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Comparing concepts is one of the most effective ways to gain an understanding of their significance. According 
to François Simiand, “a unique fact cannot set an example” (1987 [1903], p.148). Comparing the different 
meanings of the concept of secularism across various Western European political contexts is an onerous task. 
The main reason of this complexity is, without a doubt, semantic. Two words are used in European languages to 
describe different facts, one from Greek origin (laos) and one from Latin origin (saeculum). But despite this 
similarity of vocabulary, these words, used across all western Europe (and beyond) indicate sociological, 
political, and historical realities, which are quite different and sometimes even paradoxical. The historical 
development of a concept such as secularism, including the dynamic and interactive nature of its meaning, its 
fields of application, and even its internalization by societies, cannot be the same in all situations.  

Two pitfalls that observers should avoid when utilizing the comparative method are related to “appellation.” 
Sometimes a concept that bears common social and political connotations may not even have the same name in 
the two contexts, leading to confusion and reducing the number of comparative devices. One of the best 
examples is the concept of secularism, frequently used interchangeably with laicité. In the way used by Gino 
Germani to analyze the nature of the transition from the ancient to the modern, this concept covers a variety of 
areas from the political system to family life, social reforms, and demographics.  

Words Mean Things and Then Other Things 
Laos (λαός, οῦ, ὁ) has a curious semantic history. The word first meant “people,” namely God's chosen people, 
first the Jews, then the Christians, and sometimes, though rarely, the people, the crowd. As is the case in 
Matthew’s or Luke’s Gospels, σωτηρίας τῷ λαῷ αὐτοῦἐν (Luke 1:77, “to give his people the knowledge”). 
Then in Latin, in a pejorative sense, the word laicus has been used as “common, ordinary, something belonging 
to the people.” In medieval French, the word was used to describe illiterate people, as opposed to the wise and 
erudite clericus. With the birth of the bourgeoisie this meaning developed to denote a class of laïcs in the sense 
of nonclerical, and obtained a positive meaning. At the end of the Modern Age,laïcs in France carried out their 
laïc revolution to impose a policy, an ideology—laïcité —which was to culminate in the 1905 bill of separation 
between state and churches.  

Since then, the word has been used with different meanings in French. The common meaning, in which laïcité 
designates a state system of absence of relations between the State and religious organizations, is no longer the 
dominant one. We can confidently say that the appearance of Islam, as a public matter, has driven the laïcité 
concept back to its initial role at the beginning of the twentieth century; that is, as a political tool to erase the 
religious visibility from the public space—to secularize, even superficially, not society in general, but Muslims 
in particular. Since the 1990s, laïcité has become laicism, as it was around 1905. Nowadays, particularly due to 
the existence of Islam’s lack of legitimacy, laïcité has gained a new meaning: a lifestyle where religious 
visibility is or must be limited and even banned according to a portion of public opinion. This is known as 
“combative laïcité” in France.  

Saeculum is related to the idea of “time/lifetime,” since it means “century” in Latin. (The word siècle in French 
has the same origin—in French, séculaire means “for many centuries,” while séculièr(e) means “secular”). The 
term appears in the Bible in the form of in saecula saeculorum (Ephesians 3:21), meaning the “century of 
centuries,” with the sense of eternity. In the fourth century, after the adoption of Christianity as the official 
religion of the Empire under Constantine, “secular” meant temporal (related to human life), as opposed to the 
spiritual. As John Kane explains, during the Middle-Ages, “the adjective ‘secular’ was used in English, often 



with negative connotations, to distinguish clergy living and working in the wider mediaeval world from 
‘religious’ clergy who lived in monastic seclusion” (2000, 5–19).  

There are, therefore, secular priests. During the fifteenth century, the word was used to describe temporal and 
civil institutions opposed to the church, and to describe temporal judgement, as opposed to the divine one. It was 
only in the eighteenth century, after a period where secular meant godlessness, that the term began to be applied 
to the state organization, and to describe worldly matters of political power along with the concept of 
“secularisation” underlying a process of detachment from the church. During the twentieth century the term was 
used to describe not only the relationship between the state and religion, but different underlying situations 
according to the political and societal history of the state in question, creating a semantic confusion.  

The issue of homonymic concepts having different meanings in different societies is exacerbated by conceptual 
mobility: the meaning in question is not static; on the contrary, it is dynamic and flexible. In addition to having 
multiple meanings, the concept goes through stages of meanings within a given society: it matures, degenerates, 
and sometimes ceases to exist. The sociologist Max Weber, for example, acknowledged the multiple uses of the 
term “secularism” (or “secularization”). He granted privileges to certain dynamic concepts of the term by 
restricting secularism between the sacred and profane, and by determining the location of socialization 
(Vergesellschaftung) between the community (Gemeinschaft) and the society (Gesellschaft).  

Examining the stages of secularism in western European countries can help to determine to whether the presence 
of Islam has transformed secularism into a “combative” status. In this instance, one must make the clear 
distinction between secularity as a social fact, and secularism as a state-church system of relations or, after the 
1990s (when young European Muslims started to claim legitimacy) as an ideology.  

