1985: 370). Gerth
and Mills have also observed that the concept of charisma is
indeed “free of all evaluations.”7 The only element common to all
charismatic leaders is that individuals follow and obey them
because of trust (“faith”) in their personal qualities, heroism, or
exceptional achievements (1958: 52). In short, Weber’s sociology
of legitimacy is overtly centred on the relationship of the ruler
and ruled. Domination is conceived as operating mainly in terms
of beliefs. The criticism that his theory of legitimate authority
relies too heavily on “systems of beliefs,”seems entirely justified
(Selznick, 1992: 271). 

When legitimacy is viewed as grounded on belief, claims to
legitimate domination may rest either in the beliefs of the rulers
in their own legitimate right to demand obedience (“as embod-
ied in ideologies of rulership”), or in the beliefs of the ruled in
their leaders extraordinary qualities or gift of grace (Merquior,
1980: 6). However, authority may not always rest with consent
based on belief. On this issue, Selznick (1992: 272) writes: “a
legitimate ruler may be a tyrant, whose claim to rule rests on
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principles that encourage uncritical acquiescence on the part of
subjects and supine obedience on the part of officials.” This
would suggest that Weber’s premise that authority invariably
depends on a “legitimazing belief” on the part of the ruled does
not hold ground. Authority may also be based “in interest, coer-
cion, or both.” Here there is no need for an “inner acceptance of
the ruler’s claim to rule” (Merquior, 1980: 208). To be sure, in
such cases, we are in the realm of what Weber called power,
which is inherently less stable a means of social control than
authority which, in Weber’s terms, is legitimated domination.
However, several political regimes during the course of the
twentieth century have enjoyed legitimacy on the basis of such
power. In any case, Weber’s main concern is not so much the
“wielding of authority,” but rather “its acceptance and legitima-
tion in the eyes of the followers” (Demerath and Hammond,
1969: 60).

Kokosalakis (1985: 370) observes that it is not just the
Weberian sociology that shows little sensitivity in the area of
power relations. Parsons’s conceptualization of legitimation and
power is also “one-dimensional.” For Parsons the social order is
primarily ruled by a set of core values that filters through society.
He conceives of power as a “generalized capacity” to accept
“binding obligations,” which “are legitimized with reference to
their bearing on collective goals” (Parsons, 1963: 237). Power is
not a personal attribute; rather, it is a system resource. Parsons
sees power operative only in terms of social values and social
systems, not as a relationship among social actors. As a result, he
sees power as a “‘symbolic medium’ running throughout a
‘social system’ rather than [as] a potentially coercive relation”
(Merquior, 1980: 193). Values, however, are supported by power
dynamics, and socio-political institutions are often the “foci of
power at the service of distinct values and interests” (Merquior,
1980: 7). Parsons does not seem to consider the relationship
between values and the particular social groups that are the car-
riers of those values. From his standpoint, those in positions of
power always conform to the general values of society and
always attempt to achieve the objectives “preestablished by the



‘total system.’” The possibility that the structures of power may
be used “routinely and systematically” to advance personal
and/or particular group interests that have little to do with the
common good, or that may even be in opposition to it, is not
given much consideration. On the contrary, the assumption is
that powerful individuals are relatively “benevolent, civic-
minded” citizens primarily concerned with the well-being of the
society. Parsons, in short, tends to consider power as “neutral”
and those in power as merely using authority collectively
entrusted to them (Hughey, 1983: 152). This would explain why
Giddens has suggested that in “Parsons’ theory of power human
beings appear only as ‘cultural dopes’” (in Kokosalakis, 1985:
371).

Finally, Kokosalakis notes that even scholars who belong to the
conflict tradition, such as R. Dahrendorf and C. Wright Mills, are
guilty of the same problem. The central focus of their discussions
of power is the economic or political capacity of some groups or
individuals to exploit others. This is misleading because it
implies that the dynamics of power “operate outside” any ideo-
logical, religious, or even ethical framework (Kokosalakis, 1985:
370, 367). 

Kokosalakis’s discussion suggests that, despite a wide range
of variation in modern theories of legitimate domination, all
share a basic theme: the conception of legitimation as a wholly
“desacralized” and “demystified” social phenomenon. The
question of whether power “has lost entirely its age old mystify-
ing character” is often left unanswered or never made problem-
atic. In other words, legitimation is conceived as “a matter of
abstract, rationalized and technocratic, administrative proce-
dures” (Kokosalakis, 1985: 370, 372).

Kokosalakis stands with Merquior in finding the sociological
theories of legitimation inadequate to explain the uses of power,
but for slightly different reasons. He argues that Marxists, con-
flict theorists, and structural functionalists alike can all be chal-
lenged because they accept the idea that the bases of legitimation
in advanced societies are entirely secular, rationalist, and based
primarily on technical efficiency. By viewing the dynamics of
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modern legitimation and modern culture in entirely secular
terms, they all fail to pay attention to the role religion still plays
in the modern polity. Many other theorists have come to similar
conclusions. Some have specifically criticized political science
research on power, arguing that scholars in this field have almost
nothing to say about the symbolic and cultural role religion
plays in shaping political debate and political praxis (Demerath
and Williams, 1989: 33).

The issue raised above, while largely true, needs some quali-
fication. Marxist theorists have acknowledged the role religion
plays in modern society as a source of false consciousness. In
essence, Marx’s ideas concerning religion and politics can be
reduced to three basic themes: religion as an illusion (compensa-
tion for human suffering caused by imperfect social and political
relations), religion as a symptom of alienation, and religion as an
opiate. At the same time, however, Marx was well aware that
religion, its illusions and narcotizing effects, had to be unmasked
before political action could proceed. In this sense, religion had
a profound political significance. Religious consciousness was
simply a reflection of material and social realities; religion was
an inverted world-consciousness. Once these social realities were
transformed, religious consciousness would fade away.
Individuals would then realize that God was the projection of an
idealized human nature (Marx, [1844] 1978: 53-54).

Marx believed that in Germany the critique of religion was “in
the main complete.” Feuerbach and others had already estab-
lished that the criticism of religion was “the premise of all criti-
cism.” But, to a certain extent, Marx regarded the Young
Hegelians’ criticism of religion, especially Feuerbach’s, as super-
fluous, for it addressed symptoms rather than the disease itself.
For Marx, religion was not the product of certain universal fea-
tures of the human condition (as it was for Durkheim and, to a
certain extent, for Weber). Rather, religion was the product of
specifically contingent social arrangements. In order to give up
illusions, what was required was to “abandon a condition which
require[d] illusions” (Marx, [1844] 1978: 54). Political emancipa-
tion demanded the “emancipation of the state from Judaism,



Christianity, and religion in general” (Marx, [1843] 1978: 32). In
other words, Marx dismisses religion, and one can only specu-
late that he would have dismissed civil religion as well. This
may explain why most Marxist scholars have not participated in
the civil religion debate.

Neither Marx nor Engels attached much importance to the
issue of political legitimacy.8 Legitimate authority presumes con-
sent and the rightful claim to obedience or agreement. But, inso-
far as the bourgeoisie had usurped power and privileges, a legit-
imate agreement could never be possible. Bourgeois society, in
fact, precluded a free, independent state with its own ethical
basis. The state was nothing “but a machine for the oppression
of one class by another.” The state was merely an “executive
committee” for managing the affairs of the bourgeoisie. This is
the reason why under new, free social conditions, “the entire
lumber of the state” would be thrown “on the scrap heap”
(Engels, [1891] 1978: 629). Marx’s critique of the state parallels
his critique of religion: claims of autonomy and independence
by the sovereign state are as illusory as religious claims of divine
sovereignty.

Religion and Legitimation Today 

Scholars have argued, for quite some time, that religion is losing
ground in the modern world. Theories of secularization and
modernization have helped to reinforce this idea, for they have
tended to downplay the significance of religion in political legit-
imation. Some authors portray religion as playing no part in the
legitimation of modern societies (Fenn, 1978), or as having a
minimal legitimizing influence (Roof and McKinney, 1987), or as
playing only an indirect role (Parsons, 1964). Others, however,
contend that something of a religious rebirth is happening, not
only in the United States, but around the world (Billings and
Scott, 1994; Casanova, 1994; Hamilton, 1995; Hunter, 1991).

Starting perhaps a few decades ago, new developments in the
sociology of religion have called into question the assumptions
of secularization theories (Finke and Stark, 1992; see also
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Hamilton, 1995, esp. ch. 15). In the process several sociologists of
religion have also reconsidered the importance of religion in
contemporary life and have recognized the dual function reli-
gion still plays “in the legitimation of power and privilege and
in protest and opposition” of all kinds, despite its alleged decline
in public life (Billings and Scott, 1994: 173). Studies have shown
the importance of religion as a “political resource,” either as an
emancipatory force or as an aid to the maintenance of the status
quo (Williams, 1996: 368). Berger (1967) sees religion as capable
of legitimating or challenging the socio-political order. In this
sense, religion can be either a “world-maintaining” or a “world-
shaking” force (Billings and Scott, 1994: 173). He seems con-
vinced, however, that the process of privatization is inexorably
displacing religion from public life. Religious beliefs have
become subjective—that is, the quest for “meaning” and “salva-
tion” has been transferred to the inner corner of the self. Since
this quest is a strictly private affair, a matter of “choice” or “pref-
erence,” a common world view is no longer possible (Berger,
1967: 133-34). Luckman refers to this personal search for identity
and self-realization as the “invisible religion” of modern times.
This means that the sacred sense formerly given by religion to all
aspects of social life “is now only a patchwork of largely priva-
tized experiences” (Beckford, 1989: 106).

Despite the allegedly growing privatization of religion, social
scientists are once again paying more attention to religion’s
involvement in political life. As has been suggested, due to basic
developments (both in theory and in praxis), traditional concep-
tions of legitimation based on beliefs or value consensus have
also been called into question. Legitimation is conceptualized
more in terms of “bitterly contested struggles where religion still
plays a vital role,” rather than in terms of societal values and
beliefs. Individuals and groups have become the primary agents
in these struggles (Billings and Scott, 1994: 174). Religion is not
only involved in highly controversial issues and popular strug-
gles, but it seems to be itself “embroiled in controversy.” From
debates about issues such as privacy rights, abortion, prayer in
public schools, or America’s military and economic stance in the



world, “religion seems to be in the thick of it.” But religious
groups do not always take the same position in the battlefield.
On the contrary, they seem quite polarized. “Scarcely a state-
ment is uttered by one religious group…without another fac-
tion of the religious community taking umbrage” (Wuthnow,
1988a: 6). At the same time that religion is becoming political,
politics is being “reinfused with religious symbols and claims”
(Billings and Scott, 1994: 174). This has led some observers to
note that as a result of the complex relationship between reli-
gion and politics, it is no longer easy to determine “whether one
is witnessing political movements which don religious garb or
religious movements which assume political forms” (Casanova,
1994: 41).

Clearly, at the root of many of the issues in which religious
groups have become embroiled in recent years lies the increas-
ingly delicate boundary between church authority and state
authority. Due to the institutional separation between the state
and church, and the tendency towards the secularization of the
political order that goes with modernity, the churches can no
longer rely on the state to enforce their moral claims. This ten-
sion finds its expression, at least in America, in debates over
such questions as whether or not the government has the right
to keep religion out of the public school system, or whether reli-
gious groups have the right to challenge the Supreme Court’s
decision on moral issues (like the legalization of abortion). These
struggles, often bitterly fought out “in church basements,” in the
streets, in the media corridors, or in courtrooms, are mere “flash
points,” indicative of deeper changes in the relationship between
religion, government, and society in the United States
(Wuthnow, 1988a: 7).

Trends towards the politicization of religion and the religion-
izing of politics, together with the prominence attained by spe-
cial purpose religious groups on the political scene, indicate a
shift away from conceptualizations of religion as either playing
no role at all, or being an “indirect legitimator” of the political
order, to one that stresses a radical and active presence “vis-à-vis
both secular legitimations and religiously based but competing
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moral visions of the good society” (Billings and Scott, 1994: 175).
Wuthnow holds the state responsible for the growth of special
groups in American religion. He argues that, as the arm of the
state has extended in key areas of people’s lives, and as govern-
ment rules and policies are affecting the daily lives of ordinary
citizens, there has been a corresponding proliferation of special
interest groups. These groups have turned to politico-religious
activism for the “express purpose of combating, restraining, or
promoting certain types of government activity” (1988a: 114).

The religious mobilization of moral crusaders, either on the
right or on the left of the politico-religious spectrum, and their
efforts to legitimize or delegitimize those in positions of author-
ity, challenge the idea that modern society is legitimized entirely
in terms of functional rationality or technical expertise. Religious
groups, especially but not exclusively in the United States, are no
longer content to play an ancillary role regarding what they con-
sider fundamental moral issues. Some religious groups not only
want to influence values or individuals’ consciences, they seem
determined to change them—even if this requires violent
activism (Billings and Scott, 1994: 174-76; Jelen, 1995: 280). To
accomplish their politico-religious goal and mobilize political
influence, special interest groups with religious concerns are
increasingly playing “more by political rules rather than by reli-
gious rules” (Wuthnow, 1988a: 207).9 It follows that religion, pol-
itics, and morality, “once seemingly far removed,” have come to
be once more closely intertwined (Billings and Scott, 1994: 174).

Hence, even though there is some truth to the claim that polit-
ical authority is justified nowadays primarily in secular terms,
there seems to be evidence indicating that religiously informed
activism has an influence on the “legitimacy of certain policies,
the shape of constituencies and coalitions, levels of participation,
cultural climates, and the social definitions of public and private
spheres in the United States” (Billings and Scott, 1994: 178).
Commentators have observed a similar blurring of boundaries
between religion and politics in other parts of the world.

Wuthnow (1988a) notes that changes in both religious and
political life have produced a profound restructuring or realign-



ment of religion. Elsewhere he notes that the sacred, which is
“deeply conditioned” by the social location in which it appears,
is “produced” or socially constructed. He contends that if the
sacred is produced, so is its public manifestation (i.e., “public reli-
gion”). As a cultural product, public religion “does not simply
happen.” A variety of organizational vehicles concerned with the
production of culture are actively involved seeking to influence
the beliefs and values of society (Wuthnow, 1994: 2-6).10 Both
issues, restructuring and production, are very important to
understanding the role of civil religion in modern society.

In sum, even in our post-industrial, postmodern age, a com-
pletely secular politics operating outside any religio-ideological
context seems to be more illusion than reality. The legitimation
of power in the modern state, as Kokosalakis rightly notes, while
largely a matter of rational and efficient procedures, “is also a
question of meaning, values and political purpose” (1985: 375).
Because power is always embedded in a meaningful symbolic
context, it “must always be legitimized within a symbolic cul-
tural and value laden frame of reference” (368). Symbolic power,
in turn, implies action, interests, moral fulfilment, and authority
(Novak, 1992: 30). Legitimation, thus, has a moral and ideologi-
cal component that cannot be reduced to formal rationality
(Kokosalakis, 1985: 372).

The Invisibility of Power

In the preceding discussion I mentioned that in sociological the-
ories the linkage between power and religion has not received
sufficient attention. The sociology of religion, by following the
mainstream sociological tendency, has also not come “to grips
with the full theoretical significance of the dialectical relation-
ship between power, authority and religion” (Kokosalakis, 1985:
368). Power, although an“implicit theme” in the sociology of reli-
gion literature, has hardly ever been addressed “directly and
precisely” (McGuire, 1983: 1).11 It should come as no surprise,
therefore, that the notion of power in the literature on civil reli-
gion also shines through by its absence.12 By not paying atten-
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tion to the Rousseauan view of civil religion, experts on this
issue have made virtually no attempt to see power as an essen-
tial element, perhaps the leading force of the civil religion con-
cept. Only a small number of cross-cultural studies, often in non-
Western settings, have dealt with this issue, particularly when
civil religion has emerged as a temporary alternative to a politi-
cal crisis.13

Bellah interprets civil religion as setting a standard by which
the nation is called to be moral, righteous, and just. The nation
has value only to the extent that individuals recognize, even if
only in an imperfect and fragmented way, a “higher law”
(Bellah, 1974b: 255). There may be some occasional distortions,
or even corruption, but Bellah seems to think that civil religion
is generally upright.14 The American nation, after all, “stands
under transcendent judgement” (Bellah, 1974b: 255). It follows
that in Bellah’s analysis political power can be effectively limited
and criticized on moral and religious grounds, for the nation is
subject to God and his judgment (Bellah, 1975: ix). In other
words, he assumes that civil religion has the capacity, or at least
the potential, to question the authority of political leaders and
political institutions (Gehrig, 1981b: 38). Following Bellah, the
general trend of students of American civil religion has been to
support the idea that “civil power stands under the sovereignty
of God and that the nation must judge its own acts in the light of
divine righteousness” (Richardson, 1974: 164).

When Bellah (1967: 4) points out that civil religion “provides
a transcendent goal for the political process,” he is thinking
about the political machinery in theological terms. Politics is
approached as if ultimate moral and religious issues are at stake.
Marty (1974: 145) and others have called this the “prophetic”
dimension of civil religion—a dimension that has a “predisposi-
tion toward the judgmental.” In Bellah’s terms, it is this aspect of
civil religion “that makes possible renewal, national self-criti-
cism, and the ability and openness to learn” (Jones and Richey,
1974: 14). The problem is that America is construed “not as striv-
ing to understand and follow God’s will, but as the very embod-
iment of that will” (Demerath and Williams, 1985: 160).



The question to be asked is, who (apart from God) sets the
standards by which the nation is called to be just and righteous?
Who decides if the nation is honouring its covenant or not?
Moreover, analysts seldom consider that the allegedly prophetic
capacity of civil religion may be liberating for some groups but
repressive for others. It may be either “innovative or supportive
of the status quo,” benefiting some and excluding others,
depending largely on which side of the fence one stands. One
should be careful to distinguish between what Gehrig calls
prophetic “attempts” and prophetic “successes.” But more than
this, one should be able to ascertain who are the beneficiaries of
the so-called successes, and what conditions or power dynamics
are at work either “facilitating or resisting prophecy” (Gehrig,
1981b: 37). When scholars discuss the prophetic capacity of civil
religion, they pay little attention to the actual disparity that may
exist between “prophecy attempted and influence gained”
(Demerath and Hammond, 1969: 212). In other words, civil reli-
gion’s prophetic dimension would seem to provide a rather
weak and unreliable indicator for national self-criticism, or for
understanding the shape and course of American self-judgment.
It would also appear that self-criticism in American politics may
easily get embroiled in a kind of vicious circle. Bennett writes:
“the state, through its leaders, calls upon deity and dogma to
bless actions, while the actions, in turn, are offered as proof that
the state has chosen the best and most profound grounds for
action” (1975: 88). Bennett illustrates this point by quoting from
a speech by Lyndon Johnson: “Above the pyramid on the great
seal of the United States it says in Latin, ‘God has favored our
undertaking.’ God will not favor everything that we do. It is
rather our duty to divine His will. I cannot help but believe that
He truly understands and that He really favors the undertaking
that we begin here tonight.” Implicit in Johnson’s address is the
message that Americans are answerable to God, but their actions
are agreeable to Him.

Richardson (1974: 161) has suggested that linking religion or
civil religion with the nation-state, or with any dimension of
humanity, has important consequences. First, actors or groups
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assigning an ultimate meaning to the nation, are expressing, in a
sense, “what concerns them ultimately.” Second, there is a ten-
dency to conceive “ultimate reality” as resembling human real-
ity and experience. Jones and Richey (1974: 10) have expressed
this idea as follows: when human life is taken as a model for ulti-
mate reality “ultimacy is conferred on that human aspect and the
ultimate is reconceived to resemble it.”

Richardson (1974: 162) suggests that linking religion with any
social dimension has both sociological and theological implica-
tions. In sociological terms, it means creating, by means of sym-
bols and rituals, an “ultimate meaning” for social and political
life. In theological terms, it is “a way of ‘modeling’ or picturing
what God is and our relation to him.” Simply put, it is a way of
linking worldly affairs with ultimate and transcendental reality,
and vice versa. He writes, “a person who identifies with a polit-
ical group and its civil religion not only…affirms that this group
has a transcendent goal and some ultimate value (the sociologi-
cal aspect), but he will also tend to think that the categories of
politics—sovereignty, law, justice, the state—are especially
appropriate for describing ultimate reality (the theological
aspect).” But to assign a transcendental dimension to something,
is also to assert “that it is, in some way, ‘true’” (162). This
becomes a serious and pressing problem, if one considers civil
religion to be located “in the instrumentalities of government
exercising real power” (Rice, 1980: 65).

To be sure, civil religion uses theological symbols, language,
and rituals to describe, conceive, and/or legitimize politics and
the political process.15 But theological judgments do not operate
in a vacuum; they have social and political resonance
(Richardson, 1974: 162). A nation “under God” means somehow
that a transcendent reality is the “pusher” or “puller” of the
social and political order (Marty, 1974: 144). It means “a higher
criterion for sovereignty than either state or people” (Rice, 1980:
60). Civil religion, thus, becomes normative.

What confounds the problem even more is that sacred/theo-
logical symbols can promote civic corruption as well as civic
virtue. In fact, in particular circumstances, civil religion may



even involve a nation in an ideology that gives religious sanction
to very harmful aspects of social life. The latter would happen
when civil religion and its sacred symbols are consciously
manipulated by politicians to facilitate or mask actions, includ-
ing immoral ones, with “moralistic rhetoric” (Bennett, 1979: 106).
There is always the potential danger that religious beliefs used
by political authorities may exploit civil religious symbols, ritu-
als, and ceremonies to enhance, legitimize, or justify political
rule. Needless to say, this is a danger not only of civil religion,
but of religion proper, or of any secular ideology for that matter.

American scholars have been too much concerned with the
religious dimension of civil religion, and not concerned enough
with its political implications. This may be explained, perhaps,
in terms of Americans’ strong anti-government ethic. Mead, for
example, believes that persuasion, not coercion, is part of the
American political mentality. He argues that church-state rela-
tions have traditionally rested on two assumptions: the convic-
tion that any society depends upon a set of shared beliefs con-
cerning individuals and their place in the cosmos; and the
equally strong conviction that the only way these beliefs will be
preserved “is to put the coercive power of the state behind the
institution responsible for their definition, articulation, and
inculcation.” Mead argues that Americans, from the very begin-
ning, adopted the first assumption, but strongly rejected the sec-
ond one. He suggests that the gist of the American Revolution,
and the intention of the founding fathers, was to give up coer-
cion and embrace persuasion (cited in Rice, 1980: 66, n. 50).
Huntington, on the other hand, seems to hold a less romanti-
cized view. Americans, he claims, “have gloried in the conspicu-
ous consumption of wealth,” but have never had a “gospel of
power.” This means that American power-holders “must create
a force that can be felt but not seen”(1981: 75). What is at issue
here is the extent to which the American political tradition has
rejected the power of the state.

Distrust of government and opposition to centralized power
are (or at least were) at the heart of the American political creed.
The impact of the American Revolution, the influence of a lais-
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sez-faire Lockean tradition, and the impact of the Protestant tra-
dition fostering the idea of an individual relationship with God
helped strengthen the American “ideological commitment to a
weak state,” and to an anti-collectivist and anti-authoritarian
political order (Lipset, 1986: 114-15). The genesis of the
American nation and the genesis of its anti-state ethic are, in
fact, inseparable. The religious values and beliefs of the
American creed, which constitute the core of American national
identity, are “liberal, individualistic, democratic, egalitarian,
and hence basically anti-government and anti-authority in
character.” The essence of constitutionalism, individualism, lib-
eralism, and egalitarianism can be reduced to one thing: “free-
dom from government control” (Huntington, 1981: 4, 33). The
creed of American political existence has stressed individual-
ism, “local autonomy, and limitation of executive power”
(Clark, 1962: 214). It is reasonable to argue that this aversion or
opposition to state power has remained a characteristic of the
American way of life well into the twentieth century. Having
said this, it is also reasonable to note that the power and facul-
ties of the American government have significantly increased in
the second half of the twentieth century. However, the illusion
or the reality of an anti-statist ethic has obscured the possibility
that civil religion may become linked to state ideology and state
power.16 The desire to keep the state at arm’s length does not
necessarily mean that the state has indeed remained uninvolved
in the production of civil religion.

A further criticism that can be made is that Bellah and his fol-
lowers have seldom considered the intensity with which
Americans accept the basic ideals of the American creed, and the
fact that these ideals may vary over time and from one group to
another. Huntington notes that changes in the basic set of ideals
reflect mutations in the allocation of power in American society
and in the “intensity of commitments that Americans have to
those ideals.” He argues that American society has gone through
times of “creedal passion” and periods of “creedal passivity”
that are strongly connected with developments in American pol-
itics (Huntington, 1981: 4).



In short, the pervasive hostility that Americans have towards
centralized power combined with the moralistic component of
American civil religion may help explain why the notion of
power (or the idea that civil religion may be a powerful tool) has
seldom been part of the debate over civil religion in America.
American scholars have opted to render invisible the linkage
between state power and civil religion.17

“Americans are eminently prophets,” Santayana is said to
have commented, “they apply morals to public affairs” (cited in
Huntington, 1981: 67). Bellah and his followers are not the excep-
tion that confirms this rule. In keeping with Santayana’s obser-
vation, they too have donned the mantle of prophecy in their
writings on civil religion. They have stressed the moral ele-
ments, the consensual aspect, and the religious ethos of the
American creed, not its political ramifications. But Kokosalakis’s
(1985) analysis of the relation between religion, power, and legit-
imation in modern society is a reminder of the way civil religion
may operate in the modern world. Civil religion, like religion
proper, does not stand outside power struggles. Rather, power
relations operate inside the religious, political, and ideological
context of civil religion.

Just as the link between political power and civil religion has
been shucked off in most discussions, so has the notion that civil
religion may be an ideological phenomenon closely linked to a
dominant group or class. Indeed, the direct political content of
the belief system of civil religion (as much in the United States as
anywhere else in the world) has received little notice in the
theories or models of civil religion. The religious rhetoric and
message of the civil religious discourse have been quite carefully
analyzed, but the political ideology behind those messages has
been submerged in the literature. Political ideology, however,
can never be entirely divorced either from the structures of civil
religion or from an analysis of the dynamics and distribution of
power in society. I should clarify that I use the notion of ideology
as a set of ideas or principles intended to reorder collective expe-
rience, to regulate political understandings, and to mobilize sup-
port and collective action (Williams, 1996: 371, 374). In this sense,
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ideology is as a generalized belief system or “more or less for-
mal systems of thought that benefit a particular group or class
of people, but where the ideas themselves are presented as uni-
versally true or valid” (Williams, 1996: 374). Implicit in this def-
inition is the view that ideologies may be developed by, or ben-
efit different groups; they are not the prerogative of a particular
class.

Bellah, of course, is partly to blame for the lack of attention
given to the ideological aspect of civil religion. He targets culture
rather than ideology. He seems unwilling to consider the possi-
bility that civil religious beliefs are ideologies, or may be used as
such by some groups to legitimize their control over others.
Instead, he insists that American civil religion is not and “has
never been primarily an ideology intended to reinforce the
authority of the state or to cast a halo over institutions” (Bellah,
1976b: 167). In this sense, he is no different than Durkheim. As
Giddens (1978: 105) has rightly noted, unlike Max Weber’s soci-
ology of religion, which specifically advances the notion that
religious beliefs help legitimize group interests, in the “whole of
Durkheim’s writings, he nowhere confronts the possibility that
religious beliefs are ideologies, which help legitimate the domi-
nation of some groups over others.”

While most authors have opted to follow Bellah’s lead, a few
have made a passing reference to the ideological aspect of civil
religion. Hammond (1980a: 77) uses the notion of ideology in the
context of Rousseau’s model of civil religion. He argues that
Rousseau intended civil religion to be an “ideology at once tran-
scendent but focused on the nation-state” to legitimize, in a func-
tional sense, the political order. Hammond is not referring to civil
religions in general, but to civil religions in Rousseau’s meaning
of the term, which, he insists, “have not routinely developed”
and are “probably quite rare” (1988a: 77). Hammond’s study is
one of the few to clearly distinguish between a Durkheimian and
a Rousseauan approach to civil religion. He acknowledges that
once civil religion is conceived as a transcendental ideology its
analysis “shifts some distance out of the Durkheim camp, where
it has generally been” (1980a: 44).



Bennett believes that when a civil religion is “functioning nor-
mally” it is a model of “defensible public morality.” By this he
means that civil religion becomes, or at least has the potential to
become, a “moral basis of state action.” Under its normal func-
tioning, civil religion cannot be conceived as a forum for politi-
cal indoctrination or as a “factional ideology within a sate.”
Bennett does recognize, however, that many obstacles, such as
political lies, political propaganda, intimidation, and diverse
and competing moral claims, prevent the normal functioning of
civil religion. Under such circumstances, the rhetoric of “self-
righteousness” and public integrity may become ideological and
lead to the justification of destructive and even immoral political
measures (Bennett, 1979: 122-23). Fenn has also noted in passing
that civil religion is often reduced to an ideology at the service
“of political cynics” (cited in Bourg, 1976: 146). For Stauffer et al.
(1975: 392), America’s “myth of origin,” deprived of its tran-
scendental relevance, has become little more than a “justificatory
ideology” for political power-holders and for “racial and ethnic
prejudice.”

Civil religion, like any other cultural phenomenon, is “pro-
duced.” Children learn about it in the school. They are exposed
to it in direct and indirect ways through civic rituals. “Resources,
planning, time and effort, money, lobbying, legislation, and pro-
fessional expertise are all required to maintain it” (Wuthnow,
1994: 132). Civil religion as culture is internalized through social-
ization and education. Civil religion as an ideological political
phenomenon, like religion proper, is an “organizing princi-
ple…for mobilizing collective action…clothed in the universalist
language of God’s will and transcendent justice” (Williams,
1996: 374). It is directly linked to the state and to political offi-
cials. At the level of power dynamics, civil religious ideology is
used or may be used to support and legitimize the “uses, the
structures and the relations” of political power (Kokosalakis,
1985: 371). Observers such as Williams and Alexander, for exam-
ple, have found that religion of the “prophetic” type uses its
moral authority “to connect Populist principles and policies to
righteousness and God’s will” (in Williams, 1996: 376).

122

From Civil to Political Religion



123

The “Problem” of Legitimacy, Power, and Politics

Needless to say, civil religion is neither the only nor the most
important ideological instrument of rule. The state may justify
the uses of power in terms of economic relations (laissez-faire
ideology), or legitimize it by reference to the will of the people
(the social contract, liberal ideology), or it may simply revert to
an ideology of might makes right (totalitarian or fascist ideol-
ogy). What I have tried to argue in this section is the ideological
side of civil religion, its inherent political nature, and its pro-
found political significance. Civil religion thus conceived is far
from being a cultural given at all times. It follows that the role
played by those in power in its creation, dissemination, and dif-
fusion should also be taken into consideration.

The Consensus Legacy and Its Problems

To understand the question of the relationship between civil
religion and politics it is necessary to understand the socio-
cultural, moral, and religious frameworks within which politi-
cal power operates in the modern world. The linkage of religion
and politics, faith and power, is essential for an understanding
of the religio-political problem—a fact that Bellah himself has
recognized (1980a: vii). Likewise, Williams and Demerath have
noted that church-state relationships “quickly bleed into broader
structural and cultural questions of religion and power” (in
Demerath, 1994: 107).18

As indicated above, the role of religion in the United States
has been examined quite carefully and covers an extensive lit-
erature. Empirical studies of religion’s involvement in
American political life are also numerous (Billings and Scott,
1994; Burns, 1996; Demerath and Williams, 1992; Evans, 1996;
Hunter, 1991; Jelen, 1993; Morris, 1984). Scholarly interest in
the New Christian Right, in recent years, indicates that the rela-
tionship between religion and politics is still a “contentious
issue” in America. As Jelen notes (1995: 271), religious beliefs
have always been “essential underpinning[s] of the American
political culture.” However, the role of civil religion in
American politics has not received a parallel attention. On the



contrary, studies of civil religion as a political resource are
practically non-existent.

To be sure, the relationship between religion and politics is at
the heart of Bellah’s thesis on civil religion. In his view, the
essence of civil religion is the “religio-political problem” (1980a:
vii). The political problem, however, has been minimized and
obscured by the adoption of Durkheim’s integrationist theory.
The classic structural-functionalist tradition delineated by
Durkheim, and adopted by Bellah and others, views the ques-
tion of social and political order (legitimation and integration) in
terms of consensus. As a logical consequence, civil religion
appears to be operating in a cultural environment where conflict
and strife are minimized. But, clearly, civil religion is a far more
complex phenomenon than the integrationist approach sup-
poses. While civil religion may justify and support the senti-
ments that give cohesion to a given society, it may also be the
expression of those values that predominate because they are
supported by the most powerful and influential groups in that
society. By taking only a partial insight into the nature of civil
religion, consensus theorists have been unable, or unwilling, to
conceptualize civil religion as a phenomenon subject to political
manipulation and control.

In any case, the harmony generated by civil religion in
America is less solid than most authors are willing to accept or
even recognize. This is not to say that the main theorists of civil
religion naively believe in the American dream, or naively
assume that all Americans speak with one voice. Civil religion is
postulated to exist and, perhaps, be needed, because the United
States does experience internal differences and tensions. It is,
nonetheless, supposed to help bond people together despite
their differences.

Bellah has recognized that American civil religion has a “dif-
ferent relationship” to republican and liberal traditions, both of
which are part and parcel of American political heritage
(Mathisen, 1989: 140). Yet, he still insists that although republi-
cans and liberals “may differ in their social programs…they do
not necessarily differ in their civil religions” (1976a: 155). A few
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scholars have acknowledged that American civil religion, as a
historical fact, has been “resilient, episodic, and dualistic”
(Mathisen, 1989: 140). Wuthnow points to the existence of reli-
giously based conservative and liberal visions of America that
provide conflicting senses of its destiny and mission. Indeed, he
claims that these two visions are so frequently at odds that they
“appear to have become differentiated along a fracture line.”
Each side sees itself as the repository and defender of higher
moral principles (Wuthnow, 1988a: 254). These two visions are
“theological opposites and parallel those of priest and prophet,
or republican and liberal” (Mathisen, 1989: 140). Again, Bellah
disagrees. In his view, there may be “several public theologies,
but only one civil religion” (1976a: 155). 

Americans certainly have different understandings of reality.
Confrontations over moral issues are being increasingly inter-
preted in terms of a “culture war” currently emerging in
American society (Evans, 1996: 15). Disagreements over issues
such as homosexuality, abortion, or pornography are more than
mere cultural conflicts about opposing values. Rather, they are
struggles “to achieve or maintain the power to define reality”
(Hunter, 1991: 52). Culture war theorists depict the American
nation as drifting towards two polarized groups—orthodox and
progressive—with radically different conceptions of their society
and its morality (Evans, 1996: 15). These two world views have so
little in common, that some scholars believe they are “incom-
mensurable.” Hunter suggests that the struggle between ortho-
doxy and progressivism in the United States is creating a new
kind of societal coalition that is bringing together different peo-
ple, regardless of their religion, social class, or ethnic background
(Jelen, 1995: 276; see also Evans, 1996: 21). But since conflicting
world views imply profound and incompatible differences that
seem to be non-negotiable through normal democratic proce-
dures, culture war theorists believe that this warfare is also “non-
resolvable” (Evans, 1996: 16). Jelen notes (1995: 276) that one of
the “first casualties of the culture war is likely to be political civil-
ity.” We have seen examples of such loss of civility in the United
States particularly among protesters in front of abortion clinics.



Mathisen (1989: 140) confirms the dualistic nature of
American civil religion, and suggests that Americans may never
perceive their history and experience “with a single eye.” Marty
takes a more radical view and argues that there may be “as many
civil religions as there are citizens” (1974: 143). Elsewhere, he
would appear to agree with those critics for whom civil religion
is the “faith of only some citizens…it merely adds one more
‘denomination’ to an already crowded religious map” (Marty,
1976: 195).

