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SECULARISM has been one of the great topics of religious studies.
Many scholars focused on what Matthew Arnold called the “melancholy,
long, withdrawing roar” of faith, and on the consequences for individuals
and societies when religion melts away (Arnold 1994, 87; Berger, 1967).
Others have thought about how religious communities might legitim-
ately reconfigure themselves in modern and religiously pluralist societies
(Casanova, 1994). In recent years, the study of secularism has become
dominated by different sorts of questions and a Foucauldian approach
that can be called the “critique of secularism?” This school of thought,
which is the subject of this forum, is interested less in secularization as a
sociological phenomenon than in secularism as a discourse of power. The
decline of faith is incidental to these studies, which are more concerned
with how the social order is modified, and in whose interests, once “reli-
gion” is conjured as a sphere apart from others, and one in need of man-
agement and regulation by the state.

The “critique” of secularism is not critical in the normal sense, but
in the Kantian one: these scholars seek to probe the presuppositions and
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limits of secularism from within. This approach has been enormously in-
fluential in many fields, including my own (history). And, like any the-
oretical stance, it brings some phenomena into focus while obscuring
others. My historical research on the twentieth-century Catholic Church,
for instance, asks about the ways in which European Catholics reformed
the faith as they confronted the secular condition—as they confronted,
that is, a state-sanctioned condition of religious pluralism and religious
freedom. The critique of secularism helped me to make sense of many,
even most, of my findings. My argument was that, as late as the 1920s,
European Catholics tended to reject the secular demand that they cede
authority over many arenas of social life in order to sequester “religion”
into the private sphere. In response to the new challenges of the 1930s,
however, Catholics decided that they would have to make peace with the
modern world and find a way to make the secular condition their own.
They did so by aggressively defining that private sphere—not as the space
of internal conscience, as Protestants might have it, but as the sphere of
sexual morality and family affairs. In this way, they were able to authorize
the distinction between religion and politics while also claiming and
securing a great deal of power in the sexual arena, which they have main-
tained ever since (Chappel 2018, chap. 2). Like the critics of secularism,
I found that the “modernization” of religion was not purely emancipatory,
as some older forms of intolerance were recovered and other ones forged
anew (Scott 2018; Kahn and Lloyd 2016).

The paradigm proved less helpful as I tried to conceptualize the
theology and social theory of dissident factions of antifascist Catholics
(Jacques Maritain was the most famous, but he was just one node in a
transnational, and trans-oceanic, network). In some ways, they were the
most modern of Catholic thinkers insofar as they sought to break with
the church’s political past and were even willing to ally with socialists
and Communists to that end (Chappel 2018, chap. 3). They were clearly
secular in some sense and sometimes even used the term. They recog-
nized that a temporal rupture had taken place and that the era of tight
entwinement between the state and a particular religious community was
over. Yet they were studiously unwilling to enshrine a rigorous distinc-
tion between the public and the private spheres, and they were therefore
unwilling to sanction the sovereign state as the guarantor of that divide.
They called instead for the elaboration of new kinds of interfaith political
communities at multiple scales: the national, yes, but also the local and the
transnational. They hoped that this kind of mobilization might forestall
some of the worst excesses of state power, which they saw as imbricated in
fascism, militarism, and capitalism alike.
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The discipline of secularism studies, interested primarily in the awe-
some power of the state and its law, has not paid much attention to re-
ligious groups like these, which aim to disrupt the sovereign by forging
non-national communities. Rather than rehearse the solution I arrived at
to make sense of specifically Catholic affairs, I will use the space afforded
by this forum to think through the problem that emerged in my research
at a more abstract level.

There is growing awareness that transnational religious movements
are central to the formation of new political subjectivities that might con-
tribute to the solutions of global problems, most notably climate change,
in the future (see, for instance, Ghosh 2016, 153-59). A great deal of work
has been done, by many authors in many disciplines, canvasing move-
ments genetically similar to the antifascist Catholics I described: trans-
national and interfaith mobilizations for social change that neither seek
to ally directly with the state nor to overturn secular statehood altogether
(for a sample, see Azaransky 2017; Baron 2014; Castor 2017; Huang 2009;
Scherz 2014). This distinguishes them from religious movements that
aim directly at influencing the law of the secular state (normally around
bioethical themes). It distinguishes them, too, from groups like the
Dominionists or the Islamic State, who seek to overturn the secular state
altogether and bring theology and politics into alignment.

