Religion, liberalism and multicultural politics:
An interview with Richard Shusterman, conducted by Wojciech Małecki

Wojciech Małecki: Recently in the humanities we observe a growing interest in the matters of religion, a tendency some scholars subsume under a more general label of ‘post-secularism.’ Quite unsurprisingly, that tendency can also be seen in philosophical pragmatism: e.g., a few years ago the late Richard Rorty wrote, together with Gianni Vattimo, a book entitled The Future of Religion (not to mention several of Rorty’s influential essays on religion), and you yourself have developed an interest in this subject, too, albeit adopting a different perspective than that of Rorty
. Therefore, I would like to begin by asking you about Rorty’s very skeptical approach towards the social role of religion; for instance, his claims to the effect that even though religion used to play an important role in the Western world, now we should expel it from, or limit its influence in, the public sphere
. Moreover, even though he recognizes the contribution of Christianity to the development of democracy in Europe, in one interview he makes it clear that he believes that we, in the West, would have reached the current stage of political evolution even if we had worshipped Baal, not Christ. Would you agree with Rorty’s views in this regard?
Richard Shusterman: Not entirely. I mean I wonder what it would be if we worshiped Moloch, which includes child sacrifice. My knowledge of the Baalist religion is not as clear as his so it would be hard for me either to confirm or deny that. But I think we have trouble with getting to where we are, in terms of his utopian hope for society of love, if we worshiped Moloch who believed in human sacrifice [laughs].

WM: But what about that more general point?

RS: I think a lot depends on what we have in mind by religion. Analytic philosophers don’t talk very much about religion because they are mostly guided by the scientific model, but I think to talk about religion in general, with respect to such issues, can be sloppy in a dangerous way because in some ways religion is inevitable in the social sphere, as it is implied by some anthropological definitions of religion which are more or less synonymous with culture. It’s the general outlook of a society, the basic ideologies and beliefs that are transferred from generation to generation and which structure the basic values and practices of that society. In that sense, there’s almost no culture without religion and many people in the US who defend religion against the critique of secular liberals, like Rorty or myself (or other people who aren’t big proponents of having evangelical religion interfere with politics and determine issues like stem cell research or what art can be displayed in the museum), always come back and say that “you liberals also have a religion: it’s just the enlightenment religion of liberalism” and to certain extent, by a certain definition of religion, they’re right. I guess a certain sense of community and communal values and ideologies, and higher purposes of life (in Rorty’s terms: shared final vocabularies), is one of the important conditions of a coherent society and it can be treated as a religion, to the extent that you have a broad definition thereof (to give yet another example, a kind of patriotism is a religious feeling about your country). In that way, I believe it’s very hard to exorcise religion from the public sphere. The other thing is that we should provide a more fine-grained analysis, and to separate religion from theology. I think we should keep theology outside of the public sphere because theology, which is a dimension of religion that involves truth-claims about whether there is a God, what that God is like, what that God’s commandments are, whether that God is in heaven, or how it’s dispersed, all these theological doctrines, that is where a lot of intolerance comes in. That is also where the idea that God created humanity and fetuses, and therefore we aren’t allowed to experiment or tinker with God’s views, and that the Bible said that the world was created in such and such a time and so we can’t allow priority to views that have a different approach to cosmology (like evolution), comes from. I think these problems come from theology more than from religion; and particularly theology that is based in supernatural faith and is charged by intolerance and epistemological certainty that there has to be one right answer and there has to be one god, and anyone who worships a different god, or by having a different theological doctrine, is then an infidel and deserves, for the sake of society and for the individual’s own self, to be punished. I think theology introduces a lot of problems. 

I guess the other point, I would say, is that supernatural religions are much more difficult to deal with in our contemporary state of scientific knowledge, and there might be other forms of religious expression that are not so problematic. So I guess my way of answering that question would be: “Tell me what religion are we talking about. What is its theological commitment? What is the tolerance level of its theological commitment? And tell me what dimensions of public sphere do you mean. What does it mean to be in the social life? 
Do you have to belong to a particular church to be an elected officer, or to be enfranchised as a voter?” I guess my reluctance to accept his views is because I think they’re based on an identification of religion per se with a certain kind of intolerant, superstitious, evangelical, intrusive form of Christianity, and I think religion is a broader concept than that, but I think the three Abrahamic religions: Christianity, Judaism, and Islam have a very low score on historical tolerance and understanding and so I can understand his views, but I don’t share them.


WM: Basically, it is clear from what you say that you would allow into the public discourse only those religions which cherish liberal values. Therefore, if liberalism may be deemed a religion (as you yourself have admitted) this entails that you yourself advocate a kind of theocratic dictatorship because in your ideal form of society the public sphere can be regulated only be the liberal values of tolerance. Am I right?


