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Introduction

Why do some countries adopt institutions that allow their populations to live 
independent of religious dictates while others do not? How do political groups 
with the aim to separate the state from religious actors and rules emerge? And 
under what conditions do they succeed in removing the official role of religion 
from the public and private lives of individuals? These questions matter for the-
oretical, empirical, and practical reasons. Theoretically, they relate to a critical 
dimension of state formation and historical institutional development, which 
has thus far been on the margins of political science and comparative politics.1 
Empirically, there is significant contextual and temporal variation in whether 
states acquire a system of secular institutions, including a general, though increas-
ingly less noticeable, trend toward secularization (see Figure I.1).2 Practically, 
whether states adopt secularized institutions has far- reaching implications for 
who has access to political, economic, and social power as well as for the extent to 
which individuals have control over their personal lives.

This book offers an argument that combines ideational and organizational 
mechanisms to understand the historical roots of institutional secularization. 
The argument proceeds in two moves. First, it focuses on how and why political 
groups with a secularizing political agenda emerge. Briefly, I argue that the early 
circulation of Enlightenment literature among the literate elite and the existence 
of formal or informal associations through which this elite could exchange ideas 
were the main factors that influenced the early emergence of secularizing politi-
cal movements in some contexts. Second, the argument turns to the conditions 
under which these movements succeed in fulfilling their goal of reforming the 
institutional structure of the state. I argue that, all else being equal, secularizing 
political groups are at a disadvantage when it comes to recruiting grassroots sup-
port because, unlike religious actors and their lay allies, they cannot rely on a 
readymade preexisting institutional structure. Secularizing groups become more 
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likely to overcome this obstacle if they have time to build a robust organization 
before religious actors become involved in grassroots politics and if the social 
landscape includes civil society organizations that such groups can utilize. The 
existence of a competitive organization on the ground allows the secularizing 
political groups to capture power through elections or through revolutionary 
means during periods of political instability.

Theoretically, this study contributes to the literature on state formation and 
political institutions. Political scientists have long been highly interested in the 
emergence of and variation in political institutions. Yet, the relevant research has 
asymmetrically focused on some dimensions of political institutions rather than 
others. On questions that relate to the rise of nation- states and the development 
of democratic institutions, the field of political science includes theoretically and 
empirically vibrant literatures that adjudicate between competing explanations 
by using systematic historical evidence as well as in- depth case studies.3 Indeed, 
the debates around these two questions have reached the status of independent 
subfields within comparative politics and international relations.4 In contrast, 
with notable exceptions, political scientists have largely overlooked the question 
on the conditions under which state institutions become divorced from religious 
actors and regulations.5 By providing and evaluating a theory of institutional sec-
ularization, this book advances toward a more complete understanding of how 
political institutions emerge and why they differ from one another.

The book also contributes to and builds on the literature on religion and poli-
tics. Three strands of related existing work have potential implications for when 
secular political institutions emerge. One, inspired by Alexis de Tocqueville’s 
classic works, links the existence of a historically close relationship between 
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Figure I.1 Percentage of States with Secular Institutions, 1850– 2000
Note: The figure includes all countries with majority monotheistic populations including those 
with more than one monotheistic religion.
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the throne and the dominant religious organization to institutional seculariza-
tion.6 Another, inspired by rational choice theory, emphasizes the importance 
of competition among religious organizations and the role of power- maximizing 
political leaders.7 The last potentially relevant body of work suggests that differ-
ent aspects of modernization (i.e., urbanization, industrialization, literacy, tech-
nological developments, etc.) culminate in social and, indirectly, institutional 
secularization.8

This study contributes to and diverges from these strands both theoretically 
and empirically. First, it develops an argument that accounts for why reformist 
groups with a specifically secularizing agenda emerge. This step is salient as the 
reformist reaction to close throne- altar relations can take the form of restructur-
ing rather than eliminating or minimizing the role of religion in the state. Second, 
this study analytically decouples the emergence of secularizing groups from their 
ability to achieve their goals. This approach allows the argument to problematize 
and account for why secular reformist groups vary in their organizational capac-
ity and ultimate success. Third, the book treats the ideological distinction and 
organizational competition between religious and secular political groups as a 
critical part of its argument. In this respect, it builds on the rationalist arguments 
that emphasize competition but also deviates from them by focusing on religious- 
secular rivalry and by incorporating ideological commitments into the theory.9 
Finally, the book makes significant empirical contributions by analyzing original 
historical data that I have compiled on the emergence of secularizing parties as 
well as on institutional secularization. The research design combines the analysis 
of this original historical data with in- depth comparative historical analysis that 
evaluates the more detailed empirical implications of the argument.