Vincent Harding, an African-American scholar, claims that
“civil religion is a repressive WASP construct, used to locate the
black outside the approved realm” (cited in Marty, 1974: 143).
Likewise, Thompson, while claiming that civil religion can be
cleansed of its “perversions” and “distortions” and led back to
its original republican ideals, admits nonetheless that it has often
been in alliance with racial prejudice and discrimination. He
writes:

the religion of the Republic has been idolatrous, substi-
tuting homage to the god of racial supremacy for loyalty
to the one true God. Believing in a humane creed, white
Americans have systematically oppressed and brutalized
black Americans. Professing an inclusive creed, whites
have carefully excluded blacks from full and equal par-
ticipation in our society. Confessing a just creed, whites
have rarely extended equal justice to blacks. Honoring a
tolerant creed, whites have denied blacks the decision-
making power that could affect the character of our insti-
tutions and better their competitive position in society.
(1971: 270)

Thompson laments that Americans have confined civil religion
“solely to their own kind” and have converted it “into an arro-
gant white Americanism” (1971: 270). This view has been echoed
by others scholars who have pointed out that civil religion, “at
least the current academic version of it, is not so neutral as its
designators would have it; it is a reflection of a WASP appre-
hension of a world” (Marty, 1974: 143-44).
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By emphasizing one overarching unity binding all Americans
to the American way of life, scant attention has been given to
groups not fully in tune with civil religion, such as African
Americans, Aboriginal people, Mexican-Americans, Appalachians,
new immigrants, and so on, who may have their own self-con-
sciousness and may not be part of the dominant tradition or the
dominant class (Novak, 1992: 129). Novak is right when he
argues that in the United States there are cultural traditions that
have never been fully integrated into the national experience,
and many regions that have been inadequately represented in
“national consciousness and national symbolism” (307). It may
be more instructive, he adds, to identify several civil religions,
rather than one overarching belief system to which all
Americans subscribe. Civil religion can then be viewed as a well-
institutionalized belief system, but also as a potpourri of differ-
ent “cultural traditions and resources that have not yet been
fully integrated into the national way of life.” To recognize these
two aspects, Novak writes, is to understand American civil reli-
gion as “still in process and in tension, to view it as a national
self-understanding not yet adequate to the nation’s full experi-
ence” (1992: 129). Novak’s remarks seem to suggest that the ten-
sion is produced because new and excluded groups have not yet
been socialized or have not yet accepted the American way of
life. Such being the case, civil religion will always be in process
and tension as new and permanent waves of immigrants enter
the United States, and as different cultural groups struggle to
define their social and political reality.

This aspect of American life has either been downplayed or
simply ignored. This is not really surprising. Samuel Huntington
has made a distinction between different visions of American
self-understanding. In his book American Politics: The Promise of
Disharmony (1981), he argues that the gap (“cognitive disso-
nance”) between the ideal America and political reality has
received little attention in the traditional theories of American
political thought. In a section entitled “The One, the Two, and the
Many,” he discusses the structural paradigms of American poli-
tics. Theories of “the One” are based on the belief that a broad



consensus has always existed in the United States on basic polit-
ical and cultural values and belief. Hence, the values embedded
in the American creed, since the earliest days of the nation, have
“served as a distinctive source of American national identity.”
“The Two” paradigm refers to class-conflict theories—the tension
between the haves and have-nots, between the powerful and the
powerless, between entrepreneurs and the proletariat. In such a
model, the key to understanding American identity is the conflict
between classes. Finally, theories of “the Many” hold that the cen-
tral feature of American politics and self-understanding is com-
petition among different interest groups. Theorists of civil reli-
gion have tended to take the first vision and have not given
enough consideration to other models of American identity.

Despite its popularity, the idea of a broad universal consensus
seems to be an ideal without reality. Individualism, liberalism,
and utilitarianism have, to a certain extent, diminished if not
destroyed the basis of a common life and consensus. In fact, as
Demerath and Williams have noted, and as I have tried to
demonstrate, “it is doubtful whether America ever existed as an
ideological whole.” Although Puritan New England may have
been socially integrated (and even this may be questioned), it is
clear, particularly after the Second World War, that as America
grew in social, political, religious, and economic complexity, it
also grew in terms of “dissensus and conflict.” What we find in
America now is an “uneasy coexistence of splintered groups dif-
fering as to race, ethnicity, economic position, and, of course,
religion” (Demerath and Williams, 1985: 163-64). 

Indeed, journalistic accounts portray American society as so
polarized, so fragmented, so full of tension that one gets the
impression that America is cursed with a quasi-civil war rather
than blessed with a common civil religion. American society has
become “too ‘loosely bounded’ to support a coherent canopy of
meaning.” Rather, the “American mosaic” has come to look more
like the “fractured vision of cubist art” (Demerath and Williams,
1985: 164). Perhaps what Bellah and others take to be American
civil religion is a compelling force for only a small though pow-
erful group in society (Markoff and Regan, 1982: 333).
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John Wilson suggests that the era of the American way of life
has come to and end or reached its final port, for there is no
longer a “recognizable spiritual ethos” in American culture. He
notes that, from mid-twentieth century there has been a “deci-
sive departure” from the long tradition of American society
anchored in a “common religion” based on the Judeo-Christian
tradition. This tradition, or perhaps this common religion, he
argues, no longer exists (1986: 118).

It follows that the cohesiveness attributed to civil religion is
not as profound as we have been led to believe. The image of
civil religion in America as a canopy of shared values, operating
exclusively in terms of consensus and social cohesion, turns
attention away from the role that civil religion plays in defining
(or obscuring) national self-understanding; stabilizing (or upset-
ting) social and national expectations, and its sense of destiny
and mission; maintaining (or undermining) social values and
beliefs; strengthening (or weakening) social harmony; relieving
(or exacerbating) social conflicts.19 Reducing civil religion to
only one tradition also means reducing its capacity as an analyt-
ical tool, “reducing the intellectual compass” (to use Geertz’s
phrase) within which studies of the civil religion phenomena
may be carried out, both in the United States and in comparative
or cross-cultural frameworks. 

Civil Religion: Its Agents and Structural Support

The reader should be reminded that Bellah and his followers
insist that civil religion, at least in America, is totally independ-
ent of both church institutions and state institutions, but serves
nonetheless to legitimize the political order. This section chal-
lenges this claim.

We have already seen that, as an idea system, the American
creed has dominated the political process and shaped American
political life. Even Bellah recognizes (1978: 23) that politicians
have “carried the burden” of American self-interpretation. I
have also noted that ideas neither exist independently nor oper-
ate in a vacuum—they are produced, and used, to promote and



legitimate particular social or political vision. The fact that civil
religion can be perceived as a cultural phenomenon does not
preclude its use as an important ideological tool of the political
machinery. But one has to look elsewhere—history, philosophy,
theology, political science, or to publications outside the United
States—to find the linkage between civil religion and its political
uses.

Sheldon Ungar, a Canadian scholar, has explicitly shown the
interaction between civil religion and politics in the United States.
He eloquently examines the relationship between civil religion
and politics in the context of the nuclear arms race before the col-
lapse of the communist bloc (Ungar, 1991). His study suggests that
the United States generated a clearly defined civil religious ideol-
ogy to justify American nuclear monopoly and policies. Military
superiority, Ungar notes, came to be viewed as a “sacred trust,”
the outcome of the “uniqueness” and exceptional “destiny” of the
United States. His study also shows how elements of civil religion
were employed to legitimate the American arms race, and how
the civil religious rhetoric was particularly evident after the
American faith in their technological superiority was shattered by
the Soviet launching of the Sputnik on 4 October, 1957. The
American “humiliation” and “moral panic” that followed, Ungar
suggests, were somehow mitigated by a state ideology promoting
public support “for almost anything in the name of national secu-
rity.” State-financed and state-controlled research and develop-
ment, standing in direct contradiction to the American tenets of a
liberal economy, were justified in the name of technocratic superi-
ority. Ungar persuasively demonstrates how this state ideology
was presented in “metaphysical” terms, promising to restore the
unique “moral and historical” mission of the United States—to
defend, and dictate, the values of democracy and the free market
to nations around the world. Ungar concludes that a complex of
civil religion ideology, political power, and legitimation informed
the stance of the American state against Soviet communism. Civil
religion, in his view, operated as a “mediating factor in political
behaviour.” In short, he explicitly demonstrates that civil religion
was used during this period as a political resource.
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Likewise, Bennett reminds us that the United States opened
its arms to the twentieth century with the annexation of the
Phillippines. In this exercise, “the military extermination of
Filipino independence fighters was, for many in America,
almost a holy obligation.” He goes on to quote a speech deliv-
ered on the floor of the U.S. Senate at the time of the invasion.
The senator in question claimed that “God has not been prepar-
ing the English-speaking and Teutonic peoples for a thousand
years for nothing but vain and idle self-contemplation and self-
admiration. No. He has made us master organizers of the
world.…And of all our race He has marked the American peo-
ple as His chosen nation to finally lead in the redemption of the
world.” Civil religion, Bennett suggests, became a powerful
source for the justification of the war (1979: 123n. 30).20 The polit-
ical use of civil religion has also been noticed by Novak (1992)
with reference to the breakdown of American political legiti-
macy during the Vietnam era and the Watergate crisis. As
Bennett tells us, and as Novak’s analysis of American foreign
policy indicates, during crises of legitimacy the state “adopts
through its leaders a perverse form of self-legitimation in which
all state actions are virtuous since the state is seen as the source
of virtue” (Bennett, 1979: 129). Under such circumstances, dis-
sent regarding government policies is often interpreted as ques-
tioning the very essence of the nation.

Novak blames the “moral self-righteousness” of government
institutions and political officials on their easy access to the sym-
bolic “trappings” of civil religion. Especially in times of stress
and crisis, national self-definition in America tends to be
expressed in terms of a religiously based language. Insofar as the
president has the greatest access to the symbols of government,
and since he gains power by the manipulation of those symbols,
the president has “power over reality.” He has what Novak calls
“symbolic power.” This view has been echoed by a few other
scholars who acknowledge that American political leaders and
political officials have enormous access to the symbols of office
and mythologies of the nation, thus influencing the construction
of civil religion (Novak, 1992: 259; Edelman, 1964: 73; see also



Wilson [1979], esp. chap. 3). Hammond (1980d: 193) would
argue that when the “trappings” and not the “principles” of civil
religion are treated as sacred, civil religion runs the danger of
becoming trivialized.

The public school system provides yet another basis for ques-
tioning the idea that an independent and highly differentiated
belief system exists in America. It is interesting to note that the
same scholars who claim that civil religion in America is com-
pletely separated from the state also stress the importance of
schools as providers of a context for the “cultic celebration of
civic rituals” (Bellah, 1967: 11). Bellah and others, however, have
tended to see the public school system as neutral in its effort to
promulgate national unity and a non-sectarian morality. But the
role of public schools as a powerful instrument for the indoctri-
nation of American civil religion cannot easily be dismissed. The
public school system not only provides structural support to
preserve the culture, but, to a large extent, functions as a “direct
institutionalization” of American civil religion. Indeed, public
schools in the United States have been recognized “as the
Durkheimian church of the public religion in America” (Wilson,
1979: 126-27). Hammond, who agrees with the idea that
American civil religion is fully independent from church and
regime, claims at the same time that civil religion in the United
States is “both parent and child to the public school.” He also
reiterates the idea that schools are its major source of “structural
support” (Hammond, 1980a: 75; 1968: 383). 

But the state is not entirely detached when it comes to public
education. Rather, “it is active and even coercive” in enforcing a
national, unitary American way of life, “often in its most chau-
vinistic and benighted form” (Novak 1992: 303). The public edu-
cation complex is, in fact, directly linked to government, and it is
essential to the socialization of each new generation (Wilson,
1979: 120). A religiously consensual political culture does not just
happens; it needs to be implemented and cultivated. This means
that the state uses (or at least may use) civil religion to socialize
students to the dominant norms and values of American society,
and to foster or speed the integration of students into the wider
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society (Gamoran, 1990: 247). However, as far as I can tell, only
Gamoran’s article “Civil Religion in American Schools” (1990)
deals specifically and directly with the role today’s public
schools play in producing and transmitting American civil reli-
gion. Gehrig (1981b) has given a brief analysis of the relationship
between public education and American civil religion, and
Robert Michaelson, in Piety in the Public Schools (1970), has
offered an historical examination of the school’s religious and
civic functions. The lack of attention to the way civil religion is
produced through the public school system constitutes yet
another serious flaw in civil religion theorizing.

Finally, American civil religion resides not only in the educa-
tional system, but in the legal system as well—both institutions
being its “major civil agents” (Hammond, 1980a; 1980b; and
1980c). As already noted in chapter 2, the law explicitly indicates
the range of life styles and ethical norms that are deemed to be
socially acceptable in American culture. While in other societies,
particularly those having a weak institutional differentiation, the
boundary-setting task might be taken by religion, in the United
States this is a role played by the law. The American legal tradi-
tion, in turn, is closely connected with the political machinery or
the “political matrix” of American society. As such, it has been
“conventionally identified as a branch of the government”
(Wilson, 1979: 130-32). 

In short, several institutions associated with the government
would seem to provide structural support, and serve as carriers,
for the maintenance of civil religion in America. Civil religion
has found a niche “in such ‘civic’ arenas as schools, public build-
ings, national holidays, and other regime symbols” (Jelen, 1995:
274). In other words, civil religion is deeply bound up with the
educational, political, and legal interests of the American experi-
ence. If this is the case, how can we consider it completely sepa-
rated from the state?

This should not be taken to mean that civil religion is always
manipulated. I am not necessarily arguing that the legitimizing
ideology of state institutions is inevitably based on lies and
errors (to borrow Rousseau’s words). It is not civil religion per se



that produces false consciousness. Rather, it is the use—specifi-
cally, the political use—of civil religion that may produce distor-
tion or false information, especially when certain political agen-
das are presented as universally true but do not constitute what
Parsons calls “a balanced account of the available truth” (cited in
Geertz, 1973: 199). Civil religion has both cultural and political
influence. It may be at times “a noble religion, celebrating some
very noble civic virtues” (Herberg, 1974: 86). However, while it
is true that its influence may be morally neutral, it is no less true
that in some circumstances it may also be morally corrupt. I will
return to this issue in chapter 5.

Summing up, the preceding discussion calls into question the
belief that there is a highly independent civil religion in America.
The central argument has been to demonstrate that not even in
the United States is civil religion totally separate from the state.
This means that civil religion in America does not fit the model of
a “fully differentiated” civil religion, as Bellah (1967) Coleman
(1969) and others have claimed. Wilson has rightly argued that a
structural analysis of American society appears to provide no evi-
dence to support this claim. I also agree with his comment that
the lack of attention students of civil religion have given to this
issue is surprising (Wilson, 1979: 132, 140). Civil religion in the
United States, as much as anywhere else in the world, may be
used (and has been used) by political institutions for purely polit-
ical ends. As an expression of a particular ideology, a particular
regime, or a particular group, civil religion may have varying
political goals. In the next chapter I examine how it has been used
as a conscious tool of political manipulation—for legitimation
purposes to facilitate national policies, political programs, or
even political propaganda—outside the United States.
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Although Bellah’s original article referred specifically to
the United States, he has not limited the applicability
of the term civil religion solely to American society.1

Yet, as mentioned elsewhere, the concept has had a distinctively
American flavour, and has been analyzed, discussed, and
debated almost exclusively in American terms (Cristi and
Dawson, 1996: 320; Markoff and Regan, 1982: 334). Also, the
argument presented in previous chapters clearly suggests that
American civil religion has been portrayed as a cohesive force,
which helps achieve national goals, reaffirms common moral
values, and fosters social and cultural integration. However, the
cultural cohesion it allegedly reflects has been exaggerated, for
it is neither as solid nor functioning as well as its “more idealis-
tic” advocates have described it (Demerath and Williams, 1985:
154-55).

Notes to Chapter 4 are on pp. 254-55.
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The brief comparative survey of state-directed civil religion
that I present in this chapter challenges some of the most basic
assumption underlying the American usage of the term, and
demonstrates that civil religion is not always a cohesive force in
society. Indeed, what follows supports my contention that civil
religion, rather than being the spontaneous cultural phenome-
non characteristic of Bellah’s portrayal, may be the product of
deliberate invention, planning, and manipulation. A discussion
of sacred and secular civil religions à la Rousseau, in different
societies and at different times will illustrate this point. 

Civil Religion as Political Religion

In his article “The Conditions for Civil Religion: A Comparison
of the United States and Mexico,” Phillip E. Hammond (1980a),
a prominent figure in the literature on civil religion, and, as men-
tioned earlier, one of the few scholars who makes a clear dis-
tinction between the Durkheimian and Rousseauan traditions,
takes the position that civil religion, in Rousseau’s meaning of
the term, is independent of both church and state. Hammond’s
otherwise excellent article reveals an inadequate understanding
of Rousseau’s theory, for he does not consider Rousseau’s civil
religion as an ideology whose essential function is to serve as the
“handmaiden” of the state. Recognizing Hammond’s fallacy is
fundamental to understanding why Rousseau’s ideas concern-
ing civil religion may be easily distorted, and used or abused by
politicians or authoritarian political systems.

Hammond claims that Rousseau “seems to suggest the most
fully developed civil religion relies exclusively on neither the
church nor the state but to a significant degree at least counts on
independent vehicles for its support” (1980a: 44; emphasis
added). Hammond thus argues that Rousseau’s civil religion, in
order to survive, needs “independent organizational vehicles to
‘carry’ it” (58). This means that civil religions, of the Rousseauan
variety, depend upon certain social and political conditions to
develop. Neither church nor state but an independent belief sys-
tem has to succeed in monopolizing “God talk,” in adopting a
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theological rhetoric, and in providing an ideology “by which
ultimate meaning is bestowed upon national life.” In other
words, development of a Rousseau-type civil religion depends
upon the existence of a belief system capable of merging both
civil and religious ideological forces and able to succeed in hold-
ing the “balloon strings” of civil religion. Hammond insists that
this form of civil religion is “quite rare” (77). He notes that the
types of “political religions” found in some developing nations
have “little in the way of any ‘theology’ independent of the state
[so], they are not fully civil religions in Rousseau’s meaning of
that term” (43-44; emphasis added). Hammond claims that
when Rousseau coined the term civil religion his intention was to
“harmonize” religion and politics and find a solution to the
problem of religious decline. His answer was the creation of a
transcendent ideology that was to be “the handmaiden of nei-
ther the church nor the state” (77).

There appears to be a basic contradiction between Hammond’s
interpretation of Rousseau’s theory on civil religion, and his own
writings on the subject. It is not always clear whether he is refer-
ring to a civil religion that is closely linked to the state or a phe-
nomenon that is totally independent of it. For example, in a dif-
ferent article published the same year, he asserts that, contrary to
Durkheim’s theory—in which civil religion emerges sponta-
neously out of “social life itself”—Rousseau believed that “civil
religion is a sensible thing for leaders to create and encourage”
(Hammond 1980c: 138). But if Rousseau’s version of civil religion
is, as Hammond insists, independent of the state, one is tempted
to ask, who are these leaders? Clearly, the “balloon strings” of civil
religion—to use his metaphor—are held by political leaders.
Political leaders frequently use solemn occasions and public
forums for the transmission of civil religion themes. Political insti-
tutions and public rituals become, at times, “agencies for public
indoctrination rather than means of exploring principled public
sentiment” (Bennett, 1979: 129). Leaders, in fact, have official
access to political and religious symbols and to the “structural
conveyances” of the political platform. This simply means that
leaders can transmit, activate, and manipulate religious symbols



to produce certain political ends (Bennett, 1975: 88). Moreover,
Hammond himself acknowledges that Rousseau in The Social
Contract “discusses several means for ‘strengthening the constitu-
tion of the State,’ and it is in this context that he introduces the
notion of civil religion, an aid in governing” (1980a: 43). If
Rousseau’s intention is to strengthen the constitution of the state,
how can civil religion, as he devised it, be independent of it?

The problem is exacerbated by Hammond’s claim that the
United States has a civil religion “of the sort Rousseau urged”—
that is, a transcendental ideology independent of both church and
state. “All the necessary conditions” for the emergence an inde-
pendent civic faith were present from the very genesis of the
American nation (republican morality, Protestant faith, liberalism,
and religious pluralism). This amalgam provided a fertile soil for
the development of civil religion in its highest form—a fully dif-
ferentiated civil religion. Hammond, then, suggests that this
“enabled the church in America to relinquish its monopoly on
holding the string of the religion balloon and…enabled govern-
ment officials to grab it” (1980a: 66). It seems quite puzzling to me
to argue that American civil religion is an idea system totally inde-
pendent of both church and regime, and simultaneously affirm
that government officials have grabbed the balloon strings of civil
religion. It is the responsibility of political leaders, Hammond
notes, to “create and encourage” the civil religious ideology. If
civil religion is the construction and expression of political lead-
ers, how can it be independent of the political system?

In my view, Hammond betrays a profound misunderstanding
of Rousseau, for in a full Rousseauan sense, civil religion is a
state-imposed religion.2 Rousseau’s civil religion cannot be con-
ceived independently of the nation-state. In fact, insofar as there
is a civil religion of a Rousseauan type, it cannot but be estab-
lished by the state. Civil religion as understood by Rousseau is a
political religion to be fixed and dictated by the state, for the state.
Rousseau not only suggests this, but clearly advocates it. Indeed,
for Rousseau, civil religion was to be imposed upon the citizens of
the state. Such being the case, civil religions of the type Rousseau
recommended are not so rare; they are routinely found in
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authoritarian regimes, and may be found in democratic systems
as well.

The idea that the most fully developed civil religions rely on
neither church nor state was suggested by Bellah’s in his initial
formulation, and advanced by Hammond (1980a) and Coleman
(1969), but not by Rousseau. After several careful readings of
Rousseau’s chapter on civil religion, one is hard pressed to find
any such suggestion. Rousseau does not even suggest “inde-
pendent vehicles” to carry it.

Hammond may be right in arguing that any ideology requires
“institutionalization” and independent carriers to promote it. He
is not alone in this. Hughey (1983: 103) also claims that no ideol-
ogy can survive without “institutional supports and a carrying
stratum.” Likewise, Demerath and Williams (1985: 160), con-
sider an “institutional base” essential for the organization and
“ritualized reinforcement” of ideologies. For Rousseau, the car-
rier was to be embodied in the state. The state “would become
the church” (Novak, 1992: 123), and the tenets of faith would be
nothing less than a “statist orthodoxy” (Neuhaus, 1986: 99). Civil
religion, as a political device, was specifically designed to guar-
antee citizens’ loyalty “to a contingent social order” (Wilson,
1971: 17). What Rousseau named civil religion was, in fact, noth-
ing more than a theory of a political religion necessary for the
support of the state, or, as Hammond recognizes, at least one
needed to strengthen its constitution. Its purpose was the
enforcement of civic responsibility, essential for the maintenance
of social stability and the common good (Wilson, 1971: 14)

This understood, the danger of coercion looms large in
Rousseau’s account of civil religion. The task of the legislator,
Rousseau writes, is to change human nature, to transform each
individual “into part of a greater whole.” Rousseau is quite spe-
cific about this: the legislator must “take away from man his
own resources” and offer new ones that are “alien to him” so as
to give him a “moral existence” and make him subordinate and
accountable to the community as a whole. The more “these nat-
ural resources are annihilated,” the more likely he is to be a good
citizen and embrace the general will. Thus, “if each Citizen is



nothing and do nothing without the rest…it may be said that
legislation its at the highest possible point of perfection”
(Rousseau, [1762] 1973: 194-95).

In essence, Rousseau entrusts the legislator with a potentially
coercive task—that of transforming human nature, moulding the
morals of the people, making them virtuous citizens, and orient-
ing them towards the good of society. The sovereign is to deter-
mine those “social sentiments” that are essential for being both a
“faithful subject” and a “good citizen” (Rousseau, [1762] 1973:
276). From this point of view, the highest point of perfection of
civil religion and its most powerful contribution to the modern
nation-state, is the creation of a specific “pattern of social rela-
tions” and political obligations that every citizen is forced to
embrace. Its practical contribution is to “civic behaviour”
(Wilson, 1971: 14; see also Bennett, 1979: 111). Rousseau’s concern
is civic responsibility, and respect for the contract and its law. 

Civil religions of the type Rousseau encouraged are intended
to introduce normative changes to force individuals to alter their
civic and moral nature. By and large, it is a fundamental require-
ment of some political religions to produce new citizens.
Another essential requirement is to convince individuals that the
“ultimate ends of the state and [its] moral aims are one” (Apter,
1963: 90). So much is this the case that often political slogans or
doctrines are transformed into political beliefs. States with
monolithic structures and autocratic government are prime can-
didates for political religions.

As discussed in chapter 1, Rousseau allows citizens the right
to private opinions as long as such opinions and beliefs have no
political implications. Thus, it is solely with “reference to moral-
ity and duties to others that the dogmas of religion concern the
state” (Wilson, 1979: 160). Such a statement illustrates the ten-
sion between the individual and the citizen and the danger of
repression that are present in Rousseau’s work. Religion is a pri-
vate and acceptable thing as long as it does not impinge on the
security and the stability of the state. Civic behaviour is the
“social location” in which the tenets of civic faith will manifest
themselves (Wilson, 1979: 161). Non-acceptance of the purely
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civil profession of faith could mean, as I have already noted,
exile or even death.

Rousseau’s interest is essentially instrumental: how can reli-
gion be used for the benefit of the community? In his scheme, the
state may invade the private and religious realm to lay down
rules or prescribe beliefs as long as they will benefit the commu-
nity, as long as social cohesion is maintained. The relationship
between politics and religion is conceived in terms of “political
behavior as derived from beliefs” rather than in terms of “func-
tions or values.” It should be stressed, as Wilson reminds us, that
civil religion thus conceptualized does not “preclude under-
standing society as sacred or cultural values as the means to
deeper social cohesion” (1979: 160-61).

This understanding of civil religion is not unique to Rousseau.
Rather, it is part of an ancient tradition. It is often traced back to
imperial Rome, where a variety of religious ideologies were tol-
erated, “with the critical test or proof being expression of alle-
giance to the imperial cult.” Rousseau’s civil religion, like the
Roman cult, was created and directed towards the attainment of
political ends (Wilson, 1979: 161). As an established doctrine, its
“test of orthodoxy” is not so much faith but civic behaviour, so
no “delinquent under its reign will be punished for being impi-
ous, but just for being unsociable” (Merquior, 1980: 37).

It is not difficult to understand why a civil religion of this type
may be laden with danger or with what Hughes (1980: 78) calls
“demonic potential,” particularly if it emerges in non-demo-
cratic societies. In this context, serious consideration should be
given to Rousseau’s dreadful suggestion that someone should be
exiled or eliminated for showing antisocial behaviour (or a lack
of civic faith). Such attention becomes even more important
when we consider the tragic consequences of several twentieth-
century political regimes that seem to have put into practice
Rousseau’s maxim (Giner, 1993: 31). History chronicles many
places where the deadly horrors of such political religions have
been found. Political dissidents declared mentally ill, assassi-
nated or simply “disappeared” have been common in modern
totalitarian regimes all over the world. Dissidents’ antisocial



behaviour has often been no more than a refusal to accept the
demands of the civil religion of their day.3

Hence, contrary to Hammond’s claim, civil religions of the
type Rousseau encouraged are not so difficult to find. Civil reli-
gions are means of making religiously based beliefs, values, and
ideas “operative in a secular society” (Rouner, 1986: 1). But they
are also means of making the polity acquire a sacred character.
Thus, civil religions à la Rousseau may appear under different
forms and varieties, such as theocracies, political messianism,
sacred authoritarianism, totalitarianism, and secular or religious
nationalism. Indeed, cases of Rousseauan civil religions are to be
found in revolutionary regimes, such as revolutionary France,
Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany,  Franco’s Spain, Pinochet’s Chile,
Brazil during the revolutions of 1930 and particularly of 1964,
China, State Shinto in Japan from 1868 to 1945, and in former
Marxist-Leninist regimes.4 Nonetheless, tendencies to use civil
religion, as Rousseau understood it, are also found in democratic
societies.5

Sacred and Secular Civil Religions

A distinction is often drawn between totalitarian and authori-
tarian political systems. Linz (1964: 293-97) has formulated some
of the main characteristics of these types of regimes. The totali-
tarian political organization involves unlimited domination, and
no respect for laws or codes. It is anti-pluralistic and tends to be
highly mobilized and organized around a single leader and
political party. It includes an official ideology, often extremely
nationalistic, with sacred “chiliastic elements.” Brutal and com-
plete political repression is ensured by control of the mass
media, armed forces, and police. The goal is “systematic neu-
tralization of the opposition,” that is, of anti-social elements and
enemies of the nation. Nazi Germany immediately comes to
mind as a prime modern example, and a tragic reminder of the
consequences of a totalitarian regime.

The main characteristics of authoritarian regimes, on the other
hand, are “limited” political pluralism, lack of an elaborated and
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well-articulated ideology, the presence of a typical “authoritar-
ian mentality” (that is, modes of thought that are “more emo-
tional” and “less codified” than ideologies), and weak political
mobilization (Linz, 1964: 297). According to Linz, authoritarian
regimes are “imperfect forms of either totalitarian or democratic
polities, tending…in one or the other direction” (293).6 Because
Mussolini never achieved absolute control over Italian society as
Hitler did over Germany, Italian Fascism has been described as
a “failed totalitarian experiment” (Pasquino, 1986: 46).

Although Linz and others see the lack of an articulated ideol-
ogy as a characteristic of authoritarian regimes, Evelyn Stevens
(1975) argues that claims to legitimacy in authoritarian political
systems often rest on a set of beliefs that are ideologically and
rhetorically used as an explanation and justification for the gov-
ernment’s actions. Stevens suggests a taxonomy of authori-
tarian regimes in terms of “secular” and “sacred” versions of
authoritarianism. The taxonomic criterion involves the “mental
processes” by which the exercise of power and decision-making
procedures are justified (Coleman and Davis, 1978: 56). An
authoritarian regime can be either sacred or secular depending
on whether legitimating claims are based on religious or non-
religious beliefs and values. Thus, contrary to Linz’s claim,
Stevens suggests that there is a religiously based ideology sus-
taining sacred authoritarianism. 

What Stevens calls sacred authoritarianism, others have
termed “political messianism” (Apter, 1963: 63; Moltmann, 1986:
55). Here political solutions tend to take the form of theocracies,
and policy-makers try to demonstrate that their policies and
actions are in harmony with religious values and principles
(Coleman and Davis, 1978: 56). This type of regime presumes a
pre-ordained and coherent program of action and recognizes
only “one plane of existence, the political” (Apter, 1963: 63).  Its
political structure is based on a “mystique” involving some
higher principle or force, above the individual, that conceives
the political machinery (i.e., the state) as a medium through
which it may work out its ultimate ends and moral obligations.
This mystique may be as varied as “the dialectical laws of his-



tory and social development for the Marxists, the destiny of the
nation and race for the Hitlerians, or the ideal of the true
Christian society for Franco” (Inkeles, 1964: 91). This contradicts
Bellah’s and Coleman’s evolutionary model, whereby civil reli-
gion in its fully differentiated expression (as a totally independ-
ent system of beliefs) would appear only in the “modern” world.
It is in the modern world that these extreme cases of sacred
authoritarianism or political messianism are to be found.

Totalitarian or monopolistic types of civil religion, with strong
nationalistic secular ideologies (as in the case of France, the for-
mer Soviet Union, Communist China, Cuba, or Turkey under
Atatürk), have been identified as “secular nationalism”
(Coleman, 1969: 72; Stevens, 1975). Coleman suggests that secu-
lar nationalism is an “alternative” civil religion with a “world-
view and symbol system” which either replaces or competes with
the traditional religious system of organized churches (1969: 72).

France, for example, after the French Revolution, sought to
establish not only a secular but an aggressive anti-Christian
civil religion (Bellah, 1967: 13). To replace Christianity with the
Cult of the Supreme Being, and to institutionalize the venera-
tion of the goddess of reason, Christian churches were trans-
formed into Temples of Reason, and those churches that did
not, or could not, become centres for the new cult were plun-
dered, shut down, or used by revolutionaries and government
officials for political activity (De Azevedo, 1979: 11-12; Markoff
and Regan, 1982: 335-45; Willaime, 1993: 573). The calendar
was also rearranged—the birth of the Republic came to replace
the birth of Christ, Sunday was abolished, and priests were
urged to resign. In short, the whole nation was forced to secu-
larize. The glorification of the nation, patriotism, and civic
virtue were imposed and maintained through a civil religion
and a series of rituals and ceremonies devoted to encourage
worship of France and the goddess Reason (Giner, 1993: 31).
Despite the eventual overthrow of the secular revolutionaries,
the French state ever since has occupied a central role in the
definition, production, and self-understanding of the French
identity.7
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In a similar vein, the Soviet Union made of Marxism a civil reli-
gion where the tenets of faith of historic materialism were not only
taught but became compulsory (De Azevedo, 1979:12; Giner,
1993:36; Luke, 1987; Zeldin, 1969). Jennifer McDowell’s study
(1974) of the political rituals and symbolic power in the Soviet
Union is particularly instructive. In her analysis, she shows how
public ceremonies or national holidays were intended to
strengthen and legitimize Soviet authority. Likewise, Christel
Lane, in her interesting study The Rites of Rulers (1981), has shown
how state-managed rituals and symbols were an important aspect
of the general ideology promoting the legitimacy of the Soviet
state. These studies suggest a close link between the legitimation
mechanisms of the former Soviet Union and the political religion
of Marxism-Leninism. Because of the religious quality of Marxism,
the former Soviet state has been characterized as “an inverted
Roman Catholic theocracy and Russian Marxist communism [as
an] inverted Roman Catholicism” (Zeldin, 1969: 110). Zeldin
argues that Marxism as a doctrine resembles Catholicism insofar as
its principles clearly form a “body of beliefs.” As in Catholicism,
Marxism has believers, teachers and prophets, and saints and mar-
tyrs. There are inquisitorial purges, sinners to be punished, here-
sies to be eradicated, doctrines to be taught, and rituals and cere-
monies to be celebrated. There is only “one truth” (historical
materialism), and only “one Church—the Party” (108-9).

The People’s Republic of China provides another example of
a communist regime where the Marxist ideology, reinterpreted
by Mao Zedong in The Red Book, became sacralized and enforced
through a series of ritual activities. China became a theocratic
society, and Mao himself a theocratic ruler. This was particularly
evident during the Cultural Revolution, when political and nor-
mative demands from the state forced Chinese citizens to act in
accordance with party rules and values (Zuo, 1991: 107; see also
Demerath, 1994: 113-14; Luke, 1987). Fidel Castro’s Cuba may be
cited as yet another case. Castro has tended to transform the
Cuban political process into a religion.

Franco’s Spain, on the other hand, is a classic example of
“sacred authoritarianism,” as is Shinto Japan. In both cases there



is an overt identification of political and religious allegiances.
Franco, for example, explicitly assigned a religious function to the
state and justified its repressive apparatus by investing it with
religious authority. At the same time, the Spanish state demanded
a “quasi-religious” commitment to its cause (Coleman and Davis,
1978: 56-57). As Coleman and Davis suggest, a good Spanish citi-
zen was entrusted with a national, religious, and political mission:
to defend Christianity and push the “barbarians” (communists,
socialists, and anyone opposing Franco’s regime) outside the
Spanish gates. Political obedience and allegiance to the state thus
became a test of loyalty, a way of measuring the degree of com-
mitment to the “Spaniards’ view of themselves as the civilizers
and Christianizers of a barbaric and godless world” (Stevens,
1975: 362). A political calling to defend Spain was equated with a
religious calling to fight atheist Republicans; anyone not accepting
this unity became suspect. State and regime took on sacred char-
acteristics that were employed to provide political legitimacy to
Franco’s rule. Political principles and religious beliefs became
indistinguishable. Jose María Beneyto (1983) considers the whole
political theory of Franco’s regime as a political theology.

Similarly, prior to the Second World War the Japanese govern-
ment promoted and tried to revive a form of state Shinto that cel-
ebrated patriotism, nationalism, and glorification of the emperor.
State Shinto has been identified as a civil religion, or a religion of
Japanese nationalism, which started at the time of the Meiji
restoration in 1868, and lasted until 1945 when Japan uncondi-
tionally surrendered to the Allied forces (Takayama, 1988: 329,
330. See also Bellah, 1980d). The emperor was assumed to be
linked genealogically to the so-called age of the gods, and the
Japanese hierarchical social structure was justified in religious
terms. The emperor was “descended from the sun goddess and
[took] his preeminence on earth just as she [took] hers among the
gods” (Bellah, 1980d: 29). In pre-1945 Japanese society, “divinity,
society and the individual” were fused in one organic whole.
Bellah has argued that the type of authoritarianism Japanese soci-
ety has endured for most of its history is the result of a religious
ideology that has systematically justified a hierarchical social
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order, promoted an ethic of “moral heroism” among the peas-
antry, and consciously manipulated the Japanese civil religion
and its Shinto mythology (Bellah, 1980d: 28-37). In sacred forms
of nationalism, Bellah notes, “fully and whole heartedly carrying
out one’s part in society and living up to its values means identi-
fication with ultimate reality” (Bellah, 1957: 186, in Coleman,
1969: 70). Japan and the Soviet Union are particularly instructive
for they provide sample cases of two different kinds of state-
sponsored civil religions. Whereas the Soviet Union used “politi-
cal religion” to support the authority of the state, Japan used
“religion politically” to achieve the same end (Apter, 1963: 61).
Japan’s type of political solution to the politico-religious problem
represents, in Bellah’s view, a “theocratic” or “archaic” form of
civil religion.