Yet scholars have struggled to arrive at a theoretical vocabulary to ar-
ticulate their nature and significance. This might stem from an admirable
allergy to the well-worn notion that religion provides more profound at-
tachment to values, or to the land, than that on offer by “disenchanted
modernity” and the power-hungry Leviathan that oversees it. Much to
the credit of the critique of secularism, the scholars associated with it have
shown us the naiveté of such approaches, illustrating how “religion,” as we
can access it now, is very much a modern creation.

Yet how can we theorize these kinds of religious movements—ones
that do not focus on the state, and which conjure diverse sorts of trans-
national communities—while still taking on board the field-defining
insights of secularism studies? The concept of “sanctuary,” or even “sanc-
tuary studies,” might provide a way out of this impasse. As will be de-
scribed in more detail below, sanctuary is essentially a spatial concept and
one that names non-state, or even anti-state, spatial imaginaries. In re-
cent years, and due to recent events, sanctuary has been revived. Across
the United States, undocumented immigrants are taking “sanctuary” in
religious spaces, taking advantage of regulations that discourage state
officials from seizing them there. This has helped to nourish a new aca-
demic interest in the topic too, both among scholars interested in the
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specific sanctuary movement and among those who seek to leverage the
idea to think through the vexing questions of modernity, religion, and
space in new ways. In 2013, an edited collection on Sanctuary Practices
in International Perspective appeared, reminding readers that “sanctuary”
once had a broad meaning beyond refugee protection, and it might take
on such meanings again (Lippert and Rehaag 2013). At an interdiscip-
linary conference at Duke University held in 2018, scholars reflected on
cities, hospitals, and forests as sites of sanctuary and refuge. The Radical
History Review, to take one more example, recently published a special
issue on sanctuary, featuring scholars of the actual sanctuary movement
alongside others who extend the metaphor in new directions (Paik 2019).

My modest aim in this reflection is to draw attention to this ongoing
work and to argue that the concept of sanctuary provides a theoretically
coherent way to turn the insights of secularism studies in new directions.
The critique of secularism allows us to see how, in one scholar’s words,
modernizing states and empires “opened up a space” for religion (Ingram
2018, 26). They did so in order to manage and regulate it. Yet, as with
everything that the state attempts, its victory was incomplete. If secularism
studies help to explain how a space for regulated religion is opened up by
the state, the concept of sanctuary might be used to name the polyphonic
forms of religion that emerge within that order and at different geograph-
ical scales: the city, the forest, the diaspora, and even the globe. It could
serve, then, to suture together the critique of secularism with the spatial
turn in religious studies, undertaken by scholars concerned with the ways
that spaces and objects are imbued with religious meaning in ways that
trouble the binaries of public and private, or secular and religious (see, for
instance, Hancock and Srinivas 2018; Kaell 2017; O’Neill 2013).

The claim that sanctuary might be named as the antipode to the
secular is not mine: historically, it has operated in just that way, even if in
recent decades its meaning has narrowed to refer to specific sets of issues.
Both concepts are fundamentally spatial and jurisdictional metaphors.
The “secular” referred originally to secular clergy who lived in the world
instead of behind monastery walls. From the sixteenth century onwards, it
became a verb and referred to a process in which ecclesiastical properties
were delivered into the arms of the state. From here, it took on ever more
meanings as it began to refer to the deliverance of concepts and souls from
religion (see Keane 2005, 29-31 for a more detailed account). “Sanctuary;’
in contrast, referred to physical spaces of worship and the legal exception-
alism that sometimes reigned within their walls. In early modern Europe,
the notion of sanctuary was a target of centralizing sovereigns because it
represented the church’s age-old claim that its territory could not be en-
folded into the disciplinary gaze of the state. The defense of sanctuary was
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not a claim that the secular state was illegitimate—indeed, it only makes
sense in relation to the secular state as the monopolizing institution whose
ambitions required chastening.

The concept of sanctuary is useful, then, for two historical reasons.
First, in deep history, it operated as an immanent critique of the secular;
second, in more recent history, it has returned to public visibility to name
spaces (cities, universities, and more) that are claiming immunity from
certain aspects of secular, sovereign authority. This essay is designed to
capitalize on this history, operationalizing sanctuary as a theoretical con-
struct that might be used by scholars of religion in the wake of the cri-
tique of secularism. It will proceed in two parts. The first will canvas the
critique of secularism from the perspective of space: what sorts of spaces
are investigated by the critics of secularism, and what spatial imaginary
do they produce? The conclusion will be that, for historical and meth-
odological reasons, the critics of secularism have focused their attention
squarely on the secular state as the body that manufactures and governs
“religion” as a discursive and legal entity. The courtroom where marriage
law is hashed out comes in for serious investigation, whereas the space
of worship in which ethical practice is cultivated becomes comparatively
neglected. I emphasize that the reasons for this approach are historical
and methodological because they are not conceptual. One could adopt a
properly critical attitude towards secularism while also paying attention to
non-state spaces, just as one could accept the idea that the “homosexual”
is a recently constructed category and still explore the ways in which it is
adopted by, and shapes, queer subcultures. The second section will show
how historians, theologians, and anthropologists have begun working in
this vein, building on the insights of secularism studies to show how re-
ligious discourse, in a secular condition, creates the possibility for forms
of practice and identification that resist the hegemony of the nation-state
and its spatial regime. This has not emerged, however, as an identifiable or
theoretically coherent project. What is missing, I propose, is a conceptual
tool to link them with one another and with major trends in the discipline:
notably the critique of secularism but also the spatial and material turns.
The concept of sanctuary, which is taking on ever greater significance in
our dangerous world, might provide one.