The rest of this chapter proceeds as follows. In the first section, I clarify the 
conceptual and operational definition of institutional secularization that the 
book uses. Next, I provide a summary and critical assessment of the existing lit-
erature that relates to institutional secularization. In the subsequent two sections, 
I present the argument in more detail and discuss the research design. In the final 
section, I outline the book’s organization.

Defining Institutional Secularization
At its core, this study is interested in how and why states adopt an institutional 
structure that enables those living within their territory to lead public and private 
lives that are free of religious dictates.10 Given this core interest, the study con-
ceptualizes institutional secularization according to two criteria that both need 
to exist for a context to count as secular: (1) the absence of religious or religiosity 
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tests for fundamental political rights and (2) the existence of a legal structure 
(including family law) that is not based on religious rules and doctrine.

The nonexistence of religious tests means that basic political rights including 
citizenship, voting, and becoming a public servant do not depend on whether 
individuals belong to a specific religion (or sect). In addition, the absence of a reli-
giosity test implies that the same rights are independent of whether individuals 
regularly follow the rules and regulations of the religious organization of which 
they are a member. Examples that violate these criteria include contexts such as 
the Maldives, where only Muslims are given citizenship rights, and Sweden up to 
1863, where all citizens were required to take communion at least once a year.11

The existence of a legal structure that is officially free of religious rules implies 
two observable characteristics. First, religious actors or established religious regu-
lations do not play an explicit role in the creation, application, or supervision 
of the laws of the land. This criterion excludes the cases in which the constitu-
tion identifies a religion or religious denomination as a source for the laws of the 
land, cases in which the clergy play primary executive functions, as well as cases in 
which ecclesiastics have the power to make, amend, or reject laws. Examples that 
violate this criterion include Pakistan, where constitutions do not allow laws to 
contravene Islam, or the Papal States until their incorporation into Italy, where 
the ecclesiastics served as the main rulers. Second, laws that relate to the family 
do not rely on religious rules and regulations. Specifically, the book categorizes 
family law as nonsecular if the laws that relate to the initiation, regulation, or dis-
solution of marriage are subject to religious rather than civic rules. For example, 
according to this criterion, countries such as Israel, Morocco, Chile (until 2004), 
and Lebanon would not count as cases of institutional secularization. By con-
trast, contexts in which marriage can be officiated by a religious actor but, once 
officiated, becomes subject to the same rules as civil marriage count as secular as 
long as they satisfy the other requirements I have listed.

Two further points of clarification are in order. The first pertains to the rela-
tionship between the concept of institutional secularization and the notion of 
religious freedom. Scholars of political philosophy identify two interpretations 
of religious freedom going back to the seventeenth century, one narrow and the 
other broad ( Jacob 1981; Israel 1999; Israel 2001). In the narrow version, religious 
freedom implies the freedom to belong to (and by extension convert to) the reli-
gion or sect of one’s choice. In its broad version, religious freedom entails not 
only the liberty to pick a religion but also the freedom to avoid belonging to 
any religious belief system. The concept of institutional secularization introduced 
here has close affinity with the broad notion of religious freedom as both ideas 
cover the possibility of nonbelief in organized religion. But there is also a clear 
distinction between the two concepts. By definition, the cases in which the broad 
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version of religious freedom is in place would include secularized institutions that 
empower individuals to conduct their affairs independent of religious rules. The 
opposite, however, would not hold. That is, it would be possible for institution-
ally secularized states to deny religious freedom to their citizens by rendering it 
excessively difficult or impossible for them to choose and/ or practice any specific 
religion. One extreme example of this type of context was communist Albania, 
which banned organized religion between 1967 and 1990.12

The other point that deserves further attention is the underlying conceptual-
ization of institutional secularization as a binary outcome. One might question 
this approach on two grounds. To begin with, many of those states that meet both 
the criteria introduced earlier and therefore count as secular in this study nev-
ertheless retain some links between religion and state. Some have official estab-
lished religions (e.g., England within the United Kingdom; Denmark); others 
devote state bureaucracies to overseeing religious affairs (e.g., Turkey); yet others 
provide subsidies or vouchers for private religious schools (e.g., France since 1959; 
United States; Germany); and, finally, some ban or severely restrict rights that 
pertain to abortion, gay marriage, or inheritance rights at least partially based on 
religious justification (e.g., Poland; Tunisia). To continue, the countries that this 
study categorizes as nonsecular also display significant variation. Some possess 
secular institutions with the exception of civil divorce (e.g., Chile until 2004; 
Ireland until 1996); others exhibit mostly secular institutions outside of family 
law (e.g., Israel; Lebanon); and yet others heavily rely on religious doctrine and 
rules for almost all aspects of governance (e.g., Saudi Arabia; Kuwait).