From “Archaic” to “Modern” Civil Religions

For Bellah the crux of civil religion is the conflict between reli-
gion and politics, or, what he calls, the “religio-political prob-
lem” (1980a: vii). He assumes that different types of solution and
different forms of civil religion parallel different stages of reli-
gious evolution. Rather than placing the focus of his evolution-
ary scheme on economics, industrialization or modernization, as
others scholars do, Bellah locates the increased development of
civil religion with the development of religion itself, in a partic-
ular society, at a particular time. In other words, civil religion is
seen as varying with the stages of religious evolution (1980a: vii-
xiv, see also Bellah, 1970, esp. ch.2).

Primitive and archaic societies do not differentiate between the
religious and political realm, hence there is no need for political
solutions—the conflict between political and religious power
does not really exist. In archaic societies (i.e., the Bronze Age)
power becomes more centralized, and the focus of political and
religious concern is the divine king. The king acts as a mediator
between God and the people. Bellah observes that an ambiguous
line of demarcation between the religious and the political, or a
low “degree of differentiation between divinity, society and the



individual” (1980d: 28) is a typical manifestation of a “full-
fledged archaic solution” to the religio-political question.
Consequently, such a solution also indicates a “full-fledged
archaic civil religion” (1980a: ix). Theocracy is the result of this
type of political arrangement. Bellah acknowledges that theo-
cratic or “archaic tendencies” may also appear in modern society,
for vestiges of divine kingship have the tendency to re-emerge or
develop whenever powerful political leaders appear, as in the
cases of Hitler, Stalin, and Mao Zedong (1980a: ix). Under such
circumstances, the state, together with its political authorities,
becomes sacralized. Leaders assume a monopoly over political
morality. They become the exclusive source and sanction of
moral principles and justice, making a “rule of law and not of
men” virtually impossible (see Apter, 1963: 73). When political
authority becomes sacralized, God ceases to be ecumenical and
non-sectarian. He is customarily placed on the side of those who
command power. Thus, it is not uncommon to find a single
leader or a military junta claiming to have become the reposi-
tories of truth and the representatives of God on earth. In such
cases, a national state or a particular individual assumes a supra-
human dimension and becomes the prophet of civil religion.

Bellah argues that the rise of historic religions, while “never
fully overcoming” archaic or primitive tendencies, introduces a
degree of differentiation between religious and political systems.
The relationship between political authority and religious
authority, becomes, thus, more problematic and more pro-
nounced. In societies with historic religions, “whether or not
there is a clearly differentiated religious structure,” tensions and
power struggles usually develop between religious leaders and
political authority. The most common outcome is a “division of
labor,” whereby religious authorities legitimize the state, asking
in return for political acceptance of their own authority, and for
a leading position in religious matters. In such cases, “the state
expects the church to help maintain social tranquility and the
church expects the state to conform to at least minimal ethical
norms.” This division of labour is often unstable, giving rise to
periods of intense conflict. During these moments of strife two
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things may happen: temporal authority either “falls back on
archaic archetypes,” or religious leaders may seize political
authority themselves (Bellah, 1980a: ix-x).

Following this evolutionary pattern, another alternative
arises: a clearly modern type that exhibits a high degree of dif-
ferentiation between the sacred, the social, and the individual
realms. Here, political legitimacy and moral concerns are not
fused with either church or state but are embodied in an inde-
pendent set of religious symbols (Bellah, 1980a: xi). In terms of
Bellah’s scheme of evolution, the “unique” political solution that
characterizes the American case represents the highest stage of
religious evolution.

It is interesting to note that Bellah himself recognizes that the
fusion of the political and the religious realms, and the fusion of
political and religious power, is “a permanent possibility in
human history.” Bellah alludes primarily to the case of Japan as
“especially instructive,” for it represents a modern society in
which a civil religion of the archaic type has survived not only
“in the recent past [but] to a certain extent even today ” (Bellah,
1980d: 28). Discussing political authorities who “fall back” on
archaic patterns, he draws examples from Israelite kings,
Chinese emperors, the Shah of Iran, or the Ayatollah Khomeini.
Only in passing he mentions Hitler, Stalin, and Mao Zedong, as
cases of totalitarian societies where “elements” of divine kinship
have emerged (1980a: ix; my emphasis). Bellah even acknowl-
edges that such regressive archaic tendencies may appear in
democratic societies. There is certainly a germ of an interesting
idea here but, unfortunately, this critical insight is never fully
elaborated in his writings.

Broadly speaking, archaic civil religions, where the sacred and
the political are combined, are relegated either to developing
nations or to societies in lower stages of religious evolution,
while modern types are thought to be representative of advanced
societies. It is my contention, however, that what Bellah calls the
full-fledged archaic solution to the religio-political problem is
characteristic of modern authoritarian regimes wherever they
appear, and also of democratic societies at particular political



junctures. In such cases, the authority conferred by religion, and
the civil religious rhetoric, is appropriated by political leaders
and used for specific instrumental political goals.

Likewise, in his discussion of “political religions” in develop-
ing nations, Apter (1963: 73) argues that political solutions in the
Third World often take the form of theocracies. Through the
incorporation of theocratic elements, he notes, the “secular is ele-
vated to the level of the sacred.” The sacred is employed as a con-
scious tool for political rule—“to develop a system of political
legitimacy” and as an aid in mobilizing civil society to achieve
political ends (77). Apter claims that theocratic political solutions
arise in new or underdeveloped nations partly because of these
countries’ “failure to achieve massive industrialization” (59). This
would suggest that theocracies, or theocratic tendencies and
praxis, are confined only to new nations in the process of mod-
ernization. However, the tendency to sacralize the political order
and political authority is not only a characteristic of political reli-
gions in developing nations, nor is it a political solution limited
to ancient times or to less developed societies. Rather, it is a defin-
ing feature of political religions wherever they are found. Hence,
although Apter’s specific concern is Third World countries, his
claim is universally applicable, although he fails to realize this. 

This universality becomes clear when one reviews the charac-
teristics Apter attributes to political religions. He notes that these
religions strengthen the arm of the state and weaken the flexibil-
ity of civil society. In order to retain authority, political leaders
make use of force and citizens’ indoctrination. The idea is to
implant in the citizens “attitudes of respect and devotion to the
regime.” Apter argues that political authorities are quick to real-
ize that “no ordinary ideology” can overcome the problem of
social and political discrepancies. Hence, a “more powerful sym-
bolic force, less rational, although it may include rational ends,
seems necessary to them.” This force is what he calls political reli-
gion, and this political religion, he believes, is to be found within
the limits of developing nations alone (Apter, 1963: 59-61).

Zuo (1991) makes a similar distinction between the “political
religion” of China and the “civil religion” of modern Western
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societies. It is my contention that the divide should not be
located along the lines of East and West, or new nations and
developed ones. Rather, the distinction should be in terms of lib-
eral democracies and totalitarian/authoritarian regimes. As the
section in chapter 4, Sacred and Secular Civil Religions, makes
clear, such repressive regimes have emerged in the highly
advanced countries of the Western world. In addition, civil reli-
gions à la Rousseau, in less extreme forms, may also appear in
democratic societies. Bear in mind, for example, the civil religion
of South Africa, which celebrated and “elevated the dogmas of
the Dutch Reformed Church into political virtue” (Apter; 1963:
65, see also Moodie, 1975).

These examples would suggest that there is no necessary linear
progression of civil religions. If we take civil religion to be a con-
tinuum, ranging from civil religion to political religion, it becomes
easier to argue that civil religion, in its two varieties, is found both
in democracies (more likely civil religion) and in totalitarian states
(more likely political religion). I use the idea of a continuum
because the notion of civil religion has both a cultural and a polit-
ical dimension. The cultural aspect refers to the “world of repre-
sentations,” symbols, and images that emerges from society—that
is, society’s self-conception or its ethos. The political dimension of
civil religion refers to both the state and to “the system of media-
tions” between the political order and civil society—“that is, the
political regime” (Garretón, 1989: 3). Political religions à la
Rousseau require a more explicit ideology than civil religions à la
Durkheim, but it is highly unlikely that civil religion will appear
anywhere in pure form. However, even if the line of demarcation
is not always clear in practice, we can distinguish between those
societies where the blending of the sacred and the secular is
imposed, where political ends are elevated to sacred ranks, and
where political leaders adopt an autocratic type of civil religion,
from those adopting a liberal democratic pattern, where alle-
giance to the tenets of faith is not compulsory. In the former case,
values and goals are often laid down by a single political author-
ity and regarded as sacrosanct. In the latter, values are held
together by what Apter (1963: 65) calls a “framework of law” that



is itself highly respected and valued. Furthermore, civil religion
may vary in the extent to which significant groups come to accept
the civil religious discourse. Clearly, one needs to recognize dif-
ferences in degrees of civil religion.

The idea of a continuum will be discussed in greater detail in
the conclusion to this book. What is important for the moment is
to make clear that, contrary to Bellah, Apter, and other scholars,
I reject the evolutionary view that sees civil religion advancing
in a straight, irreversible line. While civil religion may have
developed from archaic forms (undifferentiated) to modern
forms (in my opinion never fully differentiated), civil religion’s
tendency to irrupt and oscillate either to the side of society (civil)
or to the side of the state (political) is dependent on particular
historical and political circumstances. The emergence of one or
the other type of civil religion depends on the nature of the state
and society at a particular time. Democratic societies with well-
institutionalized civil religions may show tendencies towards
strong political religions at particular historical junctures, for the
tendency to use civil religion as an engine for political rule is
found both in democracies and authoritarian regimes. In short,
Bellah’s model, ranging from archaic and undifferentiated to
fully differentiated civil religions, does not really do justice to
the complexity of the situation.

This suggests that political religions (civil religions, as
Rousseau envisioned them) have not totally disappeared from
modern pluralistic societies. They have only adopted new forms
and shades. This was the case in the United States, for example,
during the McCarthy era or the Nixon presidency, when civil
religion was used as a state tool—against the so-called commu-
nist conspiracy in the former case and in the defence of the
Vietnam War in the latter. As Rouner affirms: “naked power
grabbing in the Mexican War and useless slaughter in Vietnam
have been justified by appeals to the principles of American civil
religion” (1986: 137; see also Bennett, 1979: 123 n. 30). 

Civil religion may be more or less repressive to the degree that
it uses religious symbolism and religious values to legitimate or
advance any kind of domination, including “economic, political,

152

From Civil to Political Religion



153

State-Directed Civil Religions in Comparative Perspective

ecclesial, or other forms ” (Lamb, 1986: 157). Leo Pfeffer has com-
mented that when civil religion is consciously used for political
ends, or when it becomes the handmaiden of national ambitions,
programs, and policies, it is far more likely “to be an ignoble than
a noble” enterprise (1968: 364). It should be noted that Bellah
responded to Pfeffer’s commentary by arguing that the proper
relation between religious obligations and political ambitions
travels in exactly the opposite direction: “national purposes are
the handmaiden of the fundamental value commitments of the
civil religion.” Bellah insists that to use religious commitments
for political goals “is a perversion” (Bellah, 1968: 390).

In any case, when civil religion is deliberately used to achieve
political objectives, when there is a “flurry of conscious manipu-
lation,” to use Bellah’s words (1980d: 31), we are undoubtedly
moving in the direction of Rousseau. When this happens, the
moral or civic claims of the state leave no room for the individ-
ual’s free or spontaneous endorsement of the political system. I
am not necessarily suggesting that a Rousseauan-type civil reli-
gion (state-manipulated or controlled) is always and inevitably
“ignoble.” While some civil religions may be focused on ensur-
ing national grandeur (whether it be modernization, industrial-
ization, or military supremacy), or the survival of the nation,
others may be dedicated to the liberty of its citizens, and still
others to the suppression of all liberties and rights.

The road from authoritarian rule to democracy does not
always follow a straight path, as history so clearly indicates.
Even under liberal regimes, which, in the overall history of polit-
ical systems have been few (Bellah, 1980b: 19), some form of des-
potism may need only the right opportunity or the wrong charis-
matic leader to emerge. The question to be asked is, under what
conditions might the two forms of civil religion (civil and politi-
cal) undergo fluctuations in one or the other direction, and what
might these changes entail? Another approach is to ask, what
role does civil religion play in modern politics either as a politi-
cal or a cultural resource? Clearly, its democratic or anti-demo-
cratic capacity is grounded in political procedures and the uses
of civil religion by particular groups at particular times. In other



words, the benefits and costs of civil religion would seem to
depend, crucially, on the style of politics and the type of govern-
ment under consideration.

The full political implications of the civil religion concept have
not been appraised realistically by most scholars. As mentioned
above, one has to leave the sociological field to find a serious
effort to acknowledge Rousseau’s intention in this area. Indeed,
American historians and theologians have been more sensitive
than their counterparts in sociology to the dangerous ramifica-
tions of civil religion as understood by Rousseau. For example,
Richard John Neuhaus, a theologian, recognizes the grave con-
sequences inherent in civil religion of the Rousseauan variety
(which he rightly calls political religion). He unambiguously
denounces the totalitarian intent of Rousseau’s civil religion.
Neuhaus writes: “Rousseau spelled it out in theory and, in our
time, we have seen its practice in…both Nazism and Marxist-
Leninism” (1986: 101). Likewise, Jürgen Moltmann, a professor
of theology, has shown the dangers of political religions, or the
application of religious ideas and values to political life. In the
First World War, he writes, “in the name of the political religion
of the German nation ‘for God, King, and Fatherland,’ our
fathers were driven to their deaths in Langemark and Verdun. In
the Second World War, in the name of the political messianism of
the Third Reich, ‘for Fuhrer, People and Fatherland,’ my genera-
tion was marked by the crimes of the concentration camps and
hounded into the mass graves of Stalingrad” (1986: 42).
Germany’s self-conception and destiny, embodied in the civil
religion of the Nazis, “inspired the followers of Hitler to pro-
mote…genocide and global warfare” (Bennett, 1979: 123 n. 30). 

The ability to organize public rituals on a massive scale,
Wuthnow reminds us, is a compelling way used by modern gov-
ernments (democratic and totalitarian) to reach out and extend
their influence into the lives of ordinary citizens—the so-called
silent majority. Hitler’s genius in this respect is perhaps unsur-
passed, as the Nuremberg rally of 1934, in particular, testifies. In
fact, the Nazi rallies orchestrated by the German state at the time
presented “the first evidence of the importance of such rituals”
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in the modern world (Wuthnow, 1994: 148). Hitler, through pub-
lic rituals and political propaganda, sought to make civil religion
an instrument of his political agenda. The German civil creed, in
short, “celebrated Nazism with a corrupted Christianity”
(Rouner, 1986: 1).

The perversion of civil religion often results in political actions
that “confuse the sacred investiture of institutions with the
notion that institutions (and their official representatives) are the
sources of the divine order of politics” (Bennett, 1979: 128-29).
The tendency in such cases is to transform the political process
into a religious phenomenon, so that political leaders, their
actions and programs acquire a sacred character.8 As a result, all
state activity is equated with “virtuous” action, for virtue is
embodied in the state (129). In other words, any political objec-
tive is invested with quasi-religious characteristics, and ultimacy
is conferred on all political and social programs. The dual
process of politicizing and religionizing all aspects of life often
leads, as Apter indicates, to the disappearance of politics as such.
Once the political process is imbued with a compulsory and
sacred mystique, political power-holders seem to find it easier to
legitimize their mission and justify all kind of ruthless and vio-
lent acts “against the enemies of the ‘cause’” (1963: 63, 78). Not
surprisingly, these types of regimes are of necessity based on dis-
trust and hatred of both internal and external enemies
(Moltmann, 1986: 55). What formerly may have been a latent
antagonism between different groups in society, is transformed
into absolute hostility. Political enemies, seen anywhere and
every day, are dangerous for they are cut off from the “divine”
political order.

The political tendency to divide the world into friends and
foes is apparently a universal phenomenon. The world, in fact,
seems to be “divided into a Manichean dualism of good and
evil” (Rouner, 1986: 5). The not so distant American obsession to
separate the globe between the “free world” and the evil empire,
and the recurrent Communist “tendency to reverse the picture,”
or the Muslim division into “the house of Islam” and “the house
of war” are contemporary variants of this phenomenon (Bellah,



1980a: ix). Almost everyone would agree that this tendency is
clearly more marked in authoritarian and despotic societies. To
be sure, in political religions this enmity is magnified “into an
apocalyptic drama” (Moltmann, 1986: 55).

To sum up, political religions in authoritarian regimes repre-
sent particular and extreme cases of civil religion à la Rousseau.
They function essentially at the state level, and are designed and
manipulated by the political elite. Elements of divine kingship
appear highly marked—political leaders and their programs
acquire quasi divine characteristics. Ideological dominance is
achieved by the capacity to impose a program of action and
make it viable. This is usually attained by controlling and
manipulating the media and mechanisms of repression. The
political order, characterized by its authoritarian and exclusion-
ary pattern, requires the use of repressive force to control the
political process and to enforce the tenets of faith. The unre-
strained power of the state, always omnipresent, fills the role of
god that rules over the nation. Thus, the viability of this type of
civil religion depends on the capacity of the dominant political
group or party to sustain its power.

Religion as a Society-Oriented Institution

Following the Durkheimian tradition, several scholars have
argued that, in order to survive, every society needs a religion.
Casanova, however, in his book Public Religions in the Modern
World (1994), contends that whether civil religion is conceptual-
ized “politically” (at the state level) or “sociologically” (at the
civil society level) “such a civil religion is unlikely to reappear in
modern societies” as a normative force integrating the political or
the social community. He further argues that it is both “theoreti-
cally untenable and normatively undesirable” to insist on the
functionalist existence of civil religion, in the sense that the mod-
ern social order “needs” such religion, for the modern nation-
state no longer needs a religiously based legitimation (60-61).

Casanova distinguishes three main areas of the modern
polity—the state, political society, and civil society—and locates
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religion in all three areas. He claims that state churches, such as
Roman Catholicism in Spain, or “churches in search of a state,” as
in the case of the Catholic Church in Poland, are the most pristine
example of “public religion” at the state level (61). Casanova uses
the notion of “the church” in the Weberian sense of being an
“obligatory monopolistic community of faith,” having “univer-
salist salvation claims” (224). This entails an established church
having a “territorially organized compulsory religious commu-
nity coextensive with the political community or state” (62). The
moment a religion surrenders its “compulsory institutional char-
acter,” Casanova observes, it becomes “disestablished” and it can
no longer be considered a church. Rather, it becomes a voluntary
association, “either a sect or a ‘free church’” (213). Casanova
argues that the Roman Catholic Church ceased being a church, in
the sociological sense of the term, after the Second Vatican
Council, when it accepted the right of “religious freedom” (51).

Public religions at the level of political society, refer to religions
that become either “politically mobilized” or “institutionalized as
a political party.” As examples, Casanova mentions the political
mobilization of the Catholic laity and religious groups, such as
the Catholic counter-revolutionary movements in France or in
Spain, the formation of lay organizations such as Catholic Action,
and even the development of Christian Democratic parties in
Western Europe or the political activities of the New Christian
Right in the United States (61). These movements represent
“defensive reactions” of the church to a secularized and hostile
modern world. For instance, Casanova notes that to oppose the
anti-clerical fury that swept Europe after the French Revolution,
or to protect itself from the nineteenth-century European liberal
revolutions, or from the rise of socialist power, the Catholic
Church swiftly politicized and mobilized the Catholic laity. This
represents, in his view, a clear example of the church becoming
actively involved at the political level of society (61-62).

Finally, at the civil society level, Casanova places “hegemonic
civil religions.” These include American evangelical Protestantism
in the nineteenth century or contemporary religious groups play-
ing a public role on ethical issues such as abortion (219).



Casanova believes that only public religions whose centre of
operation is civil society are compatible with modern differenti-
ated societies where universalistic principles prevail. He
believes that public religions, active at the political level of soci-
ety, are only “transitional types.” If they have not yet disap-
peared, he argues, they are bound to do so. The reason is simple:
by deliberately accepting “disestablishment” and religious free-
dom as a universal right, the church has been forced to switch
direction and transfer the defence of ecclesiastical privileges “to
the human person.” As a result, the raison d’être of political
mobilization has tended to dissipate. This has allowed the
church to re-emerge in the public arena to defend universal
rights or the democratization of political regimes. Casanova con-
cludes that the church, no longer endangered either by an
unfriendly state or by adverse social movements, has shifted
“from a state-oriented to a society-oriented institution.” That is,
it has moved its locus of activity from the state to civil society
(219-20). 

Casanova assumes that once the church becomes society-ori-
ented, it neither needs nor seeks to reenter the state or to mobilize
the laity in order to regain control over society. The church
becomes both “disestablished” from the state and “disengaged”
from political society. Casanova is thus able to claim the Catholic
Church, by becoming disestablished and disengaged, no longer
needs to “sponsor official Catholic parties” or fight politically for
its privileges and interests. This change in “location and orien-
tation” has permitted the Catholic Church a greater role in a vari-
ety of processes of democratization around the world, as the cases
of Nicaragua, Brazil, or Poland attest. Casanova comes to the con-
clusion that the “‘age’ of reactive organicism, of secular-religious
and clerical-anticlerical, cultural and political warfare, of Catholic
Action, of religious pillarization, and of Christian Democracy has
come to an end.” Consequently, he proposes that the notion of
public religion “ought to be reformulated from the state or societal
community level to the level of civil society” (61-63).

What I find problematic in Casanova’s argument are the
claims that secular-religious warfare is over, that the state “no
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longer needs” religious legitimation, and that the church “no
longer seeks to reenter the state.” His assumption that secular-
religious warfare is over leads him to conclude that religion at
the state level is also dead. Granted, there is much truth in his
claim that there has been a reorientation of the church from an
institution firmly “anchored in the state” to one more diffusely
“centered in civil society” (Casanova, 1994: 62). But whether the
church in the Western world has ceased its attempts to penetrate
the state is a highly debatable issue.

The mobilization of religious groups, or of interest groups
with religious concerns, has increased dramatically in the last
few decades in different parts of the world, a fact that
Casanova does not deny. On the contrary, he acknowledges
that the “deprivatization” of religion in the modern world
seems to be a global phenomenon, so religion will likely con-
tinue to play a “public role.” Religion, as he writes, has gone
“‘public’ in a dual sense”: it has become active in the public
realm and has attained “publicity” (3, 5). It seems to me that
when religion poses a challenge to an authoritarian regime and
helps facilitate the transition to democracy, as Casanova claims
it does, such religion is involved in the political process of a
particular nation. Therefore, it is difficult to agree with
Casanova’s claim that the church has “abandoned its tradi-
tional attempts to enter political society.” Catholic resistance in
Poland, as he himself recognizes, implied a “struggle first for
human and national rights and then,…for the rights of civil
society to autonomy and self-determination” (227). The right of
individuals to autonomy and self-determination is a political
right. In the case of Poland, it required political mobilization
and also the mobilization of religion at the political level to
achieve this end. Even if the church did not organize under the
banner of one political party or religious organization, it was
politically involved (at the level of civil society, as Casanova
would argue) to achieve political aims.

American religious activism while it may seem to indicate a
decline of denominations, also implies a rise of special purpose
groups (Billings and Scott, 1994: 176). Some authors have noted



the tendency of some religious groups to act together in coalitions
concerning particular issues, while, at the same time, agreeing to
disagree on others. For example, an “Evangelical-Jewish coalition
might form around support for Israel, but…might be divided
over the issue of school prayer.” Or, a Catholics and Protestant
coalition may be “pro-life” on the abortion issue, but have oppos-
ing views concerning “scientific creationism” (Jelen, 1995: 279).
Religious groups may have a variety of different interests and
priorities, but the fact remains that they are often behind the
ongoing struggle on issues such as homosexual rights, pornogra-
phy, abortion, reproductive technology, women’s ordination, and
so on. The “religious tinge” of these moral crusades is quite obvi-
ous and unmistakable (Anthony and Robbins, 1982: 219).

Moreover, as Berger (1967: 137) reminds us, denominations
in the United States function in highly competitive religious
markets. As with any other competitive market, religious
denominations must gain clients (adherents) and beat the reli-
gious competition if they want their voices to be heard. They
must follow the logic and dynamics of a free market and trans-
form themselves into marketing agencies. This requires active
involvement in the public arena. In order to attain goals through
the political system, religious groups need the help and co-
operation of potential allies. Lobbying, public relations, and
fund raising become important ways to gain “a place at the
table” of public debate. Another alternative is to engage in civil
disobedience or even violence (Jelen, 1995: 279-80). Regardless of
the strategy, the final aim is to influence public policy. In other
words, religiously based coalitions often use “religio-moral argu-
ments” to legitimize their demands for political activity
(Williams, 1996: 375). According to Jelen (1995: 280), in a plural-
ist political order, such as the United States, interest groups
rather than political parties are, perhaps, the most suitable
means for practising what he calls “religious politics.”

While some scholars have challenged conclusions about how
influential religious groups have been (see Billings and Scott,
1994), the news media and some academic observers have sug-
gested that the religious Right in the United States, plays a role
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in the election of members of the American Congress. Far-right
agendas, as some scholars have noted, explicitly seek to “dele-
gitimate democracy,” preach a return to “theocratic rule and bib-
lical law,” and seek to reinstall religious values in public life.
This would suggest that religious activism on the far right has a
specific political agenda—to radically challenge and change “the
rules of the game in American politics” (Billings and Scott, 1994:
179). Contrary to Casanova’s argument, this would also suggest
that some religious groups are organized and mobilized at the
political level of society.

American religious activism, and the current “culture war”
over moral issues, has been the topic of many academic publica-
tions (Bennet, 1992; Evans, 1996; Hunter 1991). Even the mass
media has adopted the culture war metaphor (Evans, 1996: 17).
Culture war theorists explain politico-religious antagonisms in
terms of different taken-for-granted assumptions or “ways of
apprehending reality” that determine moral values, attitudes,
and judgments. It is in this sense, they argue, that people or
groups come to have different “cultures” (i.e., different notions
of reality). Different world-views represent different ethical
“truths,” which are “non-negotiable.” This means that divisions
over moral issues can be solved only “through power politics
and perhaps actual shooting wars” (Evans, 1996: 17-23). In other
words, debates in American politics over socio-moral issues are
being fought within a politico-religious framework. Some reli-
gious groups, such as the Unification Church of Reverend Sun
Myung Moon, make no distinction between their political and
theological messages, so that political struggles and religious
struggles become truly inseparable. This would imply that reli-
gious-secular warfare is still not over. 

Casanova’s distinction between political society and civil soci-
ety seems to obscure the issue rather than illuminate it. When
religious groups are actively involved at the level of civil society
(regardless of whether or not they belong to any organized polit-
ical party), and when their goal is to change public policies or
even the law, the boundary between civil society and political
society becomes very blurred indeed. Under such circumstances,



religious groups are actively involved in political struggles, not
civil ones.

Leaving the United States and looking elsewhere in the world,
we find some quite distinct, yet related phenomena. In Latin
America, for example, as Casanova also points out, liberation
theology has provided leadership and resistance to all kinds of
authoritarian regimes. Eminent Catholic officials around the
world have played important roles as arbitrators and concilia-
tors of contending political groups (Billings and Scott, 1994: 182).
Catholic-based opposition to authoritarian regimes in Latin
America, Poland, and other parts of the globe, tends to confirm
the close interconnection of religion and politics, and the contin-
ued presence of a religio-political warfare (see, for example,
Smith, 1982; Weigel, 1992). It may be argued that the church in
such cases is not struggling to defend particular religious values,
ideas, or practices. Rather, the church would only be lending its
institutional support to a struggle that is essentially secular (e.g.,
the fight for democracy). Those who opt to think this way, and
Casanova does, may be right. But regardless of whether the
church is lending its institutional support to achieve secular
ends, or whether it is directly involved in order to achieve eccle-
siastical privileges (as in former times), the political or secular
struggle in which it is embroiled would still be an indication of
politico-religious warfare (religion versus the state, or religious
authority versus political authority).

Billings and Scott note that more recent and “fluid” under-
standings of the politico-religious problem seem to be replacing
conventional paradigms regarding church-state relations. This
relation is being “rethought from a standpoint that focuses atten-
tion on the activity of groups rather than systems” (Billings and
Scott, 1994:188). Religion as an institution may have little or no
direct political influence, but members of a particular religion
may play an active role in salient moral issues, such as the death
penalty or homosexual rights.

Casanova may be quite correct in arguing that the existence of
civil religion on functionalist grounds, in the sense that the state
needs a civil religion, is now not only “untenable,” but also
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“undesirable” (1994: 61). But while the modern state may not
need a civil religion, there seems to be ample evidence that most
organized societies will likely develop one. Of course, how it
will be expressed—that is, the world of representations and
myths peculiar to a society—may vary from one society to
another, and from one era to another within the same society.
Moreover, Casanova seems to ignore the fact that the idea of the
political utility of religion (as Machiavelli and other social
thinkers have so clearly articulated) has not dwindled away.
This means that, despite Casanova’s contention that the modern
state may no longer need religious legitimation, there is ample
evidence that modern states continue to seek it—evidence that
applies both to authoritarian and democratic regimes. 

Casanova insists, however, that public religions at the state
level are incompatible with modern societies, “modern individ-
ual freedoms,” and “modern differentiated structures” (1994:
219). When he argues that such religions are “unlikely to reap-
pear” in contemporary society (for the modern state no longer
needs religious legitimation), he fails to consider state-directed
or state-imposed civil religions that may appear in the modern
world. He has not considered, perhaps, how frail are the pillars
of civility that prevent any society from a total breakdown. No
modern nation is immune from political crises that may produce
overnight the collapse of its democratic edifice, and the building
of a totalitarian political religion. As De Azevedo (1979: 9)
reminds us, state-imposed civil religion (in its most extreme
form) is always ready to make its appearance, particularly in
times of profound political crisis.  As he rightly notes, in this cat-
egory “on trouve surtout les révolutions politiques et sociales et
les coups d’État authoritaires, qui transforment leurs doctrines
en dogmes obligatoires pour les citoyens.” I have provided here
some sample cases of states attempting to manipulate or create
civil religions to serve their own ends. The chapter that follows
presents a concrete case in greater detail.





In November 1970, Salvador Allende Gossens became presi-
dent of Chile. He was the first Marxist candidate in the
Western world to win a country’s presidency in a free and

democratically conducted election. Allende was supported by a
coalition that included the Socialist and Communist parties. He
promised to adopt “la via Chilena hacia el Socialismo” (the
Chilean road to Socialism), and promised to nationalize major
foreign and private organizations, particularly in mining, bank-
ing, and communications. He also pledged to establish diplo-
matic and commercial relations with communist nations,
including Cuba, North Vietnam, North Korea, the People’s
Republic of China, and East Germany, but he insisted that he
was “not going to imitate either the Soviet Union or Cuba or
China” (New York Times, 4 Oct. 1970). Chile would find its own
way and take the necessary steps to produce a more just and
humane society. His experiment failed, and his regime lasted

Notes to Chapter 5 are on pp. 255-57.

165

Chile, 1973-1989: A Case Study



less than three years. The threat of nationalization provoked a
series of massive strikes and protests by the opposition. The
economy was seriously disrupted by a prolonged truckers’
strike, which later spread to other sectors of the economy. The
country became ungovernable, and life for many Chileans
became unbearable and chaotic, even for those committed to
social reforms. Both Allende and the opposition looked to the
armed forces for a solution. The military sided with the political
opposition and the extreme right. The political and economic cri-
sis of the last months of the Allende’s regime gave the military
the excuse to seize power. No one could have predicted or even
imagined that this would mean the collapse of the Chilean
democracy and of Chilean civic pride.1

Starting with Bellah’s notion that elements of civil religion are
moulded especially in times of national crises, this chapter
examines the status of civil religion in Chile during the period of
the military regime that violently seized power in September
1973 and was swept from power by a national referendum in
October 1989. Some of the major assertions and debates sur-
veyed in previous chapters are applied to the Pinochet regime,
to indicate how these theoretical disputes are pertinent to an
understanding of the Chilean case, and how, in turn, the Chilean
case can help to clarify our understanding of civil religion.2

Recalling Rousseau, it is proposed that the Chilean state, under
the military dictatorship, tried to impose its own interpretation of
Chilean historical experience in terms of a civil religious dis-
course. In the first place, it is argued, the commander-in-chief of
the Chilean armed forces, General Augusto Pinochet, cast himself
in a “priestly” role with regard to the creation and indoctrination
of a militaristic ethic of war and patriotic sacrifice. Second, the ide-
ological “dogma” of Pinochet’s political creed drew on well-estab-
lished religious symbols. However, the “true believers” of
Pinochet’s civil religion were not the Chilean people (i.e., the
nation as a whole), but a select faction of “patriotic,” anti-Marxist
citizens cast as defenders of the faith. Third, during the first stage
of the Pinochet regime, the existing institutionalized religious
order—namely, the Catholic Church—offered legitimation to the
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military authority and provided a resource for the political manip-
ulation of sacred symbols. In Chile, however, it is incorrect to sug-
gest that an undifferentiated, church-sponsored civil religion (of
the type described by Coleman, 1969: 70) ever existed, before or
during the Pinochet regime. Despite the relative lack of religious
pluralism in Chile, the Catholic Church has in no sense monopo-
lized or directed a civil religion. The church did legitimize the mil-
itary intervention that overthrew the democratic order, but civil
religion emerged episodically in Chile, with state sponsorship, to
support and legitimate a pattern of political activity at variance
with the dominant tradition of constitutional democracy in Chile.
Chilean civil religion was an episodic politico-religious discourse
fashioned by one civic group over and against another. However,
the Durkheimian approach to civil religion remains instructive,
for the eventual demise of Pinochet’s civil religious discourse is
rooted, in part, in its failure to maintain a sufficient sense of moral
community. The regime’s failure to mobilize Chileans, in a cul-
tural and structural sense, undermined its social plausibility. The
delineation of these differences is important, for the ambiguities of
Chilean civil religion reflect the diverse and complex ways in
which civil religion may be comparatively manifested across his-
tory and cultures. It is also important to better understand the the-
oretical one-sidedness of the civil religion thesis as interpreted by
American sociologists. Finally, it is important, once again, to bet-
ter understand how the concepts of civil and political religion,
although related in reality, are analytically distinguishable. What
follows is a specific illustration of civil religion in its Rousseauan
(politico-ideological) form. 

Pinochet’s Civil Religious Discourse

On September 11 1973, a violent coup d’état produced a political
earthquake that shook the very foundations of Chilean society.
The military officers who took power claimed to be acting to
restore “freedom” and “moral order” to Chile. Legitimizing the
coup, however, posed special difficulties in one of Latin
America’s oldest and most stable democracies. The breakdown



of Chile’s democracy “was especially surprising because it
occurred in one of the most highly educated and politically
sophisticated countries in Latin America” (Puryear, 1994:10).
Chile had been committed to a democratic order, with only two
small interruptions, for nearly 140 years.3 Like military govern-
ments anywhere, as Sanders notes (1981: 287), the new regime
immediately faced a number of problems: it had “to reorganize
the political structure to provide for military control, develop an
ideology to guide policy, and cultivate the support of various
civilian and religious groups.” A civil religious discourse was
invoked to help achieve these ends. This chapter offers an analy-
sis of this discourse to better understand this turbulent period in
the history of Chile and the comparative use of civil religion as a
theoretical construct of the sociology of religion.

In Durkheimian form, as I have already argued, the civil reli-
gion envisioned for America by Bellah is a common civic faith
born, in large measure, of the need to sustain a pluralistic culture
by transcending its divergent and particularistic religious per-
spectives. In Rousseauan form, the civic creed envisioned by the
military leaders of Chile arose in response to a religiously non-
pluralistic society, polarized by political dissension. Simple pos-
itive dogmas (without explanation or comments, as Rousseau
advocated) and intolerance were the order of the day for this
mode of civil religion.

