CALL FOR PAPERS: The Postsecular in International Politics ESRC-sponsored international conference, University of Sussex, 27-28 October 2011 Deadline for abstract submission (250 words max): April 21, 2011

Convenors: Fabio Petito and Luca Mavelli, Department of International Relations, University of Sussex

We are organizing an ESRC-sponsored international conference on 'The Postsecular in International Politics'. The conference will take place at the University of Sussex (UK) on the 27th and 28th of October 2011. 

It aims to bring together a range of scholars in international relations, security, social and political theory and theology which may develop a multidisciplinary engagement with the question of the postsecular and its relevance for contemporary international relations.

Over the last few years the notion of postsecularity has gained increasing relevance in social sciences, particularly as a form of radical theorizing and critique moved by the doubt that ideals such as democracy, freedom, equality, inclusion, and justice may not necessarily be best pursued within an exclusively immanent secular framework. This question has received attention in anthropology, political and social theory, philosophy, religious and gender studies (see the work of Talal Asad, Charles Taylor, Ashis Nandy, John Milbank, Jose Casanova, William Connolly, Jürgen Habermas, Fred Dallmayr, Olivier Roy and Judith Butler), but not specifically in International Relations where it has been mostly overlooked, despite the attention devoted to the implications of the political resurgence of religion (see the work of Appleby, Petito and Hatzopoulos, Thomas, Philpott, Esposito and Watson, Johnston, Shakman Hurd, Haynes, Byrnes and Katzenstein).

The aim of this international conference is to contribute to fill this gap. While the recent challenges to the secularization thesis and the growing attention paid to religion in international politics increasingly suggest the importance of undertaking this investigation, we also believe that current developments in international politics make this engagement all the more urgent. In our view, the postsecular warrants an interrogation along three different dimensions: 1) theorizing the postsecular in international relations; 2) the postsecular in the context of the relationship between the West and Islam, including a specific reference to the current revolts in Arab countries; 3) the postsecular in a post-Western world order.

1.              Theorising the postsecular in international relations

In international relations the limited attempt to conceptualize the postsecular has mostly been framed within the terms of Habermas’ account of postsecularity. This approach, however, raises a number of questions that await examination. Can the postsecular be reduced to a process of rescuing translation of the moral intuitions of faith? And more widely, does postsecular means after the secular? What is the relationship between postsecularity and modernity?  What are the implications of these debates on the postsecular for thinking about international relations and global politics? Will a post-Westphalian international system necessarily be a postsecular one? If we maintain (with Carl

Schmitt) that ‘all significant concepts of the modern theory of the state are secularized theological concepts’, what are the implications for a postsecular domestic and international order? How can a problematisation in terms of postsecularity contribute to other debates in international relations such as security, political violence, globalization, global governance, democracy, multiculturalism and dialogue?

2. The postsecular in the context of the relationship between the West and Islam, including a specific reference to the current revolts in Arab countries

  Can postsecularism become a new framework capable of promoting dialogue and civic coexistence, hence opposing nationalistic exclusionary impulses? How would postsecularism be different from multiculturalism? What would a postsecular European public sphere look like? What would the notion of a postsecular Europe imply for European self-understanding (be it secular, Judeo-Christian, or a mix of both)? 

How can we account for Obama’s appeal for a (postsecular) dialogue with Islam? Writing on the recent protest movements in North-African and Middle-Eastern countries, some commentators have spoken of post-Islamic/Islamist revolutions in a context of increasing privatization of religion and Islamic leaders looking more toward Turkey and the AKP than to Iran’s theocratic order. Can we agree with this analysis and suggest that these revolts are the expression of a specific postsecular turn that challenges existing secular dictatorships but does not vindicate for Islam the role of overarching political framework? 

What does this argument suggest about the meaning, implications and possibilities of the postsecular? Does a postsecular outlook warrant a reading of political Islam as force for democratic peace and change?

3. The postsecular in a post-Western world order

Is the postsecular a concept confined to the West and Islam? Will a multipolar and multicivilizational international system require a new postsecular framework? Does the postsecular point to the varieties of ways to normatively articulate the relationship between religion and politics? What the implications are for the future development of international law? Does the issue of postsecularity speak to the need for a new cross-cultural jus gentium? And what does it mean to speak of a postsecular China? Does it make sense to speak of postsecularism in the context of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Russian Orthodoxy, Confucianism or various indigenous traditions? Can the postsecular be a framework of encounter between religions, cultures or civilizations? Do we need a postsecular dialogue of civilizations to sketch a future model of world order?

PEASE NOTE: This list of questions is not meant to be exhaustive. We welcome paper proposals addressing other questions in the broad theme of postsecularity in international politics.

PUBBLICATION OUTCOME: We are planning to publish the papers presented at the workshop in one or two special issues of internationally recognised peer-reviewed journals.

The deadline for abstract submission (250 words max) is April 21, 2011. 

Please send your abstract together with a short biographical note to Luca Mavelli: L.Mavelli@sussex.ac.uk.
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