SPACE AND THE CRITIQUE OF SECULARISM

The debate about secularism has always been, at heart, a debate about
space: a debate about where religion can live, and who has the authority
to decide. Critics of secularism tend to tell historical studies in which the
telos is the sovereign state, which eventually gathers this power itself. John
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Milbank, to take one example, has argued for a distinction between “en-
lightenment simple space” and “gothic complex space” (Milbank 1997,
268-92). The former is the legalized space of the Westphalian state, and
the latter belongs to the mourned medieval past in which sovereignties
were multiple and overlapping. Although many critics of secularism balk
at Milbank’s reactionary stance, they take on board this fundamental dis-
tinction—and, like Milbank, they believe that the former has now tri-
umphed over the latter (Asad 2003, 178-80). The critique of secularism
has become, therefore, a critique of the secular state, presuming that the
spatial imaginary of that state has, in fact, demolished the gothic space of
the premodern past.

In this section, I will historicize secularism studies, explaining why
the school arrayed such intellectual firepower against the secular state and
why it tended to comparatively neglect religious believers themselves and
the transnational communities and identities they forged (for a far more
developed version of this analysis, more critical in intent than my own,
see Omer 2015). We should observe at the outset that the critics of secu-
larism are not alone. The transition to the space of secular statehood has
been well studied in recent years, and it is now less common to view this
as a victory of legal rationality than as a violent and contested process of
settler colonialism (for an introduction, see Sturm 2017). Scholars of re-
ligion have traditionally paid little attention to this process of primitive
accumulation, focusing instead on religious communities themselves and
the ways that they resisted or accommodated the demands of the secular
state. The critics of secularism argued, persuasively, that this was theoret-
ically incomplete because it did not pay enough attention to the ways in
which the secular state created and managed supposedly primordial reli-
gious communities and identities in the first place.

Although it might not have achieved escape velocity until the mid-
2000s, the intellectual roots of secularism studies can be found in the
decade between the fall of the Berlin Wall and the fall of the Twin Towers,
when academics and politicians alike were trying to ascertain what con-
cepts and categories could make sense of a post-Cold War world. To be
sure, it had long been clear that religion was not ceding ground on the
global stage: 1979 alone saw the Iranian Revolution and the founding, by
Jerry Falwell, of the Moral Majority in the United States. Yet it was not the
revival of religious politics as such that galvanized the critique of secu-
larism. The founding moments, instead, concerned a series of explosive
confrontations between Islam and the secular state.'

'A separate genealogy, it should be noted, can be traced through South Asian studies in the 1980s,
culminating in a work like Mufti 2007.
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The first, central to the work of the anthropologist Talal Asad, was
the Salman Rushdie affair. Many Muslims viewed The Satanic Verses,
Rushdie’s 1988 novel, as an insult to Muhammad, leading to an eventual
fatwa against Rushdie issued by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. This led
to a torrent of discourse in Britain about the virtues of liberal civilization,
putatively under assault by Islamist outsiders. In two extremely influen-
tial articles, Asad analyzed the novel itself and the response generated by
the British government (focusing on commentary generated by British
officials and the media elite). In effect, he cast a pox on both houses. The
government, he charged, acted hysterically in the absence of any genuine
threat, suffering from “yet another symptom of British, postimperial
identity in crisis” (Asad 1990b, 457). Rushdie’s novel, in turn, was viewed
as a symptom of the same phenomenon. By mocking Islamic belief and
offering such poor ethnography and history to uninformed readers,
Rushdie ended up, in Asad’s characterization, “situat[ing] himself very
clearly on the ground of quite another tradition which is already power-
fully in place—that of the liberal ruling class in a postcolonial Western
state” Even worse, Rushdie’s antinomianism led him to embrace the “lib-
eral individualism” that had reached “an apogee in Thatcher’s Britain”
(Asad 1990a, 253-54).