As mentioned in chapter 2, the symbols of American civil reli-
gion and their institutionalization have been delineated largely
through the content analysis of national documents and public
ceremonies (e.g., Bellah, 1967, 1980b; Cherry, 1969; Donahue,
1975; Pierard and Linder, 1988; Toolin, 1983). By scrutinizing
what statesmen, politicians, and religious leaders say on solemn
occasions, Bellah and others have pieced together the elements
of the civil religious agenda in the United States. Hammond sug-
gests (1980e: 203) that such public documents provide “windows
onto [a] sacred code.” By analyzing some similar documents and
speeches, we attempt to open a window on the sacred code of
those who set the agenda during this painful winter of Chilean
discontent.

168

From Civil to Political Religion



169

Chile, 1973-1980: A Case Study

The first declarations of the military junta repeatedly carried
the message of a “democratic restoration.” The “predominant
ideological elements of this stage derived from the Chilean dem-
ocratic tradition, respect for institutionality, and the rule of law”
(Arriagada, 1988: 4). The junta called upon what has been iden-
tified as a key element of American civil religion: “democratic
faith.”

The ideological rhetoric of the new government was expressed
through the enactment and publication of edicts, laws, decrees,
and so on. As Arriagada notes, these documents provided the
rationale used by the armed forces to undertake “the moral duty
imposed by the Nation to oust a government that, although ini-
tially legitimate, fell into flagrant illegitimacy.” The socialist gov-
ernment of Salvador Allende, it was claimed, had “destroyed
national unity,” endangered “all the rights and liberties of the
inhabitants of the country,” and the right to a dignified and safe
existence (Bando No. 5 de la Junta de Gobierno, 11 Sept. 1973; in
Arriagada, 1988: 4-5). Consequently, the junta declared that Chile
“is not neutral toward Marxism, and the present government
does not fear or hesitate to declare itself anti-Marxist”
(Declaración de Principios, Mar. 1974; in Sanders, 1981: 291-92).
These documents also specified that the armed forces and the
national police would hold power “only as long as circumstances
so require,” based on a “patriotic commitment to restore justice,
institutionality, and Chilean identity” (Decreto Ley No. 1, 11 Sept.
1973, Diario Official, 18 Sept. 1973; in Arriagada, 1988: 5). 

To mitigate the incongruity between a repressive regime and
deeply ingrained Chilean traditions, an alliance between civil
religion and unrestricted power was established. A new sacred
canopy was crafted. The fight against Marxism was presented as
a holy war; any opposition to the military junta and its policies
was a sign of heresy requiring swift and severe punishment. The
“war” was symbolically equated with a transcendental view of
the destiny of Chilean people, so that it came to be regarded and
legitimized as a sacred enterprise. The military junta appropri-
ated for themselves the messianic mission of making Chile
“safe” for “democracy.” The government’s relatively moderate



rhetorical style soon gave way to more radical proposals to
establish a new social, political, economic, and even moral order
(Arriagada, 1988: 12, 22). The armed forces would remain in
power for an “indefinite” period to effect the “profound and
prolonged action [required] to change the mentality of Chileans”
(Declaración de Principios, in Sanders, 1981: 292).

Pinochet was presented, and presented himself, as the
divinely appointed leader who was to lead his people out of
chaos and disorder. The “hand of God is here to save us,”
Pinochet declared on 13 October 1973, only a month after the
military intervention. A year after the coup, he reiterated this
theme by declaring, “you know well enough that people prayed
for their salvation and that today they feel free and far from
evil.…Faith and hope are the best roads to get to God, and today
Chileans travel these roads with happiness and trust in their des-
tiny” (Discurso a Líderes Evangélicos en Acto de Apoyo al Gobierno.
13 Dec. 1974; in Lagos and Chacón, 1987: 15). Four years later, he
insisted, once more, that “those who analyze the military inter-
vention of 1973…will inevitably come to the conclusion that the
hand of God was present then” (Discurso para la Delegación
Visitante de Evangelicos Bautistas, in Lagos and Chacón, 1987: 16).
Under God’s guidance, the military had taken action “at the last
minute,” because it embodied “the organization that the State
has provided to protect itself and defend its physical and moral
integrity and its historic-cultural identity” (Decreto Ley No. 1,
Diario Official, 18 Sept. 1973, in Arriagada, 1988: 5). To avoid the
“creation of another Cuba,” influenced, and perhaps controlled
by the Soviet Union, the junta dissolved the Congress, outlawed
Marxist political organizations, and placed all other political
parties in recess. It also carried out massive detentions of the
leaders of Allende’s government, of the working class and stu-
dents, and of anyone else suspected of leftist sympathies.
Electoral rolls were abolished, trade unions suspended, and
political dissidents were expelled from the country. A state of
siege suspended individual liberties (Arriagada, 1988: 11; Smith,
1982: 288). With the notable exception of the Catholic Church, all
major social and political organizations in the country were
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either dismantled or placed under intense surveillance. The
Catholic Church became in fact a focal point for the “needs of
vast numbers of foreigners and Chileans suffering the brunt of
the regime’s repression” (Smith, 1982: 289). Any political or ide-
ological difference was perceived as an antipatriotic conspiracy
and betrayal of both the army and Chile. A “culture of fear”
developed, which was to last for at least a decade (Corradi,
Weiss, and Garretón, 1992). Particularly during the earliest day
of the coup, the repression unleashed by the military came as a
“severe shock. Chileans had little notion of what a military
takeover signified; it was not part of their history or vocabulary”
(Constable and Valenzuela, 1991: 30).

“Patriotism,” equated with anti-Marxism and support for a
free market economy, was the first principle of the project of
reconstrucción nacional. It became the central symbolic pillar of
the civil religion of the day, and Pinochet used all his might to
propagate and enforce it. Citizens were indoctrinated to love
Chile (i.e., fear and hate Marxists), and motivated to civic duty
(i.e., fight Marxism). In several speeches Pinochet discussed the
nature of the new secular creed and the means by which it
should be transmitted to future generations. These speeches and
the ideological propaganda of this period are filled with reli-
gious imagery and language that has a distinctly “biblical ring”
(as Bellah would say it). La Alborada, an army newspaper, for
example, published on its front page a photograph of a soldier
holding a machine gun and guided by a bright star. The caption
read: “Just like the star that guided the wise men of the East to
Bethlehem, today the Chilean soldier looks to the pure sky of his
Homeland and listens to the always renewed biblical message —
‘I am the root and the lineage of David, the resplendent star of
the morning’” (Lagos and Chacón, 1987: 29).

In addition to the media, Pinochet’s regime used the public
schools to propagate its creed. A special type of education and
cultic celebration of the civil rituals were imposed on the young
to socialize them to the official ideology. School children sang a
national anthem at the start of each day with a new verse
“thanking the valiant soldier” for the liberation of the nation.



Marx was officially exiled from academic discussions, and
Pinochet’s messianic anti-Marxism was voiced in a religious lan-
guage of progress towards a redeemed society, a new order
divinely foreordained for the happiness of all Chileans. Thus
began the military re interpretation of Chilean history. 

Pinochet’s national calling was associated with a global call to
regenerate humankind by extirpating the Marxist cancer.
Marxism, he insisted over and over again, is “an intrinsically per-
verse doctrine, and everything that springs from it, as healthy as
it might appear, is consumed by the poison that corrodes its
roots.” Its danger is “intrinsic” and “global” and “no dialogue or
transaction is compatible with it.” In the face of the global threat
posed by Soviet imperialism, power must be placed in the hands
of the armed forces, for only “they have the organization and the
means to confront Marxism transformed into permanent aggres-
sion” (Mensaje Presidencial, 11 Sept. 1974; cited in Arriagada, 1988:
22). Admiral Jose Toribio Merino, one of the four military men
who composed the junta, emphatically declared during an inter-
view: “Let us put it realistically: the world today has one
enemy—communism. A monolithic, impenetrable enemy that
has acquired technology as good as that of the democratic system
but used exclusively for destruction. And it is attempting to dom-
inate the entire world. So, what system should be chosen to com-
bat this monolithic bandit that does not show its face, whose reli-
gion is the lie?” “Can there only be military governments,” asked
the journalist, if the only means to eliminate the enemy is war?
His reply was immediate: “What other way is there? Which way?
How?” (Ercilla 2, 165, Feb. 1977: 20-24). 

In a national newspaper in 1977, Pinochet stated that God
gave him “faith in the destiny of Chile.” Communists, he said,
are dangerous, they are working in clandestine ways. “We ought
to recognize this. They have a mystique which is given by Satan,
but they do have a mystique nonetheless” (Diario Las Ultimas
Noticias, 22 Aug. 1984, in Lagos and Chacón, 1987: 19). He, as
an individual, and Chile, as a nation, had been elected by
God to fight and eliminate these Satanic forces. He had been
blessed with a special, God-given faith and counter-mystique.
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Accordingly, any opposition to his policies was perceived as a
moral problem, and the torture and repression of Marxists was
the price for saving Western Christian culture and Chilean
morality. Pinochet, the saviour, was to be in charge of finding
and punishing the infidels.4

Illustrating this state of affairs, on the thirteenth anniversary of
Pinochet’s appointment as commander-in-chief of the army,
General Santiago Sinclair, the president’s chief of staff, addressed
an audience of several thousand soldiers. His speech, as
Arriagada notes, took the form of an instruction to the Chilean
troops on the idea that military leadership may never be
opposed, for it represented a “noble” and “sublime” task involv-
ing the defense of the moral order and of the homeland. Pinochet,
soldier and priest, “wise leader” and noble statesman, was the
sacred figure entrusted with this military and moral duty.

In you, First Soldier of the Republic, we see the wise
leader, the Commander who has been able to illuminate
the difficult path of these years. You have had but one
ambition: the greatness of Chile; a single motto: “Duty is
above question.”…And so my General, we wish to pub-
licly renew our obedience and loyalty to the inspiration
of the hierarchical authority of Command and the moral
authority that flows from your position as military
leader.…Providence willed that you carry the torch of the
pledge that we make to the Fatherland; thus, our loyalty
to you is loyalty to Chile.…Beneath the gaze of the
Mother of God…and with the sacred inspiration of
God,...the Army of Chile acts with a profound and unde-
niable sense of justice to demonstrate before the citizenry
the recognition and honour owed the first soldier of the
Republic, Captain General Augusto Pinochet Ugarte. (El
Mercurio, 24 Aug. 1986; in Arriagada, 1988: 119)

This view of the commander-in-chief endowed with sacred
characteristics was reaffirmed by Sinclair fifteen days later, when
Pinochet escaped an assassination attempt: “my general, the
sacred figure of our Commander in Chief has been the victim of



an assassination attempt. The Army repudiates, condemns, and
will not forgive this act” (El Mercurio, 9 Sept. 1986).

The dogma of a sacred war against communism was a recur-
ring litany throughout the regime. It was mitigated during times
of less fierce repression, but was always ready to make an
appearance when Pinochet’s government felt the need to resort
to a harder line (Arriagada, 1988: 25). By early 1984, after a little
over ten years of largely unchallenged rule, economic difficulties
besieged the regime, and Pinochet’s opponents began to organ-
ize, planning strikes and rallies. Demonstrators went into the
streets, banging pots and pans to protest his tyrannic rule. When
asked, in an interview with Newsweek, how he had survived the
strife—for many had predicted that he would be “squeezed
out”—Pinochet without hesitation replied: “As for the secret of
my survival, it is not a secret. I am a man fighting for a just cause.
The fight between Christianity and spirituality on the one hand,
and Marxism and materialism on the other. I get my strength
from God….Destiny gave me the job.…I never wanted to be
President” (Newsweek, 19 Mar. 1984: 67).

Pinochet’s Civil Religion and the Catholic Church

Despite the Catholic Church’s apparently congenial relations
with the Allende government, most church leaders privately
believed the military coup was not only inevitable but necessary
to prevent civil war. The deep-seated respect for constitutional-
ity traditionally exhibited by the armed forces would, they
assumed, make the military takeover relatively peaceful and
short-lived (Smith, 1982: 287). Two days after the coup, Cardinal
Silva Henríquez deplored the flood of “blood which has red-
dened our streets,” asking for “respect” for those “fallen in bat-
tle” and, specially, for “him” [Salvador Allende] who was until
Tuesday, September 11th, the President of the Republic” (Smith,
1982: 288). But a common thread running through early church
declarations was the public justification of the coup. “We recog-
nize the service rendered to the country by the Armed Forces in
liberating it from a Marxist dictatorship that seemed inevitable
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and that would have been irreversible.” It is “just to recognize”
that, in staging the coup, the military had listened to the voices
of the majority and, in so doing, had “put aside an immense
obstacle to peace” (“Evangelio y Paz,” Working Document of the
Permanent Committee of the Episcopacy, in Villela, 1979: 266). Less
than a month after the coup, Cardinal Silva declared: “The
Church has always maintained cordial relations with govern-
ments of this country. We desire to be of service. The Church is
not called upon to install governments or to take power away
from them, nor to give or withhold recognition of government.
We accept the governments which the people want and we serve
them.” He further added that Church and state had a task to
accomplish “the task...of removing the great difficulties in which
the country now finds itself” (Diario La Tercera, 10 Oct. 1973, in
Smith, 1982: 290). But it was believed that repression would be
only a short-term emergency measure needed to restore social
order and economic stability. Accordingly, Cardinal Silva
Henríquez refrained from direct criticism of the regime. The
church, after all, expected to play a prominent role during the
period of reconstrucción (Smith, 1982: 291).

A number of other prominent church leaders were more direct
than the cardinal in their initial reaction to the regime, and pub-
licly voiced their satisfaction with the military takeover. On
11 September, the same day of the coup, Bishop Francisco Valdés
of Osorno made public a prayer whereby he thanked God for
having liberated the nation from the “worst clutches of lies and
evil that have ever plagued poor humanity,” a view echoed by at
least six other bishops, one of whom even presented his episco-
pal ring as a “modest contribution” to the long task of recon-
struction. Archbishop Emilio Tagle of Valparaiso appeared on
television and thanked the military for having saved the home-
land from the claws of Marxism. He admitted the loss of blood
but implied that it was an inevitable price to pay to restore Chile
to “its former status of a free and sovereign nation” (Smith, 1982:
292). Bishop Augusto Salinas of Linares went so far as to place 11
September “on the same level of importance as national inde-
pendence from Spain in 1810” (Smith, 1982: 293). This view was



reiterated, twelve years later, by Monsenor Jose Joaquín Matte,
Bishop “castrense,” (army chaplain) in a mass celebrating the
anniversary of the coup. He declared, “twelve years ago, the
rosary began to be prayed without a break, and the Virgin Mary
brought about the miracle: it was the second independence of
Chile” (in Lagos and Chacón, 1987: 24).

In general, during the first months of the regime the pro-
nouncements of the church complemented the new civil reli-
gious message of the military regime: mild criticism went hand
in hand with moral endorsement of the coup, while the people
were exhorted to seek reconciliation and peace. Needless to say,
such pronouncements were given extensive coverage in the gov-
ernment controlled media. In short, an alliance between civil
religion (in its Rousseauan meaning) and institutional religion
was established early on, although it would soon deteriorate as
parts of the church began to protest the actions of the govern-
ment. Even those who criticized the government were quick to
admit the beneficial effects of the military intervention. As Smith
ruefully observes, “some of the same bishops who had con-
demned [the group called] Christians for Socialism for going
against episcopal guidelines regarding clerical involvement in
politics and identifying their priestly office with partisan politi-
cal movements, now were guilty of even worse actions them-
selves, condoning bloodshed and lies”(1982: 293). It is possible,
Smith argues, that the promises of the military junta “to restore
order and constitutional rule” reinforced the mistaken expecta-
tions of church leaders (290-91). It is more likely, however, that
fear of Marxism was more deeply ingrained than fear of fascism.

During the period of consolidation of the junta’s power and
its methods of repression (1974-76) this attitude evolved towards
a more open, yet still cautious criticism. The international press
carried a message abroad presenting the Chilean bishops as
forthright opponents of the regime. As an institution, however,
there is little doubt that the Church in the early months of the
coup provided important moral legitimacy to the regime. To be
sure, ecclesiastical authorities and prelates were ambivalent and
even divided. But contrary to the comments of some analysts
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(e.g., Alexander, 1978: 367-70), it was only when the repression of
the regime “touched the bishops personally and lay elites close
to them” (after mid-1976) that church leaders unambiguously
began to condemn human rights violations and demand a return
to a democratic regime (Smith, 1982: 287).5

The Church had to restructure and redefine its position in
Chilean society, and it began to play a more central and
“prophetic” role in the civil life of the nation. It started bringing
into the open questions of repression and the arbitrary arrest and
disappearance of prisoners, and it began providing meals, work-
shops, and other forms of aid to the “victimized masses” of the
economic distress brought on by the regime. The new activism
and protection of the Church created a socio-political niche of
considerable importance within which different sectors of the
population found some space for free expression (Villela, 1979:
269-71). In the last analysis, the Church, while it became
extremely critical of the regime, never broke with the military
junta. Both elected to hold each other at a diplomatic distance,
while seeking to avoid any direct confrontations. It is fair to say,
therefore, that civil religion during the Pinochet regime was state-
sponsored and, for a short while, church-supported. Pinochet,
however, never quite succeeded in making the church an instru-
ment of his own civil religion. On the contrary, the Church came
to be perceived as a serious threat to his political agenda. Hence,
Coleman’s (1969: 70-71) either/or distinction concerning undif-
ferentiated civil religion (i.e., either state or church-sponsored), is
not really applicable to the Chilean case. Neither is Coleman’s
claim that examples of “the church performing the role of civil
religion can be found throughout Latin America.”

Analysis of Pinochet’s Civil Religion

As Pinochet’s exploitation of religious symbolism testifies, civil
religion “has not always been invoked in favor of worthy
causes” (Bellah, 1967: 14). Indeed, both “self-less and oppressive
actions can be masked in the cloak of civil religion” (Toolin,
1983:47). As things were, the junta’s moral agenda gave Chileans



little choice: one could either be with the junta or against it; one
could either serve God (Pinochet) or Satan (Marxism). In short,
the rhetoric presented the choice as one between good and evil—
one could chose to belong to the kingdom of light or to the king-
dom of darkness. It is not difficult to see both millenarian and
messianic elements in this situation: the promise of a “recon-
structed” Chile, of a better world to come, and the belief in a
holy mission connecting Chile with a global struggle to defend
the universal ideals of “freedom and liberty.”

Yet the messianic rhetoric was not reflective of a prophetic
civil religious development. Rather, the Chilean case more clearly
calls to mind Marty’s (1974) notion of the priestly mode of civil
religion. When the discourse of civil religion shifts from a focus
on a transcendent deity to the promise of national self-transcen-
dence, “the signal of priestly civil religion is raised” (Marty,
1974: 151). As the Pinochet regime confirms, such a civil religion
“will have as its main priest the president, since he alone stands
at the head of all the people… and he has greatest potential for
invoking symbols of power” (146). In general, Marty argues,
modern fascisms combine a “cosmic vision” with national pur-
poses in ways that almost by definition produce a priestly “‘this-
worldly transcendent’ civil religion” (151). Hence, while
American civil religion is an attempt to bring America’s own life
under a higher ideal and its role is to make “any form of politi-
cal absolutism illegitimate” (Bellah, 1970: 172), Chilean civil reli-
gion under Pinochet sought to make a mode of political abso-
lutism sacred and legitimate.

The general tendency to characterize civil religion as a national,
non-sectarian faith loses validity in the face of dictatorial
regimes, as does the portrayal of civil religion as a canopy of
common values fostering social integration. In line with Weber,
we must remember the dual functions of legitimating ideologies
and theodicies. They serve to reconcile subservient groups to
their fate. But they also serve to assure ruling groups of the right-
eousness of their rule and privileges. The latter was probably the
primary function of a civil religious discourse in the case of the
supporters of Pinochet. 
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In the end Pinochet’s quest to unify and strengthen the nation
through a civil religious discourse was not entirely successful.
He succeeded in maintaining the rulers united, and in discour-
aging a “deviant” consensus from emerging among those who
opposed the regime. This, however, was accomplished as much
by military might as by the influence of a civil religious dis-
course. No one is, after all, attempting to argue that a civil reli-
gion played a prominent role in the coup or its aftermath. More
simply, we are drawing attention to a political use of religious
ideology that has been neglected, not only in the analysis of the
Chilean situation, but in the analysis of American civil religion
as well.6

In Chile a religious lexicon was systematically used to
ensconce Pinochet’s personal dream of what Chile should be.
Yet, the state-sponsored civil religion led not to cohesion but to
social disruption, to a constant state of internal war. It offered
only a very fragile integration based primarily on the elimina-
tion of all alternative political ideologies from public discourse.
In the end, the religious dimension with which military repres-
sion was masked proved to be insufficient to silence protests
against the misuse and abuse of power.

When large sectors of the population were deprived of free-
dom and justice it became increasingly difficult to agree with the
military’s conception of moral imperatives and civic duty. The
treatment of “non-believers” was too brutal. As the gap between
the political ideals of the anti-communist creed and the political
reality widened, Pinochet’s civil-religious language became
increasingly a rhetoric devoid of content, a macabre ploy. His
trumpet call to patriotic battle was heeded by ever decreasing
elements of the population, including the Church and the bour-
geoisie. So in the end, the Chilean experiment with a Rousseauan
civil religion supports Marty’s (1974) and Richardson’s (1974) sus-
picion that civil religion is used to fulfill different purposes at dif-
ferent times. Such being the case, civil religion tends to be
“episodic.”

Thus, contrary to Bellah’s notion, every civil religion is not
necessarily a national civil religion. The Chilean state, personi-



fied by the military junta, and specifically by Pinochet, appro-
priated the destiny of Chile as its own, but it never represented
the whole nation.  The rhetoric of patriotism fell into the hands
of fascist forces that tried to impose the idea that “loving Chile”
and “being patriotic” was synonymous with hating Marxists,
leftists, and even moderate democrats who opposed the regime.
For several years, the religious-military ideology, combined with
total repression, effectively rendered invisible any opposition to
the junta. Repression and pious pretense joined hands in Chile,
and, in the name of non-violence, institutionalized violence ran
rampant for seventeen years.

Chilean Civil Religion in Comparative Perspective

Sociologists have made only tentative inroads into the investi-
gation of the factors affecting the relative “success” of civil reli-
gions. A survey of the comparative literature leads us to postulate
five interrelated factors responsible for the demise or survival of
civil religions, factors relevant to the failure of Pinochet’s civil
religious discourse.

First, the Pinochet government did not develop sufficient
organizational vehicles to carry the religious message of the new
civil religion. In his excellent comparative analysis of civil reli-
gion in the United States and Mexico, Hammond (1980a) has
argued that a true civil religion never developed in Mexico
because there is no set of institutions imbued simultaneously
with political and religious significance. Despite the seeming
similarity in conditions between the United States and Mexico
(e.g., the events of the Mexican revolution and the dominance of
religion in the life of the people), historical circumstances made
Mexicans much more ambivalent to the introduction of religious
themes into their public ceremonies, political speeches, educa-
tional system, and judiciary. In Mexico, a much sharper distinc-
tion was drawn between the realms of the sacred and the pro-
fane. The former was clearly assigned to the Church, and the
Church, which backed the losing side in the revolution, was pur-
posefully excluded from the affairs of the state.7 In contrast, in
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the United States, “the Puritan method of harmonizing politics
and religion led to institutional changes, which in turn facilitated
development of civil religion” (Hammond, 1980a: 79). Churches
became voluntary associations and, like other such associations,
engaged in much political activity. Americans “found it easy to
be simultaneously ‘religious’ and ‘political.’” As a result, by
extension, political, educational, and legal institutions could
more readily become imbued with certain general sacred mean-
ings and duties.

Similar patterns of institutionalization of civil religion have
been noted in the cases of Iran and Japan (and one can readily
speculate about other cases such as Poland, Myanmar, and so
on). As Braswell (1979) delineates, the Shah of Iran, in a
Rousseauan fashion, strove explicitly to create a complete reli-
gious organization, loyal to the government and its objectives,
which paralleled and was intended to supplant the traditional
Shiite hierarchy of Iran. In the case of Japan, Bellah argues that
the roots of the almost Machiavellian exploitation of the institu-
tions of state Shintoism during the 1930s and 1940s run deep into
the nation’s past, and that the practice remains a live option for
the future (Bellah, 1980d; see also Takayama, 1988).

In Chile, however, the Pinochet regime was content to anchor
its civil religious discourse in a more traditional alliance of gov-
ernment bureaucracy, the army, and the Church. Attempts to
fashion independent religio-political organizations were resisted
because of Pinochet’s autocratic suspicion of mass political
movements, his confidence in the army, and his firm identifica-
tion with the Catholic Church. In May 1975 the Movimiento de
Unidad Nacional (MUN) was founded to support and extend
the efforts of the regime. Among its leaders was the most influ-
ential civilian advisor to the junta, the right-wing, authoritarian,
and staunchly Catholic Jaime Guzmán.8 In principle, however,
the movement was established to be independent of the govern-
ment, and by March 1977 the youth group of MUN actually
began to issue public criticisms of the policies of the govern-
ment, and the movement rapidly disappeared. The proposed
Movimiento Pinochetista of 1979 never moved ahead for it never



received official support. Likewise, the Movimiento Cívico
Militar, which was supposed to coordinate political activity at
the municipal level, also failed to receive official endorsement
and just withered away. Following announcement of the move-
ment in 1980, less than 700 citizens joined in the entire city of
Santiago. The fact that the Pinochet government failed to
develop an organized mass support, even at the height of its
popularity, provides a clear indication of its fear of an inde-
pendent center of political power (Remmer, 1989: 140). 

Second, in like manner and for similar reasons, the Pinochet
regime did not give sufficient attention to the development of rel-
atively independent civil religious symbols and ceremonials.
Markoff and Regan (1982) place much emphasis on the empirical
manifestations of civil religion, noting the consequent need to
mark the differences of “tone” in civil religions. On the one hand,
revolutionary France presents us with a “dazzling and changing
hodgepodge” of civil religious ceremonies and texts. On the other
hand, Malaysia presents us with a minimalistic civil religion that
is a “model of consistency and coherence” (Markoff and Regan,
1982: 339). Yet in each instance specific events and activities can be
pinpointed that reveal the presence and character of the civil reli-
gion in question (cf. Liebman and Don-Yehiya’s discussion of
Israeli civil religion [1983], or McDowell’s analysis of Soviet civil
ceremonies [1974]). Alternatively, the Pinochet regime was con-
tent to infuse the existing occasions of state and church activity
with elements of a civil religious rhetoric. There were no new
equivalents to the Nuremberg rallies, Israeli commemorations of
the Holocaust or Masada, no new “Fourths of July.” Likewise, no
new symbols were consistently fashioned, like the French tri-
colour, Nazi swastika, or the Soviet hammer and sickle. Yet such
symbols are required to galvanize independent commitment to
the cause and to socialize the population to the values of the
regime. Rather, it seems likely that Pinochet’s role model in these
matters was Franco in Spain, and not the more revolutionary fig-
ures of fascism like Hitler or Mussolini.9 His objective was the
preservation of tradition in matters symbolic and cultural, more
than the cultivation of change and new configurations. This factor,
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combined with the first one, left Chilean civil religion too depend-
ent on its alliance with the Church and the Catholic and conser-
vative heritage of the country, and hence too susceptible to delig-
itimation in the face of the mounting disaffection of the Church
and the populace.

Third, the civil religion of the Pinochet regime was founded
on insufficiently broad core values. The litany of war against
communism wore thin with time, while the traditional values of
patriotism, religious piety, and the defence of freedom were
insufficiently unique to justify the perpetuation of dictatorship.
More “successful” civil religions call upon rich heritages of dis-
tinct values, like the “promise” of America, the first and greatest
modern democracy, or the “salvific suffering” of the Jewish or
the Polish people (Morawska, 1987), the glory of Persia or Islam,
or the ancient lineage of Buddhist culture (Seneviratne, 1984).

Fourth, the civil religion of the Pinochet regime was also too
dependent on the notion of an external ideological threat to the
nation. Such a preoccupation is a prominent feature of many civil
religions, for example, Afrikanerdom (Moodie, 1975), Israel
(Liebman and Don-Yehiya, 1983), Poland (Morawska, 1987), and
contemporary Iran and Iraq. Yet such threats change or dissipate,
requiring a change in interpretive frameworks. The very success
of the severely oppressive measures instituted by the regime
soon undermined the credibility of this threat in the eyes of the
populace. Moreover, towards the end of Pinochet’s rule, the Cold
War began to come to an end and the Soviet “evil empire” began
to crumble. Hence the negatively framed civil religious discourse
of the Chilean junta lost much of its raison d’être.

The Pinochet regime, nevertheless, maintained its hold on
power for a remarkably long period of time, and the strong
impression persists that its eventual deligitimation and defeat in
the referendum of 1988 were primarily the result of its autocratic
actions. The continued abuse of civil and human rights and the
repression of political dissent, were flagrantly at odds with the
civil religious rhetoric of defending “endangered rights and lib-
erties,” “restoring justice,” and providing all Chileans with a
“dignified and secure existence” (i.e., the language of Edict No. 5



and Decree-Law No. 1). It was also at odds with Chile’s long tra-
dition of institutional life and rule of law. As Liebman and Don-
Yehiya (1983) argue, it was the ability to perpetuate the sense of
moral community that uniquely sustained a civil religious dis-
course in Israel, as the nation and its civil religion passed through
three successive phases of development, precipitated by internal
demographic changes and a shifting external political environ-
ment. But the Chilean military junta, factional in its support from
the beginning, lost the capacity to maintain even the pretence to
being founded on a moral community. In line with the
Durkheimian approach to civil religion, then, we suggest that the
inability to create a sense of moral community was instrumental
to the demise of Chilean civil religion. Pinochet’s endeavour, like
many others, may have been Rousseauan in nature, but its failure
is perhaps best explained with reference to Durkheim.

In general, the comparative literature suggests that most civil
religions are self-limiting and hence episodic. There are several
reasons for this state of affairs. First, when the political agenda is
masked by religious symbolism, “the symbols become tarnished
and lose their transcendent and unifying potential” (Gehrig,
1981a: 56-57). Second, when those in power approach politics “as
if ultimate moral and religious issues are at stake,” the political
process is bound to be misused or destroyed. For the more justi-
fied political leaders feel in zealously carrying out their mission,
the less likely they will be to accept criticism or seek compromise
(Richardson, 1974: 165). Third, as Richard Fenn has argued, civil
religion “weakens” and loses power when the state itself deviates
from its standards while still invoking its symbols (in Gehrig,
1981a: 57). Yet, political officials “of a particular state will no doubt
from time to time, if not all the time, violate the canons of their
own moral yardsticks,” creating the “openings for the deligitima-
tion of regimes, institutions, and policies” (Markoff and Regan,
1982: 350). Fourth, by and large, civil religions “fail to evoke deep
and lasting commitments because [their] symbols are too closely
associated with values and beliefs; they lack independent validity;
they are not perceived to be rooted in the very nature of reality, the
way religious symbols are” (Liebman and Don-Yehiya, 1983: 225).
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Consequently, when the political environments change, or when
values do, civil religions are simply rejected. 

All civil religions are probably self-limiting in some combina-
tion of these ways. Certainly each of these points is pertinent to
the assessment of civil religion in Chile. Less pertinent, but
worth noting, is Markoff and Regan’s contention that “it is the
experience of a gap between parochial identities and the claims
of the state that generates the felt need for civil religion” (1982:
342). Accordingly, they conclude that even a successful civil reli-
gion contains the seeds of its own destruction. Why? Because,
they suggest, “when citizens embrace it, they come to see a
larger, civic meaning in their everyday activities and grant the
executors of the state further power to extend their hold over the
periphery. The political center’s authority is enhanced—which,
in turn, renders the civil religion gratuitous” (1982: 349). Chile
poses a counter-instance to this hypothesis because Pinochet’s
religious ideology was not a response to the problems of plural-
ism (at least not in any traditional sense).

The creation and maintenance of a civil religion clearly depend
on a confluence of contingent historical, cultural, and structural
conditions. But, as the case of Chile reveals, there is a crucial
strategic or purposeful component to the development of a civil
religion. This component comes to the fore in consideration of
both the structural factors affecting the “success” of civil religions
(e.g., the creation of organizational carriers and symbol systems)
and the consistency of the words and deeds of the moral entre-
preneurs who chose to bring civil religious discourses into play.
In Bellah’s own words (1967: 12), civil religion, like any other reli-
gion, may suffer “deformation and demonic distortions.” The
civil religion Pinochet and his military junta tried to impose in
Chile bears witness to such deformation and distortion.





Inoted in previous chapters that American civil religion is
assumed to provide legitimation to the political order and, at
the same time, to challenge institutional authority. On this

issue, Bellah tells us, the Declaration of Independence speaks for
itself. It makes reference to the “‘Laws of Nature and of Nature’s
God’ that are clearly transcendent to and stand in judgment on
the laws of the state” (1976b: 167). This is the reason why Bellah
insists that civil religion is “oriented to a level of reality that
transcends the state and institutions” (167). Given that the
American nation (or any nation for that matter) is, to some
extent, sanctified, or endowed with sacred attributes, it should
come as no surprise that the religious authority, conferred by
civil religion, may be used and “marshaled” not only for a great
variety of political programs and agendas, but also for “an
extraordinary range and variety of American nationalisms”
(Wilson, 1974: 137 n. 4). When a nation acts in the name of God,

Notes to Chapter 6 are on pp. 257-61.
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there is always the danger that the nation itself or its particular
nationalist agenda may become sacralized. This chapter consid-
ers this danger.

Patriotism as a Civic Duty

Critics have rightly observed that the theories of both Rousseau
and Durkheim provided an intellectual milieu favourable to the
development of nationalist ideologies. Indeed, both thinkers
conceive patriotism as a civic duty to be orchestrated and
encouraged by the state. On the issues of nationalism and patri-
otism, Durkheim moves closer in the direction of Rousseau. One
may say, in fact, that it is at this juncture that their theories really
converge.

Rousseau’s writings belong to an age when modern nation-
states and national consciousness were only beginning to
emerge.1 While he is well known as a political philosopher, he is
less well identified as a champion of nationalism. Asked in 1772
to advise the Poles on constitutional reforms, Rousseau, in line
with his idea that the love of the country and the love of its law
are inseparable, admonished the Poles to deepen their patriot-
ism. Macfarlane has argued that Rousseau made the develop-
ment of patriotic and nationalistic sentiments the centerpiece of
his proposals for constitutional reforms in Poland. Indeed,
Rousseau assigned to national institutions a fundamental role in
forming its citizens’ character, tastes, and customs needed to
inspire the ardent love of a country. He therefore counselled the
Poles that they did not need to bring about drastic constitutional
amendments: just a few legal changes would suffice to establish
a government capable of carrying patriotic virtues “to the high-
est point of intensity.” Individuals should be taught to love their
country and protect their homeland. If this were done, they
would naturally respect and obey the law, not out of fear, but
because the law represents nothing other than the “inward
assent of their will” (Macfarlane, 1970: 108-9).

Rousseau’s brand of nationalism is characteristic of the dem-
ocratic, republican tradition of the eighteenth century. It is a
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humanitarian nationalism. Most commentators agree that it is
devoid of any narrowness or sense of exclusiveness. His concern
is not the pursuit of national supremacy or even national
uniqueness often associated with modern nationalism. Rather,
his focus is on the common good, and on instilling in people a
love for, and a deep sense of being a part of, the national com-
munity. Nationalism thus understood requires a sense of belong-
ing, a concern for the common good, and a moral attachment to
the nation (Sandel, 1996: 5). But a sense of moral obligation does
not just happen. In order to have a conscious attachment to the
community, individuals must be educated (one may say even
forced) to become good citizens and patriots. This role Rousseau
assigns to civil religion and to education. Both are necessary to
promote social unity; both are indispensable for engendering a
sense of “public-spiritedness” (MacFarlane, 1970: 196). Sandel is
quite right in asserting that the republican spirit (to which
Rousseau’s writings certainly belong) was never “neutral
toward the values and ends its citizens espoused” (1996: 6).