RS: I guess. Again, you know, there’s always the paradox of tolerance when the tolerance is so tolerant that it becomes intolerant. That said, I don’t think you can stand out from your particular society and perspective. So in the society that I live in, with the ways of thinking that I have (I mean, I was brought up in a liberal society), it’s very hard for me to imagine preferring society where no other values would be tolerated except one particular set of theological values. And again, I guess I would want to know what the term “public sphere” means here: e.g. are you allowed to discuss those themes in the public? Personally, I have a problem with the prohibition of reading the Bible in educational institutions in the US. I don’t understand why the Bible cannot be studied as literature. I think the educational consequences of cultural illiteracy for Western citizens are actually very severe, because unless you go to church you might not have a chance to know the Bible. And if you go to church you get the Bible as a theological doctrine, but it really is a tremendous literary and cultural resource, both the Old Testament and New Testament. I don’t see why those can’t be read and studied in the US as literature before the university level, the same way you could read Bhagavad Gita as some kind of multicultural exercise [laughs], or read Ovid and Greek mythology. It wouldn’t be a horror if people were allowed to read the Bible along with other sacred texts in the school system in American public schools. I wouldn’t have a problem with that kind of reading if it was done in what I would call a broadly non-indoctrinating framework to study this as a cultural artifact and not as a theological tool for a certain kind of salvation. I think you can read texts without using them in that theological way as a method of worship. Although if you asked me do I think people should pray to a particular God in a public school I would say: In American society, no – because this society hasn’t been structured that way. But I would like to see these questions discussed in a very piecemeal way, rather than a blanket definition of religion and non-religion.

WM: Again, it is a rather annoying feature of Rorty’s discourse that sometimes it was convenient for him to say something like: as a good nominalist, I don’t talk about philosophy in general, I don’t talk about literature in general – that’s stupid, but in other contexts it was convenient for him to claim that literature is this, philosophy is that etc.

RS: Sometimes he would say “Philosophy” with a capital P versus philosophy with a small p. “Religion” was always a  small r, but it was always the assumption that it was somehow Christian religion, and I think people are haunted by intolerance of a lot of Christian theologians, and he’s not the only one. John Dewey distinguished between the religious and institutional religion. The religious was something that he greatly admired as the ideal; he just thought it got stuck in particular concrete forms that were embodied in the structure of primitive, backward, superstitious societies, and the ideal elements were still institutionally caught up with these superstitious, inacceptable, intolerant elements, and that we needed to do more sifting out. I think Dewey is generally in a more correct direction, even though sometimes it’s very difficult to sift things up. Rorty is just haunted by a kind of image of the idiotic, bigoted, religious person whose values are against openness and inquiry. Rorty has good reasons to reject religion in the specific form he projects. He has a particular image in his mind of what he thinks religion is, and it’s not the image of an enlightenment figure of a deist who says: “Well, we express our religion by searching the truth of the universe and we should be open in our inquiry because the divine goal is to get a better understanding of the world and to live better, and so we have to be open to inquiry because we’re humble creatures before a vast universe, much greater than we are, and we need to learn more and improve our knowledge”. Well, that kind of attitude doesn’t block the road of inquiry, but if you say that all knowledge of the world that’s important is in one book called the Bible, and that you shouldn’t inquire in any ways that question, or look for a different way of viewing the world than that which is in that particular book, then you can understand why religion shouldn’t be in the public sphere, if the public sphere is an ongoing, dynamic, open area of inquiry where people are looking together for better solutions. This kind of commitment to a fixed religion of theological certainty says all the solutions are already there, there’s no need to converse, it’s all written down, and I can understand why he’s opposed to that and I think he just identifies religion per se with a certain kind of a dangerous and bigoted form of religion.

WM: Yes, and in your paper on Card. Ratzinger’s homily, which he gave at the votive mass for the election of the new Pope in April 2005
, you make exactly the same point: you seem to have much trouble with Christian religion understood as providing some absolute, eternal truths…

RS: Yes, Infallibility. Infallibility is a problem for liberal democratic society because to me the world is an ongoing project where reality changes; we have changes in our atmosphere, in our culture, in our lifestyles, partly through technological changes, partly through changes that are bigger than us. The universe seems to be stable, but we know from physics that it’s changing all the time. So in the face of the changing universe it seems to me wrong-headed to hanker down with a fixed set of principles; well, not even principles, but alleged facts that are written in scripture and that are infallibly correct. I just don’t think that’s a very good attitude for inquiry I also don’t think it’s a very good attitude for religion because it implies a certain kind of arrogance and know-it-all-already which doesn’t to me represent an attitude of religious respect to the mysteries of the unknown.