This study offers two responses to these observations, one analytical and the 
other practical. Analytically, the book starts with the notion that those con-
texts in which individuals are free from official religious influence both in the 
private and public sphere are fundamentally different from those in which they 
are subject to this type of influence in either or both of these spheres. Put oth-
erwise, the study conceptualizes the distinction between these two categories as 
a difference in kind and not just degree. The variation within each category or 
gray areas around the cutoff point between the two categories might complicate 
the operationalization of the concept but they do not negate it. On this point, 
the conceptualization here follows Giovanni Sartori’s powerful arguments and 
advice against uncritical degreeism and the misleading notion that “differences in 
kind are best conceived as differences in degree” (Sartori 1991, 248; Sartori 1970).

Practically, this study follows a two- pronged approach. First, in Chapter 2, 
which presents the cross- national statistical analysis, the operationalization of the 
concept incorporates the two fundamental criteria that together define institu-
tional secularization. Despite the ambiguities discussed earlier, the twin criteria 
of the basic political rights and the legal system (including family law) being free 
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of official religious interference largely capture the underlying concept of insti-
tutional secularization within the sweeping historical period that the empirical 
analysis covers. Second, the book deals with the issue of observational gray areas 
in three additional ways. In Chapter 2, the models consider whether minor varia-
tions in the coding of institutional secularization alter the findings in theoreti-
cally relevant ways. Then, in Chapters 3 and 4, which focus on the comparative 
historical analysis, I consider the variation in nonsecular systems and incremental 
steps toward secular systems (or their lack thereof ) in detail. Finally, Chapter 5 
explicitly analyzes two cases that are closer to the conceptual border between sec-
ular and nonsecular systems in which institutional secularization took on a softer 
form than comparable cases in Chapters 3 and 4.

Theoretical and Empirical Evaluation 
of the Literature

Throne- Altar Argument

The first relevant theoretical approach is inspired by a specific aspect of Alexis 
de Tocqueville’s classic work on the French Revolution.13 In brief, Tocqueville’s 
argument links the close economic and political relationship between the French 
monarchy and the Catholic Church to the zeal with which the revolutionaries 
pursued anti- religious policies after 1789. Tocqueville’s arguments on France, 
along with his work on religion in America, have been expanded in recent schol-
arly works that focus on varieties of secularism or the role of churches in demo-
cratic systems. For example, Ahmet Kuru argues that the relationship between 
monarchies and religious organizations prior to nation- state formation are a key 
to understanding why revolutionary elites adopt an anti- religious secular system 
in some contexts (“assertive” secularism) and an accommodating one in others 
(“passive” secularism) (Kuru 2009). Focusing on the flipside of Tocqueville’s 
logic, Anna Grzymala- Busse argues that in contexts in which the prominent 
religious organization historically served as a focal point for resisting foreign or 
authoritarian rule, churches tend to be more popular and influential in politics 
(Grzymala- Busse 2015; Grzymala- Busse 2016). The Tocquevillian approach also 
yields a clear testable prediction on the main research question of this book: in 
contexts with a history of close throne- altar relations, the reformist elites should 
predominantly favor institutional secularization. By extension, these types of 
contexts should be more prone to institutional secularization than contexts with-
out a similar institutional history.

While providing a testable expectation, the logic of the Tocquevillian 
approach also has some drawbacks. To begin with, it is not clear why in contexts 
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with a history of close throne- altar relations, those individuals who want to 
reform the system would overwhelmingly adopt a secularizing political agenda. 
In principle, reformist individuals may prefer a political system in which they 
deprive the religious organizations of independent sources of income and power 
(i.e., by confiscating the assets held by these organizations) while also maintain-
ing religious actors as state employees with significant powers. In such systems, 
religious rules and regulations can still determine the rights of the individuals 
in the public as well as private sphere and religious ideas can still underlie the 
state ideology. Of course, one could argue that the reformists in these contexts in 
fact desire to get even with the religious establishment for enjoying privileges in 
the past. Yet, even if the reformists harbor this type of emotional reaction, they 
can satisfy their feelings of resentment by reshuffling the elite within the domi-
nant religious organization rather than by completely jettisoning religious actors 
and rules from the political system. Specifically, the reformists can promote the 
clergy in the lower echelons of the religious organization while purging those 
who served as high clergy during the previous period.

Notably, such a scenario is by no means only theoretical. There is ample 
historical evidence across a diverse set of cases for the existence and prevalence 
of reformists who were committed to an alternatively organized relationship 
between religion and state but did not support eliminating, or even minimizing, 
this relationship. The emergence of Protestant churches during the Reformation 
is a prominent case in point. A slightly later example includes the Jansenists in 
Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, who supported a political 
system in which the Catholic Church would continue to play a major role in the 
state but would also become more compliant toward royal authority (Barnett 
2003; Van Kley 2016). Along the same lines, numerous nineteenth- century politi-
cal leaders in Latin America sought to control religious organizations while also 
keeping religious doctrine and actors as fundamental parts of the state’s ideology 
and institutions (Gill 1998). In the Middle East and North Africa, the salafiya 
movement, which promotes a purified version of Islamic law as the basis of the 
modern state, constitutes yet another example (Saeed 2013, 31– 37).