The second galvanizing moment for the origin of secularism studies,
roughly contemporaneous, was the “affair of the veils” in France. This
complex and long-running legal and political dispute concerned the le-
gality of women wearing the headscarf, or foulard, in French schools. The
distinguished historian Joan Scott had already embarked on an interro-
gation of republican universalism and its inability to deal with difference
(this reached its apogee with Scott 1996). This led her to begin pondering
the foulard affair, which first appeared in her writings in Scott 1997 and
was treated more substantially in an influential book, The Politics of the
Veil (Scott 2007), ten years later. The book argued that the headscarf affair
exploded because it was the latest instance of the fact that liberal univer-
salism could not adequately conceptualize or govern difference, whether
that was gender or religious difference (the foulard combined the two—
hence its special power). As such, the source base largely drew from the
legal and political disputes in the mainstream French media. “This is not,”
Scott insisted, “a book about French Muslims; it is about the dominant
French view of them” (Scott 2007, 10).

The third event, and probably the one most responsible for the rise
of the critique of secularism, was 9/11. The attack lent a new urgency to
a dissertation, already in progress, by Elizabeth Shakman Hurd (one, in
fact, dedicated to the victims of that atrocity) (Hurd 2002, iv). This would

0202 YoIBlN 0 U0 }senb Aq GE | 108S/S L/ 1/88A0BISGR-8jolE/IEEl/W0o"dNo-0lWspeDe/:Sd)y Woly pepeojumod



22 Journal of the American Academy of Religion

eventually become Hurd 2008, which did for international relations what
Asad had done for anthropology and Scott for history. The basic argument
of the book was that Western policymakers and scholars were misunder-
standing the Muslim world by projecting our own categories of “religious”
and “secular;” rooted as they are in a specifically Atlantic history. Iran and
Turkey appear, from this perspective, as fundamentalist and antimodern
in contrast to the supposedly secular and modern polities of the West.
This is, she persuasively shows, a misreading—both of Western secu-
larism and of its supposed antagonists. Only by recognizing the contin-
gency of our own understanding of secular modernity, Hurd concluded,
could we begin to imagine healthier relations with non-Western powers,
specifically those in the Middle East.

This story has been told more fully elsewhere; the purpose of this short-
ened version is merely to note a genetic similarity between the problem
spaces that were confronting the critics of secularism. The Rushdie affair,
the affair of the veils, and 9/11 are all, at their root, encounters between
Islam and the secular/Western state seeking to govern or combat it. This
specific issue generated a particular scholarly response: in all three cases,
scholars sought to unravel the universalistic pretensions of that secular/
Western state, showing how its governing principles and laws operate
to simultaneously produce and exclude racial and religious others (for
some of the most influential, see, in addition to those already mentioned,
Agrama 2012; Fernando 2014; Mufti 2007; Roy 2007). For their source
base, therefore, they are drawn to the elite, authorizing discourses of the
state, or of international law. “The space that religion may properly oc-
cupy in society,” Asad has written, “has to be continually redefined by the
law” (Asad 2003, 201).

This is not to say that the conclusions of these scholars, or of their
epigones, are parochial. The encounter between Islam and secularism is
historically momentous, specifically in the Middle East, and also unveils
much that had gone unremarked about the nature of Western secularism.’
It is beyond dispute, now, that the discourse of “religion” is a product of a
situated and often imperial gaze and thus that any attempt to distinguish
religious and secular communities, or phenomena, is suspect. It is beyond

%A trailblazer here was Sullivan 2005; see also Mahmood 2015. Those critics who do deeper
anthropologies of religious communities tend, even still, to remain fundamentally interested in the
encounter between religious insiders and the state. See, for instance, Fernando 2014. As pointed out
in Bowen 2016, the book elides those Muslims residing in France who are not interested in conceiving
a “Muslim French” identity but are, rather, content with more multilayered or diasporic ones.