WM: In that paper, you say that Christianity, and Catholicism in particular, would do better adopting a Peirceian fallibilist stance. But will there be anything left of Catholicism and Christianity if they follow your advice? Wouldn’t it be more honest to say “Well, I don’t like Catholicism” instead of suggesting a change or modification thereof that would simply be a denial of its essence, or maybe not its essence, but what is dear to its believers?

RS: I think fallibilism is not inconsistent with faith. What is essential to even a religion like Christianity or Judaism, any kind of religion that believes in a supernatural God, is a faith that such a God exists. It can even be a faith with certainty, but certainty is not infallibility, it’s rather “I’m sure”, “I’m convinced”. There are lots of things that we’re sure of, we’re certain of, and then we realize that we’re wrong. We can be certain that we left our keys in our pants pocket because we forgot that we left them in our jacket pocket; we were certain, but in principle it’s possible that we’re wrong. Fallibilism can even be certain in a sense that we have a full, strong faith that there’s a God and that we know his nature, but we can be fallibilistic in the sense that the article develops, which is that we don’t know everything about him. Fallibilism is not also that we’re radically wrong, but that our knowledge can be improved. There are two different scenarios. One scenario is that a person can have a psychologically unshakable faith, but recognize that in principle you can be wrong. You can have a faith that your child will finish high school and not be a drug addict at 14; you can be totally convinced because “he’s been a good boy”. But there are no psychological obstacles for you to admit at the same time the possibility that something could happen, because if you didn’t believe that possibility you’d have no reason to do all those protective things to make that person better. In the same way there’s a way of understanding fallibilism where even if you would always have that faith that there’s a God, you could recognize that your knowledge of that God is imperfect, and maybe even the knowledge that’s recorded in the Bible is imperfect. And I think the value of that recognition of fallibilism is that it provides an encouragement, and that’s why I think it’s a better attitude for faith because it gives you encouragement to know Him more, that’s why I think it’s a better attitude for faith. If what’s written is infallible, OK, but what is there for you to go to approach Him or Her, to inquire more, to search if God is in your soul, to look deeper?  It’s already written down, you don’t have to do anything. So I think that you can have faith while recognizing that your knowledge is fallible, both in the sense that it can prove wrong and in a sense that it can be improved. I think religious history is full of people who had a strong faith in God, but wanted to know him better, who had moments of doubt: maybe not that he existed, but whether they understood him. That’s also a form of fallibilism: “I want to serve you, but how shall I serve you?” and not “I already know how to serve you, and I’m going to tell everyone else how to serve you”. I think a recognition of your fragility, and humility, and fallibility can be an encouragement to a more meaningful faith.  

WM: In the context of your criticism of card. Ratzinger’s conception of faith, which you consider intolerant, I would like to ask you about the controversy concerning his visit to La Sapienza in the beginning of 2008. I mean the protests of scientists and students who claimed to be defending the laity, or secularity, of the university against the Pope. To be exact, this controversy was partly based on a misreading of Pope Benedict’s text in which he quotes Feyerabend on Galileo, obviously not approving Feyerabend’s views, contrary to what those people thought. You yourself have told me about a similar experience you had in Israel. What do you think about that situation? Was that a triumph or a failure of tolerance?

RS: I guess my response would be a contextual one. I really don’t know enough about the relationship of the Vatican to universities in Italy. It’s a principle of pragmatism to look at the actual context and history of situation. It would be exaggerated on my part to make a pronouncement about whether Pope Benedict should be welcomed to speak in La Sapienza or should be unwelcomed. Generally, my view is that dialogue is a good thing and there’s nothing wrong with hearing different opinions to those that are dominant in the particular community. For instance, Israel is basically, although a democratic state, in many ways a theocratic state and of my concern in that case was not to let, or not let, religious speakers in the university; it was not to have our one conference of the year be devoted to religious topics, instead of being devoted to secular topics. In Israel, the universities are the fortress of secularism and they were founded entirely as secular institutions because they represent a difference from the institutions of rabbinic education. The old universities in Europe are institutions that have a past with religion so it’s a different context and I think my resistance there, in Israel, isn’t easily applicable to a different situation. I certainly think the university should be a voice of secular values, but one of the secular values it should have is openness to dialogue, including dialogue with religious leaders.