Rousseau’s ideas (and modern European thought, in general)
crystallized around some basic concepts such as “liberty, human-
ity, and patriotism.”2 Rousseau was convinced that a truly free
state and the welfare of a free community depended for its char-
acter upon the individuals who composed it. Corrupt rulers
would be unable or unwilling to create a free state. To overcome
moral corruption, civic training was required—all members of
the community should be taught civic responsibilities and should
be encouraged to co-operate (Kohn, [1944] 1967: 263). Patriotism
was to be the “most efficacious” means to develop civic virtues.
Only then would the general will prevail (Rousseau, [1755] 1973:
130). Republican virtue, civic duty, good citizenship, and a
healthy patriotic spirit came to be considered central elements for
the integrity, preservation, and welfare of the society.

Education was to be essential to cultivate the civic virtue and
moral perfection of individuals, necessary to maintain the com-
mon good. Education should not only provide instruction but
should form good citizens and “direct their opinions and tastes in
such a way that they will be patriotic by inclination, by passion,



by necessity” (cited in MacFarlane, 1970: 109). Rousseau insists
that it is not sufficient to tell citizens “be good; they must be taught
to be so” ([1755] 1973: 130). A good government, Rousseau writes,
“vigilant incessantly to maintain or restore patriotism and moral-
ity among the people, provides beforehand against the evils
which sooner or later result from the indifference of the citizens
for the fate of the Republic.…Wherever men love their country,
respects the laws, and lives simply, little remains to be done in
order to make them happy” ([1755] 1973: 137-38).

To rekindle national patriotism, Rousseau also proposes
awarding special honours to deserving and exemplary citizens,
reawakening national customs, holding national games, produc-
ing national plays, and celebrating and commemorating holidays
that should “breathe patriotism” (Hayes, 1960: 48).3 Rousseau, in
short, is convinced that “a passionate patriotism [is] needed as
the expression of a community’s self-consciousness” (Sherover,
1984: xxxix). He expresses disdain for what he calls “vain and
futile declaimers,” who travel the land trying “to sap the founda-
tions of our faith,” by showing contempt for “patriotism and reli-
gion.” These pseudo prophets waste their time and talents trying
to defame “all that men hold sacred” (Rousseau, [1750] 1973:
15-16). Rousseau has been called the “prophet of nationalism”
primarily because his concept of citizenship cannot be divorced
from that of patriotism (Sherover, 1984: 212).4 It is here that a
major difficulty arises. While Rousseau’s intentions were good—
he is undoubtedly committed to a benign kind of nationalism—
the role he assigns to the state in orchestrating national senti-
ments and love of country is potentially coercive and may lead to
national chauvinism. Rousseau did not foresee (as many students
of civil religion do not today) that his brand of nationalism could
(and would) develop into those tyrannous excesses of the twen-
tieth century. The problem confronting us, therefore, goes beyond
his intention and must be detached from it.

Let us now turn to Durkheim’s sociology, where it is also not
difficult to find an explicit philosophy of nationalism. Several crit-
ics have emphasized this aspect of his work (Bellah, 1973b;
Giddens, 1986; Lukes, 1973; Mitchell, 1990; Wallace, 1990, 1973).
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Wallace indicates that Durkheim’s nationalism is evident not only
in his teaching and writings, but also in his own patriotic efforts
during the First World War (1990: 221). One critic has claimed,
however, that although scholars have recognized Durkheim’s
interest in encouraging and preserving French national self-con-
sciousness, no scholar has specifically considered his work “from
the standpoint of his nationalism” (Mitchell, 1990: 113).

Just as Rousseau before him, Durkheim assigns a fundamen-
tal role to education in the inculcation of patriotism, which he
defines as “the ideas and feelings as a whole which bind the
individual to a certain State” ([1950] 1986: 202). Morality and cit-
izenship go hand in hand: a good patriot is a moral citizen.
Morals, however, do not exist a priori in the individual con-
science. They are the “product” of society and have “force” only
insofar as society itself is stable and organized (203). Thus, he
argues, the state cannot be just “a spectator of social life (as lib-
erals would have it).” The state is “supremely the organ of moral
discipline” (201). As such, the state must “be present in all
spheres of social life and make itself felt” (194). One field open to
its moral mission is education. 

The specific agencies of civic education, the public schools,
should be in charge of inculcating public responsibility and of
moulding the character of its citizens. Conceived by Durkheim
as a mini “political society,” the school is to be the primary social
institution in charge of preparing every new generation for a life
of civic responsibility. Its most fundamental goal is the formation
of patriotic citizens (Mitchell, 1990: 121; Wallace, 1973: 4). French
education, in short, should be unquestionably secular, moral,
and, above all, national—the French spirit of nationalism and
patriotism should be spread across the land (Durkheim, [1925]
1961: 4).

In 1916 Durkheim gave a lecture entitled “The Moral
Greatness of France and the School of the Future,” in which he
praised the public school system for accomplishing its task. The
war had proven Frenchmen to be heroic, courageous, noble, and
ready to sacrifice their life for the nation. The war had shown the
“moral greatness of France.” But this idea needed to be implanted



in every heart and fixed in the conscience collective of every
French individual, not only in times of crisis, but also in times of
peace (Durkheim, [1916] 1979: 159). To accomplish this task, edu-
cation should be infused with moral ideas and ideals. Young
people should be taught to act morally—that is, to cultivate civic
virtue—and to act in the public interest by doing their duty. “For
to be free is not to do what one pleases; it is to be master of one-
self, it is to know how to act with reason and to do one’s duty”
(Durkheim, [1922] 1956: 89). In short, Durkheim saw in patriot-
ism the civil religion of modern times (Wallace, 1990: 220). Not
surprisingly, Bellah (1973b: x) has referred to Durkheim not only
as a great philosopher of moral order, but also as “a high priest
and theologian of the civil religion of the Third Republic.”

We have already seen the fundamental importance Durkheim
places on public gatherings for strengthening collective identity.
Through collective ceremonies, individuals can overcome the
moral isolation that characterizes modernity. In his view, sacred
symbols and rituals are as important for modern individuals as
they were for Australian aborigines. For example, he assigns to
the flag a crucial symbolic importance—it is to be the new sym-
bol or “‘rallying point’ for la patrie, just as the totem [had been]
for the clan” (Mitchell, 1990: 120).

Wallace (1990: 222) has argued that patriotism is, for
Durkheim, a sort of intermediary association between the nation
and the world. Indeed, as an ardent patriot, Durkheim was con-
vinced that every Frenchman had duties to France that they did
“not have the right to cast off.” But he seemed equally convinced
that “beyond this country, there is another in the process of for-
mation, enveloping our national country: that of Europe, or
humanity” (in Lukes, 1973: 350). For it is not national but
“human aims that are destined to be supreme” (Durkheim,
[1950] 1986: 202). Durkheim is emphatic about this. It would be
“a cause for despair,” he writes, “if one were condemned to
think of patriotism only in terms of putting France above all” (in
Lukes, 1973: 546). Durkheim’s proposal implies that the nation,
as an intermediate group, should serve as the bridge for the
“realization of humanity.” It would do this by linking members
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of a particular society with humanity in general. Each particular
state or nation would become the agency through which the
“human ideal” would be carried into effect. In other words,
Durkheim sees the need to move beyond narrow nationalism so
as to harmonize “national patriotism with world patriotism.”
Nationalism, in this sense, was meant to be “a stepping-stone to
internationalism”(Wallace, 1990: 222).

Durkheim was against the type of nationalism characteristic
of the German state. German nationalism was, in his view,
unethical, immoral, and regressive, an unfortunate relapse into
“tribal or pagan” mentality whereby national interests were
placed above the idea of humanity (Wallace, 1990: 221). The idea
of an internationalist future had no place in such type of nation-
alism. This did not mean, however, that nationalism per se was
either evil or that it should be rejected. There is nothing wrong
with having national pride, Durkheim reflects. In fact, as “long
as there are States, so there will be national pride, and nothing
can be more warranted. But societies can have their pride, not in
being the greatest or the wealthiest, but in being the most just,
the best organized and in possessing the best moral constitu-
tion” (Durkheim, [1950] 1986: 204). Patriotism would prepare the
individual to work for the celebration of humanity. If all the
nations of the world would develop a sort of humanity con-
sciousness, international relations would not only be more effec-
tive, but international troubles would tend to disappear. “Each
national state would become ‘a special point of view on human-
ity’” (Mitchell, 1990: 122). 

Durkheim thus envisions a decline of national difference and
the eventual formation of a supra-national community.5 He puts
forth this idea frequently. In his course “The Teaching of
Morality in the Primary School,” which he taught in Paris, he
argues for the “possibility of a non-exclusive patriotism commit-
ted to internationalist ideals.” Then, again, in “Patriotism and
Cosmopolitanism,” he insists that national ideals should be
broadened and universalized (Lukes, 1973: 118, 350) And in his
lecture “On Patriotism and Militarism,” his cosmopolitan vision
is emphasized once more. He insists that no matter how much



individuals may be attached to their native land, “they all today
are aware that beyond the forces of national life there are oth-
ers,…unrelated to conditions peculiar to any given political
group”(Durkheim, [1950] 1986: 201). He was hopeful, particu-
larly before the war, that internationalism would eventually
emerge, that men would break free of “local” or “ethnic” chains
and rise above particular interests so as to “approach the uni-
versal” (202). Although in later writings Durkheim’s optimism
seemed to have waned, for he was not sure if internationalism
would ever come, he never completely renounced the idea that
“it is the tendency of patriotism to become, as it were, a fragment
of world patriotism” (Durkheim, 1950/1957: 75).

In a typical Durkheimian fashion he envisioned the “religion
of humanity” as a powerful integrative force, capable of becom-
ing a universal religion embracing, or even substituting for, all
other religions (Wallace, 1990: 222). The “cult of the individual”
or the “cult of man” would be capable of achieving world peace
and world integration. The creation of this world religion was, in
his view, of the utmost importance, for sooner rather than later
“members of a single social group will have nothing in common
among themselves except their humanity.” This modern form of
individualism, he believed, originated not from egoistic senti-
ments but from a desire for greater justice and from “sympathy
for all that is human” (Durkheim, [1898] 1973: 51, 48-49).

Thus, the essence of moral individualism, at its “most abstract
level,” refers to humanity in general rather than to individuals of
any particular nation (Giddens, 1986: 21). A national conscience
collective would eventually be supplanted by an international or
universal conscience collective. As Giddens notes, the notions of
patriotism and love for humanity were not in opposition. Rather,
they complemented each other. From Durkheim’s point of view,
there was a “basic compatibility, in the modern world, between
national ideals, patriotism, and the growth of a pan-national
community” (Giddens, 1986: 29; see also Mitchell, 1990).
Durkheim, however, never directly explained how clan religion
could become “intertribal” and civil religion “international”
(Schoffeleers, 1978: 48).
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Lukes notes that interpretations of Durkheim’s work, based
on “selective misreading” of his writings, have led to exagger-
ated charges that he paved the way for fascism or totalitarian
nationalism. There seems to be substantial evidence, he argues,
that Durkheim did not espouse a narrow or chauvinistic form of
nationalism. Durkheim’s writings offer “a conclusive refutation”
against those who have portrayed him as an anti-liberal “right-
wing nationalist, a spiritual ally of Charles Maurras and a fore-
runner of twentieth-century nationalism, even fascism” (Lukes,
1973: 338).

Durkheim’s theory becomes problematic, and even contradic-
tory, when we consider the role he assigns to education and the
state for moulding patriotic citizens. Social integration is not so
spontaneous after all, nor is it the sense of belonging or the
moral bond attaching citizens to the collectivity and the state.
Certain sentiments necessary for the social order require rein-
forcement, not only through rituals, but through education. The
idea of a national (moral) community has to be inculcated,
taught, and transmitted from generation to generation.
Individuals are induced to acquire civic responsibilities by a
moral authority exercised by society and the state. Durkheim
insists that the moment education turns into an “essentially
social function, the State cannot but be interested in it.” In fact,
“all that is educational must to some degree be subordinate to its
action” (Durkheim, [1938] 1986: 177).

There are obvious similarities here between Rousseau’s and
Durkheim’s ideas. By insisting that the state be highly involved in
education, both are paving the way for possible manipulation and
control. Moreover, by stressing the sacred character of state and
society, their theories may awaken in individuals a fanatical devo-
tion to a particular collectivity and, by the same token, hostility to
other collectivities, nations, or states. To be sure, Durkheim’s the-
ory goes much further than Rousseau’s in this respect, insofar as
he argues that the object of religious concern—the divine—is
nothing other than society.6 The idea of society as sacred may fos-
ter, in turn, a need for “any society to set itself up as god and to
create gods.” Simply put, the “idea of a nation-god,” or the idol-



izing of the nation, is an “obvious conclusion” that can be drawn
from Durkheim’s writings (Mitchell, 1990: 123).

Rather than solving a problem, Durkheim actually creates one
by affirming simultaneously, and perhaps inconsistently, the
love for humanity (the human ideal) and the love for one’s coun-
try (the national ideal). Although his nationalism is pacifist,
humanitarian, and anti-militaristic, his theory may lead, unin-
tentionally but perhaps inevitably, to an aggressive type of patri-
otism. Individuals may be inspired not only to honour their
country, but to deify or worship a particular collectivity, nation,
or state. The possibility always exists that they may shift “from
a conception of the nation as the supreme reality, and humanity
as the highest ideal, to one in which the nation fulfills the
requirements of both” (Mitchell, 1990: 124). Any particular na-
tion may, thus, become “heteronomous vis-à-vis other peoples
and nations” (Mead, 1974: 69). Even though Durkheim’s argu-
ments are presented in a more universal form, his doctrine may
give rise to international hostility, national self-glorification, and
rejection of national minority groups. This problem is also pres-
ent in most theories of civil religion.

It seems to me that it is not enough to make clear that
Durkheim’s sociology points in the direction of universalism. It is
also not enough to explicitly acknowledge that he condemned
narrow nationalism as either immoral or as a regression to tribal-
ism. What needs to be acknowledged is that Durkheim proposed
“a conception of the nation and the state, which came dangerously
close to the very thing he condemned” (Schoffeleers, 1978: 14).

In sum, Rousseau, recognizing a socio-political need, designed
civil religion to encourage patriotism—a love of the nation and
its law. Durkheim, by contrast, found patriotism to be the civil
religion of modern times. But in the final analysis, both pre-
sented a proposal that required instruction, indoctrination, and
a measure of state control to keep the spirit of patriotism alive.

If we turn to Bellah’s theory, which, as already noted, is very
much in the Durkheimian tradition, it is not difficult to see that
it manifests the same weakness and tends to produce the same
result. Implicit in his notion of civil religion is the same kind of
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ambiguity and tension found in Durkheim’s theory of religion
and society—the tension between “particularism and universal-
ism” (Schoffeleers, 1978: 14).7 Bellah also envisions the emer-
gence of some type of world civil religion. The global commu-
nity, according to him, needs “a global concord”for its
survival—a global order of civility and justice. Accordingly,
Bellah alludes to a “trans-national sovereignty.” Yet this would
require the “incorporation of vital international symbolism into
our civil religion, or, perhaps…it would result in American civil
religion becoming simply one part of a new civil religion of the
world” (1967: 18). He believes that American civil religion with
its “tradition of openness, tolerance and ethical commitment”
might play an important role in the development of “a world
civil religion that would transcend and include it” (Bellah, 1980a:
xiv). Bellah, true to his American heritage, assigns a “noble mis-
sion” to American civil religion and a special place for it in the
world order. This universal civil religion would be a “fulfil-
ment,” not a “denial,” of American civil religion (Bellah, 1967:
18). It is clear that, under Bellah’s proposal, American civil reli-
gion also points towards a “global, cultural resource,” or
towards a “global civil religion” (Wilson, 1979: 147, 170).

As in Durkheim’s case, there is no doubt that Bellah is far
from having chauvinistic national aspirations. However, while it
is true that he envisions a world civil religion, it is no less true
that the American civil religion he describes is highly nationalis-
tic. By explicitly sacralizing the nation (as Durkheim did before
him), he can also be interpreted as encouraging nationalism or,
perhaps, a nationalist mentality. This is a charge that Bellah has
repeatedly denied.

To sum up, neither Bellah nor Durkheim, nor even Rousseau,
constructed their theories with premeditated condemnable
intentions. However, the fact that their theories can be inter-
preted in a nationalist sense, together with the fear that civil reli-
gion runs the risk of becoming aggressive nationalism, remains
problematic (Schoffeleers, 1978: 49).

All nationalisms involve a state ideology, and a sacralization,
so to speak, of the national culture. Likewise, all civil religions,



whether in their Rousseauan, Durkheimian, or Bellahian vari-
eties also involve an ideology that sacralizes national life. In this
sense, civil religion is no different than nationalisms, which
always involve a “spiritual core” and an ideology (Mead, 1974:
58). The nation, as one of the most powerful “repositories of
symbols,” comes to have religious significance and even
“replace religious institutions in the minds of the people”
(Marty, 1974: 140). One hardly needs to be reminded that Hayes
(1960) has called nationalism “a religion.” It is at this intersection
that civil religion and nationalism seem to meet (see also
Hudson, 1970).

Apter (1963: 89) has argued that most nationalisms take a
form similar to theocracies. Both attempt to establish a system of
transcendental values, which provides state legitimation and the
“moral underpinnings” necessary to achieve political ends.
Apter’s description of the instrumental political objective of
nationalisms and theocracies fits very well the role often
assigned to civil religion—that is, to provide legitimacy and
common moral values. Like civil religion, nationalism exalts
national existence and national values. Nationalism, in short,
seems to operate in the same way and play the same role as civil
religion. It follows that the concept of civil religion touches the
“tangential but no less important issue of nationalism”
(Demerath, 1994: 114). As belief systems, both provide identity,
meaning, and purpose for the collectivity (see Apter, 1963: 91). It
seems odd to me that, while other systems of beliefs such as
communism and fascism have been included in the literature as
categories of civil religion, nationalism per se has not.8

In dealing with the issue of civil religion or nationalism, we
are confronted with a serious dilemma—a dilemma that haunted
both Rousseau and Durkheim. That is, how to instill in citizens,
a healthy love of their country (as advocated by Rousseau) or a
national pride (as Durkheim wished) and avoid the dark side of
nationalism and its excesses? History tells us that, while the
French Revolution may have given birth to the idea of national-
ism in its more civilized form, Nazism and Fascism unveiled its
most perverted face. Fascism “pushed nationalism to its very
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limit, to a totalitarian nationalism, in which humanity and the
individual disappear and nothing remains but the nationality,
which has become the one and the whole” (Kohn, [1944] 1967:
20). The danger that civil religion might be transformed into a
sort of totalitarian nationalism (or national religious absolutism)
looms large and deserves serious attention. It may be the reason
why some people “despise the notion of a civil religion, out of
fear that symbols of transcendence will be perverted to the uses
of the state” (Novak, 1992: 302).

On the level of ideological discourse, for example, the civil reli-
gion Pinochet tried to impose in Chile was highly nationalistic.
National security, national unity, and national power were justifi-
cations often given by Pinochet in support of military action.
Enemies of the nation (i.e., dissidents) were seen as compromising
the nation’s survival. An identification of nation, state, and armed
forces (or military government) was established—citizens were
viewed only as “subordinate subjects.” Because the essence of the
nation and its tradition were said to be in danger, it fell to the
armed forces, the guardians of that tradition, “to restore order, to
take into its hands the destiny of the nation, and to reestablish
national unity” (Garretón, 1989: 70). Structural problems, conflict
of interests, and disagreements among groups were ignored,
rejected, or “discredited as prejudicial to unity.” Conflicts were the
machinations of the “enemies” of the nation or of their “infiltra-
tors.” Because national security was defined in terms of protection
from subversion by internal enemies, conflicts had to be avoided,
and enemies punished. The war required that all the resources of
the nation be mobilized in order to achieve national objectives—
the most important one being the confrontation of Marxism. The
national program devised by Pinochet, and announced through
various official documents, was a project to which the entire
nation ought to be devoted. The military regime left no room for
dialogue, disagreement, or even compromise. Any conflict over
what the Junta considered national interests and purposes was
considered illegal—it desecrated the principle of national unity,
and disrupted the project of reconstrucción nacional (Garretón,
1989: 68-72).



In recent years we have seen nationalistic passions spread with
epidemic intensity. As evidenced by the war and ethnic cleansing
in the former Yugoslavia, and the emergence of new countries
from the former Soviet Union, nationalism can be a fierce and
destructive force. In Canada, the resurgence of Québécois nation-
alism after the Quiet Revolution, and particularly during the last
two decades, has pushed the unity issue to national centre stage.
Although the federal government is apparently willing to show
Québécois and other Canadians the possibility of reforms and
compromise, Quebec’s increasingly militant attitude and self-
asserted right to declare independence unilaterally are raising
serious concern about the country’s future. The sovereignist
movement, and its message of independence and separation,
may be interpreted as a civil religion with strong political and
nationalist overtones, i.e., a civil religion shifted radically
towards the Rousseauan side of the continuum.9

As Geertz (1973: 253) declares, “Rather like religion, national-
ism has a bad name in the modern world, and, rather like reli-
gion, it more or less deserves it. Between them (and sometimes
in combination) religious bigotry and nationalist hatred have
probably brought more havoc upon humanity than any two
forces in history, and doubtless will bring a great deal more.”
Geertz is probably correct. This is why the link between civil reli-
gion and nationalism seems to me not a “tangential” issue (as
Demerath argues), but rather a question of utmost importance—
one that seems not to have attracted the attention it deserves.
The possible connection between civil religion and nationalism
clearly demands that this matter be re-examined.

Nationalism in the United States

In chapter 2, I discussed some of the issues relating to the origins
of American national self-understanding. However, for the sake
of clarity, in the context of the present discussion, I briefly return
to this topic.

Unlike European nations, which over a period of centuries
slowly evolved into self-conscious nationhood, the American
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nation, Hudson notes, seemed to “spring into existence almost
overnight.” Before the American Revolution, the possibility that
the thirteen Colonies could ever become one people was generally
considered too impractical and remote. After the revolution, even
George Washington expressed surprise that “the divisions had
been bridged” (Hudson, 1970: xix). The War of Independence
seemed to “confirm the belief that independence was a design of
Heaven, effected by God himself to further his own purposes for
the world” (Hudson, 1970: xxi).10 The colonists came to believe
that, 

by God’s intention, America was destined to be a purer
and freer England, strong, healthy, undefiled, and more
firmly devoted to freedom. The American continent and
the American people became blended in a universally
accepted myth of great symbolic significance. The conti-
nent was the Promised Land. The people were Israel,
escaping from Egyptian bondage, crossing a forbidding
sea, living a wilderness life, until, by God’s grace and
their own faithfulness, the wilderness became a new
Canaan. Their pilgrimage was part and parcel of God’s
scheme of redemption for the whole human race. Viewed
from this perspective…the American Revolution was a
religious revival. (Hudson, 1970: xxxii)

Alexis de Tocqueville was intrigued by the American experi-
ment—a society that, according to him, comprised “all the
nations of the world.” Writing to a friend, he asked him to imag-
ine, if he could, a people “differing from one another in lan-
guage, in beliefs, in opinions; in a word, a society possessing no
roots, no memories, no prejudices, no routine, no common ideas,
no national character, yet with a happiness a hundred times
greater than our own” (in Hudson, 1970: xxi).

The diversity, as Hudson notes, was more apparent than real,
and certainly not so profound as de Tocqueville believed. At the
time of the American Revolution, more than 80 per cent of the
colonists had a common historical heritage—they were from
British stock. English was the established language. Historical



records and legal documents show that English was the official
language even in documents of the Dutch Reformed churches.
While the new settlers identified themselves as “Virginians,
Pennsylvanians, and New Yorkers rather than as Americans,”
most of them considered themselves “Englishmen.” And while
there certainly was religious diversity, it was diversity within a
common tradition—Puritan Protestantism. Clearly, the new
country possessed a “predominant national origin” and, most
importantly, a “predominant religious faith” (Hudson, 1970:
xxii-xxv).

Historians and students of American society broadly agree
that, since their early beginnings as a nation, Americans have
been possessed “by an acute sense of divine election” (Cherry,
1971: vii). In this sense, to understand American national self-
consciousness is to understand the religious heritage of the
American people. God was fundamental to the colonists’ self-
understanding. Hence, Chesterton’s famous remark that America
was founded “on a creed” that preceded the creation of a national
community, or the foundation of the state. Until the First World
War, “theological language, religious metaphors, and biblical
allusions were as characteristic of political discourse and histori-
cal writing as they were of sermonic literature” (Hudson, 1970:
xi). In fact, the Protestant clergyman enjoyed for a great number
of years a special place as a “central spokesman” for American
culture and identity. American political leaders merely mirrored
him. This tradition has continued even up to modern times. One
has only to think of men such as Reinhold Niebuhr and Martin
Luther King, for example (Bellah, 1975: 56).

Several basic themes gave early Americans a sense of identity:
a tradition of a chosen people “in covenant with a God,” who
was to judge, discipline, and guide the American people; a free
people endowed with a quasi-religious devotion to liberty, the
“cause of liberty” being “the cause of God”; a special mission in
the world, that is, America’s role as the guardian of liberty and
as a haven for the oppressed; a vision of a special destiny and of
“future greatness” that “God held in store for America”
(Hudson, 1970: 19-56). Settlers convinced themselves they were

202

From Civil to Political Religion



203

Civil Religion and the Spirit of Nationalism

the very embodiment of the general trend human evolution
would follow. They would establish in the New World a “better
rational order,” with “greater individual freedom,” and perfect
social equality. For this reason, America came to view itself as
the “trustee of these blessings for Europe and mankind” (Kohn,
[1944] 1967: 291, 293).

In 1850 Herman Melville described Americans as the “pecu-
liar, chosen people,” “the Israel of our time.”11 He wrote, “we
bear the ark of liberties of the world…God has given to us, for a
future inheritance, the broad domains of the political
pagans…God has predestined, mankind expects, great things
from our race; and great things we feel in our souls. The rest of
the nations must soon be in our rear. We are the pioneers of the
world….And let us always remember that with ourselves,
almost for the first time in the history of earth, national selfish-
ness is unbounded philanthropy; for we cannot do a good to
America, but we give alms to the world” (in Bellah, 1975: 39).
Likewise, J.L. O’Sullivan, founder (in 1837) and editor of the
United States Magazine and Democratic Review, was convinced that
America had been blessed with a manifest destiny and a holy
mission, the “mission of going before the nations of the world as
the representative of the democratic principle and as the con-
stant living exemplar of its results” (in Henry, 1979: 88). As
Henry rightly notes, the idea of a “‘noble mission’ and ideal
foundation” required a strong degree of nationalist spirit (1979:
88).

Hence, the sentiment of being “chosen,” and the idea of a
“special mission” have been important components of the
American national self-consciousness. Following Weber, Wilson
has distinguished two patterns of missionary zeal: the exem-
plary and the emissary traditions. In the former version, rooted
in Puritanism, America is portrayed as showing to the world the
achievement of a “perfected society.” The aim is to set up
America as an example—as the land of liberty and democracy.
America stands as a model, sanctioned by God, which others
may emulate. Wilson argues that the exemplary construct is the
source of American isolationism that lasted well into the Second



World War. The idea was for the United States to stay removed
from international conflicts and entanglements so that it could
preserve its own “continuing purity.” The emissary version, on
the other hand, entails a mythical program of national mission.
Under this construct, the idea is to preach a way of life to others,
to reveal “the truth” to the rest of the world. Such a vision
includes wars in defence of democracy and crusades against
communism (Wilson, 1979: 29-31).12 This model has contributed
to the image of the United States as a “Messiah, the ‘last best
hope’ of human kind” (Novak, 1992: 288). 

Denis Brogan has argued rather cynically that the key function
of American civil religion is “not the doing on earth the will of the
Christian or Jewish God, but of securing for the United States the
blessing of the God whose Chosen People is the American
People” (1968: 357). Myths die hard: they repeat themselves like
endless litanies from generation to generation. What is important
for this discussion is to recognize, as Wilson does, that this “com-
plex of mythic materials” was central (and perhaps still is) to the
cultural nationalism of the American republic (Wilson, 1979: 32).

In the context of American society, the connection between
civil religion and nationalism presents an interesting and per-
haps unique case. America was not only founded on a creed, but
this creed has defined American identity. Huntington, in his
excellent book American Politics: The Promise of Disharmony
(1981), claims that nationalism in the United States has been
defined more in “political rather than in organic terms.” He
argues that for most other people national identity is “organic”
in character. By this he means, it is “a product of a long process
of historical evolution involving common ancestors, common
experiences, common ethnic background, common language,
common culture, and usually common religion.” This is not so in
America. Here, the political convictions of the American creed
have provided the rationale of American national identity
(Huntington, 1981: 23). This was particularly true in its early
years as a nation, when the community was “a community
decided not by blood but by faith” and united by a “fierce spirit
of liberty” (Hudson, 1970: xxix, xxv). Several scholars have
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echoed the view that America was not formed by “natural”
foundations of blood or common history. Rather, it was shaped
by “a universal idea. Loyalty to America meant therefore loyalty
to that idea” (Kohn, [1944] 1967: 324). This basic idea can be sum-
marized as the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

The main political values of the American creed—“liberty,
equality, individualism, democracy and the rule of law under a
constitution”—set forth in the Declaration of Independence, are a
critical element of American national identity. The other source of
ideas of the political and social ethos of Americans, seventeenth-
century Protestantism, added elements of “moralism, millenial-
ism, and individualism” to the American social and political
landscape. Protestant values, stressing the importance of the indi-
vidual, joined hands with republican and democratic ideals to
provide “the underlying ethical and moral basis for American
ideas on politics and society” (Huntington, 1981: 15-16).
Protestantism, in a sense, married the spirit of liberty with the
spirit of religion. America’s religious self-understanding and
America’s republican and democratic self-understandings are, in
fact, inseparable.

Huntington thus claims that the United States, as a nation,
originated in “a conscious political act” whereby national iden-
tity was equated with “allegiance to political principles.” What
distinguished Americans from their British brethren, he argues,
was not religion, ethnicity, culture, or language, but the fact that
America, from the moment it came into existence, held these
democratic and republican truths to be self-evident. This body of
political ideas constitutes, for Huntington, the true essence of
Americanism. In this sense, he claims, Americanism is “virtually
unique.” Huntington writes, “it is possible to speak of a body of
political ideas that constitutes ‘Americanism’ in a sense in which
one can never speak of ‘Britishism,’ ‘Frenchism,’ ‘Germanism,’
or ‘Japanesism.’” He further notes, “There is no British Creed or
French Creed; the Académie Française worries about the purity
of the French language, not about the purity of French political
ideas” (Huntington, 1981: 24-25). Political ideology and nation-
ality are so intimately interwoven in America that “the disap-



pearance of the former would mean the end of the latter.” In
Europe, by contrast, political ideology and nationalism never
married each other. On the contrary, they “crossed each other.”
Ideologies represented social class interests while nationalism
represented ethnic and linguistic groups (1981: 27-28).

American nationalism, Huntington concludes, is, in some
ways more “intellectualized,” less emotional and less irrational
than in most other nations since political ideas and principles are
at the basis of its definition. At the same time, compared to
European ideologies such as liberalism, conservatism, and
Marxism, which were linked to particular social groups and class
interests, the American creed is “less systematic and intellectual-
ized.” It “reflects a national consensus and is identified with
American nationalism” (1981: 29, emphasis added). Huntington
sees American national identity as “very fragile.” While the polit-
ical system has been remarkably stable (there has been only one
constitution and one system of government since 1776), wave
after wave of immigrants have changed the nation’s ethnic, reli-
gious, and cultural makeup.13 For Huntington, the danger of
national disintegration in America is not to be found in ethnic
warfare or the threat of separation (as, for example, in the former
Soviet Bloc or among the Basques in Spain or the Québécois in
Canada), but in “disillusionment” with its political values or
political institutions. “Destroy the political system,” Huntington
warns, “and you will destroy the basis of community, eliminating
the nation.” In other countries constitutions are abrogated, but
the nation remains the same. Americans do “not have that
choice.” Americanism implies adherence to concrete political val-
ues. This is the reason why “to be an American is an ideal; while
to be a Frenchman is a fact.” In the former case, national identity
is defined “normatively,” while in the latter it is defined “exis-
tentially” (Huntington, 1981: 30). Novak (1992: 45) has also
reflected that “being an American is a state of soul.”

I am afraid it is difficult to briefly summarize and give full
credit to Huntington’s eloquent and well-elaborated discussion.
What is important to note is that Huntington directly links the
American creed (i.e., civil religion) with nationalism. Hughey
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has also pointed in this direction. He notes that America nation-
alism “has been committed far less to a territorial definition than
to America as the embodiment of a national faith” (1992: 539).

I have already argued that what might have been true in nine-
teenth-century America appears much less true today. For exam-
ple, in its early stages American nationalism contrasted itself
with Europe and celebrated enlightened, democratic ideals.
Now, one may argue, it differentiates itself from the world and
tends to celebrate economic success. Indeed, in more recent
times, being a great nation is often translated as “having a stan-
dard of living that is the envy of other nations, or a defense sys-
tem that cannot be challenged, or a governing system that other
nations try to emulate” (Wuthnow, 1988a: 243). It follows that at
the dawn of the new millennium American national self-under-
standing seems to involve less religious, more mundane, more
materialistic, and more pragmatic interests. American national
self-understanding appears to have much to do with justifica-
tions about its “power, privilege, and wealth (243). A blatantly
materialist and pragmatic ideology proclaims that “America is
right because it is rich,” or that Americans are “virtuous”
because they are “successful” (264).14 America’s position of lead-
ership and privilege in relation to the rest of the world has given
rise, in turn, to the myth (and mission) that what is good for
America is good on a global scale.

I do not want to imply that the political ideals of the American
creed have lost all relevance. On the contrary, republican ideals
are still very much a part of the American heritage. Yet, divorced
from their Puritan ethical foundations, these ideals have lost their
original religious meaning. Individual freedom, for example, no
longer means restraint and voluntary submission to authority,
nor does it mean a religiously grounded obligation to do good for
the community, as it meant for early Puritan settlers. Rather, lib-
erty is understood today as a free ticket for the pursuit of per-
sonal gain, and the freedom to do what one wishes (Bellah, 1975:
xii). In any case, modern American civil religion weaves together
“patriotism, competitive individualism, and a boundless faith in
the potentialities of economic growth and prosperity.” The new



ethos or “moral dimension” calls for a “sanctification of
American society, its laissez-faire economic processes, its demo-
cratic political processes, and its military and international
might” (Anthony and Robbins, 1982: 216-217). The nation is
exalted and deified through its political and economic policies,
rather than through its moral and religious principles.

Summing up, the way American civil religion has been por-
trayed as operating (as a covenant between God and nation)
tends to blur the boundary between civil religion and a reli-
giously informed nationalist ideology. Moreover, the claim that
civil religion “is clearly an element in nation building”
(McGuire, 1987: 161), coupled with Bellah’s espousal of the use
of civil religion as an instrument to achieve national goals, has
helped to confound the problem even more.15

This should come as no surprise since, from its beginnings in
western Europe, modern nationalism has been conceived as hav-
ing some of the qualities of religion (Hayes, 1960: 164). In this
sense, linking religion proper with nationalism is not a novel
idea. As Kohn notes, social scientists have long been aware of the
close connection that appears to exist between nationalist and
religious movements. “Both have an inspirational and some-
times revivalist character” (Kohn, [1944] 1967: 23). Both are
essentially cultural forces with profound political resonance.
What is indeed surprising is that the linkage between civil reli-
gion and nationalism has not received a similar attention.

Drawing a distinction between civil religion and nationalism is
not a simple task. Hayes’s interesting book Nationalism: A Religion
(1960) is a case in point. What Hayes examines under the rubric
“nationalism: a religion” bears a strong resemblance to any dis-
cussion of civil religion. Hayes indicates that nationalism, like all
traditional religions, has a god—a “god of a chosen people.” Like
other religions, it involves “not simply the will, but the intellect,
the imagination, and the emotions” of the people. Like other reli-
gions, again, nationalism is eminently social, and its central ritu-
als and public ceremonies are performed for the “salvation of a
whole community.” Its “driving force is a collective faith, a faith
in its mission and destiny” (Hayes, 1960: 164-65).16
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Hayes further shows what he considers “striking parallels”
between modern nationalism and medieval Christianity. He
argues that the chief mission of the “national State” and the
“universal Church” is a “mission of salvation.” Just as
Christianity adapted some elements from paganism, modern
nation-states have borrowed heavily from the Christian church.
Modern secular rites tend to emulate religious rites. Public cere-
monies take on a quasi-liturgical form. The reverence for salut-
ing, lowering or hoisting the flag is a case in point.17 Modern
nationalism has its ceremonies and places of pilgrimage, its holy
days and its temples. In the United States, Hayes notes, the
“Fourth of July is a nationalist Christmas, Flag Day an adapta-
tion of Corpus Christi, and…Veteran’s Day a patriotic version of
All Souls Day, while in imitation of the saints’ days of the
Christian calendar are observed the birthdays of national saints
and heroes, such as Washington and Lincoln” (1960: 165-67).