31t has been argued, in a work indebted to both Scott and Asad, that this relation unveils nearly the
whole truth of liberalism (Massad 2015).
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dispute, now, that religion should be viewed as an integral part of the con-
stitution of gendered or racialized others. And it is beyond dispute, now,
that the “secular” space of religious freedom—in either the Habermasian
or constitutional senses—has a religious and often Christian genealogy.
There are many sites and themes, however, that simply are not legible
using these theories and these methodologies. It is not so much that secu-
larism studies is uninterested in religious communities themselves, but
that it is drawn towards spaces in wh1ch the articulation of “religious”
and “secular” realms is meaningful.* In almost all cases, this involves an
encounter with the state. In spaces that do not require a rigorous disen-
tanglement of the two spheres, the crlthue of secularism lacks traction.
This is most apparent in social movements.” The civil rights movement,
for instance, brought together religious and secular actors without forcing
them to distinguish themselves and without engaging in sovereign acts of
religion-making. Although it, and movements like it, is crucial to under-
standing the role of religion in the modern world, it is not the sort of phe-
nomenon that the critique of secularism has helped us to conceptualize.
The contributions of the anthropologist Saba Mahmood, a dominant
presence in contemporary criticism of secularism, elucidate the prom-
ises and limitations of the paradigm. Her first book, The Politics of Piety
(2005), was an exploration of the nature of agency among a particular
group of female Muslims in Egypt. The stated purpose was not to under-
stand the state or to understand the discourse of religion, but to under-
stand why Muslim practices were so appealing to Egyptian women, what
those practices meant to them, and the ways in which they should lead
us to challenge the universal appeal of liberal-Western ideals of feminine
agency. Its spaces are not state spaces at all—rather, it proceeds through
an investigation of local groups of women, in mosques, teaching one an-
other about the practices and comportments that, in their view, constitute
proper Islam. It is not, therefore, primarily a book about secularism in the
rigorous sense. One index of the power of secularism studies as a frame-
work, though, is that it is retrospectively read that way—including by
Mahmood herself, who focuses more on the issue in the 2012 preface to

“Interest in these sorts of spaces authorizes, too, a surprising disinterest in the sorts of atheists
and freethinkers who were actually mobilizing secularism in the nineteenth century (see Weir 2015).

>The lack of fertilization between the study of religion and the study of social movements is an
old problem, diagnosed in Hannigan 1991. Even studies of religious social movements tend not to
engage with theoretical questions of religion, or religion-making, as, for instance, in Kurzman 1998.
This has been somewhat overcome in recent years due to a resurgence of interest in “new social
movements” (NSMs) that has drawn scholars towards movements that are more oriented around
“cultural” issues and diverse alliances. For an influential example, see, from the same journal, Sutton
and Vertigans 2006.
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the second edition than she does in the 2005 original (Mahmood [2005]
2012, xiii—xviii).

Mahmood’s more recent work, Religious Difference in a Secular Age:
A Minority Report (2015), is very much in the criticism-of-secularism
vein. Instead of investigating religious believers in their preferred set-
tings, it follows a secular human rights group (the Egyptian Initiative for
Personal Rights) through its own natural settings: the courtroom and the
media. Like other critics of secularism, in this book she focuses on the
religion-making capacities of the modern state and on the ways in which
this procedure, designed to adjudicate religious difference, in fact ex-
acerbates inter-religious problems by investing religious identity with all
manner of bureaucratic reality (Mahmood 2015).

Religious Difference in a Secular Age has been justly praised, but com-
pared with The Politics of Piety, it is clear that something has been lost too.
Except for one chapter, announced by Mahmood as an outlier, her later
book is rather removed from the subjectivities of religious believers them-
selves.® My point here is not that this is a failing of secularism studies—
either a conceptual one or an authorial one. My point, instead, is that there
are historical reasons why the movement has focused on sovereign power
and religion-making. This has led to great insight but has also elided other
sorts of spaces in which religion is made, and remade.

PLACE AND THE LOGIC OF SANCTUARY

The concept of sanctuary allows us to turn the insights of the critique
of secularism back onto those religious agents and communities who, while
accepting the legitimacy of the secular condition, imagine and inhabit trans-
national communities that disrupt its hegemony. Like so much of our legal
and moral vocabulary, it has roots in the ancient world. It was present in the
Roman legal system and, until the early modern period, in its many post-
Roman variants. Essentially, it designated a space in which the authority of
the sovereign was not operative and to which certain classes of criminals
could not be pursued. That space, like any other, was hemmed in by rules
and regulations. It only applied for certain sorts of crimes and for certain
kinds of people (non-Christians, most notably, would find little succor be-
hind church walls). All the same, the space it offered was intolerable to the
architects of the Westphalian regime of sovereignty, which insisted that
the gothic space of medieval geography submit to a more unitary logic in

%At Mahmood 2015, 181, announcing the outlier chapter 5, she explains that she is making a shift
from “secularism” qua sovereign religion-making to “secularity” qua subjective and intersubjective
experience.

