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PROF. DAVID A. HOLLINGER 

David Hollinger· lid van de kerngroep die 'Diversity within Unity' (DWU) heeft 

opgesteld - bekritiseert de in het document gekozen lijn inzake de verhouding 

tussen staat en godsdienst. Hij stelt in zijn artikel dat de geprivilegieerde plaats 

van christelijke godsdienst Westeuropese staten ontoegankelijk maakt voor aan

hangers van nieuwe godsdiensten zoals de Islam. Daarom pleit hij voor 'disesta

blishment', dat wil zeggen voor een scherpe scheiding van kerk en staat gecombi

neerd met een volstrekt gelijke behandeling van verschillende godsdiensten. 

The established churches ofmanyWestern European nations occupy a distinctive 

and problematic position in debates about the position ofimmigrants and other 

minority groups in these nations, the topic of Diversity within Unity (DWU). The hea

vily Islamic orientation ofmany ofthe immigrants ofthose nations constitutes 

much ofthe "diversity" at issue, while in al most all ofthe societies for which 

"unity" is a goal, Protestant or Catholic churches are part ofthe constitutional or

der (France is the exception). Disestablishment might render the public culture of 

these nations more responsive to immigrants and might help reconcile the de

mands of diversity and unity. Yet remarkably few scholars or public leaders are 

willing to argue for disestablishment. 

This reluctance is curious and invites collegial interrogation. It would make more 

sense ifthe European intellectuals who debate these issues were devout 

Anglicans, Lutherans, Catholics, and so on. Usually, this is far from the case. 

Christianity has long since ceased to be the vital presence it once was in the cultu

res ofthe immigrant-receiving countries, which include the United Kingdom, 

Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, the Scandinavian nations, and even Italy and 

Spain. Very few ofthe "ethnically" British, Duteh, Swedish, etc., attend religious 

services or otherwise con neet their personallives to the national church with re

motely the intensity with which numerous immigrants conneet their lives to 

Islam. Nonetheless, Christianity remains symbolically central to these societies. 

This is an obvious barrier to the creation of "British," "Duteh," or "Swedish" iden

tities sufficiently commodious to enable Middle Eastern immigrants and their 
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children to see themselves as "really" part of these nations. The established chur

ches of Western Europe seem to be anachronisms that inhibit immigrants and 

their children from doing what the immigrant-receiving nations ostensibly hope 

they will eventually do: to adapt, and to make their new country more fully their 

own. Under these circumstances, one might expect that policy-engaged intellectu

als would energetically explore disestablishment. 

More might do so were it not for the fact that religiously affiliated institutions are 

basic providers of social services in many of the relevant nations. This practical re

ality fuels the popularity ofthe idea of multiple establishments, either de facto or 

de jure. IfIslam (and perhaps other religions such as Hinduism) can be establis

hed, too, or, in the absence offormal constitutional recognition, at least allowed 

government support, the service-providing role ofreligion can be preserved but 

pluralized. The religions ofthe immigrant populations can be treated on par, or 

at least close to on par, with a given country's traditionally dominant religion. 

Diversity within Unity proposes a model that it distinguishes from models that 

would disestablish religion altogether or that would add to the number of es

tablished religions in a country. This document envisages a future in which offi

cially supported religions, such as Lutheranism in Sweden and Anglicanism in the 

United Kingdom, "gradually lapse." Under this model, "no new religion would be 

recognized as the official religion ofthe state, but financial support for the clergy 

and pI aces ofworship of all religions would be provided." The amount of support 

"would be determined by the number of people who indicate, annually, th at a gi

ven religion is theirs." This model, the document explains, "allows the majority to 

retain a sense ofthe centrality ofits values" and at the same time "allows the mi

norities to recognize that the majority has accommodated them in a major way." 

Problems with DWU 

The DWU-model is not as different from the multiple establishment model as DWU 

implies. If state support is given to clergy and places ofworship and to the social ap

paratus of religious organizations, astrong form of establishment is surely in pI ace, 

even ifthe nation's constitution does not mention by name the religions receiving 

such support. In addition to misrepresenting its position, DWU has other, more dis

turbing problems. 