Based on the theoretical and empirical discussion I have presented, this book 
takes the distinction between secularizing reformists, who desire to strip religion 
of official influence, and other types of reformists, who solely desire to reformu-
late the state- religion relationship, seriously. Thus, the first part of the theory 
focuses on the emergence of reformists with a distinctly secularizing agenda 
before moving on to whether and how these actors fulfill their aims.

Beyond the preceding discussion, the throne- altar argument also has two 
additional drawbacks. First, the argument conflates the emergence of secular-
izing reformists with whether such actors actually acquire sufficient power to 
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implement their policies. The theory in this book tackles this issue by analytically 
distinguishing between the appearance of political movements with secularizing 
goals and the conditions under which such movements meet their objectives. 
This two- step approach is significant not only for theoretical but also for empiri-
cal reasons. According to the data that I present in Chapter 2, some 40 percent 
of the observations in which a secularizing party had emerged in the past did 
not display secularized institutions.14 Second, the Tocquevillian logic is not 
designed to explain the cross- sectional and temporal variation among contexts 
with a historically close throne- altar relationship. Yet the variation in question is 
remarkable. Countries with this type of institutional background include France, 
which first experienced institutional secularization during the Revolution (and 
then indefinitely separated religion and state in 1905), as well as countries such as 
Malaysia or Saudi Arabia, which do not seem close to secular transition.

Rational Actor Competition Model

The second potentially relevant approach uses the rational actor model and incor-
porates intra- religious and political competition. This type of argument has been 
used by scholars to explain societal secularization as well as the conditions under 
which countries adopt institutions that enhance or restrain religious liberty (Gill 
1998; Gill 2008; Sarkissian 2015).15 On the question of religious liberty, which is 
more directly relevant here, the argument begins with specific assumptions about 
religious actors and political leaders. It posits that religious organizations want to 
maximize their influence and keep the competition out, whereas politicians care 
about acquiring or keeping power and achieving a set of economic policy goals 
(Gill 2008). Based on these incentives, politicians undermine religious freedom 
when dominant religious organizations offer ideological links to the population 
and when such organizations can credibly threaten to switch their support to 
competing political actors. The rational actor approach, while not specifically 
designed to account for institutional secularization, yields empirical predictions 
that are potentially relevant for this book. For instance, following the logic of the 
argument, one would expect religious organizations that operate in a context in 
which the politicians compete for incumbency to have an advantage in limiting 
secularization. Additionally, those countries that host a single dominant religion 
rather than a number of competing religions should be less prone to institutional 
secularization.

Like the rational actor model, the argument in this book takes organizational 
competition seriously. However, it also significantly diverges from this model by 
emphasizing the role of religious- secular competition. Above all, I incorporate 
the ideological commitment and historical experience of political groups and 
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religious actors as a key part of the argument. I argue that political parties with an 
explicitly secularizing platform (which historically include various liberal, repub-
lican, radical, and, after the late nineteenth century, left- wing parties) do not only 
want to come to power and meet economic goals. They also genuinely desire 
to pursue secularizing reforms. Therefore, depending on the initial ideology of 
political parties and their past interaction with religious organizations, these 
actors cannot plausibly revise their approach to religion on demand. Similarly, for 
the same reasons, religious organizations cannot simply switch from one politi-
cal party or leader to another without consideration for their ideology and past 
experiences. Given this premise, the theory here puts the emergence of politi-
cal movements with an ideological commitment to secularization at the heart of 
its argument. It then turns to the conditions under which such movements can 
establish a robust organization that enables them to compete with actors with a 
pro- religion agenda.

Economic and Technological Modernization

The third explanation includes various modernization theories that link eco-
nomic and technological progress to patterns of secularization. Some scholars 
suggest that the emergence and dissemination of scientific findings undermines 
previously established religious myths and opens the door for increased secular-
ization (Chadwick 2000; Weber 1946). Others remind us that advances in tech-
nology and science expand the human lifespan, enhance the capacity of states, 
and increase the quality of life. Therefore, these developments suppress the need 
for religious belief as a source of psychological relief and for religious organi-
zation as an active participant in social insurance policies (Norris & Inglehart 
2004; Karakoç & Başkan 2014).