0202 YoIBlN 0 U0 }senb Aq GE | 108S/S L/ 1/88A0BISGR-8jolE/IEEl/W0o"dNo-0lWspeDe/:Sd)y Woly pepeojumod



Chappel: The Logic of Sanctuary 25

which the sovereign state monopolized authority and violence without inter-
ruption. Tudor and Bourbon monarchs took special aim at the concept of
sanctuary for that reason, bringing even the most hallowed ground into the
sovereign space of centralized law. One can imagine Machiavelli’s prince al-
lowing sanctuary, but not Hobbes’s Leviathan. For modern states, at least in
theory, the question is not whether law applies uniformly across space, but
who will sit in the seat of power (Shoemaker 2011).

Yet, even if it no longer has direct legal purchase, the concept of sanctuary
had many afterlives. It was sporadically evoked whenever communities con-
tested the state’s authority to apply the law absolutely and uniformly across
its territory. This was the case, for instance, for the states and courts that re-
sisted the Fugitive Slave Acts in the nineteenth-century United States as well
as the churches that served as waystations on the Underground Railroad.
More famously, it was revived by churches in the 1980s in response to the
Reagan administration’s refusal to grant asylum to refugees from Central
America. In Arizona and elsewhere, faith communities mobilized to pro-
vide shelter and legal advice to undocumented immigrants, arguing that
the spiritual demand to welcome the stranger overshadowed the sovereign
demand to turn them away. Building on the successes of that movement, the
notion of “sanctuary” has spiraled into ever-greater significance, especially
since the election of Donald Trump in November 2016. Hewing close to the
original meaning, places of worship (including mosques and synagogues)
have opened their doors to those targeted for deportation, taking advan-
tage of a regulation that cautions immigration enforcement against entering
religious sites to apprehend suspects. Beyond that, ever-larger spaces are
declaring themselves open for sanctuary: restaurants, universities, and, of
course, entire cities (for an overview, see Rabben 2016). And even this has
a larger context: the longstanding, and recently revitalized, attempts to “oc-
cupy” space in order to assert one’s humanity and one’s rights (Hung 2019;
Milder 2017).

The sanctuary movement itself remains rather small. It is mainly an
American phenomenon, mainly a Christian one, and mainly concerned
with one problem (albeit a pressing one). Nonetheless, my contention
will be that the concept and the logic of sanctuary help us to grasp im-
portant elements of contemporary religious mobilization beyond these
confines. First, it draws our attention to the ways in which religious com-
munities mobilize an alternative geographical logic to that offered by the
Westphalian state.” For what the concept of sanctuary does, essentially, is

’ An immense amount of work has been done on the changing spatial logics of this era of neoliberal
globalization. See, for a sample from three disciplines, Brown 2010; Maier 2000; Sassen 2008. On the
specific role of religion in a post-Westphalian world, from an international relations perspective, see
Mancini 2017 and Philpott 2004. On critical elaborations of space by subaltern communities, see, for
instance, McKittrick 2006.
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announce that this place shall not be governed by the sovereign. And, sec-
ondly, it draws our attention to the ways in which discourse that critiques
state sovereignty and abstract space tends toward theological registers, ir-
respective of the religious beliefs or identities of the agents in question.
Consider the sanctuary movement itself. Many of its practitioners have
no particular religious commitment or might even be hostile to organized
religion. Yet the notion of sanctuary emerges as coherent because it pro-
vides the most legible and longest-lived discourse available to legitimate
certain spaces, whether cities or buildings, as off-limits to (certain claims
of) the sovereign.

Standing Rock provides an excellent example. In response to the
Dakota Access Pipeline, thousands of people occupied a patch of land
in North Dakota, near the Cannonball River, owned by the Army Corps
of Engineers. Many of those in attendance, especially from indigenous
groups, contested the authority of the sovereign state to dispose of its ter-
ritory. In addition to the public health risks, the pipeline, according to
Standing Rock’s Historic Preservation Officer, would desecrate 380 arch-
aeological sites, including burial grounds and various other forms of sa-
cred spaces (the whole movement began with a “prayer camp” started by
Sioux teenagers). These spiritual claims were inspiring to many beyond
the Standing Rock Sioux. Activists streamed to the site from Canada,
where similar claims from First Nations leaders have proven strikingly
successful in turning back resource extraction projects (Klein 2014,
chap. 11). Although not primarily a Christian movement nor one con-
cerned with refugee rights, Standing Rock can fruitfully be considered
through the lens of sanctuary. At Standing Rock, indigenous activists and
allies from multiple faith traditions and countries gathered to contest the
state’s claims to destroy sacred sites in the name of resource extraction:
they contested, in other words, the transformation of sacred place into
sovereign space, and they did so by describing the land in a sacred register
(with broad resonance, including for many who would reject organized
religion).