Clearly, civil religion embraces much of the same range of
phenomena identified by Hayes as the religion of nationalism.
Consider, for example, the striking parallels between Hayes’s
description of modern nationalism and Bellah’s portrayal of civil
religion. Wilson summarizes some of the elements of Bellah’s
model: the most salient theme is America’s mission of salvation
and the idea of Americans “carrying out God’s will on earth.”
Bellah has also identified a series of “religious figures,” heroes
and martyrs, sacred events, sacred places, and sacred rituals
such as “deferential behavior toward the flag and civic officials,
solemn proceedings on Memorial Day or the Fourth of July”
(Wilson, 1974: 127, 129; see also Wilson, 1979).

Critics have sporadically charged that Bellah’s notion of civil
religion represents a glorification or the worship of the American
nation, but no serious attempt has been made to approach
Bellah’s work from the standpoint of nationalism. It should be
evident, however, that the symbiotic relationship between
nationalism and civil religion is very noticeable in the United
States. If the religion of nationalism has borrowed from
Christianity, American civil religion has borrowed from both
Christianity and nationalism. Like most nationalisms, American



civil religion also “appeals to man’s ‘religious sense’” (Hayes,
1960: 176). Derived mostly from events in American history, civil
religion, as I have already noted, includes the belief in the theme
of America as the new Israel and the ascription of sacred mean-
ings to secular symbols (Kim, 1993; Richey and Jones, 1974;
Wilson, 1971). It tends to sacralize and exalt national sentiments
and national myths. It makes quasi-religious claims (both implicit
and explicit) about American national character, about the valid-
ity of America’s actions, and of its place in history and in the
world. In short, it is a celebration of the nation’s culture and way
of life. These claims certainly are important components of cul-
tural nationalism. They provide the most fundamental assump-
tions on which the nation, and its political order, is legitimated.
One has to remember that legitimation not only means “tacit
acceptance of the nation and its policies” but also a certain degree
of trust, allegiance to, “or conviction about,” the nation’s destiny,
mission, procedures, and political goals (Wuthnow, 1988a: 242).
Finally, the outcome of civil religion mirrors the outcome of the
religion of nationalism. That is, a “nationalist theology of intel-
lectuals becomes a nationalist mythology for the masses” (Hayes,
1960: 168). In the case of nationalism, this usually takes place
when national and religious feelings are “fused” and nationalism
itself turns into a surrogate religion (Hayes, 1960: 10). It seems to
me that, in the final analysis, civil religion, at least in its cultural
form (the Durkhemian variety), is indistinguishable from cultural
nationalism. Both stress collective identity, both refer to the ethos
of a people, both are a “state of mind” (Kohn, [1944] 1967: 10).
Needless to say, the political ideological form (the Rousseauan
variety) might also emphasize nationalism as the locus for civic-
religious practices.

What constitutes national identity is an old and unresolved
debate. Scholars have been trying to explain national identity or
the character of national groups since the eighteenth century,
when the idea of national consciousness first unfolded in Europe
(Huntington, 1981: 13; Kohn, [1944] 1967). It is not my intention
to enter into a debate about the exact meaning of national iden-
tity. What is at issue here is the relationship between civil reli-
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gion and nationalism. My concern is the degree to which values,
beliefs, and ideas of the American creed or civil religion in gen-
eral, can be identified with or are manifestations of nationalism.

The Structural Ambivalence of Civil Religion

In chapter 3, I examined the problem of legitimacy and argued
that legitimacy of a government could be strengthened by
appealing to national sentiments (Kokosalakis, 1985: 374;
Wuthnow, 1988a: Richardson, 1974).18 Richardson explicitly
notes the crucial role of nationalism as a legitimizing factor. He
claims that political power in the United States often tends to be
legitimated through appeals to the principles and values of a
nationalist ideology, framed in religious terms, whereby the
nation assumes self-transcendence. The “religionizing of the
nation and politics” and the idea of national self-idolization are
central to Richardson’s discussion of civil religion in America.
Some scholars have referred to this type of civil religion as “the
religion of patriotism” (Jones and Richey, 1974: 16).

Richardson has linked the power of modern states to the
workings of nationalism. Modern states are often composed of
different cultural groups. In order to retain a degree of auton-
omy in pursuing their own objectives, each group competes for
social power either against the state or against each other. He
argues that when nation-states began to emerge in Europe, the
state’s interests became linked with the interests of “its more
powerful constituent nations: the German state with Prussia, the
Soviet state with Russia, and the United States with the ‘north.’”
This association was usually sanctioned by the creation of a
strong national civil religion or national political ideology. In
such cases, the history, culture, and destiny of a nation are
appropriated by the state and its dominant culture or group.
Inevitably, other cultural groups are either ignored or “vigor-
ously suppressed” so that the dominant culture be “diffused
throughout the land” (Richardson, 1974: 168).19 Richardson
notes that the birth of American nationalism, and its accompa-
nying civil religion, went through two stages: an inward and an



outward stage. The former was concerned with domestic policy
and a strong attempt to force a melting pot culture. The main
task of the latter, on the other hand, was foreign policy and the
incorporation of other countries “within the web of its culture
and commerce.” Not by “mere coincidence,” Richardson notes,
“the American Civil War was followed by an American imperial
age” (1974: 169). 

Despite evidence indicating that civil religion provides an ide-
ological framework for nationalism, a number of scholars have
repeatedly denied this claim. Mead (1974: 61) insists that the
“religion of the Republic does not mean worship of the state or
nation.” Bellah has also frequently maintained that civil religion
is not a form of national self-worship and political chauvinism.
He writes, “the American civil religion is not the worship of the
American nation but an understanding of the American experi-
ence in the light of ultimate and universal reality” (Bellah, 1967:
18). Elsewhere (1970: 168) he reiterates that civil religion “is not
a form of national self-worship but…the subordination of the
nation to ethical principles that transcend it and in terms of
which it should be judged.” In a similar vein, Novak (1992: 144)
notes that civil religion “is not the same as the glorification of the
status quo; it is not the absolutizing of ‘the American way of
Life.’” For Hughes (1980: 76), it is not “intrinsically idolatrous.”
In short, most students of American civil religion have taken the
position, advanced by Mead, that civil religion in America “is
not to be equated with crass American nationalism” (Wilson,
1974: 119).

Despite Bellah’s repeated claims, he has recognized that
American civil religion is not always “a good thing” (1974a: 257),
and that it can be “idolatrous” at times. However, he seems to
suggest that this happens “when the gap between the nation
and its ideals is closed, so that the dimension of transcendence
is lost and America falls into laudatory self-congratulation”
(Richardson, 1974: 164). The problem, as Richardson notes, is that
Bellah assumes that when the gap is closed, it is a misuse of civil
religion (in Durkheimian terms, a “pathology”). The logic of
Bellah’s argument allows him to conclude that “Richard
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Nixon…misuse[d] civil religion; but Abraham Lincoln and John
Kennedy used it properly” (Richardson, 1974: 164).20 Bellah
insists that to compare civil religion with a “vulgar” form of
nationalism is to ignore, or fail to perceive, its crucial role in
maintaining a “cohesive and viable”social order. He believes that
while civil religion may be, occasionally “abused for chauvinistic
ends, [it] always confronts the nation with a potential judgement
over nationalistic idolatry” (Stauffer, 1975: 390). This means that
insofar as there is a pathology or deviance it is not to be found in
civil religion per se, but rather in the errors or unscrupulous
behaviour of those responsible for its proper functioning.

But, as Richardson rightly notes, the misuse of civil religion is
not merely the result of some individuals using it improperly.
Rather, such misuse is very likely to be engendered by or be part
of “the very structure of civil religion itself” (1974: 164). From his
standpoint, “the pretensions of American nationalism, the
national self-idolization,” are not civil religion’s pathology, error,
or malfunctioning: they are the unavoidable manifestations of
civil religion itself (Jones and Richey, 1974: 11). I agree with
Richardson’s suggestion that the so-called misuse may have little
to do with error or usage and more to do with the way civil reli-
gion works. This would mean that the idolatry of the nation is a
natural expression or an inevitable aspect of any civil religion.

Bellah has asserted that one of the most important aspects of
American civil religion has been, and still is, to affirm that a
higher principle underlies civil laws. This means that “civil
power stands under the sovereignty of God and that the nation
must judge its own acts in the light of divine righteousness”
(Richardson, 1974: 164). Bellah’s claim is not without its prob-
lems. Richardson notes the “built-in doubleness” of Bellah’s
transcendental construct, or of any such model. If what is
“finite” is characterized as “infinite” we may also “claim infinite
characteristics for what is finite.” Thus, by seeking to relate
“American politics to God’s sovereignty, we are also relating
God’s sovereignty to American politics.” In so doing, he reflects,
piousness may be confused with pride (Richardson, 1974: 164). If
we accept Richardson’s argument, and I do, then the sacralization



of the nation is not only inevitable, it is a defining characteristic
of civil religion itself (if it is understood at a national level).
Richardson is quite unambiguous about this. He writes: “the
‘best’ politics in America…always becomes idolatrous,” so it
seems ironic “that American civil religion always tends to gener-
ate the very situation it seeks to prevent” (Richardson, 1974: 165).

In The Broken Covenant (1975), which is a reformulation of his
earliest work, Bellah takes a prophetic stance and seems to
assign a nationalist role to civil religion. Due to the social and
political problems caused by the Vietnam War (a war that Bellah
opposed), he admits that the American civil religion has become
disjointed. Americans, he laments, have lost their sense of direc-
tion, the covenant has been betrayed by high political officials,
and American society “is to the edge of the abyss” (1975: 142-58).
Bellah writes, “no one has changed a nation without appealing
to its soul, without stimulating a national idealism, as even those
who call themselves materialists have discovered. Culture is the
key to revolution; religion is the key to culture. If we win the
political struggle, we will not even know what we want unless
we have a new vision of man, a new sense of human possibility,
and a new conception of the ordering of liberty, the constitution
of freedom” (162). If my reading of Bellah is correct, it follows
that he is assuming that civil religion, if well used, may be uti-
lized to inspire nationalist sentiments of the right kind. America
needs to reaffirm the covenant, and recover the republican civil
religion and its spirit of civic virtue “in its most classical form”
(151). But who is to decide if civil religion is well used or mis-
used? How can we prevent the use of civil religion by high offi-
cials to exalt and glorify certain agendas or groups to the exclu-
sion of others? How can we prevent a totalitarian form of
nationalism from developing? 

Most scholars either leave unanswered the question of
whether civil religion is or is not the worship of the nation, or
simply deny that it can be equated with national self-glorifica-
tion. Others, few in number and often not sociologists, recognize
the threat of civil religion becoming a self-glorifying and politi-
cally useful nationalism, “as it does when a particular regime or
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policy is defended in civil religious terms as an absolute,
unquestionable good” (Wuthnow, 1994: 131). Still others, such as
Coleman (1969) and Richey and Jones (1974), do not conceive
civil religion per se as encouraging nationalist tendencies. Such
a danger is limited to certain types of civil religion, often of the
less “advanced” sort.

In Coleman’s view (1969: 72), nationalist tendencies and
praxis are found in totally desacralized civil religions, in what he
calls secular nationalism, which he associates with authoritarian,
undemocratic regimes. He conceives secular nationalism as a
functional alternative to civil religion. It provides a legitimating
symbol system that comes to replace religious symbol systems.
Coleman argues that secular nationalisms emerge in situations
where traditional religion is too closely linked to a “pre-revolu-
tionary” regime.

I alluded to Coleman’s typologies of civil religion in chapter 2;
let me briefly consider it here again. According to Coleman
(1969) civil religions in Western society have followed an evolu-
tionary pattern. This pattern exhibits three phases: undifferenti-
ated (either state-sponsored or church-sponsored), secular
nationalism, and civil religion differentiated both from church
and state. Undifferentiated stands for the most “primitive” type
of civil religion, as was the case in State Shintoism in Japan in the
1800s, or in cases where the church performs the role of civil reli-
gion. Coleman claims that examples of the church performing
the role of civil religion can be found throughout Latin America,
but I have already argued that this claim is highly debatable
(Cristi and Dawson, 1996, see also chap. 5 above). As for secular
nationalism, he mentions three cases: the Soviet Union, Turkey
under Atatürk, during which time political nationalism came to
serve as civil religion replacing Islam; and France during the
French Revolution. Coleman implies that the sacralization of a
nation in cases such as these leads inevitably to outcomes not
compatible with a democratic system.

It seems obvious from Coleman’s discussion that he sees
American civil religion as in no danger of ever becoming self-
glorifying nationalism. After all, Coleman approaches the issue



in evolutionary terms. Social evolution and differentiation are
concomitant concepts, so he expects religious evolution to par-
allel general cultural evolution. In his eyes, the civil religion
found in America represents the most advanced stage of evolu-
tion; it uniquely illustrates the case of a differentiated civil reli-
gion. The “peculiar genius” of American civil religion, he
claims, is to be “general enough” to embrace all religions and
peoples and yet “specific” enough to provide a “clear statement
of the role and destiny” of every American as a citizen and of
the nation in relation to questions “of ultimate meaning and
existence” (Coleman, 1969: 70-75). One may add that, in his
eyes, American civil religion is advanced enough not to be
equated with crude nationalism.

Coleman detects some major difficulties in cases of undiffer-
entiated civil religions sponsored by the church, and in cases of
secular nationalism: the danger that civil and religious liberties
of minorities will be jeopardized, the failure to provide national
symbols that would integrate religious or ethnic minorities, and
the undue pressures exerted on the national loyalties of the reli-
gious and other minorities. Coleman fails to realize that what he
attributes to undifferentiated types of civil religion (exclusion of
minorities, clash of loyalties, and so on) are problems endemic to
any civil religion, American civil religion included. For example,
it is doubtful that Americans of African and Native descent ever
subscribed to the “history of salvation” designed by the
Americans of European descent: “what is seen by the latter as a
journey to the promised land was to the former the way to a pro-
foundly degrading life of slavery” (Schoffeleers, 1978: 20). This
failure on Coleman’s part should come as no surprise, for he is
one of those scholars who insist that “by definition” American
civil religion is a religious system “given to the social integration
of society” (Coleman, 1969: 76).

In other words, the problem of exclusion of religious or ethnic
minorities is not to be found, as Coleman suggests, in the evolu-
tionary phases of civil religion. Rather, as Richardson claims, it is
more a result of the structural characteristics of civil religion
itself, and of the pluralist nature of modern nation-states. Most
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modern societies embrace a variety of ethnic groups that do not
share a common historical past or common values. The history
that civil religion interprets and represents is often the history of
the dominant culture. Moreover, by linking only a specific type
of civil religion to nationalism, Coleman also fails to realize that
any civil religion, at any stage of its evolution, (American civil
religion included) may encourage and foster nationalist tenden-
cies. Simply put, the nationalist impetus may come to dominate
the language, rhetoric, ideals, values, and beliefs of the discourse
of any civil religion. 

Under such conditions, religious nationalism and/or civil reli-
gion may be used to justify and legitimize either the status quo or
to advance a particular political agenda. Some scholars have
noted, for instance, that the current revival of religion in the
United States goes hand in hand with the pretensions of American
nationalism (Kokosalakis, 1985: 371). Conservative Protestantism
in America has also borrowed the civil religious discourse, show-
ing a strong tendency to articulate its political demands in reli-
gious-nationalistic terms. Conservative Protestantism not only
shrouds its political claims in nationalist terms, but connects “the
a priori approval of the Almighty with the actions of the American
body politic” (Demerath and Williams, 1985: 164-65; see also
Wuthnow, 1988a). Demerath and Williams do not relate this to a
structural problem of civil religion. Instead, they seem to agree
with Bellah’s idea on the misuse of civil religion. Thus, they claim
that the “rhetorical display of patriotism and national pride are a
form of bravado from a confused body politic rather a true reaf-
firmation of civil religion itself” (1985: 164).

Jones and Richey (1974) have identified five meanings or
interpretations of civil religion found in the literature, only three
of which are relevant to this discussion: folk religion, the tran-
scendent universal religion of the nation, and religious national-
ism. The main representative of the folk-type civil religion is Will
Herberg. He sees the common religion of Americans as emerg-
ing from “folk” life itself (Jones and Richey, 1974: 15). Folk reli-
gion is the American way of life or Americanism—a system of
“ideas, values and beliefs that constitute a faith common to



Americans as Americans.” Sociologically, Herberg notes, it is the
American religion “undergirding American national life and
overarching American society.” He further claims that the
American way of life is a “civil religion in the strictest sense of
the term, for, in it, national life is apotheized, national values are
religionized, national heroes are divinized, national history is
experienced as a Heilsgeschichte, as a redemptive history”
(Herberg, 1974: 77-78). This type of civil religion has a political,
social, economic, and spiritual dimension, all of which celebrate
national ideals. It is embodied in the Constitution, and it glori-
fies free enterprise, egalitarianism, and individualism. In its spir-
itual dimension it refers to the central place given to religion.
The most fundamental element of this civil religion is the “reli-
gionization” of the American nation and its culture (79-80).
Taking a theological stance, Herberg charges that civil religion is
an inherently idolatrous faith. He claims that to conceive
America’s civil religion as a religion “somehow standing above
or beyond the biblical religions of Judaism and Christianity, and
Islam too, as somehow including them and finding a place for
them in its overarching unity, is idolatry” (87).

Mead is the best-known proponent of the transcendent uni-
versal religion of the nation. Mead writes that the religion of
American society in the late nineteenth century, “was articulated
in terms of the destiny of America, under God, to be fulfilled by
perfecting the democratic way of life for the example and better-
ment of mankind” (1963: 135). As a result of religious freedom,
no religion “could plausibly claim to be or to function as ‘the
church’” in America, so “the nation came more and more so to func-
tion,” giving rise to what he calls the religion of the Republic
(1974: 66). But, as mentioned earlier, Mead emphatically rejects
the claim that the religion of the Republic means the deification
or sacralization of the American nation. Despite this denial, his
model of a transcendent religion both implicitly and explicitly
foments nationalist sentiments and sacralizes the nation.

The third meaning of civil religion is expressed by the phrase
religious nationalism. Jones and Richey associate it with the
work of Charles Henderson (1972; 1975), who examined Richard
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Nixon’s exploitation of “public theology” or civil religion.
Hayes’s work, which they do not mention, certainly also belongs
in this category. As we have already seen, Hayes considers
American nationalism a religion. The nation itself becomes the
object of adoration, taking on a self-transcendent character.

What needs to be stressed here is that only certain forms of
civil religion are associated, directly or indirectly, with a nation-
alist ideology. However, the spirit of civil religion and the spirit
of nationalism cannot always be easily dissociated. Civil reli-
gion, particularly in its Durkheimian form, and cultural nation-
alism are comparable in their methods, functions, and goals.
Both define a nation’s key goals and aspirations, and both pro-
vide the essential definition of who are the chosen ones—“who
belongs to the nation and who does not” (Wuthnow, 1994: 131).
For a very long time, this definition was restricted only to
“white, male, property holders who [were] members in good
standing of their churches.” As for purposes, they are also fluid
and subject to change. At one point, they may be defined in eco-
nomic terms; at others, in terms of national security or participa-
tion in international wars (Wuthnow, 1994: 131).

To be sure, civil religion’s nationalist tendencies may be atten-
uated or aggravated in response to particular national or inter-
national crises. These tendencies may also be dependent on, or
vary according to, a particular political regime (democratic and
undemocratic) and the use (or appropriation) of the civil reli-
gious discourse by politically powerful individual. In the late
1960s, for example, American patriotic piety was subjected to
severe criticism, as there was a generalized sense of disenchant-
ment or loss of faith in the nation. The United States underwent
a series of upheavals, including student protests against the
Vietnam War, racial conflicts, and the Watergate scandal.
Theodore White, a distinguished American historian, observes:
“In 1968 this faith [in the nation] was to be shattered—the myth
of American power broken, the confidence of the American peo-
ple in their government, their institutions, their leadership,
shaken as never before since 1860” (in Sandel, 1996: 295). Yet, at
this very same time the nationalist discourse increased. Both



George McGovern and Richard Nixon used civil religious lan-
guage while campaigning for president. McGovern, even more
directly than Nixon, articulated a version of civil religion
“replete with Bible quotations” and references to events and
symbols of the American tradition. Bellah argues, however, that
McGovern’s version was quite different from the one expressed
by Nixon. McGovern’s was more in tune with the classic tradi-
tion of civil religion in America. Nixon’s vision of America and
his version of civil piety, by contrast, were “hopelessly inade-
quate” and even unethical (Bellah, 1974b: 261-64).21

In line with my argument that the symbols of civil religion are
vulnerable to manipulation, it is not really surprising that politi-
cians, in the United States or elsewhere, may try to arouse and
exploit popular patriotic sentiments for political ends (see
Henderson, 1972 and 1975). Civil religion, thus, may vary in its
political, religious, or nationalistic intensity, depending on a
society’s particular history and social and political circum-
stances. Perhaps this is another reason why civil religious
endeavours appear to be short-lived “with periods of weakness
and ultimate failure, although not necessarily total disappear-
ance” (Markoff and Regan, 1982: 348).

The myths of American civil religion constitute a strong blend
of biblical imagery and nationalist sentiments. Rites, rituals, and
symbols are associated with national heroes, national accom-
plishments, and national historical events. Undoubtedly, civil
religion’s myths are a powerful ingredient in American nation-
alism (Henderson, 1975: 474). Or, as Wilson writes, “there have
been mythic elements within the culture amounting to a reli-
gious sanction for the national polity” (Wilson, 1979: 20). In
short, if what has been described and analyzed in this chapter as
civil religion is not the method of nationalism (to borrow
Richardson’s phrase), it is without any doubt its spirit. 

Berger’s (1961: 52) reflection that the process of secularization
in America has produced a “political religion that resembles
more a national ideology than a transcendent religion” seems to
me quite correct.22 Leo Pfeffer has stated, perhaps sarcastically,
that “idealistically, not realistically,” it is true as Bellah has repeat-

220

From Civil to Political Religion



221

Civil Religion and the Spirit of Nationalism

edly insisted that “American civil religion is not the worship of
the American nation but an understanding of the American expe-
rience in the light of ultimate universal reality.” However, he
reflects, “the more civil religion is used to pursue national pur-
poses, the less true [Bellah’s claim] will…be” (Pfeffer, 1968: 364).
It should be stressed once more that emphasis on the instrumen-
tal aspect of civil religion (i.e., a national ideology to pursue
national or political goals) by no means prevents understanding
civil religion as culture-bound (i.e., loyalties and ideas expressed
in everyday life concerning a people’s national identity, values,
and traditions). 

The analysis presented here demonstrates a certain affinity
between civil religion and nationalism. This affinity may bring
about alarming consequences (ethnic cleansing, anti-semitism)
depending on whether or not civil religion and its nationalist
tendencies ceases to be a cultural phenomenon and adopts the
character of a political ideology serving the vested interests of a
particular social or ethnic group. It should be obvious, therefore,
that whether or not one finds this relationship distressing
depends on the type of nationalism the civil religious rhetoric
advocates. The key point here is whether the civil religious dis-
course promotes social and cultural integration or whether it
demands political, cultural, or ethnic segregation. It seems to me
that the Durkheimian-Rousseauan axis that characterizes the
civil religion phenomenon may also be valuable for explaining
the shift from cultural to political nationalism.





The discussion in the preceding chapters makes it readily
apparent that the notion of civil religion has been too
narrowly conceived. Too much emphasis has been

placed on the religious and cultural aspect of the concept and its
political ramifications have been neglected. There has been little
attempt to understand the political and ideological forces that
shape civil religion. The problem, as I have argued, stems from
a lack of conceptual understanding of the civil religion phe-
nomenon in its wide variety of forms and manifestations. At the
risk of belabouring the point, I will go back, once more, to the
problem of the origins of the concept—an issue that emerged at
the beginning of this work and has re-appeared in several chap-
ters. Indeed, I have insisted throughout that a comparison along
the Durkheimian-Rousseauan continuum is essential for a
proper understanding of the civil religion phenomenon, partic-
ularly if it is to be applied cross-culturally or from one period to

Notes to Conclusion are on pp. 261-63.
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another within the same society. This is also required in order to
assess politically motivated uses of civil religion wherever they
occur, including in American society.

I

Williams (1996: 368) reviews two perspectives often used to
explain the socio-political significance of religion: religion as cul-
ture and religion as ideology. He notes that, while in some stud-
ies culture and ideology are conflated, in others the two notions
are treated as mutually exclusive realities. Williams underscores
the importance of drawing an analytical distinction between cul-
ture and ideology, but recognizes, at the same time, the need to
see their “interactive and often complementary natures.” His cen-
tral thesis is that religion is both culture and ideology. This dis-
tinction, he notes, has theoretical and empirical significance for
the study of politics and group action. Conceptualizing religion
either as culture or as ideology helps to understand “the varied
ways religion affects politics and political action” (1996: 368, 377).

The culturalist approach focuses on individuals’ values and
beliefs, and presupposes an “implicit” definition of culture.
Religion as culture “influences political relationships because reli-
gion is central in the creation of symbolic worlds.” As a cultural
system, religion provides clear guidelines of “‘what is’ as well as
‘what ought to be.’” Religion in this sense is “less about beliefs”
and more “about the meaning in the world.” Williams notes that
to embrace a religious world-view “is to absorb a set of taken-for-
granted assumptions about one’s duty to God and to society.”
Religion as culture works “‘behind the backs’ of participants.” Its
political presence, and influence, is “often effective without the
active awareness of those experiencing it” (Williams, 1996: 370).

Williams reminds us that there is another way of looking at
religion—as an “explicit” ideology rather than as an “implicit”
culture. He conceives ideology as “belief systems—articulated
sets of ideas that are primarily cognitive…primarily articulated
by a specific social class/group, which function primarily in the
interests of that class or group, and yet are presented as being in
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the ‘common good’ or as generally accepted” (in Williams and
Demerath, 1991: 426-27). As Williams notes (1996: 374), this def-
inition separates ideology and culture, associates ideology with
power and privilege, but acknowledges at the same time that
ideologies are not the patrimony of only powerful groups, for
any group may produce ideologies. 

Clifford Geertz (1973) understands ideology as a “system of
meaning” that emerges during periods of political or social cri-
sis, when other “cultural systems” weaken and are unable to
handle social turmoil and change. Ideology is not given a nega-
tive valuation: it is not understood as a “distortion of reality,” as
something powerful groups inflict on powerless ones, or in
terms of false consciousness. Ideology, in this sense, “is the artic-
ulated idea systems that emerge when culture ‘fails.’” In a
Geertzian sense, ideology is an “organizing principle” intended
to regulate political understandings, to reorder social and cul-
tural life, and to mobilize collective activity (Williams, 1996: 371,
374). In other words, ideologies are “highly articulated, self-con-
scious symbol systems that promote a general ordering of human
relations” (Evans, 1996: 19; emphasis added).

Williams’s excellent discussion is relevant to my analysis of
civil religion.1 Parallels can be drawn between Williams’s model
for studying religion and politics and the study of civil religion.
When we think of civil religion as culture we are at the centre of
the Durkheimian camp. Civil religion thus conceptualized refers
to a set of taken-for-granted assumptions about one’s society or
group. As a cultural system, it provides a world view or the
ethos of a nation or a collectivity. It refers to the cultural dimen-
sion of a people’s identity. Like religion proper, it helps to estab-
lish a clear sense of what is as well as what ought to be, and pro-
vides “frameworks of intelligibility,” or “frameworks of
self-understanding” for individuals and collectivities (Wilson,
1979: 94). Durkheimians would argue that civil religion emerges
from the culture itself as a result of deeply held and shared val-
ues that are the basis for social cohesion. Culture-wide religious
values are, so to speak, naturally or spontaneously translated
into aspects of the socio-political system (Williams, 1996: 370).



Moreover, the ordering of human social relationships, which
Williams considers “part of the essence” of both politics and reli-
gion, is also part of the essence of civil religion.

When Williams argues that religion “affects political life
‘behind the back’ of participants,” so that those experiencing its
influence are not actively aware of it, one is reminded of the way
civil religion is conceptualized by Durkheim—as a cultural given
rather than as something calculated and imposed upon citizens.
The cultural approach appeals to common sense beliefs about
one’s society or group. Ann Swidler (1986: 279) has defined com-
mon sense as “a set of assumptions so unselfconscious as to seem
a natural, transparent, undeniable part of the structure of the
world.” In his original essay, Bellah himself explicitly acknowl-
edges “reifying and giving a name to something that, though per-
vasive enough when you look at it, has gone on only semicon-
sciously” (1967: 12; emphasis added). Civil religion as culture (or
civic piety) exists “at the threshold of consciousness, if not below
it, and is only vaguely perceived from time to time by members
of the society as self-conscious behavior.” Yet, the fact that it is
primarily implicit indicates how important it is for society
(Wilson, 1979: 83).

This is no doubt the classic position adopted by Durkheim, in
the sense that every society has a religious dimension or natu-
rally represents itself as sacred. Since the collective body is the
sacred object, “a religious dimension or aspect of social life exists
without reference to the self-consciousness or intentionality of
the members of the social group” (Wilson, 1979: 150). It expresses
itself in terms of ceremonials and rituals, and it points to the
social behavioural patterns of the group—that is, to distinct “pat-
terns of behavior which confirm membership in the culture”
(Wilson, 1979: 88). Finally, it is the result of a “gradual and spon-
taneous” development rather than of a “conscious political deter-
mination” (De Azevedo, 1979: 9). This would imply that civil reli-
gion of the Durkheimian variety, is more “diffuse” than political
religion, and often integrates cultural elements in an unofficial or
semi-official way (Giner, 1993: 42). Symbols, rituals, feelings,
beliefs, and values are more important than ideas.
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By contrast, civil religion as ideology is concerned primarily
with “rights, duties, and obligations,” where symbols and func-
tions play only a minor role. As Wilson writes, “this is the clas-
sical language of political thought” (1979: 160). Conceptualized
this way, civil religion refers to imposed organizing principles
required to regulate political understandings and good citizen-
ship. It addresses the problem of the civic ordering of society.
When we think of civil religion as an explicit ideology, we are at
the heart of the Rousseauan camp. Here, the organizing princi-
ples and the ordering of political existence are imposed on peo-
ple from above (Demerath and Williams, 1985: 156). Civil reli-
gion as ideology, fits quite well Swidler’s definition of ideology
in general: a “highly articulated, self-conscious belief and ritual
system, aspiring to offer a unified answer to problems of social
action” (1986: 279, emphasis added).

In civil religions of the Rousseauan variety the ideological
component is more explicit and it is directly linked to the politi-
cal order. As a religion designed for the support of the state, it
requires state control and demands citizens’ obedience. It may
even take the form of unconditional commitment to a program
or doctrine (Selznick, 1992: 409). In other words, beliefs and
behaviours signify “loyalty to a sharply defined political struc-
ture—indeed, in the extreme case, to a particular regime at a par-
ticular time” (Wilson, 1979: 163). This means that it may even
emerge in support of a particular political party or political
authority. Loyalties and identity are to be found in the political
realm, specifically in citizenship. In this way, individuals are
located in relation to their civic and political obligations (Apter,
1963: 90). Civil religion as ideology requires a specific, sustained,
and serious effort to impose its tenets of faith. In its more
extreme version, its aim is total mobilization and/or total control
of the national community. In the Rousseauan model ideas are
more important than feelings and values.

Ideologies tend to emerge during cultural turning points, or
times of crisis, when “patterns of meaning (with regard to poli-
tics) fail to keep the world in some sort of interpretive order.”2 In
a Geertzian sense, ideologies are “cultural responses” to social



strain. They are also representations of what is as well as what
ought to be, and are potentially accessible, at least in principle, to
any social group (Williams, 1996: 371). Ideologies, to a certain
extent, need to be “inscribed into the collective memories” and
need to be taught to group members (Evans, 1996: 20). They are
functional insofar as they articulate collective needs and aspira-
tions and provide the basis for collective action.

Now the “dynamics of ideology,” as Selznick notes, “are not
inherently pathological.” The mere fact that a system of beliefs or
a coherent doctrine tries to endorse group interest, to provide a
basis for collective action and goals, is “neither harmful nor
repugnant in itself.” Only when “ideologies harden,” when they
explicitly demand unconditional commitment, a “destructive
virus takes hold.” All ideologies, however, carry “some risk of
creating a closed world…impenetrable in conviction, mindless
in obedience, fierce in hatred of heresy and opposition”
(Selznick, 1992: 410-11).

Swidler has proposed a model for analyzing cultural influ-
ence on individuals or collectivities. She notes that culture
affects action in different ways in “settled” as opposed to “unset-
tled” social conditions. Ways of behaving during settled times
have a taken-for-granted quality. Under these circumstances,
culture acts as a model “of ” and as a model “for” social experi-
ence (Swidler, 1986: 278). During settled periods, “culture ‘holds’
people, binding them to legitimate ways of acting, thinking, and
feeling” (Williams, 1996: 371). This means that during settled
times, culture indirectly influences action “by providing
resources from which people can construct diverse lines of
action” (Swidler, 1986: 273).

During “unsettled” cultural periods, a radical rethinking of
existence takes place, and innovative methods of constructing,
defining, or understanding reality emerge (Williams, 1996: 371).
Ideologies come to play an essential role in organizing social
experience. As a result, different ideologies and new “styles or
strategies of action” are addressed by competing groups trying
to gain influence. What group or ideology eventually survives
depends “on structural opportunities for action.” Hence, during
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unsettled cultural periods “explicit ideologies directly govern
action” (Swidler, 1986: 273, 278). During settled times people are
“held by” their cultural beliefs, whereas during unsettled peri-
ods people “come to hold” “explicit, articulated, [and] highly
organized meaning systems.” In short, they come to hold ide-
ologies (Swidler, 1986: 279; Williams, 1996: 371).

The Durkheimian variety of civil religion, with its taken-for-
granted character, lives during settled periods. In Geertzian
terms, it refers to the “assumed ‘givens’ of social existence,” what
he calls “primordial attachments” (Geertz, 1973: 259). Its power
to shape or direct human action is rather weak. As an ideology,
however, civil religion abandons its taken-for-granted character.
Under such circumstances, it has, or at least it is intended to have
strong and direct control over action (Swidler, 1986: 282).

Though polarly opposed, culture and ideology are continuous
rather than dichotomous variables. Correspondingly, civil reli-
gion and political religion are interrelated poles rather than
absolute antinomies. The relationship between them is inher-
ently dialectical, and so is their relation to the political order.
Civil religion can never be totally separated from political reli-
gion. One may speak of degrees or shades of civil religion—the
distinction being one of emphasis. At certain historical cross-
roads, civil religion may be more confined to certain groups
within society (more civil); at others, it may be limited to the
state (more political). In other words, civil religion may have an
overt political component, even if a relatively minor one, while
political religion may have many cultural components, even if
largely confined to the background.3 This distinction rests on the
capacity of civil religion to provide a meaning system or “a pic-
ture of the universe in terms of which the moral understandings
make sense” (Bellah, 1975: ix), in either a coercive or a non-coer-
cive manner. It also depends on the degree of control the state
has to produce and reproduce the sacred symbols and belief sys-
tems. What is at issue here is whether the state demands an
unusual amount of control and “centrally regulated ‘force’” to
secure conformity, or whether the civic faith is, or seems to be,
“sufficiently internalized” by a majority of the citizens so that



conformity to societal values and norms is accomplished in an
“enthusiastic and primarily voluntary” basis (Anthony and
Robbins, 1975: 411).4 The central focus is the political referent.
We want to know how patterns of belief and behaviour common
to the culture are transmitted to citizens and future generations.
In other words, we want to know what are the requirements
placed upon citizens in order to assure loyalty and the preserva-
tion of civic piety and/or civility.