From the perspective of this study, the problem with these approaches is that 
they tend to focus on societal secularization as the ultimate outcome of interest 
rather than the secularization of state institutions. Hence, they do not directly 
address certain questions that are essential for understanding the process that 
results in institutional secularization. First, what exactly is the link between 
different dimensions of modernization (e.g., urbanization, industrialization, 
literacy, technological developments) and institutional secularization? Which 
aspects of economic modernization contribute to the emergence of political 
movements with a specifically secularizing political agenda, and how? Second, 
why do we observe variation in the strength (or existence of ) secularizing parties 
as well as in institutional secularization among contexts with comparable levels of 
economic modernization? After all, countries such as Pakistan and Morocco that 
have not adopted institutional secularization today have levels of urbanization 
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and literacy higher than or comparable to countries such as Turkey or Albania in 
the late 1920s when those countries adopted these institutions.16

The argument in this study contributes to the literature on modernization 
and secularization by providing answers to the questions I have posed. First, 
I pinpoint a specific dimension of modernization that played a major role in 
the path toward institutional secularization. In brief, the argument is that the 
early development of printing as a capitalist enterprise asymmetrically favored 
the dissemination of secular/ anti- clerical (as opposed to religious) materials and 
significantly contributed to the emergence of secularizing political movements. 
Second, I show that the timing of secularizing political movements influences 
whether or not such movements succeed in accessing power and implement-
ing their political agenda. This approach allows us to understand why countries 
with comparable levels of economic modernization might have different insti-
tutional structures as well as different levels of organized demand for secular 
institutions.

The Argument: Ideas, Timing, and Organization
As discussed, the theory comprises two sequential steps: the emergence of politi-
cal movements with a secularizing agenda and the conditions under which these 
movements achieve their aims. This approach is theoretically desirable both 
because the emergence (or non- emergence) of organized actors that aspire 
toward institutional secularization is a key step in the causal story and because the 
argument suggests that the timing of when secularizing movements emerge has a 
substantial impact on whether or not they gain access to political power. In brief, 
I argue that the timing of secular political movements determined their sequence 
(or ordering) relative to religious political movements and that this ordering in 
turn shaped the extent to which secular movements could effectively compete 
with religious ones. Figures I.2 and I.3 provide a summary of the causal process 
that results in these outcomes.

Printing                                                          

Dissemination of secular material
(via bookstores, schools, libraries etc.)

Secularizing
Political
Movements

Dissemination of secular ideas
& organization in associational hubs
(cafes, clubs, schools, alumni associations etc.)

Repression/
Censorship

Figure I.2 Emergence of Secularizing Political Movements
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The theory focuses on two factors that historically provided the ideologi-
cal and organizational underpinnings of secularizing movements: the rise and 
prevalence of printing as a capitalist enterprise and initial levels of repression. 
The emergence and spread of printing after the late fifteenth century drastically 
increased the volume of written material that circulated within Europe and made 
it much harder for authorities to monitor and control the content of this mate-
rial.17 Since the authorities in charge of monitoring and censorship were typically 
religious actors and their allies in the state, the result was a remarkable growth in 
the relative share of works that directly criticized or contradicted the teachings 
of established religions (Febvre & Martin 1976). Put otherwise, the introduction 
of printing as a capitalist enterprise robbed the religious authorities of their com-
parative advantage in the control of ideas. In practice, the relevant literature that 
became increasingly more prevalent included philosophical books, compilations 
of new scientific findings, and pamphlets/ magazines with anti- clerical content. 
The channels of dissemination for these materials included bookstores, libraries, 
as well as new schools that states set up to boost competitiveness.

In addition to printing, the argument suggests that the variation in the levels 
and type of repression in seventeenth-  to eighteenth- century Europe was also a 
contributing factor in the emergence of movements with a secularizing agenda. 
In post- Reformation Europe, all states censored ideas that were critical of or con-
trary to organized religion (Israel 2001). However, despite this general rule, there 
was some variation from state to state. Certain states such as the Dutch Republic 
were generally more permissive, and others such as the city- state of Geneva 
allowed material that specifically targeted the Catholic Church while punish-
ing those that contravened the teachings of Calvinism (Van der Wall 1999). The 
existence of this variation first and foremost allowed the diffusion of secularizing 
or anti- clerical ideas in these types of contexts among the literate elite. It also 
rendered it more difficult for other states to stamp out anti- clerical and secular 
material if they shared borders with those contexts that adopted a less repressive 
or simply different censorship mechanism. Printers and authors with subversive 
ideas could often migrate to neighboring states, publish their ideas, and then at 

Early timing of
secularizing political
movements compared
to religious ones

E
ective grassroots organization Electoral
& or Institutional

SecularizationCompetitiveness against
pro-religion parties

Revolutionary
Success   Civic Associations

Figure I.3 Success of Secularizing Political Movements: Institutional Secularization
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least some of these ideas could be clandestinely smuggled back to their coun-
try of origin (Hazard 2013 [1953]; Israel 2001). Finally, given the variation in the 
repression of ideas, some states were more likely to host official or unofficial hubs 
such as cafés, salons, social clubs, schools, and alumni associations through which 
those in favor of secularizing reforms could gather, exchange opinions, and even-
tually establish political movements that sought power.