The critics of secularism are part of an interdisciplinary literature
on the physical and epistemic violence that occasioned the creation of
the sovereign state. They allow us to interpret the forces arrayed against
Standing Rock activists. There is, though, a competing approach, which
emphasizes how contested and incomplete that process has been and
which helps us to better understand the movement itself. The state, for
all of its might, has been unable or unwilling to destroy or harmonize the
welter of competing jurisdictional claims that swirl through the legally
plural spaces of sovereign statehood. On the one hand, the state freely
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allows certain communities to carve out legal regimes of their own inside
the state: religious jurisdiction over family law, for instance, or the creation
of Native American “reservations” with complex and contested relations
to the sovereign. On the other, the state continually confronts competi-
tors—some elite, some subaltern—who prefer to inhabit transnational or
subnational communities whose borders do not align with those of the
state. After all, the unitary, sovereign state is an outlier in world history,
where sovereignty was usually conceptualized along imperial, corporate,
or feudal lines (for four examples from a massive literature, see Benton
2010; Burbank and Cooper 2011; Simpson 2014; Stern 2011).

Although many scholars consider religion along these lines, they have
not arrived at a common theoretical vocabulary—meaning that they do
not directly engage one another very frequently and do not yet constitute
a field. To give a sense of what I mean, consider two recent books. The
first, written by the anthropologist N. Fadeke Castor, is entitled Spiritual
Citizenship: Transnational Pathways from Black Power to Ifd in Trinidad
(2017). To open this book is to be plunged into the “lived religion” that
inflamed Mahmood’s first book: Castor stumbles into, and eventually
feels at home in, a global religious community with roots in Africa, the
Caribbean, and the American Black Power movement—a community
that could, like any other, be analyzed from the perspective of the state
and its sovereign power. That would, Castor suggests, miss the point, be-
cause Ifd spirituality, and the emancipatory projects it can authorize, are
specifically transnational or diasporic: her concept of spiritual citizenship
works “beyond the nation-state” (Castor 2017, 11). In this way, it is, as she
points out, similar to Pan-Africanism, négritude, and other kinds of non-
statist identities and political projects. “The model of spiritual citizenship
that I locate,” she writes, “envisions layers of belonging, and a multiplicity
of communities with their attendant roles and responsibilities” (Castor
2017, 13). This is precisely the sort of belonging that we see at Standing
Rock—and precisely the sort of belonging that is invisible from a critique-
of-secularism perspective.

In This Worldwide Struggle: Religion and the International Roots of
the Civil Rights Movement (2017), the religious studies scholar Sarah
Azaransky has done something similar. The book is essentially a historical
narrative of black internationalism between the 1930s and 1950s. It is well
known that the civil rights movement in its classical phase had a major re-
ligious component, like the abolitionist movement that preceded it. It can
sometimes seem, though, that Martin Luther King, Jr’s ethical activism
had rather parochial concerns compared with the decolonizing impulses
of W.E.B. DuBois. Azaransky’s contribution is to show that King, Bayard
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Rustin, and other leaders emerged from decades worth of international
and interreligious dialogue, primarily between the American South,
Africa, and India. This triangulated diaspora was traversed by intellec-
tual and missionary networks, notably the YMCA and the YWCA. As in
Castor’s work, Azaransky shows how religiosity provided the resources to
imagine and organize around a community that did not coincide with the
nation-state.

These two books are both about the employment of religion in inter-
national spaces to craft decolonizing forms of black identity and political
engagement. Yet they do not speak to one another. What is remarkable
about them, and others like them, is that the critique of secularism pro-
vides the main point of theoretical overlap—such has been the hegemony
and influence of that school, which has been magnificently successful at
creating the institutional and intellectual infrastructure that makes an
interdisciplinary project possible. It is the only theoretical framework,
in fact, that both authors feel duty bound to engage (Azaransky 2017, 8;
Castor 2017, 36). As both authors recognize, however, their work is not a
direct contribution to the critique of secularism, insofar as neither book is
fundamentally concerned with the religion-making state. Their sole point
of overlap, therefore, is one that is dismissed by each author as important
but, in the end, not especially central to their research project, because
they are operating within and analyzing non-state, and non-elite, spaces.

We can see, here, that the critique of secularism has brought scholars
like Castor and Azaransky to the cusp of speaking to one another, but it
cannot itself do the job. This is not just a feature of these two books or even
of studies of black internationalism: many studies of transnational reli-
gion reference the critique of secularism without quite belonging in that
literature. This is a missed opportunity. The authors lack a shared vocabu-
lary to point out that they are taking on board, and critically investigating,
the “religion-making” capacities of the state, but also showing how the
religious communities thus constituted ended up providing the resources
for alternative, non-sovereign forms of community and citizenship.