WM:  But can such a dialogue be anything more than an empty slogan? Let us take, e.g. the so-called intercultural dialogue which has been the main watchword of multiculturalism. There’s no doubt that nowadays, some heavy internal tensions within the multiculturalist paradigm are surfacing, and that multiculturalist politics is in a grave crisis. You yourself have been arguing for the porousness of our cultural identities, encouraging us to discover new cultural landscapes. But in the present conditions, and I’m not talking only about Islamic terrorism, or the conflicts in France or Britain, there seems to be a little place for your optimistic trust in multiculturalism. Would you agree with the current criticisms of multiculturalism and identity politics?


RS: I don’t think it’s a question of trust and optimism, more a matter of facing the facts with an attitude of meliorism. There are certainly serious problems and tensions between the different cultures in our world, and even between different cultures within the same local community. There already were such cultural tensions and critiques of identity politics when I first began writing about multiculturalism. As I explain in my texts on multiculturalism and my own critique of identity politics, a big part of the problem is that too many advocates of identity politics and multiculturalism conceive of society’s different specific cultural or ethnic identities in fixed, essentialist terms, so multiculturalism becomes a matter of recognizing a society in which different, independent cultural identities live side by side insisting on special recognition of their difference to gain greater advantages than they currently have without also trying to recognize and nourish the cultural commonalities between them;  a society of competing cultural or ethnic monads. This sense of separate identities emphasizes difference in a one-sided way which contributes to multicultural tensions. My approach aims to soften those tensions by breaking down that atomistic or monadic view of fixed cultural identities by demonstrating the affinities, the often forgotten historically constitutive interrelations and interdependence between different cultures, and the way that many individuals inhabit more than one of these different cultures. I couldn’t explain my own life without the notion of multiculturalism and porous ethnicity.  My character has been formed by the cultures of North America, Europe, and the Middle East. I’m a bi-national with an interracial marriage and have an interracial child, and can’t imagine what kind of identity she could have except a multicultural one. In our globalized world, we have increasingly more multicultural interracial identities like hers. Maybe Barack Obama’s high political profile will highlight this fact, as he is a clear example of such mixed identity, though he only has one nationality, unlike so many multicultural individuals. In any case, you can’t escape from issues of identity and diversity by retreating into a kind of narrow ethnocentrism or into the belief that we’ve reached a post-ethnic culture where ethnic identity no longer means anything. I don’t think we’re there yet.  

In our more-tightly connected and more explosive world, there is increasing need for different cultures to be recognized and be understood by other cultures. It’s wrong to identify Islam as a group of terrorists, and I say this as an Israeli (with three children who live in Israel). It’s also wrong to demonize China as an evil empire where there’s no such thing as human rights, without trying to understand their culture better. They have a somewhat different interpretation of human rights because they have a different conception of the relationship of individuals to society than the very individualistic one we have achieved in Western modernity. Of course, there are violations of human rights in China, but you can look at the US now, where one in every hundred people is in prison and where you also have prisons like Guantanamo where normal procedures of justice are ignored. So what’s the record of the US with respect to human rights, when one of the basic human rights is freedom? 


I recognize that terrorism is a real danger that must limit to some extent and in some contexts the fluidity and freedom of interaction. But that does not change the fact that our identities are becoming more and more porous with more interaction, more intermarriage, more travel and communication. Though theory must be somehow grounded in the practical realities of life, it is also the place for imaginative revision to improve those realities. Even if we must put up some provisional barriers as practical security measures, we should not conclude that philosophical theory and cultural discourse should imitate them. Theory is one place where dialogue across difference must be encouraged and kept open in order to seek common ground and better understand our differences, so we can either try to bridge them or make the best of them. Disallowing explosives on intercontinental flights should not degenerate into thinking that transcultural openness to dialogue is a security threat. Armies and police must behave in one way, but I don’t think philosophers should have the same logic that generals do… and I’m saying that as an ex-army officer. 


Another point that I emphasize and is worth repeating is that cultural identities are contextual. In Israel, I was considered Anglo-Saxon because English was my native language; in Oxford they would have laughed at the idea I was Anglo-Saxon. For them I was an Israeli. In the United States, ethnics from the Indian sub-continent were for a long time not included under category as Asian; their leaders were given the choice to have Indians be considered under the general Caucasian category, and they initially chose that because it seemed better for them not to be labeled a minority (or perhaps not to be associated with East-Asians, given the history of war with Japan and the poor treatment of Chinese minorities).  Later when minority status afforded more privileges, they revised their decision and now they are no longer considered in the US under the Caucasian category but as an Asian minority. So in treating issues of multiculturalism and ethnic identity we should appreciate that such issues and identities are historically changing and contextually drawn, which means we need both historical sensitivity and contextualist pluralism to deal with them intelligently.


WM: Thank you very much for the interview.
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