The next step in the theory focuses on the conditions under which secular-
izing movements capture power and establish their preferred institutions. The 
argument in this step begins with the assumption that even when secularizing 
political movements or parties emerge, they face a significant comparative disad-
vantage vis- à- vis those with a pro- religion agenda. When religious actors decide 
to form or back a political party, this party has the potential to tap into a robust 
preexisting grassroots organization that covers the territory of the state. This 
grassroots organization offers physical space (i.e., places of worship) in which 
meetings and recruitment can take place, regular times when a potentially favor-
able audience congregates (i.e., times of worship), and access to actors with local 
knowledge and contacts (i.e., local clergy). Secularizing parties do not have access 
to this type of preexisting grassroots organization with significant geographi-
cal reach. To be competitive, they need to either establish an organization from 
scratch or adapt existing civic associations to their own purposes, both of which 
require additional time and resources. If the secularizing parties establish this 
type of organization, they would then be in a position to capture power in one of 
two ways. They could win elections or, when an internal or external crisis weakens 
the existing state authority, they could use protests and/ or organized violence to 
topple and replace the existing regime.

This book identifies two factors that influence whether secularizing parties 
overcome their comparative disadvantage. The first factor is the extent to which a 
given state allows civic associations such as trade unions, social clubs, and business 
and alumni associations that can in principle be utilized by secularizing parties. 
There is already an established literature on the relationship between civil society 
organizations and political party formation and electoral success.18 Therefore, the 
idea that secularizing political parties would be more successful if they can rely 
on existing civic associations to spread their message and recruit supporters is 
relatively straightforward.19

The second and critical factor is the relative timing of secularizing parties 
compared to grassroots religious parties. Briefly put, if pro- religion parties that 
seek popular support emerge before or at the same time as secularizing parties, 
they usually crowd out (or fend off ) the latter by relying on the preexisting reli-
gious infrastructure to recruit regional leaders and grassroots support. Therefore, 
political parties with a secularizing platform face an uphill battle in these types of 
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contexts. In contrast, if secularizing parties emerge significantly ahead of popular 
pro- religion parties, then they stand a much better chance of recruiting regional 
leaders and expanding their network beyond their initial geographical origin.

I suggest that secularizing parties that emerged earlier, particularly before the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, were more likely to be first- mov-
ers and avoid the uphill battle for two reasons. First, due to historical reasons 
that I elaborate on in Chapter 1, these parties initially only competed against 
conservatives, who were reluctant to use the grassroots organizational capacity 
of churches to their political advantage. By the time the more actively religious 
parties such as the Christian Democrats appeared, the secularizing parties had 
already established an organization to compete effectively with their pro- religion 
rivals. In contrast, those secular parties that emerged later on, especially during 
the course of the twentieth century, often faced well- organized religious political 
movements that had already recruited significant elite and grassroots support. 
Therefore, it was much harder for these secular movements to expand their orga-
nizational base and carve out support beyond their immediate leadership circles. 
Additionally, the secularizing parties that emerged after the advent of mass poli-
tics often had to compete not only against pro- religion parties but also against 
parties that shared their secularizing agenda but disagreed on other issues. This 
competition often pitted republicans, socialists, communists, and ethnic political 
parties against each other and potentially made it harder for any one of them to 
succeed against their pro- religion rivals.

The Research Design
The research strategy in the book combines statistical analysis based on historical 
cross- national data, which tests the main predictions of the theory, with in- depth 
comparative case studies, which evaluate the empirical implications of the argu-
ment that relate to the causal story. This methodological approach is based on the 
notion that the combination of quantitative and qualitative analyses can be more 
informative than using any of these methods on their own (Lieberman 2005). 
This is because the (large- N) quantitative analysis has an advantage in evaluat-
ing the primary hypotheses of the theory while controlling for multiple factors, 
whereas the qualitative analysis allows for the testing of sequential steps and aux-
iliary implications that follow from the argument, which the large- N analysis 
cannot assess.