II

The form civil religion takes in a particular society largely
depends upon specific historical circumstances. Civil religion
may shift its meaning and become more or less political, more or
less nationalistic, more or less oriented towards civil society or
the state. Broadly speaking, therefore, any civil religion (even in
the United States, where it is said to be totally independent from
both church and state) has the potential of being used as a polit-
ical religion.5

On a societal level, civil religion à la Rousseau implies a con-
scious, rational manipulation of the myths of the nation for polit-
ical aims. In contrast, civil religion à la Durkheim does not
require direct enforcement by external agencies of social control.
The integration of self and society appears to be more volun-
taristic. The Durkheimian culturalist approach, where undoubt-
edly Bellah and followers should be placed, emphasizes shared
values and cultural elements: “society itself is the object of reli-
gious behavior and the reference for religious symbols in given
social orders” (Wilson, 1979: 159). Civil religion thus conceptual-
ized is more of a “given” rather than the result of a specific polit-
ical agenda or policy (Demerath, 1994: 113). It may indeed have
a political orientation, but this would appear in a less coercive,
or even non-coercive, form. As a cultural phenomenon, civil reli-
gion is assumed to exist “somewhere between…religion and
government” (Wimberley and Christenson, 1980: 36). In democ-
racies, the process of socialization, not mere force or threat, facil-
itates its production in society. However, particular institutional
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structures or carriers are instrumental for the support, mainte-
nance, and reproduction of cultural beliefs and values.

In the Durkheimian/American model, the processes of civil
religion are assumed to generate collective understandings that
represent the moral sentiments of a people and the spontaneous
affirmation of the social order (in the sense of proceeding from
the will of the people, or from one’s own choice). One may say
that individuals are “born” into the national faith; no particular
commitment or act of joining is necessary. No one is legally com-
pelled to follow or support the ideals of the civic creed against
their will. Those who choose not to accept the tenets of faith are
in no special danger. Civil religion is institutionalized through
education or the legal system, so people experience “faith”
largely in an unconscious or taken-for-granted fashion. The val-
ues characteristic of a people become embodied in institutions
that help perpetuate them. This would imply that civil religion (if
considered at a societal level) is instilled in citizens and, to a cer-
tain extent, required of them, but it is not forced on them. Civil
religion in its cultural form is part of what Durkheim calls the
“collective representations” of the society.

Political religions, by contrast, are anchored in specific ideolo-
gies. In political religions the role of the state is fundamental. It is
essential to transform the individual through the tutelary agency
of an “Etat éducateur” (Willaime, 1994: 574). The state and its
political officials become guardians of the most fundamental val-
ues and “needs” of the society. Values and needs, in turn, are
raised to the “status of transcendental beliefs” (Apter, 1963: 93).6
These fundamental needs, may include things as varied as the
desire to achieve modernity and industrialization, the desire for
cultural survival of a particular group, or the dreadful desire for
ethnic cleansing, or may even include the desire to become a
superpower by attaining scientific, technological, military, and
nuclear superiority. But as an ideology of the state or political
organizations, civil religion is always the prerogative of the gov-
ernment. Civil religion as ideology is thus imposed, with varying
degrees of success, from the top down, without “explanation or
comment” as Rousseau advocated. In this case, we will have a



highly articulated self-conscious symbol system, the result of
conscious political determination (Swidler, 1986: 279). As such,
civil religion (like any religion involved in political struggles)
becomes an organizing principle for the specific purpose of mobi-
lizing the masses, “clothed in the universalist language of God’s
will and transcendent justice” (Williams, 1996: 374).7

In short, civil religions of the type Rousseau advocates are
truly political religions representing the extreme end of the civil
religion spectrum. In the Rousseauan variety, a belief is imposed
upon the people (often in an arbitrary manner), while in the
Durkheimian form people experience faith, civic piety, or simply
a common religion. While Durkheim’s doctrine yields a civil reli-
gion of integration and co-operation, which does not contem-
plate submissive acceptance to the creed, Rousseau, by contrast,
creates a civil religion of constraint that demands unquestion-
able loyalty and unconditional commitment.8

Selznick (1992: 387) draws a distinction between civility and
piety as two different sources of morality and moral integration
in society. He argues that they parallel Durkheim’s distinction
between organic and mechanical solidarity. The former engen-
ders “rules of civility,” while the latter focuses on shared history
and group identity. Although Selznick’s claim may be true, and
civility and piety may be compared within Durkheim’s theory in
terms of advanced and “primitive” societies, it may be more
illuminating to contrast civility and piety in terms of the contrast
between the Rousseauan and Durkheimian models of civil reli-
gion. One may argue that Rousseau’s intention was to foster and
enforce civility, while the central focus of Durkheim was piety.
For piety, as Selznick acknowledges, “expresses devotion” and
implies integration, whereas civility “governs diversity, protects
autonomy, and upholds toleration.” Rousseau protects auton-
omy, individual rights, and toleration, provided that individuals
are good citizens.

The continuum ranges from what Willaime has called religion
civile communitaire, which functions at a local, regional, national,
or even international level, and religion civile politique which
functions at the state level (Willaime, 1993: 573). One needs
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hardly to be reminded this is an ideal-type construction. I am not
suggesting that any given civil religion is in fact cultural or ide-
ological in any absolute sense. In fact, it is highly unlikely that
we will ever find civil religion in pure form. Either type can turn
into the other. In the most literal sense, all civil religions are par-
tially mixed. I have made a sharp distinction between two ideal-
types only for analytical purposes.

The dialectical relation between civil religion and political
religion can be approached as a tension between spontaneous
and enforced values, beliefs, and ideas. This same dialectical ten-
sion exists within each type of civil religion as well as between
them. The degree of freedom granted to those who do not sub-
scribe to the tenets of faith is an important element that should
be taken into account. In other words, the ratio of externally
imposed force to voluntary compliance may be taken as an index
for identifying the type of civil religion under consideration
(Anthony and Robbins, 1975: 412).

The degree of freedom dissident groups are allowed legally to
enjoy in different societies has been measured according to the
following criteria: the level of repressive action against such
groups, politically motivated arrests of “significant persons,”
arrests of “insignificant persons,” government-sanctioned and
politically motivated killings, and the “frequency with which the
constitution is suspended and martial law is declared” (Cole and
Hammond, 1974: 182). We may ask, then, what methods are
used to subject people’s behaviour to a national belief system? Is
consensus inauthentic and manipulative rather than genuine?
How is consensus maintained and the solidarity of citizens
encouraged, and among whom? What influence does the gov-
ernment have in controlling ways in which basic values and
beliefs are mobilized or articulated? Finally, does civil religion
exert a cultural or political influence?

It follows that the political or civil character of civil religion is
primarily determined by its particular structural location, either
to the side of the state or the side of society. This depends, in
turn, on the nature and structure of the state (or the particular
process of state formation in less developed societies), the



national religious environment or culture, and the relations
between political and religious authorities. It would also appear
to be conditioned by the “availability of more or less coherent,
alternative ideologies to interpret the national experience”
(Markoff and Regan, 1982: 342-45).

Total state-appropriation of civil religion, and the transforma-
tion of a totalitarian ideology and its political rituals in an offi-
cial religion, is more likely to appear in societies with a weak
civil society. As Markoff and Regan have argued, the “propaga-
tion of an elaborate belief system rejecting older religious beliefs
and institutions is clearly enhanced if the political arrangements
include a monistic state uncontrolled by civil society” (1982:
347). In such cases, the political process itself becomes a religion
that everyone is forced to embrace. The most notable twentieth-
century examples, although not the only ones, are “either totali-
tarian regimes or regimes with a recent totalitarian past” (347). A
strong civil society, or to use Durkheim’s phraseology, societies
with a strong sense of moral community, are less likely to
develop a totalitarian type of political religion. Needless to say,
a strong civil society has always presented dictators with a more
difficult barrier to trespass (Giner, 1993: 43). 

The differences between civil and political religions may be
discernible not only between societies, but from one historical
moment to another within the same society. Markoff and Regan,
in comparing and contrasting the French and Malaysian civil
religions, have already pointed in this direction. To Bellah’s
assertion (1974: 257) that “all politically organized societies have
some sort of civil religion,” Markoff and Regan respond,
“Perhaps, but what sort?” (1982: 341). Their study suggests a
profound diversity in civil religions. They see “not only differ-
ences between national cases, but striking distinct versions of
civil religiosity within either instance” (341). As they mention,
the possibility exists of the not always easy “co-existence…of
multiple civil religions within a nation-state and rival images of
the future—each, perhaps, associated with a particular group”
(340). Thus, one may speak of different social, historical, reli-
gious, and political determinants or bases of civil religion.
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Both civil and political religions tend to “consecrate essentially
profane components of social life,” especially through civic ritu-
als and public ceremonies (Giner, 1993: 55). Both concepts seek to
examine the “intrusions of religious codes” into the public polit-
ical realm (Luke, 1987: 109 n. 1). Both embody the terms of refer-
ence in which the political system is explained, legitimized, and
justified. This may incorporate “politics of opposition,” for civil
religion is not only “a claim for legitimacy; it is a moral yardstick
that permits such a claim, or counterclaim” (Markoff and Regan,
1982: 342). In other words, civil religion’s rhetoric may be used to
legitimize both a just and an unjust social order. It may also be
used as a justification to eliminate opposition or as a means to
facilitate collective action (Cole and Hammond, 1974: 182). 

While civil and political religions are linked with politics and
may be used to give legitimacy to political ideologies, the nature
of the religious-political element varies. In civil religion, the reli-
gious factor is provided by linking the political system with a
transcendental power, meaning, or symbolism, often derived
from an established religion (the Judeo-Christian tradition, for
example, in the case of American civil religion). By contrast, in
political religion the religious factor is more markedly embed-
ded in the “sacralization” of a particular political order, pro-
gram, or leader (Zuo, 1991: 104). This may happen with or with-
out the sponsorship of the church or of a national religion, as in
the case of Marxism-Leninism (in the Soviet Union and China),
or in revolutionary France. By the same token, the political ele-
ment is less salient in civil religions and more evident in politi-
cal religions. As Lane (1981: 45) effectively argues, the link
between the religious and the political aspects of life, the con-
nection between religious and political authority, and the
demands placed on citizens in terms of their civic and political
duties is not the same in civil and political religions.

It follows that civil religion is neither simply civil nor purely
religious, but is also centrally political.9 Wilson (1979: 172) has
even suggested that it may be reasonable to explain the civil reli-
gion phenomenon more “as a latent political revitalization
movement than as a manifestly religious one.”10 As a political



solution, a “minimalist version” of civil religion may be estab-
lished. A minimalist civil religion would be one that is neither
too religious nor too political (Markoff and Regan, 1982: 346).11

It should be clear that civil religion, insofar as it entails the
application of religious ideas to political life, always carries some
risk of becoming an ideologically closed system. As long as civil
religion is consciously manipulated by the state and state officials
to sanction the political order, we are in the presence of a political
religion. Simply put, at particular historical moments democracies
may show tendencies towards the development of a political reli-
gion, even if in a mild form. Thus, I find myself in disagreement
with scholars who claim that political religions belong to commu-
nist regimes and dictatorships found in the Third World, while
civil religions are primarily found in modern industrialized soci-
eties (Zuo, 1991).This distinction is misleading. One may also find
civil religions in the West, which in their content, form, and sub-
stance are truly political religions of a mild variety.12 I also find
myself in disagreement with those who make exactly the opposite
claim, that the political religions of totalitarian regimes are not civil
religions (Giner, 1993). Giner’s central thesis is that under a totali-
tarian regime both civil religion and civil society cease to exist. In
his view, civil religions are located in civil society not in political
society (the state). It is worth pointing out that it was Rousseau,
after all, who coined the term civil religion, and undoubtedly he
placed it in the realm of the state not in civil society.

Rousseau clearly spelled out his ideas on civil religion and
“was prepared to follow through on the totalitarian implications
of that claim” (Neuhaus, 1986: 99). What is astonishing is the
lack of rigorous attention to the conceptual meaning of
Rousseau’s theory. As we have seen, Bellah and his followers
have been unable, or perhaps unwilling, to clarify the distinction
between the Durkheimian and Rousseauan approaches.
Sociologists have not only failed to understand the extraordi-
nary political resonance of Rousseau’s doctrine, but they have
also failed to address the issue of whether civil religion is distin-
guishable from political religion. Granted, this is a distinction
that is difficult to make, and for some scholars it is even difficult
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to accept. Some authors, like Carl Schmitt (1970) and Jürgen
Moltmann (1986), use the term political theology. Wilson (1986:
111) considers it a mistake to misinterpret civil religion and “con-
fuse” it with political theology or political religion.

III

The purpose of drawing a distinction between Durkheimian
civil religion and Rousseauan political religion is not to dismiss
or dispense with one notion or the other. It seems reasonable to
assume that both the Durkheimian and Rousseauan approaches
to civil religion remain instructive. Following Durkheim, one
may say that any collectivity develops its own sense of identity,
destiny, and mission. This means that every group, community,
or nation is likely to develop a system of beliefs by which it cel-
ebrates and sanctifies its self-understanding. This sacralization
engenders a sort of collective piety that is experienced by most
(in Durkheim’s view, probably by all) members of the group
(Willaime, 1993: 572). This means that every stable, functioning
society/group has to an important degree a “common religion”
(Williams, 1951: 312). 

If one accepts Durkheim’s thesis, no functioning society or
group can exist without a common faith. Likewise, most collec-
tivities will tend to produce some sort of moral community. It
follows that a “religious expression of [the] collectivity as a
social reality must exist” (Wilson, 1979: 154). This would imply
that if a society (or collectivity) wants to survive as a viable
social system it must possess a set of shared values and common
aspirations (Demerath and Hammond, 1969: 204). Durkheim
tells us that without collective representations, without a com-
monality of values and goals, the collectivity would dissolve and
society would die (Mitchell, 1990: 115). Perhaps this is what
Sidney Verba had in mind when he referred to the “primordial
emotional attachment that is necessary for the long-term main-
tenance of a political system” (in Wilson, 1979: 69). 

This Durkheimian notion is considered to be an unquestion-
able assumption among “functional social theorists (if not all



social theorists)” (Demerath and Hammond, 1969: 203). Coleman
writes: “Durkheim’s contention that every group…has a reli-
gious dimension” seems to hold a “permanent validity” for some
authors (1969: 69). Indeed, Bellah recognizes that his argument
was “premised on the sociological idea that all politically organ-
ized societies have some sort of civil religion” (Bellah, 1974b:
257). On the basis of this Durkheimian assumption, a civil reli-
gion is not only an unavoidable phenomenon, but it is essential
to the life of any society or collectivity (Wilson, 1979: 154).
Needless to say, Durkheim’s thesis has been phrased and
rephrased in countless different ways.

There can be little doubt that any collectivity or society needs
integrating symbols and shared meanings and purposes.
Collective life requires some sort of common faith; otherwise we
would live in a Hobbesian world of anarchy, moral confusion, or
brute force. If Durkheim’s assertion is correct, then, there must
be some point of convergence between different groups. To be
sure, short of coercion people need to trust each other to conduct
their affairs. And trust presupposes a commonality of basic prin-
ciples, and a “common acceptance of the higher aims toward
which activity is directed” (Demerath and Hammond, 1969:
204). In other words, for processes of cultural solidarity and
identity to take shape and form, it is essential to maintain a sense
of moral community or some kind of common moral beliefs
(Bellah, 1975: ix). Obviously shared understandings or meanings
do not have to be based upon religious understanding (Anthony
and Robbins, 1975: 407). Neither do they have to be perceived as
necessarily embracing the nation as a whole. Some groups may
be excluded because they have not been invited, or may exclude
themselves by refusing to attend the civic banquet.

At the same time, in order to reinforce Durkheim’s moral
community, or collective identity, a coherent and intellectually
elaborated idea-system is needed—which is exactly what
Rousseau proposed.13 As some have rightly noted, “any collec-
tive political action requires both cultural processes of solidarity
as well as ideological justifications” (Williams, 1996: 372).
Perhaps Gramsci was right when he reflected that “political con-
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trol requires both consent and coercion” (Williams, 1996: 373).
The preceding analysis suggests that whereas the Durkheimian
variety tends to move in the direction of consent, Rousseau’s
starting line is, undoubtedly, coercion.

But Durkheim’s idea of a moral community is not without its
problems. It is certainly controversial and equivocal in its
American usage. By definition, a moral community is not, or
need not be equated with, the whole national experience or with
the society as a whole, as Bellah and most American sociologists
would often seem to imply. It seems highly unlikely that, in
America or anywhere else in the world, we will ever find evi-
dence for a total commonality of values and beliefs, or “for a
monovalent and highly coherent national meaning system.”
What we might find is a series of “frameworks of intelligibility,”
espoused by a diversity of groups for a diversity of purposes
(Wilson, 1979: 95). This implies that different groups may belong
to different moral communities, not to a single overarching one.
Different groups, in turn, may produce different civil religions.

The concept of nation-state as moral community, has come
under increasing attack. How can we share a common world-
view when modern society is afflicted by all kinds of class, eth-
nic, racial, religious, and ideological conflicts? From this perspec-
tive, the formation of a national, moral community is virtually
impossible, not only because of conflicting group interests but
also because of the concern the modern individual has with the
self. Few are willing to sacrifice personal interest for the common
good. And this applies both to individuals and groups alike. In
stark contrast, there are those who argue “normatively” that
national moral communities spell danger, that “allegiance or loy-
alty to a nation-state is evil because moral communities are dan-
gerous” (Liebman and Don-Yehiya, 1983: 215). Implicit in this
idea is a fear that the conception of a moral community may give
rise to abusive or repressive practices, or to authoritarian and
totalitarian regimes. Indeed, as Liebman and Don-Yehiya indi-
cate, most, or perhaps “all totalitarian states view themselves as
moral communities entitled to suppress individual freedoms in
the name of collective purposes” (1983: 215). The idea of moral



community may also lead to narrowness, chauvinism, and exclu-
siveness, building a wall between friends and foes (whether this
is expressed in national, religious, social, ethnic, or political
terms). A national moral community that identifies individuals
primarily as citizens of a particular nation (or state) may give rise
to a dangerous nationalist mentality, as suggested in chapter 6. It
may provide a fertile soil for nationalist ideologies, which may be
expressed in either a benign or destructive form.

To sum up, one of the major weakness of the civil religion the-
sis is its exclusive reliance on the Durkheimian tradition. From
this rather simple fact stem most of the problems one finds in the
literature. We have seen that a conceptual clarification of
Rousseau’s and Durkheim’s theories lead to two quite different
conceptions of civil religion—each perspective resting upon a
distinctive set of premises. Throughout this book, I have identi-
fied a number of problems, and raised several major objections
against the civil religion thesis, particularly in the context of
American society. Perhaps the most important one is that civil
religion is not by definition an integrative force in society. In mod-
ern, pluralist society, where the idea of the individual reigns
supreme, it is difficult to find an overall binding belief system.
Even if we accept the assumption that post-industrial societies
still require a general set of values and/or a public symbol sys-
tem that would provide individuals with “ultimate meaning,” it
does not follow that a single civil religion will automatically
accomplish this task. Religious pluralism, different world views,
and social and ethnic heterogeneity make this possibility very
unlikely. True, civil religion may be a binding glue for a large
number of people, or sectors of the population. In this sense, it
may serve to “sanctify different subgroups within the larger soci-
ety” (Liebman and Don-Yehiya, 1983: 11-12). As Wilson notes, it
is an “incontrovertible proposition” that certain symbolic ele-
ments, ceremonies, or national rituals may assume a religious
character for some groups or individuals (1971: 20). In the specific
context of American society, the values Bellah describes have, no
doubt, “been prominent throughout American history, and
remain so” (Hughey, 1983: 68). This is also an incontrovertible

240

From Civil to Political Religion



241

Durkheim versus Rousseau Revisited

proposition. Obviously, those values have not always repre-
sented all Americans. Values and symbols “do not lead a rela-
tively autonomous existence”; they are immersed in the arena of
everyday conflicts and political struggles. They are important
vehicles for the expression of group interests and aspirations
(Hughey, 1983: 172). They are also of crucial importance for the
mobilization and sustenance of collective action. The values of
the American creed have clearly expressed white, Anglo-Saxon
values—the values of the dominant group in America. This
means that either as a dominant culture or as a dominant ideol-
ogy, civil religion does not successfully incorporate all social
groups and segments of society.14 By arguing that civil religion
exists “out there,” expressing the experiences and aspirations of
all Americans, proponents of the Durkheimian tradition have
effectively disengaged civil religion from specific groups or carri-
ers (Hughey, 1983: 68). Moreover, as indicated especially in chap-
ters 4 and 5, civil religion may, at times, be quite disintegrative,
leading to moral confusion and conflict rather than integration.

The analysis presented here contradicts Bellah’s notion of a
well-established American civil religion that expresses the reli-
gious self-definition of the American people as a whole. It also
calls into question the total moral unity that civil religion
allegedly produces. Civil religion cannot and does not mobilize
the entire nation on behalf of socially approved tasks and
responsibilities. I have also argued that in the civil religion phe-
nomenon one can find the coalescence of both spontaneous cul-
tural elements and ideological coercive ones. Finally, contrary to
arguments found in the literature, the alleged structural differ-
entiation of American civil religion has been called into question.
As Bellah himself has recognized, there is a necessity, built into
the American republican tradition, “not only for the assertion of
high ethical and spiritual commitments, but also for molding,
socializing, educating the citizens in those ethical and spiritual
beliefs so that they are internalized as republican virtue” (Bellah,
1978: 21). This suggests (and I believe I have given enough evi-
dence to prove) that civil religion has an institutional basis or a
set of carriers that provide organized and ritualized reinforce-



ment of ethical standards (the courts, educational system, media,
political system, and so on). If this proposition is accepted, then
civil religion can never be totally differentiated—it can never
constitute a symbol system separated from political institutions.

In short, the civil religion notion, in its Durkheim/Bellah for-
mulation, has proven to be deficient on several grounds: it does
not provide an adequate solution to the problem of conflicting
interests that divide society, whether this conflict is expressed in
terms of race, class, or political ideology; it is often not useful to
evaluate significant differences or shades of civil religions, both
between societies and within them; it is inadequate to investi-
gate civil religious beliefs as expressions of ideologies produced
by some groups; it is inadequate, again, to analyze politically
motivated uses of civil religion.

The critique presented in this study does not necessarily mean
that the civil religion concept is sociologically useless. On the
contrary, I remain convinced that it addresses an important soci-
ological topic of investigation—the “religio-political problem”
(Bellah, 1980a: vii). As Bellah has rightly observed, this problem
“will not go away, whether we use the term ‘civil religion’ in
thinking about it or not” (1989: 147). Civil religion either as a cul-
tural phenomenon (i.e., a group understanding of itself) or as a
political phenomenon (i.e., a matter relating to the government or
the state) seems inevitable in any collectivity. By suggesting that
the American civil religion model is inadequate, I have by no
means implied that it is also false. While I have raised numerous
criticisms, my intention has been to identify the limitations and,
particularly, the one-sidedness of the Durkheim/Bellah tradition,
not its falsity. I have provided an alternative model for the study
of civil religion, which, I hope, will make it easier to understand
and identify different varieties of civil religion. For, each society,
and perhaps each civil group, will give different responses to the
problem of collective identity, to the problem of meaning and
purpose, and to the politico-religious problem, and thus they will
likely produce different civil religions.
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1 Outside the sociological field there is, perhaps, no concept of
Rousseau’s political theory that has been more severely criticized
than his philosophy on civil religion. His ideas on this topic have
been judged the intellectual cradle of “totalitarian democratism”
(Merquior, 1980: 36). Some critics have even gone as far as to consider
Rousseau’s chapter on civil religion in The Social Contract (1762)
“unfortunate” and “an embarrassment” (Noone, 1980: 133, 152). It is
essentially this chapter that is responsible for the charges levelled at
Rousseau, blaming him “for heralding modern despotism”
(Merquior, 1980: 36), or accusing him of being the “spiritual father of
totalitarianism” (Macfarlane, 1970: 12) and “the first apologist of
unfreedom” (Merquior, 1980: 36). Certainly, Rousseau’s warning that
anyone who “behaves” as if he does not believe the tenets of the civic
faith is to be punished by death, does have a frightening ring in the
light of the tyrannies of the twentieth century.

2 This criticism has been levelled against Durkheim’s legacy in the
sociology of religion. Giddens notes that this tradition “nowhere con-
fronts the possibility that religious beliefs are ideologies, which help
legitimate the domination of some groups over others” (1978: 103).

3 I am indebted to Wilson (1979: 149) in his use of a model based on “a
continuum of religious representations.” In Wilson’s construct the
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locus of analysis is the “religious referent.” He seeks to identify where
the sacred is located (whether sacrality is attributed to the group or to
ritual elements and symbol systems, or to cultural values, etc.).
Wilson’s suggestion that other continua could be constructed pro-
vided the inspiration for the model I present in this book.

Chapter 1. Theoretical Foundations

1 It has been the tendency in sociology to refer to “civil religion,” while
political scientists or historians tend to use the terms “political reli-
gion,” “public religion,” “public theology,” and so on. Perhaps the
reason is to be found in the fact that, generally speaking, sociologists
have taken the consensus approach, which sees civil religion as stem-
ming from culture in a rather spontaneous way. As such, they tend to
see the locus of civil religion in civil society. Historians and political
scientists, on the other hand, tend to emphasize the role of the state in
the production of civil religion. For a discussion of Fascism and
Nazism as political religions, see Gentile (1990) and Moltmann (1986).
See also Apter (1963) for an examination of political religions in the
developing world, and Wilson (1979), for a discussion of public reli-
gion in American culture.

2 Durkheim certainly gives the state a role in the organization of the cult.
However, as the “organ of consciousness of society” the state is the
repository of higher, universal, and sacred principles such as the “cult of
the individual” or “moral individualism.” As Hughey has rightly noted
(1983: 67), in Durkheim’s terms, “it is the universal, humanistic values
which transcend the state,…and not the state itself which is important.”

3 Neither Durkheim nor Rousseau had any intention of incorporating
women into their general theories. Unless they specifically made ref-
erence to women, they spoke from a male world and to a male audi-
ence. Rousseau, in particular, is referring to political society, an area
from which he explicitly excluded women. In discussing their ideas, I
have opted to use “man,” “he,” “him,” for I do not want to give them
more credit than they deserve.

4 The influence of Machiavelli’s views on Rousseau’s political philo-
sophy is quite marked. For example, Machiavelli thought it essential
that rulers encourage a religion that “teaches that he who best serves
the State best serves the gods” (Allen, 1960: 459).

5 Rousseau’s concern is how to avoid the bitter struggles that may
develop between spiritual and temporal power, or between the repre-
sentatives of religious and political authority. The confrontation
“between pope and emperor in medieval Europe, the tension between
Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism at the T’ang court, and the
struggle between the mullahs and the politicians in Iran today,” are
some historical examples of the problem Rousseau was trying to iden-
tify (Bellah, 1980a: x).
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6 Machiavelli’s argument is not very dissimilar. Religion, he notes, “has
glorified humble and contemplative men, rather than men of action.
It has assigned as man’s highest good humility, abnegation, and con-
tempt for mundane things.…This pattern of life…appears to have
made the world weak, and to have handed it over as a prey to the
wicked, who run it successfully…since they are well aware that the
generality of men, with paradise as their goal, consider how best to
bear, rather than how best to avenge, their injuries” (cited in Larrain,
1979: 18).

7 The indispensability of religion as a prerequisite for political stability
is an idea that can be found throughout the history of socio-political
thought. Social thinkers and politicians throughout the ages have
been concerned with the connection between religion and the politi-
cal order. A belief in a divinity has been considered by many as
absolutely necessary. Rousseau, for example, writes in Emile: “if there
is no God, the wicked is right and the good man is nothing but a fool”
([1762] 1911: 255). From a similar orientation are Voltaire’s maxim “If
there were no God, it would be necessary to invent him” (cited in
Noone, 1980: 135) and, in more modern times, President Dwight D.
Eisenhower’s famous observation that “our government makes no
sense unless it is founded in a deeply felt religious faith—and I don’t
care what it is” (cited in Bellah, 1976a: 156). Undoubtedly,
Eisenhower’s remark was inspired by Anthony Trollope’s comment
after a visit to the United States in 1860. In America, he stated, “every-
body is bound to have a religion…[but] it does not matter what it is”
(cited in Hammond, 1980a: 69).

8 Rousseau equates the common good with the aims of the general will.
In his terms, the intent of the state is the common good. He notes that
the “clashing” of private interests has made society “necessary,” but
it is the harmony of “these very interests” that has made it “possible.”
There must be some point of convergence between all interests, oth-
erwise no society could exist and survive. Hence, that which is com-
mon to these “different interests is what forms the social tie”
(Rousseau, [1762] 1973: 182).

9 Phillip E. Hammond (1980a) takes the position that civil religion, in
Rousseau’s meaning of the term, is independent of both church and
state. I strongly disagree with Hammond’s interpretation. I will
return to this point in chapter 4.

10 This is in opposition to Soviet Marxism or China’s Maoism, for exam-
ple, where the state ideology, while certainly imbued with a certain
sense of “sacredness,” is devoid of a transcendental meaning. For an
interesting study of Soviet Marxism-Leninism as a political religion,
see Lane (1981); for an examination of the religious quality of Russian
Marxism and its civil ceremonies, see Zeldin (1969), McDowell (1974),
and Lane (1979). For an argument that communism or Maoism can-
not and should not be considered a religion, see West (1980). West



argues that insofar as these political doctrines deny “the reality of the
Holy as an objective and transcendent reality,” they are just “substi-
tutes” for religion, not real religions (1980: 35). 

11 I take the term “wall of separation” from the metaphor that, since its
introduction by Thomas Jefferson, has traditionally been used to refer
to church and state relations in the United States (see for example,
Bellah, 1978: 17; Hammond, 1981: 227). 

Chapter 2. American Civil Religion and the American Debate

1 I am referring here to civil religion in the United States. I am fully
aware that civil religion in “America” should include civil religions
ranging from Canada to Chile (i.e., the Americas). However, even a
superficial review of the literature makes clear that when scholars
argue or debate about civil religion in America, they are referring
solely to the United States. For the sake of clarity, I have decided to
follow the conventional usage in this chapter.

2 One might see Mormonism as a good example of this—as a people
possessed with a covenant, and America as a land literally visited by
Jesus Christ. Joseph Smith, a farmboy turned prophet and the
founder of the Mormon church in 1830, taught that “the New
Jerusalem was here, smack dab in the middle of America” (Time, 4
Aug. 1997: 38).

3 In Bellah’s view, a modern expression of this corruption is to be found
in the “purely private pietism” that emerged during the nineteenth
century, and whose emphasis was individual gain. Bellah even inter-
prets fundamentalism in America, not necessarily as an “expression
of backward yokels,” but rather as a strong reaction against the utili-
tarian ethos of modern America, by the heirs of the biblical tradition
that remained “uncorrupted or only minimally” so (1980c: 171).

4 For a bibliographic review of the American civil religion literature see
Hammond (1976); Kathan and Fuchs-Kreimer (1975); and also
Mathisen (1989). For more articles and books dealing with the subject,
see Caplow (1994); Casanova (1994); Gamoran (1990); Giner (1993);
Hughey (1983); Kim (1993); Mitchell (1995); O’Toole (1984); Shanks
(1995).

5 This is worth noting, for the Social Sciences Index did not have a
descriptor term for civil religion until 1980. Now it regularly includes
the notion in its subject headings. The term has also become prevalent
in non-American case studies and in cross-cultural analyses. See, for
example, Breslauer, (1993); Larson, (1995); Liebman and Don-Yehiha,
(1983); Morawska, (1987); Neeman and Rublin, (1996); Schieder,
(1987); Woocher, (1986).

6 Coleman’s construct is similar to a model advanced earlier by David
Apter in his article “Political religions in the New Nations”
(Reynolds, 1977: 267). Apter distinguishes three types of political reli-
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gions: 1) theocratic systems characteristic of virtually all premodern
societies; 2) reconciliation systems, typical of modern Western society
where religion and state are separated, where “secular ends can never
become sacred,” and where there is individual liberty, religious toler-
ance, and political freedom; 3) mobilization systems or “political reli-
gions,” which represent an alternative to the two other models (Apter,
1963: 57-104). These types would roughly correspond to evolutionary
trends associated with the process of modernization. Both Apter and
Coleman fail to realize that even in modern Western society “secular
ends” may become sacralized. They also fail to realize that political
religions may emerge in the East and in the West, in highly industri-
alized countries as well as in those in the process of development.
This issue will re-emerge in chapter 4.

7 This parallels Durkheim’s idea that religion is not only a system of
practices (such as feasts, rites, cultic celebrations), but also a system of
ideas whose primary object is to offer an explanation of the world.
The first is “turned towards action…the other towards the thought”
necessary to organize the group (Durkheim, [1912] 1961: 476).

8 Accounts of civil religion portrayed as religious nationalism, demo-
cratic faith, or Protestant civic piety are often found outside the field
of sociology, specially in the work of church historians, theologians,
and philosophers (Gehrig, 1981a: 52). 

9 The fact that Wilson uses a religious referent does not make civil
religion less political, or less in tune with behavioural issues.
Certainly, behavioural issues are implicit in the first two models. If
they were not, it would be difficult to accept Wilson’s own claim
that the central analytical focus of the cultural model is the “sym-
bolic unity” of the collectivity as expressed “in and through the
action-guiding provisions which define the culture.” If the cultural
model centers on “patterns of behavior common to the culture,”
how can it not have a manifest behavioural content? Moreover, inso-
far as the political and theological models are concerned with the
political order, both are either explicitly or implicitly political
(Wilson, 1979: 151). 

10 Although to a large extent Hammond is correct, his suggestion needs
to be qualified. One should remember the attacks on the Supreme
Court as being unelected and so failing one of the primary require-
ments of legitimacy. One should also consider the various impeach-
ment efforts that have resulted from this situation. Moreover, as
Wilson rightly notes, the case law tradition, characteristic of the
American system, does not derive political rights from natural rights,
so that “the law is far less sacrosanct than in a natural rights formula-
tion, and the jurists far less remote and god-like.” However, legal
institutions, as Wilson notes, do provide structural support for civil
religion by defining and setting boundaries beyond which particular
patterns of conduct will not be permitted in America. That is, the law



determines a “range of life styles appropriate to and acceptable in the
American culture” (Wilson, 1979: 130-32).

11 On this issue Novak (1992: 127-28) writes, civil religion is not “some
lowest common denominator, of all the beliefs of all our citizens. It is
not discovered by taking an opinion poll. It is discovered by analyz-
ing experiences, interpretations, and institutions of our national life.”

12 But a few empirical studies (using questionnaires and sample surveys)
have suggested its existence. Wimberley et al. (1976: 890) conducted a
series of surveys specifically designed to test Bellah’s thesis at the indi-
vidual level. They concluded that civil religion “is found to exist
empirically” in America. Their study indicates that civil religion is, or
emerges as, a “distinct factor” separate from other types of religious
commitments. In 1982, Wimberley and Christenson explored the issue
of civil religion as an indicator of policy preference. They concluded
that civil religion appeared to be a “significant but fairly ineffective”
indicator of differences in matters of public policy. In an earlier study,
Wimberley (1980) found civil religion to be more effective as an indi-
cator of support for presidential candidates—allegiances to civil reli-
gious commitments seemed to correspond with a “conservative pro-
file.” A separate study (Christenson and Wimberley 1978) found that,
while civil religious commitments and allegiances had “no relation-
ship to whether people voted, the ‘civil religious’ were slightly
inclined toward Democratic [sic] party membership and conservative
political identities” (cited in Wimberley and Christenson, 1982: 212).
See also Cole and Hammond (1974); Jolicoeur and Knowles (1978);
Thomas and Flippen (1972); Wimberley (1976).

13 In Habits of the Heart (1985) Bellah does not make any reference to civil
religion. By this time, he had stopped writing about it and did not
even bother to answer some of the critiques still sparked by his ideas
on American civil religion (Mathisen, 1989: 137). Bellah himself
acknowledges that, although Habits deals with the “same substantive
issues” as his other writings on civil religion, he is pleased to have
dropped the term. He observes that his decision has liberated him
from the often “irrelevant” disputes and arguments about civil reli-
gion commonly engendered by his earlier publications (Bellah, 1989:
147). For further discussions on the definitional debate see Cherry
(1971); Cutler (1968); Gehrig (1981b); Hammond (1976); Marty (1974);
and Richey and Jones (1974).

14 A civil group is understood here as any group active at the level of civil
society. For example, one could mention groups ranging from envi-
ronmentalists to Boy Scouts and other voluntary associations. At an
international level, one could include organizations such as Doctors
without Borders, Greenpeace, Amnesty International, and so on.