The DWU-approach to religion inadvertently invites both parties to fooI themselves. 

Ethno-religious majorities who claim ownership ofthe nation's identity can avoid 

facing the extent ofthe immigrant challenge to inherited institutions, and the new

corners can suppose th at they are being welcomed more fully than they actually 

are. Believers in the old religions being allowed to "lapse" whose religions are presu

mably on the way out are humored for a while longer, like a senile uncle or aunt. At 

the same time, by leaving intact rather than calling into question the presumption 

that the old Protestants or Catholics are the center ofthe nation, the non-Christians 
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are doomed to remain on the periphery. There are yet greater difficulties. 

The establishment ofreligious privileges for immigrant groups could easily foster, 

under the guise of "recognizing difference," the very "segregation and ghettoiza

tion" of minorities against which DWU wisely warns. If the state supports the reli

gions associated with immigrant groups and offers more money the more adhe

I'ents a given religion can muster. does the state not encourage immigrant groups 

to police their own borders, to try to keep their children from leaving the group? 

Elsewhere. DWU seems reconciled to the possibility that the cultural affiliation of 

individual immigrants will vary over time and will become increasingly volunta

ry. However. the leaders ofMuslim communities in many European cities are of

ten said to be among the most conservative in the world, more so by far than the 

communities in Turkey and Egypt trom which many ofthe immigrants come. 

DWU. in effect. licenses what are of ten the most reactionary elements in an immi

grant community, giving them resources with which to pressure community 

members to conform. Is this really consistent with the liberal political theory that 

i nforms the DWU-approach generally? I think not. 

The problem is seriously compounded by the document's treatment ofthe rela

tionship between education and religion. DWU appears to assume that "minori

ties" are religious minorities (points are illustrated with reference to "Muslim or 

jewish schools"). and suggests that "[m]inorities should have major input concer

ning 15 percent or so ofthe curriculum," perhaps in the form of electives. Who 

would have the authority to provide this "input"? Religious organizations? What 

if these organizations disagree among themselves? DWU seems to assume that 

there are undisputed religious authorities in religious communities. Getting all 

religion out ofpublic education would prevent the state from bestowing power 

upon specific people or bodies by recognizing them as authorities, which would 

enable Protestants. Catholics, Muslims, and others to carry out religious educa

tion privately. in the manner oftheir choice. 

DWU's references to "assimilation" invariably invoke a rigid, diversity-suppres

sing program. as if the French refusal to countenance the wearing of scarves by 

Muslim schoolgirls were an emblem for all ofthe social and cultural processes 

that might go by th at name. But assimilation, as the case ofthe United States in 

recent years attests, can also entail the encouraging of structural incorporation of 

"minorities" into the society through voluntary cultural, social, and sexual 

mixing. DWU offers very little encouragement for such mixing. Tbe document 

makes the most sense if one has in mind societies in which descent communities 

are coextensive with religious communities and are expected to remain enduring

Iy distinct. The history of some societies with heavy immigration, especially the 

United States. suggests the possibility of a different course. 

The failure ofDWU to say more about mixing may follow from DWU's curious 

skirting ofthe fact that some minorities are defined by color rather than by faith. 

Afro-Caribbean's in the United Kingdom and migrants from Surinam and the 
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DutchAntilles in the Netherlands are prominent examples. Religions, af ter all, 

tend to be monolithic: one is a Muslim or not, an Anglican or not, a Catholic or 

not, and so on, even when we take into account theological variation. But des

cent, ofwhich color is the most salient indicator, can be mixed, and it often is in 

many ofthe world's immigrant-based societies. If and when Europe's brown-skin

ned Muslim immigrants change their religion, they mayalso change whom they 

pref er as spouses and reproductive partners. Encouraging Muslims to stay among 

their fellow Muslims would, of course, have the effect of discouraging this poten

ti al mixing of descent communities. Could that be among the reasons why some 

people remain so attached to the idea of permanent religious identities for immi

grants? I do not know the answer to this question, but I know it is worth asldng. 