Given the dearth of systematic historical data on the topics of interest, I devel-
oped an original dataset on secularizing parties and institutional secularization 
that Chapter 2 discusses in detail. The main explanatory variables come from 
existing datasets developed by social scientists (i.e., Historical V- Dem & The 
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French Book Trade in Enlightenment Europe [FBTEE] database) as well as new 
indicators I constructed based on historical resources.20 For the emergence of 
secularizing parties, the relevant explanatory variables capture the historical prev-
alence of printing, the availability of Enlightenment literature, the presence of 
modern military academies, and the potential for associational hubs. For institu-
tional secularization, the explanatory variables of interest include the existence of 
secularizing parties, the relative timing of secularizing and grassroots pro- religion 
parties, as well as whether the secularizing parties appeared before or after the 
twentieth century. Additionally, the analyses in Chapter 2 control for prominent 
existing explanations such as past throne- altar relations and economic modern-
ization as well as other potentially relevant conditions. The chapter both assesses 
whether the main variables that follow from the book’s argument gain support 
while controlling for these factors and compares the substantive and statistical 
significance of the argument with the existing approaches.

The comparative historical analysis studies two pairs of cases beginning with 
the seventeenth century, France and Spain (Chapter 3) and Turkey and Morocco 
(Chapter 4). These chapters primarily focus on four expectations of the argument 
that follow from the theory that I present in Chapter 1: (1) the historical existence 
and prevalence of nonsecular or religious (rather than secular) reformists; (2) the 
influence of widespread Enlightenment ideas and associational hubs on the emer-
gence of secularizing parties; (3) the impact of relative timing and associational 
environment on the comparative organizational strength of secularizing parties; 
and (4) the link between the organizational strength of secularizing parties and 
their ability to access power and change state institutions. To assess these expecta-
tions and to address potential endogeneity concerns, I delve into the timing and 
sequence of events, the various actors’ organizational capabilities and behavior, as 
well as, where appropriate, counterfactual analysis based on plausible alternative 
historical paths that actors did not (or could not) take.

I select the cases for three reasons. First, they all display a numerically and 
politically dominant religion and, within the matched pairs, the specific reli-
gious organization is the same (Sunni Islam in Turkey and Morocco, Catholicism 
in France and Spain). The structure of the relationship between the dominant 
religious organization and state might partially depend on the doctrine and 
organizational characteristics of the religion in question. Islam provides a more 
detailed set of rules that go beyond the private realm and therefore might be 
more likely to serve as the basis for criminal as well as family law (Lewis 2010, 
39– 55; Witte 2012).21 Furthermore, compared to Protestantism, Catholicism has 
a stricter set of doctrinal rules that relate to marriage and family (Harrington 
1995). Matching cases in which the dominant religion has historically been the 
same addresses this comparability problem. Second, the religious organizations 
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in each case were all part of the political establishment and served critical roles 
in the institutional structure of and ideological justification for the state in the 
past. Hence, the throne- altar argument cannot account for the differences within 
these pairs of cases. Finally, these cases display significant variation in the main 
outcome of interest that resembles the variation in the general population of 
countries.22 France emerged as a first- mover in institutional secularization during 
the Revolution and, despite a partial reversal after 1815, a resilient secular system 
was in place by early twentieth century. In Spain, secularizing movements and 
parties repeatedly attempted to reform the system starting with the late 1860s 
and achieved temporary success during some periods. However, they were unable 
to establish a durable secular system until early 1980s. In Turkey, secular groups 
emerged in the late nineteenth century and managed to secularize the institu-
tional structure by the 1920s. By contrast, in Morocco, political movements with 
a secularizing agenda remained absent until the late twentieth century, and these 
movements, which primarily include women’s associations, have thus far been 
limited in their capacity to revise the system.

Chapter 5 takes an additional empirical step by focusing on cases that are 
closer to the conceptual border between secular and nonsecular systems than the 
cases in Chapters 3 and 4. The chapter evaluates whether the argument of the 
book on the timing and relative organization of pro- secular groups can account 
for the softer version of institutional secularism that emerged in some contexts. 
To address this question, the analysis considers two cases, the United Kingdom 
and Tunisia. These cases are suitable for this task for a number of reasons. They 
fall under the category of secularized systems according to the main coding cri-
teria in Chapter 2, but they also maintain institutional characteristics that make 
them less secular than France and Turkey. Furthermore, the two cases also display 
several theoretically relevant similarities with comparable cases in Chapters 3 and 
4. Specifically, the United Kingdom exhibits historically close throne- altar rela-
tions and early exposure to Enlightenment ideas in common with France, and 
Tunisia shares similar throne- altar relations with Turkey and Morocco and the 
experience of French colonization with Morocco.

The study of historical processes based on theoretical expectations remains 
the main tool for political scientists who, in Charles Tilly’s words, are interested 
in “understanding the large- scale structures and processes that were transforming 
the world of the nineteenth century and those that are transforming our world 
today” (Tilly 1984, 2). Hence, the comparative analysis in Chapters 3, 4, and 
5 primarily relies on the rich and impressive literature developed by historians 
on the cases. Relying on the works of historians requires one to pay attention 
to potential disagreements and debates among them (Lustick 1996). As a rule, 
when I encounter disputes among historians that could have implications for the 
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research questions of this book, I briefly summarize the nature of the debate and 
indicate whether and why I find some historical approaches more convincing or 
relevant compared to others.