15 I must add that this problem is not unique to Bellah. Most American
authors use the concept of civil religion or civil creed in a
Durkheimian fashion. Not surprisingly, there is the tendency to com-
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bine into a composite whole the beliefs of the elite with those of the
masses. However, the problem was not created by Bellah; rather, it
antedates him. Lipset (1963), for example, in discussing American val-
ues, “Americanism,” or the “American Creed” falls prey to the same
error. In a recently published article, Grabb, Baer, and Curtis call for a
reconsideration of Lipset’s argument. In their view, one of the most
fundamental weakness of Lipset’s thesis is the “tendency to conflate
values at the elite level with values at the mass level when describing
the American Creed” (1999: 513-14).

16 See the argument advanced by Abercrombie, Hill, and Turner in The
Dominant Ideology Thesis (1980). The authors argue that a dominant
ideology is more likely to bind together the dominant class itself,
rather than integrate or incorporate the subordinate classes into the
existing social system.

17 Such was the case in Malaysia in the aftermath of the riots of May
1969. Regan shows that the government, searching for a means to
restore political stability and national integration, turned to civil reli-
gion. Civil religion seems to have emerged as a interim solution to
“consociational politics of accommodation” (Regan, 1976: 95).

18 Islam, for example, represents a special case of civil religion. In
Islamic countries the religious and political spheres are hardly sep-
arable. There is little or no distinction between religious affiliation
and national identity. Muslim and citizen are synonymous terms.
However, in the last few years, some countries such as Egypt and
Syria, as opposed to to Iran and Pakistan, are clearly trying to sepa-
rate the two spheres. The case of Israel requires some qualification
as well. Clearly, the most salient belief of Israeli civil religion is
Israel as a Jewish state. Ninetythree per cent of Israelis believe that
“Israel ought to be a Jewish state.” This applies even to atheists or
agnostics. What unites all Jews under a moral community and a
common moral cause, is fundamentally their Jewishness. Thus here
too, religious affiliation and national identity are intimately linked.
It goes without saying that Arabs, who represent approximately
17 per cent of the population of Israel proper (excluding the West
Bank and the Gaza Strip), are not part of Israel’s moral community.
This does not mean, however, that Israel has had a single civil reli-
gion. Throughout Israel’s history there have been a variety of inter-
pretations of what a Jewish state ought to be (e.g., Zionism-social-
ism, revisionism, statism, etc.). When a particular interpretation has
been dominant, other significant segments of the Jewish citizenry
have been excluded. Political, ideological, and religious confronta-
tion and disagreements on how to express the Jewish identity, and
how to transmit it to future generations, have not been uncommon.
Even in this unique case, then, the outcome has been a civil religion
that has not led to consensus and integration (Liebman and Don-
Yehiya, 1983: 13-14). 



19 It is interesting to note that the term civil religion proved to be “far
more tendentious and provocative” than even Bellah at first realized.
Paradoxically, Mead’s “religion of the Republic” or terms such as
“political religion,” “public piety,” or “public philosophy,” as Bellah
himself has noted, appeared to be more “neutral.” For some reason,
they never provoked the “the profound empirical ambiguities that the
terms civil religion with its two thousand years of historical resonance
inevitably did” (Bellah, 1978: 16).

20 Some scholars have argued that the term secularization has become
almost useless (“unserviceable”) for social research due to the confu-
sion and great variety of processes to which it applies (Casanova, 1994:
19-39). While theories of secularization have tended to predict the
decline and eventual disappearance of religion, some authors question
whether secularization is taking place at all, and others deny that it is.
For a good review of different theories and of the various meanings
given to the term, see Hamilton (1995), especially chapter 15.

21 Despite the alliance of religion and politics in the United States, stud-
ies have shown that the use of religious rhetoric in political cam-
paigns is not a reliable strategy for winning votes. It might even be
counterproductive. This means that the use of politico-religious dis-
course in campaign speeches “does not of itself win or lose elections
for candidates,” at least not in North America (Donahue, 1975: 52).
See also Demerath and Williams (1985: 160-66). 

22 This has been the message conveyed by the moral ethos of civil reli-
gion, and by political propaganda. However, the crude reality has not
been the preservation of freedom and democracy but the support and
preservation of a global free-market system, to maintain and enhance
America’s economic interests. Reminders of this situation include
American support for right-wing military dictatorships around the
world, the granting of “special status” to China in spite of the bloody
suppression of the Tiananmen Square democracy movement in 1989,
and of China’s continuing violation of human rights. Hans
Morgenthau has put it very forcefully. “The United States,” he writes,
“is repression’s friend…with unfailing consistency, we have since the
end of the Second World War intervened on behalf of conservative
and fascist repression against revolution and radical reform…we
have become the foremost counter revolutionary status quo power on
earth” (cited in Huntington, 1981: 247). The American civil religion
ethos has called for a “sanctification of American society, its laissez-
faire economic processes, its democratic political processes, and its
military and international might” (Anthony and Robbins, 1982: 217).

Chapter 3. The “Problem” of Legitimacy, Power, and Politics

1 One notable exception is, of course, Karl Marx. Unlike Hobbes, Locke,
and Rousseau, Marx does not consider religion essential for the stability
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of the political order. On the contrary, he argues that religion should no
longer be the “spirit” of the state, but should be expelled from the politi-
cal sphere. Religion is the “catalogue of the theoretical struggles” of
humankind—his own concern is practical struggles ([1843] 1978: 14). He
laments that the philosophers have only “interpreted” the world—his
intention is to “change it” ([1888] 1978: 145). Marx’s aim is human eman-
cipation, but this requires first political emancipation. The question of the
relation between political emancipation and religion becomes for him “a
question of the relation between political emancipation and human
emancipation.” Marx is not really interested in criticizing the “religious
failing” of the state. Rather, his intention is to criticize the bourgeois state
“in its secular form, disregarding its religious failings” ([1843] 1978: 31).

2 In fifteenth-century Florence, Savonarola had such a vision; so did the
Anabaptists in Germany and Calvin in Geneva during the sixteenth
century (Bellah, 1978: 16). In America it was the dream of the
Mormons, and in England it was the aspiration of the sectarians dur-
ing the Civil War. Bellah (1978: 17) claims that even the civil theology
of Hegel “shows that the yearning for the union of Christian and cit-
izen was still vigorous at the end of the eighteenth century.”

3 There is a whole school of thought in sociology that denies that reli-
gion has anything to do with legitimation in the modern world.
Legitimation is thus linked to non-religious factors such as economic, 
technical, and/or functional rationality (see chap. 2).

4 I use the term man to refer specifically to modern men, for although
Weber has been characterized as “an outspoken feminist,” he was not
really interested in explaining modern woman at all. For claims
regarding his alleged feminism, see, for example, Collins (1986: 270);
Mitzman (1969: 279).

5 As any Weberian scholar knows, Weber’s unsystematic usage of the
words “rational,” “rationality,” and “rationalization” presents some
serious difficulties. The precise meaning of these concepts often
remain obscure in his writings. In the words of Lukes (1971: 207),
Weber’s notion of rational or rationality is,“irredeemably opaque and
shifting.” This problem has been acknowledged by several scholars
(see Casanova, 1984; Kalberg, 1994).

6 Weber distinguishes between an “ethic of responsibility” and an “ethic
of absolute ends.” Those who follow the former, take responsibility for
consequences. Those who follow the latter, use “dubious means or at
least dangerous ones” to achieve their ends. In this case, the means
and the outcomes are irrelevant—responsibility is taken for achieving
ends not for the consequences that follow (Weber, [1919] 1958: 120-22). 

7 This criticism would have hardly surprised Weber. He was the first one
to admit that he used the concept of charisma “in a completely ‘value-
neutral’ sense” ([1921] 1958: 245).

8 It is interesting to note that The Marx-Engels Reader, edited by Robert
Tucker (1978), has no rubric bearing the name legitimacy or legitimation. 



9 New Right leaders, for example, define morality as essentially a pub-
lic issue and tend to frame their discussion in public contexts. On the
issue of abortion (“a national sin”) a 1979 Moral Majority leaflet stated
that those “moral Americans who still believe in decency, the home,
the family, Bible morality, the free enterprise system, and all the great
ideals that are the cornerstone of this great nation must rally together
and make their voice heard across this land and in the halls of
Congress and the White House” (in Wuthnow, 1988a: 213).

10 Nineteenth-century social thinkers anticipated and laid the ground
for this approach (i.e., ideas, values, and beliefs do not have an inde-
pendent existence—ideas originate from society). These thinkers were
conscious that ideas and beliefs were shaped by or came about
because of human activity. They were also eager to demonstrate their
dependence on social forces (Wuthnow, 1994: 21). A classical example
is Marx, for whom the ruling ideas were in every epoch the ideas of
the ruling class, and religious leaders were in the business of manu-
facturing religious beliefs. Religious beliefs, ruling ideas, and intellec-
tual forces were nothing more than products of the material, eco-
nomic circumstances in which rulers and leaders lived (Marx, [1932]
1978: 172). Weber was not so much interested in the sources or causes
of religious beliefs. Rather, his concern was the relationship between
different religious ideas and the particular social groups that carried
those ideas. He examined, for example, the social role of the prophet
and the priest, and how the two produced very different styles of reli-
gious orientations. Weber’s sociology of religion was fundamentally
an attempt to understand the ways that different social strata or
groups (such as bureaucrats, artisans, warriors, or traders) “became
the carriers of new ethical orientations,” and the impact their religious
ideas had on society (Wuthnow, 1994: 22).

11 For an interesting study on the restitution of power to the sociology
of religion, see Beckford (1987).

12 I am referring here to power in politics or political power in a
Weberian sense. That is, politics is to be understood as “only the lead-
ership, or the influencing of the leadership, of a political association,”
in particular the state. Hence politics means “striving to share power
or striving to influence the distribution of power either among states
or among groups within a state” (Weber, [1919] 1958: 78). 

13 See for example, Regan (1976) for the Malaysian case; Braswell (1979)
for the Iranian case; McDowell (1974) and Zeldin (1969) for the Soviet
Union; Zuo (1991) for the case of the Cultural Revolution in China as
a “political religion”; Takayama (1988) in the case of Japanese civil
religion. 

14 Although Bellah takes a strong Durkheimian position, in this he is
very close to Rousseau’s ideas. Rousseau notes that the general will
obligates “all members of the State without exception.” Magistrates
have the power as “ministers of the laws” to enforce the laws, and the
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right to use the power assigned to them (Masters, 1968:190). Rousseau
assumes that this power is always used and directed towards the
common good and public utility. The general will is “always upright
and always tends to the public advantage.” While it may be “often
deceived,” it is “never corrupted” (Rousseau, [1762] 1973: 184-85).
Rousseau recognizes that if the law ceases to be legitimate, people are
no longer bound to obedience. Individuals in this case have the right
to return to their natural freedom. In Bellah’s terms, if the nation does
not live up to its ideals, citizens have the right to civil disobedience.
But as with Rousseau he tends to assume that civil religion is always
directed towards the common good.

15 Several commentators have noted that, historically, Western concep-
tions of natural law and justice have grown out of biblical and theo-
logical roots. This is clearly visible in the writings of John Locke and
Thomas Hobbes, for example. Carl Schmitt, the éminence grise of the
National Socialist dictatorship in Germany in the thirties, notes that
all crucial political concepts are nothing more than “secularized ver-
sions of theological notions: constitutional monarchy corresponds to
the deistic conception of God, democracy is a version of pantheism,
and so forth” (Rouner, 1986: 4). Richardson, echoing this view, notes
that notions such as “God as a ‘sovereign,’” or “the world as ordered
by a ‘law’” imply not only the use of “political categories to describe
God,” but also the use of “theological symbols to describe politics”
(Richardson, 1974: 162).

16 Huntington believes that there has been no equivalent change in the
way in which Americans think about the authority and autonomy of
government. In his view, the notion of the state “as a legitimizing
authoritative entity [has remained] foreign to American thinking”
(Huntington, 1981: 36).

17 One may argue, perhaps, that civil religion itself is part of the chang-
ing process. Scholars may have disguised, consciously or uncon-
sciously, the exercise of power and presented it as something else.

18 Throughout history, religious wars and religious persecution have
been more often tied to issues of power rather than faith. For exam-
ple, behind the surge of persecutions of Christians by the Roman
authorities lay the threat that Christianity posed to the legitimacy of
the Roman Empire. Christians were persecuted not so much for being
“godless,” but rather for being “irreverent and defiant of the sacrality
and authority of the Emperor.” In fact, the growth of Christendom
from a “small millenarian movement to a universal church by the 4th
century is incomprehensible outside the dialectic of religion and
power” (Kokosalakis, 1985: 369). On the other hand, once the Roman
Empire was Christianized, “the Christian mission was changed into a
state mission involving the expansion of the Imperium Romanum.”
The Reformation has also been related to the challenges presented by
local princes and lords to the authority and power of the pope.



Likewise, the great missionary zeal of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries has been linked to European colonialism and its expansion
of world markets (Moltmann, 1986: 51).

19 I owe the idea of these contrasts to Clifford Geertz, who uses them in
the context of the role ideologies play either in “defining or obscur-
ing,” “maintaining or undermining,” “strengthening or weakening,”
social norms, tensions, etc. (1973: 203).

20 Needless to say, the power of the American presidency can be
enhanced as a result of wars (Gulf War, Cold War, any war) and the
needs of “national security.” Civil religion’s most important ritual cer-
emonies and state holidays are “remembrances of glorious battles and
its courageous dead soldiers.” It is “not mere coincidence,”
Richardson argues, that the “great American leaders have been gen-
erals and ‘war presidents’” (Richardson, 1974: 174). 

Chapter 4. State-Directed Civil Religions in Comparative Perspective

1 Bellah has made a brief reference to Judaism and Islam (1968: 391), to
France (1976a: 155), and to England, where he claims that civil reli-
gion goes “back at least to Shakespeare and Milton” (1968: 389). He
has compared the Japanese and American cases (1980d), and has dis-
cussed civil religion in Italy in a more detailed fashion, describing it
“as a land not of one religion” but of five different cases of civil reli-
gion (1980c). Hammond has compared the civil religion of the United
States and Mexico (1980a), and Markoff and Regan have analyzed
post-Revolutionary France and contemporary Malaysia (1982).

2 This, in opposition to a Durkheimian type of civil religion that can
manifest itself at different levels (group, local, regional, national,
state, etc.)

3 For an excellent analysis of the breakdown of democratic regimes in
the context of Europe and Latin America, see Linz and Stepan (1978).
The rise of fascism in Italy, the National Socialist takeover in
Germany, the tragic consequences of the breakdown of democracy in
Spain, Argentina, Brazil, and Chile, and some other less well-known
cases are carefully examined. 

4 For revolutionary France, see Demerath and Williams (1985:155) and
Markoff and Regan (1982: 344); For Italy under Mussolini, see DeGrazia
(1981) and Gregor (1969); for Nazi Germany, see Moltmann (1986); For
Fascist Spain see Stevens (1975). Pinochet’s Chile is dealt with in Cristi
and Dawson (1996) and in chapter 5 of this book; Brazil in De Azevedo
(1979); China in Zuo (1991) and Demerath (1994). Demerath, also deals
with pre-1945 Japan, as does Coleman (1969). Former Marxis-Leninist
regimes are discussed in Luke (1987) and McDowell (1974).

5 Israel’s civil religion would also fall under the category of state-
directed civil religions. See Liebman and Don-Yehiha (1983). The
authors argue that, subsequent to the establishment of the State of
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Israel, after Zionist-socialism was displaced, a “civil religion of sta-
tism” developed whose goal was the support of the particular needs
of state and national institutions. The authors trace the roots and evo-
lution of three different kinds of civil religion in Israel and argue that
all three consciously adopted and adapted traditional symbols of reli-
gious Judaism to suit or enhance particular politico-ideological goals.
For some interesting material and ideas regarding Israel, see
Zerubavel (1985). For an analysis of political religions in “new
nations” see Apter (1963).

6 For an excellent and comprehensive description of authoritarianism
in Spain, see Linz (1964); see also, O’Donnell, Schmitter, and
Whitehead (1986).

7 As Willaime (1993: 574) notes, “l’Etat occupe un place centrale en rai-
son de la spécifité française des rapports Etat/société. Contrairement
à l’Angleterre où prédomina une vision principalement juridique et
instrumentale de l’Etat, contrairement à l’Allemagne où la nation
précède l’Etat.”

8 Pinochet, in Chile, was heavily influenced by Franco and tried to imi-
tate his style of sacred authoritarianism. He endowed his mission of
reconstrucción nacional with divine characteristics, so much so, that
one author has referred to the Chilean coup d’état as “le coup divin”
(Bastien, 1974).

Chapter 5. Chile, 1973-1989: A Case Study

1 There is a vast literature covering both the Allende and the military
regime. What follows is just a brief sample of it. For information on
the social, political, and economic conditions that lead to the coup d’e-
tat, see Alexander (1978); Valenzuela (1978); Sigmund (1977); and
O’Brien (1976). For information on Chile, the Allende years, and the
revolutionary process that unfolded under his regime see Oppenheim
(1993); Falcoff (1991); Garretón and Moulián (1978); Roxborough,
O’Brien, and Roddick (1977); Boorstein (1975); Sobel (1974). For an
analysis of Chile’s past and its legacy of Hispanic capitalism, see
Loveman (1979). For studies on civil/military relations in Chile and
the overthrow of Allende, see Michaels (1975). Finally, for those inter-
ested in Chile’s transition to democracy see Tulchin and Varas (1991).

2 This chapter, with minor modifications, is part of a larger article, co-
authored with Lorne Dawson, which originally appeared under the
title “Civil Religion in Comparative Perspective: Chile under
Pinochet (1973-1989),” in Social Compass, 43, 3 (Sept. 1996). Reprinted
here by permission of Sage Publications.

3 For an analysis of the old origins and evolution of Chilean democracy,
see Arturo Valenzuela (1990). 

4 This ideological discourse was accompanied by widespread violation
of human rights. In the first month after the coup an estimated 45,000



people were arrested. Thousands of Chileans went into exile; some
50,000 simply left and another 10,000 were authorized to leave the
country (Sanders, 1981: 301). The Vicaría de la Solidaridad (Vicariate of
Solidarity), the Catholic Church’s organization that monitored human
rights violations, recorded over 600 cases between 1975 and 1976 of
persons “whose arrests were reported and verified,” and who subse-
quently “disappeared,” and whose remains were never found
(Arriagada, 1988: 25). 

5 Catholicism’s record in the face of fascist regimes has often been reac-
tionary. In Italy, Portugal, Spain, Brazil, and Argentina, Catholic bish-
ops offered no resistance to the emergence of fascist regimes. A similar
situation was observed in Germany, where only isolated clerics openly
opposed Hitler (Smith, 1982: 285). Pius XII, the war-time pontiff, has
been accused of failing to help the Jewish victims of the Holocaust,
turning a blind eye to Hitler’s atrocities against the Jews and other
minorities. The Chilean Catholic Church is in a sense quite unique.
After a short initial period of ambiguity, it became a strong voice (the
only voice, in fact) openly condemning human rights violations.

6 Some movement in this direction was admittedly made in Arturo H.
Chacón and Humberto S. Lagos’s Religión y Proyecto Político
Autoritario (1986) and Lagos and Chacón’s La Religión en las Fuerzas
Armadas y de Orden (1987). However, these brief analytic readings do
not employ the concept of civil religion and lack a theoretical base. 

7 I disagree with Hammond’s conclusions. While it is true that a civil
religion of the type one finds in the United States never developed in
Mexico, it is no less true that one can infer, from Hammond’s own arti-
cle, that Mexico has the type of civil religion identified by Coleman
(1969) as “secular nationalism.” The problem is that Hammond’s basic
approach to Mexico’s civil religion has been worked out primarily in
relation to the American case. He has taken American civil religion as
the paradigmatic model through which he evaluates Mexican civil reli-
gion. In so doing, he has drawn the mistaken conclusion that Mexico
does not have a civil religion. To be sure, Mexico does not have an
“American” civil religion, in the sense of having institutions imbued
simultaneously with political and religious significance, but does have
a strong civil religion in the form of secular nationalism.

8 Guzmán, who was, undoubtedly, the éminence grise of the military
junta, was assassinated in 1999 by a left-wing terrorist group. For an
excellent account of the role played by Guzmán during this period,
see R. Cristi (2000).

9 For example, between 30 October and 11 December 1975, when Franco
was on his sickbed, the pro-government, weekly magazine Que Pasa
published several lengthy articles praising Franco and his leadership
qualities for forging a “new Spain: GREAT AND FREE,” and for build-
ing a new Spain on the “solid base of God’s Law.” During his govern-
ment “the Spanish soul flourished [and] the road he walked reached
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clear levels of divine presence.” His approaching death, the article says,
marks a “disheartening point for Christianity.” Christianity is being
deprived of hope for he was the most sublime champion of the Great
Crusade of the twentieth century”—the fight against atheist Marxism
(30 Oct. 1975, No. 236). Similar praises, filled with grandiose words and
religious imagery, appeared in the issues of 20 November, 27
November, 4 December, and 11 December 1975 (author’s translation).

Chapter 6. Civil Religion and the Spirit of Nationalism

1 The idea of nationalism is often linked to the emergence of the mod-
ern nation-state and popular sovereignty, but it was the French
Revolution that provided its “first great manifestation.” After 1789,
nationalist ideas spread to central and eastern Europe, giving birth to
different types of nationalism. Liberal versions, where Rousseau’s
approach certainly belongs, pointed to a democratic world order,
while others, predicated upon “irrational and pre-enlightened” doc-
trines, tended towards chauvinism, fanaticism, and exclusiveness
(Kohn, [1944] 1967: 3, 457). See also Bendix (1974) and Hayes (1960).

2 Both patriotism and nationalism promised, at first, increased freedom,
dignity, and participation of the masses. Patriotism, originally equated
with liberalism, was synonymous with interest in public good and the
rule of law: “a patriot was the supporter of good government, an altru-
istic friend of liberty and mankind; fatherland was an ideal rather than
a geographic concept, belonged more to the realm of civic morality
than to that of national exclusiveness” (Kohn, [1944] 1967: 456).
Nationalism meant popular participation in national affairs. It is in this
sense that Rousseau encouraged and espoused patriotic sentiments. 

3 What Rousseau proposes at a national (citizenship) level, to rekindle a
patriotic spirit, Durkheim proposes at a school (student) level. To train
students for collective life and future citizenship, and to instill in each
child a “feeling of continuity” and belonginess, Durkheim recommends
compiling “a history to record class achievements…keeping an honor
book, and other souvenirs of past generations of students.” By incul-
cating the sense of “class honor” and “class responsibility” educators
would awaken and strengthen “the spirit of the group.” To educate,
was to nationalize and socialize the individual (Mitchell, 1990: 121-22).

4 Patriotism is for Rousseau the “most heroic of all passions.” In his
Discourse on Political Economy, in poetic and rather exalted language,
he compares the love of the fatherland with the love of a mistress, and
finds the former far more enriching. The love of the fatherland, “this
sweet and lively sentiment, which joins the force of price to the com-
plete beauty of virtue, gives virtue an energy that, without disfigur-
ing it, makes it the most heroic of all passions.” And he continues,
“the love of the fatherland, a hundred times more lively and delicious
than that of a mistress, can…be conceived only by experiencing it.” It



is this love that has produced “many immortal actions” and “many
great men” (Rousseau, [1755] 1984: 155). 

5 Rousseau also envisioned a world where egoistic principles could be
transcended. In A Discourse on Political Economy he advocates the idea
of a universal general will of humanity—“the great city of the world
becomes the body politic, whose general will is always the law of
nature, and of which the different States and peoples are individual
members” ([1758] 1973: 121). 

6 In Durkheim’s writings society appears to have a great diversity of
meanings. Sometimes it refers to specific groups ranging from the
family, tribe, or city-state to the nation, or even religious sects or occu-
pational and professional groups or corporations. He uses the terms
“‘people,’ ‘nation,’ ‘state,’ la patrie, and ‘society,’ synonymously, to
denote a ‘collective being’ with a personality distinct from and supe-
rior to that of its individual members” (Mitchell, 1990: 118). Society
also constitute a sacred meaning system (Schoffeleers and Meijers,
1978:5). At other times, its connotation is even more obscure and per-
haps “more mysterious.” It refers to a collection of “ideas, beliefs and
sentiments of all sorts which realize themselves through individuals”
(in Bellah, 1973b: ix). Bellah has noted that no other word in
Durkheim’s theory may be more difficult to grasp. In Bellah’s view, to
apprehend the many levels of meanings connoted by the word society,
“would be almost equivalent to understanding the whole of
Durkheim’s thought” (Bellah, 1973b: ix).

7 Wuthnow sees this tension not within American civil religion but
between different versions of it. The conservative version of American
civil religion, “closely identified with the biblical faith,” is explicitly
nationalistic, celebrates capitalism, and grants the American nation a
“special place in the divine order.” The liberal version, by contrast,
centres “less on the nation as such, and more on humanity in gen-
eral.” In this latter construct, America’s mission is not conceived as
“divine” and Americans are not seen as “a chosen people.” Rather, if
America can play a role on a global scale it is because “it has vast
resources…, because it has caused many of the problems currently
facing the world, and because it is, simply, part of the community of
nations.” Issues such as peace, economic, political, and international
justice, world hunger, and human rights are given a special place in
its agenda (Wuthnow, 1988a: 247-51).

8 I am referring here to cultural nationalism, which I distinguish from
political nationalism. The former refers to loyalty or devotion to one’s
nation and cultural traditions. The latter politicizes the sense of
national consciousness. In its political dimension, nationalism
becomes territorial and exclusionary, and requires active participation
of the state. It exalts one nation above all others, and places primary
emphasis on promotion of its culture and interests as opposed to
those of other nations or supranational groups.
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9 Bellah has argued that Canada’s lack of a revolutionary past, its
strong ties with England, and the existence of Quebec, which is lin-
guistically, ethnically and religiously distinct from the rest of the
country, have “militated against not only the emergence of a
Canadian civil religion but of any very clearly defined sense of
national identity” (Bellah, 1980a: xiii).

10 I am indebted to Hudson’s Nationalism and Religion in America (1970),
and to Huntington’s American Politics: The Promise of Disharmony
(1981) for the information contained in this section.

11 Throughout the colonial period it seems to have been quite common
to refer to America as our “British Israel,” “our New English Israel,”
and eventually “our American Israel.” Colonists believed that “they
were a chosen and covenanted people, successors to Israel of old”
(Hudson, 1970: 33-34). This is clearly reflected in the rise of
Mormonism in the 1830s.

12 Wilson’s model parallels Weber’s distinction between two types of
prophet—the exemplary prophet, and the emissary or ethical one. In
the former case, preaching is not very important. What counts is the
prophet’s actual behaviour, which is to be taken as a model; in the lat-
ter, the prophet preaches a certain lifestyle, and followers have a
moral responsibility or an “obligation to conform to it on pain of
damnation” (Hamilton, 1995: 142).

13 Compare this with other nations where the political system has
changed several times in the course of a century. For example, the
Germans had five different systems in the twentieth century, while
France, in two hundred years, has had five republics and several
political systems (Huntington, 1981: 29). Between 1789 and 1870,
alone, France had three monarchies, two empires, and two republics,
which resulted in fourteen constitutions (Bellah, 1973b: xvi).

14 Wuthnow has noted that opinion polls show the consistent tendency
of Americans to link “faith in their country” to “the state of the econ-
omy.” The stronger the economy, the higher the public expression of
satisfaction with the political machinery. Wuthnow notes that in a
1984 Gallup survey, when the economy was booming, 50 per cent of
those polled “were satisfied with the way things were going in the
United States.” Yet five years earlier, when the economy was in reces-
sion, only 12 per cent gave this response. The same polls revealed a
discrepancy between business managers or people with incomes over
$40,000 and manual workers. The former group was “twice as likely
to express satisfaction” than were people with low incomes
(Wuthnow, 1988a: 266).

15 To be sure, nationalist tendencies under the Durkheimian/Bellah tra-
dition are neither virulent nor belligerent, as I have already mentioned.
But it goes without saying that in a non-democratic setting, a civil reli-
gion with strong nationalist overtones can be very disruptive not only
to a particular nation but to world peace. Consider dictatorships such



as Napoleon’s, Hitler’s, or Stalin’s, where “decisions for aggression
and war” relied, to a large extent, on “patriotic mass support assured
by dictatorial propaganda and duress” (Hayes, 1960: 175). 

16 In line with my argument that historians, philosophers, and political
scientists have been more sensitive than sociologists to the implica-
tions and ramifications of the civil religion concept, it should be noted
that Hayes is a historian, not a sociologist, and so is Huntington, who,
as I have already noted, also links the American creed with national-
ism.

17 Consider American flag etiquette: no flag may fly higher than U.S.
flag in the country; the U.S. flag may not be lowered in salute, at home
or abroad, or before a foreign head of state; the U.S. flag may not
touch the ground, or be shown or treated in disrepute, and so on.

18 One should remember, for example, the national pride, enthusiasm,
and positive media coverage that the victory of the Gulf War received. 

19 This is the type of civil religion that emerged during the American Civil
War. The “American state identified its interests with those of its north-
ern nation,” and the Yankees successfully imposed “their culture, com-
mercial interests,” and ideology to every corner of the nation and to
every new immigrant entering the promised land. Attempts by other
groups to preserve their heritage, language, religion, and values were
persistently thwarted through government policies and state action. As
a result, white Anglo-Saxon America created its own history and “ren-
dered invisible blacks, nisei, chicanos, and other peoples who were
unlikely candidates for Puritan forefathers.” By identifying the inter-
ests of the nation with the interests of the dominant social group, com-
petition for social power was effectively dissolved. This is what
Richardson has called “the method of nationalism,” which, he notes, is
“no different in America from elsewhere” (Richardson, 1974: 168-69). 

20 For more on Nixon’s civil religion, see Henderson (1972), Wimberley
(1975), Donahue (1975), and Alley (1972). His civil religious discourse
has been characterized as “priestly” (that is, more comforting than
judgmental). Apparently, Nixon’s political and religious rhetoric res-
onated well with the great majority of the voters, for he obtained in
1972 the second highest percentage of the popular vote ever achieved
by a president. Nixon “was capable of establishing bases for both a
political and religious identity with the ‘new majority’ in the elec-
torate” (Donahue, 1975: 55-57, 60). Henderson (1972: xi) has described
Nixon as illustrating perfectly the “curious inbreeding of patriotism
and piety, the Protestant ethic, and liberal pragmatism that has been
so pervasive in this nation’s history.” Nixon, he notes, vibrated “to the
rhythms of American folk religion.” He did this by systematically
appropriating the vocabulary of the church—“faith, trust, hope,
belief, spirit”—and applying these words not to a transcendent God
but to his own nation, and worse, to his personal vision of what that
nation should be (in Donahue, 1975: 60). Wimberley’s data (1975)
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show an association between civil religious orientation, especially the
nationalistic arch-conservative aspects of Republicanism, and support
for Nixon in 1972. 

21 I reproduce here some passages of Nixon’s inaugural address: “Above
all else, the time has come for us to renew our faith in ourselves and in
America. In recent years, that faith has been challenged. Our children
have been taught to be ashamed of their country, ashamed of their par-
ents, ashamed of America’s record at home and its role in the world.
At every turn, we have been beset by those who find everything
wrong with America and little that is right….America’s record in this
century has been unparalleled in the world’s history for its responsi-
bility, for its generosity, for its creativity and for its progress….Let us
be proud that in each of the four wars in which we have engaged in
this century, including the one we are now bringing to an end, we have
fought not for selfish advantage, but to help others resist aggression.
Let us be proud that by our bold, new initiatives, and by our stead-
fastness for peace with honor, we have made a breakthrough toward
creating in the world what the world has not known before….We shall
answer to God, to history, and to our conscience for the way in which
we use these years” (in Bellah, 1974b: 259-60).

22 Berger does not use the term civil religion but he describes forms of
American cultural and political religion. Cultural religion is based on
profoundly shared American values and it serves to reinforce cultural
integration. Political religion, a manifestation of cultural religion but
within the polity performs the function of social control (Berger, 1961:
39-72).

Conclusion: Durkheim versus Rousseau Revisited

1 I am heavily indebted to Williams’s article in this section. I have bor-
rowed and applied his interesting ideas on the role of religion proper
to my analysis of civil religion.

2 It is worth bearing in mind that Bellah himself claims that American
civil religion has been moulded in times of trial (Bellah, 1975: 1).

3 Bellah has argued that Japanese civil religion, while being very
authoritarian in nature, has some “egalitarian components, even if
relatively minor ones.” The American case, while largely democratic,
has “hierarchical components, even if largely confined to the back-
ground” (Bellah, 1980d: 30). I have borrowed Bellah’s idea to make
the distinction between civil and political religions.

4 The authors use this distinction in the context of the value systems of
Soviet Russia and communist China. The relationship between vol-
untary compliance and imposed force is used as an indicator of the
“truth” of a civil religion. In their view, Russian communism
appeared to require an “unusual amount of centrally regulated
‘force,’” while Maoism seemed to be “sufficiently internalized,” show-



ing a strong tendency towards voluntary compliance (Anthony and
Robbins, 1975). Yet history has proven that Maoism was, in this sense,
no different than the Soviet system—it also required a strong regu-
lated force to ensure compliance with the Chinese tenets of faith.

5 For a discussion of Richard Nixon’s exploitation of civil religion dur-
ing the 1970s in an effort to gather support for his Vietnam policy, see
Linder and Pierard (1978). See also Donahue (1975) and Bennett
(1979) for an analysis of the “dilemma of public morality” and poten-
tial abuses of American civil religion in public life.

6 It should be mentioned that Apter makes this argument with reference
to political religions, which he finds solely in the developing nations. 

7 It goes without saying that methods of socialization may be manipu-
lated and even controlled by the state and political authorities. As
Weber suggests, a particular religious ideology may be proliferated
quite successfully “by an alliance between the carrying stratum and
political rulers” (Hughey, 1983: 42). The government may utilize the
educational process for inculcating those quasi unconscious feelings
of self-identity and national solidarity. So in its institutionalized form,
it too may be subject to a measure of manipulation, but its influence
will be exerted in a non-compelling form. 

8 This is taken from Durkheim’s distinction between mechanical soli-
darity and organic solidarity. The former generates a “morality of
constraint”; the latter yields a “morality of cooperation” (Selznick,
1992: 165 n. 30). 

9 The importance of the religious-political link for an understanding of
the civil religion phenomenon was recognized by Bellah from the
very beginning. In his 1967 article he contended that “these questions
are worth pursuing because they raise the issue of how civil religion
is related to the political society, on the one hand, and to private reli-
gious organizations, on the other” (Bellah, 1967: 3). Bellah’s focus,
however, has been more on the religious dimension of civil religion
rather than on its political manifestation. 

10 For an excellent discussion of civil religion as movement ideology,
see Williams and Alexander (1994). The authors analyze the rhetoric
of late nineteenth-century American populism, which borrowed
heavily from American civil religious discourse and symbolism. This
allowed populism to gain a legitimate language and platform to chal-
lenge the status quo. The authors argue that the ideology of civil reli-
gion was as important to mobilization of supporters as were other
factors such as economic or organizational features. For a discussion
of civil religion in America as a revitalization movement, see Wilson
(1979, the epilogue).

11 Markoff and Regan note that in France the post-Thermidor political
elites wanted neither the mass mobilization of the revolution’s early
years, nor a government armed with the “vast emergency powers of
the great Committee,” nor an aristocratic or clerical alliance that
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might reject the ideals of the revolution. Both the extreme Catholic
and anti-Catholic versions of civil religion “were much too threaten-
ing, and hence a minimalist version” emerged that could be embraced
by both groups (1982: 346). 

12 See, for example, Ungar (1991) and Linder and Pierard, (1978).
13 Bear in mind that, for Durkheim, the moral reaffirmation of a society

is achieved through rituals, ceremonies, and collective celebrations.
He emphasizes practices rather than beliefs.

14 Abercrombie, Hill and Turner, in The Dominant Ideology Thesis (1980),
contest the view that a dominant ideology successfully incorporates
powerless groups into an existing social system, thereby perpetuating
their subordination. They argue that a strong parallel exists between
functionalist approaches to culture and Marxist accounts of dominant
ideology. Neither a dominant ideology nor a dominant culture incor-
porate all social groups. The only important role they assign to the
dominant ideology is that of binding the dominant class itself: “ideol-
ogy has importance in explaining the coherence of the dominant class
but not in the explanation of the coherence of a society as a whole” (3).
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