Secularity as a Social Fact 
In general, it can be said that western European societies are mostly secular, in the sense that they collectively 
have enacted what Marcel Gauchet calls the “exit of religion” (1985), meaning that religion has become invisible 
in everyday life and in social norms. According to Gauchet, Christianity is “the religion of the exit of religion”—
in other words, a religion that contains the potential dynamics of secularization. While this hypothesis may seem 
essentialist and culturalist today, the fact remains that these secularized Christian societies have discovered that 
they were unprepared for the presence and visibility of Islam. During the second half of the twentieth century, 
when almost all Christian religious behaviors were becoming folklorized (i.e., restricted to rituals recognized as 
secular, such as Christmas, church weddings, communion, etc.), Islamic behaviors—nonfolklorized and 
consequently nonlegitimized so far—were increasingly depicted as threats, as incompatible with the Western 
way of life. One may say that the “disenchanted” Western societies discovered that Muslims were still strongly 
spiritual, and saw this as a weakness both for Muslims (because they are religious and therefore primitive) and 
for themselves (the lack of spirituality as a weakness to combat Islam). This perception of weakness created a 
need for re-enchantment, mainly by reestablishing a religious sense to previously folklorized Christian behaviors 
(see Bennett, 2002). This is precisely why Angela Merkel, the German Chancellor, felt the need to declare in a 
2010 Die Welt article, “Unser Land leidet nicht an einem Zuviel an Islam, sondern an einem Zuwenig an 
Christentum” (“Our country does not suffer from an excess of Islam, but from too little Christianity”).  

Thus, the first decade of the twenty-first century has witnessed two paradoxical developments in western 
European societies: on the one hand, there is a more coercive secularist attitude toward Islamic visibility (at 
least, visibility perceived as Islamic); on the other hand, there is a rediscovery of the spiritual substance of 
Christian folklorized behavior. To stimulate debate, it could be said that Western Christian societies are in the 
process of becoming more secularist towards Muslims, but less secular for themselves.  

Secularism as a State System 
The presence of Muslims has also changed the meaning of the term “secular state.” As a state system or legal 
framework of relations between state and church, the adjective “secular” may reveal different realities. The state-
religion relations in the world are summarized in Table 1 (adapted from Kuru, 2009).  

(Note that in the original table, Ahmet Kuru listed Turkey as an example of a secular state. It has been removed 
from that category, here, however, as it is arguably more appropriate for the “state with an established religion” 



category, which puts the number of secular states at 119, and the number of those with an established religion at 
61, whereas these numbers were 120 and 60, respectively, in Kuru’s original table.)  

 

Source: Adapted from Kuru, 2009. 

Religious state State with an established 
religion Secular State Antireligious 

state 
Legislature and 
Judiciary Religion based Secular / Semi Secular Secular Secular 

State toward 
religions Officially favors One Officially favors One Officially favors 

none 
Hostile to all or 
many 

Examples Iran, Saudi Arabia, 
Vatican 

Greece, Denmark, United 
Kingdom 

United States, 
France 

North Korea, 
Cuba 

Number in the 
world 12 61 119 5 

This situation is still dynamic, especially since about 1990, during which time the European Muslim population 
ceased to be comprised primarily of immigrants, but instead was made up of locally born individuals claiming 
their rights. This new social data has forced states to mutate in two directions.  

First they have become, as societies, secularists and even defenders of an “assertive secularism” (Kuru, 2007, pp. 
568–594). In other words, even in countries where secularism as a political concept has lost its place as the 
primary policy, it has returned to the forefront in both discourses and norms. This can be seen in a series of new 
regulations and rules on headscarves (e.g., the ban of ostentatious religious symbols in public schools in France 
(2004), halal food (almost all EU states now have a Halal food regulation), sacrifices (see, for example, the 
European Convention for the Protection of Animals for Slaughter), and school meals, among others.  

On the other hand, since the 1990s, western European states have embarked on a process of establishing official 
relations with Islam. A quick look at the Yearbook of Muslims in Europe (Nielsen et al., 2012) is enough to 
notice that, in 2012, there was almost no western European state without an official tie with one or several 
Muslim organizations. (This is the case in Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, 
Luxembourg, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom, with Switzerland as the exception). 
This desire to establish official relations with Islam—even in a state such as France, which usually refuses to 
recognize any religion—has two main purposes.  

On the one hand, especially in nation-state traditions, the temptation to territorialize Islam, to nationalize it (with 
the aim to produce a French Islam, an Italian Islam, etc.), is strong. The transnational character of Muslims in 
these states is seen as a threat to national sovereignty, especially because this transnationality is double-faced. 
Muslims are transnational through their Muslim identity, as well as through their ethnic, linguistic, and national 
belongings. Thus the Conseil Français du Culte Musulman (French Council of the Muslim Faith) or the 
Consulta per l’Islam Italiano (Consultative Council of Italian Islam) are more appropriately understood as state 
tools that work from the top to the bottom, rather than as accurate representations of Muslims. Ultimately, they 
are examples of governments constructing artificial organizations that undermine the transnational nature of 
Islam.  

On the other hand, the same western European states need to unify Islam, to homogenize it, and finally to control 
it. There are too many Islams, and too many Islamists—a situation seen as a threat to the “public order” 
(seeMcCrea, 2010). In the final analysis, Muslimness is still viewed by many western European governments as 
an illegitimate way of being, which has to be kept under control.  

Conclusion: “Visibility Is a Trap” 
European Muslims—those who are born and socialized in western Europe—have changed the nature of 
secularism in Europe, both at a societal and a state level. This reaction is not toward the faith, nor toward these 



Muslims’ identity. It is rather toward their visibility, precisely because they are no longer foreigners, illustrating 
Michel Foucault’s point that “visibility is a trap” (1975). One cannot deny that minorities have a special position 
regarding secularization. Language and religion are the most important markers of identity, but for minorities for 
whom the transmission of language is complicated, religion becomes the vital support mechanism of the 
minority identity, especially when members of that minority feel threatened. In other words, minorities are 
theoretically more religious, compared to contexts where the same groups are dominant. Thus religious 
behaviors among Muslims are more than religious—they are the guarantee of the existence of the group 
perceiving itself to be in danger, attacked both by secularism and Christianity. Reciprocally, Muslim visibility 
reinforces reactive secularism in European society and among most European states.  
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