Building on a longer tradition of anthropological engagement with
spatiality and indigeneity (e.g., Hierro and Surallés, 2005), a number of
scholars in the past few years have been turning the critique of secu-
larism in just this direction. Prasenjit Duara, Vincent Lloyd, and Williams
James Jennings make the crucial move of retrieving the spatial nature of
the secular and using this to help theorize the “religious” hue taken on
by those who seek different kinds of relationships to land, water, or air,
irrespective of the scholar or activist’s personal belief in a transcendent
deity (the first is a historian; the other two are theologians). Jennings
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has argued that there is a relatively unexplored “relation between space,
race, and the secularizing operation” at work in what he calls the “spatial
modern” That relation involves the eradication of the indigenous under-
standings of land and place that predominated before the colonial oper-
ation and were incompatible with the legal monopoly of the sovereign
authority. The land, in the process of becoming a territory, had to become,
first, “free and empty space” (Jennings 2016, 213-15). Lloyd, in turn, has
argued that indigenous religious traditions provide a locus of alternative
conceptions of space. This should not, he thinks, be understood as the
survival of some kind of primordial attachment but rather as “a rebel-
lion from within” (Lloyd 2016). Duara, lastly, has argued that the search
for a “post-Western” and post-carbon form of modernity will necessarily
involve the recuperation of other sorts of traditions, and other sorts of
relations to the land, than those that have recently been hegemonic in
global institutions. The secular and state-centric political imaginaries be-
queathed us by the modern era, whether progressive or conservative in
nature, are in his view insufficient to the crisis we face. The pragmatic and
intellectual collaboration of alternative traditions—frequently dismissed
as “religious” or “transcendent”—is therefore necessary (Duara 2015).
The tools are beginning to be forged, therefore, to move beyond—or,
perhaps, supplement—the critique of secularism in ways that are duly re-
spectful of that school’s strengths and insights. None of the scholars just
mentioned have recourse, specifically, to the concept of “sanctuary;” and
in the end the terminology is not especially important. The broader point
is simply that an attention to alternative logics of space might help us to
better understand the sorts of work that religion does in secular societies.
In closing, though, I would like to make a plea for the conceptual
utility of sanctuary as scholars return to religion in the wake of the cri-
tique of secularism. It allows scholars of religion to link their projects with
religious concepts that, irrespective of our labors, have risen to promin-
ence in the public sphere. A. Naomi Paik, for one, has made a clear call
for an expansive notion of sanctuary to ground a social ethics appropriate
to a world of climate crisis and mass refugee flow. “Sanctuary; she ar-
gues, “performs conceptual work that can undermine the criminalization
of migrants and other vulnerable peoples.” Specifically, it enacts “a notion
of citizenship that is not beholden to the sovereignty of the nation-state,”
thus “exemplify[ing] the translation of supranational human rights dis-
courses into subnational contexts” (Paik 2017, 17). If critical studies of the
secular bring us into the courtrooms and legislatures of sovereign power,
explorations of sanctuary bring us back to the bodies and communities in
which religion takes hold. And, specifically, it brings us to those subaltern
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communities pushed by force of circumstance to imagine new forms of
community and citizenship because they are excluded from those that
they encounter.

The point of sanctuary studies would not be that sanctuary is always
beneficial, just as secularism studies does not claim that the secular state
is always harmful. Those categories are too blunt. To state the obvious, not
every form of transnational religious identification is emancipatory. It has
ever been thus. Even in its medieval origins, sanctuary was only available
to some, and it is not hard to imagine sanctuary movements that would
be deeply offensive to progressive sensibilities. The point, instead, is that
the hegemony of secular statehood creates the possibility of novel forms
of non-national religious belonging, and that the concept of sanctuary can
do the work to show what these movements have in common and how
they relate to the global hegemony of the modern state.

It is abundantly clear, now, that the nation-state will remain the
horizon of political possibility for the foreseeable future. And it is abun-
dantly clear, now, that a world of nation-states creates the insuperable
crises, notably around refugees and climate, that it struggles to solve.
This is why many political theorists and activists alike have been calling
for new sorts of communities to form, across borders, in order to con-
front global challenges that established state actors are proving unable
or unwilling to confront (see, for instance, Baker 2009 and Fraser 2007).
Many of these communities will be religious in nature. Transnational or
subnational religious communities have the popular appeal, global scope,
and ethical resources to make a difference, and neither the past nor the fu-
ture can be fully understood without them. There are good historical and
conceptual reasons why, at the shatter zones of refugee crisis and carbon
extraction, religious groups of this sort can often be found. They deserve,
therefore, our scholarly attention, especially as these zones expand in size
and threaten to engulf us all.
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