Deference to the authority of immigrant religious leaders is potentially in tension 

with one ofthe most admirable features ofDWU: its apparent willingness to deal 

in a forthright, non-patronizing fashion with immigrants from outside the do

main ofthe North Atlantic West. The largely secular European intellectuals who 

advocate support for immigrants' religions are in danger of saying, in effect, "the 

old religions are okay for you benighted immigrants, but not for us sons and 

daughters ofthe Enlightenment." By offering to immigrants the parts oftheir 

own societies they regard as the most anachronistic - religious particularism and 

its support by taxpayers - these Europeans fail to confront immigrants honestly 

and to offer them the liberal cosmopolitanism that these intellectuals generally 

believe is one ofthe most valuable features ofthe North Atlantic West. Salman 

Rushdie's view ofIslam is extreme, and I am not recommending that everyone 

should adopt it, but the controversy over Satanic Verses can remind us that the cul

ture of the North Atlantic West has more to offer Muslim immigrants than an in

vitation to stay among their own kind. Just as the critical spirit ofthe 

Enlightenment has been directed at Christianity in Britain, Germany, and 

Norway, let it be directed against all other religions, and on the same soil. 

The Alternative ofDisestablishment 

It should not be supposed that religion will fail to flourish ifit is not given state 

support. Here, the case ofthe United States is supremely relevant. Church mem

bership actually increased after the various state governments disestablished in 

the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, and today the United States is 

by far the most Christian society in the North Atlantic West, even though it re

mains officially devoted to the principle of the separation of church and state. The 

religions of immigrants to Europe will find their own way without being esta

blished, and there is even some reason to suspect that Lutheranism and 

Anglicanism will become more vigorous faiths in the wake of disestablishment. 

Deprived of state support, perhaps adherents of these faiths will put more energy 

into their churches. If the government-funded services now delivered through re-
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ligious organizations in many European nations were more fuUy secularized, reli

gious affiliations could flourish or diminish in the private sphere depending on 

the will ofindividuals. 

The strongest argument for disestablishment is th at it contributes to redefining 

the meaning ofnationaJity in Western-European nations in a way that recognizes 

the demographic facts of contemporary life, making it more possible for immi

grants and their children to partake of th at nationality. To severe the connection 

between civil authority and ecdesiastical authority would be a major symbolic in

dicator of change, capable ofmaking de ar to the rank-and-file majority popula

tions as weU as to newcomers th at a new citizen from India or Turkey or Morocco 

can be as much a German or a Dane or a Brit as can be a descendent of Bismarck 

or Kierkegaard or Queen Victoria. 

To argue so is not to take a position on what civic principles should define any 

partinJlar nation, but only to insist that they be truly civic, rather than reJigious 

or ethnic. Nor does an argument for disestabJishment necessarily imply any parti

cular approach toward defining a civic, national culture. There are bound to be 

disagreements about procedural versus substantive values, and about the "thick

ness" or "thinness" ofwhat needs to be shared in order for a poJity to have the ne

cessary measure of solidarity. 

My aim here is simply to encourage those engaged by the Diversity within Unity -way 

oflooking at contemporary Europe to give doser and more sympathetic attention 

to the prospect ofreligious disestablishment. European governments can surely 

allow the wearing of Muslim headscarves in schools, and can make a number of 

other ad hoc accommodations for privately held religious beliefs, even while pre

senting Europe to immigrants in its fuU, honest secularity. Devoutly religious im

migrants would be betrer able to assess what immigration means ifEuropean 

countries send consistent signals about what the rules ofthose countries are and 

are not. Europe is made up of overwhelmingly secular societies, and it should not 

hide the fact. So long as Europe tries to deal with its immigrants by offering them 

the institutions and practices in which Europeans themselves no longer believe, 

Europe's willingness to truly incorporate non-Europeans into its own body social 

will remain in doubt. 

Prof David A. Hollinger is werkzaam aan de geschiedenisfaculteit van de Universiteit van 

/lerkeley. 

DElE BIJDRAGE WORDT OOK GEPUBLICEERD IN HET LENTENUMMER VAN HET TIJDSCHRIFT 

'RESPONSIVE COMMINITY'. 
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