Finally, before moving on, two short notes on the scope conditions of the 
theory and findings of this book are due. First, as the following chapters show, 
states with secularized institutions as defined in this study and the political move-
ments that advocated for this type of system appeared only after the second half 
of the eighteenth century. Hence, the theory suggested here does not explain all 
the different types of state- religion relationship that existed prior to this period. 
However, the argument can explain why pro- secularization movements and secu-
larized states first emerged during this period in history. Second, the question of 
how individuals come to be free of official religious influence presupposes the 
existence of a historical precursor in which religious organizations and rules did 
play substantial roles in the public and private spheres. Therefore, the research 
question and the theory developed here are only relevant for contexts in which 
this type of baseline political system exists or existed in the past. Despite doctri-
nal differences, contexts in which Christianity and/ or Islam are dominant fulfill 
this criterion based on two common characteristics.23 First, both religious tradi-
tions offer relatively clear doctrinal rules on at least the family and therefore aim 
to regulate the private sphere.24 Second, in the course of the historical develop-
ment of their partnership with various traditional states, these religions also came 
to stand for additional rules that restricted the political and economic rights of 
individuals based on their religious background (Black 2015; Drake 1996). Given 
these two commonalities, the empirical sections in this book focus on contexts 
in which the majority of the population historically belonged to one or more 
monotheistic religions.

The Plan of the Book
The rest of this study proceeds as follows. Chapter 1 describes the theory in detail 
focusing first on the historical roots of secularizing movements and then on the 
conditions under which they are able to set up enduring secular institutions. 
Chapter 2 introduces the original dataset that I compiled to evaluate the main 
predictions of the argument. The discussion in the chapter first concentrates 
on the emergence of secularizing parties. It then confirms that, while the past 
existence of these parties is a main precondition for institutional secularization, 
there is significant variation in whether or not contexts that fulfill this condition 
adopt a secularized system. The last part of the chapter focuses specifically on 
the variation among countries in which a secularizing party had emerged in the 
past. Chapters 3 and 4 are organized along thematic and chronological lines that 
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overlap with the theory’s expectations on the emergence of secularizing political 
parties and institutional secularization. Chapter 5 considers whether the theo-
retical insights of the book account for why institutional secularization takes on 
a softer form in some cases. Finally, the last chapter concludes by discussing the 
broader theoretical implications of the book and considers the future of institu-
tional secularization around the world.
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1

Theory

This chapter presents the theory in two steps. First, it focuses on the 
conditions under which political organizations with a secularizing agenda emerge 
and, second, it turns to the conditions under which these types of organizations 
successfully change the institutional structure of the state.

The chapter adopts this approach for both methodological and theoretical 
reasons. Methodologically, this approach allows the book to identify the causes 
of a key step in the historical sequence that culminates in secular (or nonsecular) 
institutions. In doing so, the chapter both specifies the long- term causal mecha-
nism at work and yields a number of empirical implications that relate to timing, 
sequence, and actors that can be tested in the following chapters. Theoretically, 
one of the main arguments in this book is that the timing of secular political 
movements has a substantial influence on whether these movements can change 
the institutional structure of the state. Put briefly, for historical and analytical 
reasons discussed in this chapter, the earlier secular movements were more likely 
to fulfill their goals compared to later ones. Given this argument, uncovering the 
roots of early secularizing movements is not only important for specifying the 
long- term causal mechanism but it is also essential to understanding why some 
secular movements succeed while others fail.

The chapter proceeds in seven sections. First, I describe the basic character-
istics of the baseline institutional setup that historically preceded the emergence 
of secular reformers. Second, I argue that within the baseline system, political 
reformers could adopt a religious as well as a secular agenda. Third, I provide a 
concise timeline of the emergence and spread of secular ideas and secular political 
movements. This section not only offers a chronology of events but also shows 
that the historical resilience and spread of secular ideas is remarkable given the 
early repression and censorship such ideas faced. Fourth, I suggest two factors, 
the emergence of printing as a capitalist enterprise and variation in the levels and 
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targets of repression, that allowed secular ideas to become widely disseminated 
despite persistent censorship. Fifth, I outline a model of how the dissemination 
of secular ideas could influence the emergence and spread of political move-
ments that aimed to change the institutional structure of the state. In the sixth 
section, I turn to the question of why some of these secularizing movements 
achieve their goals while others do not. The argument in this section relies on an 
analytical as well as historical basis. On the analytical side, I propose that secular 
political movements lack certain organizational advantages that are available to 
religious ones. Hence, the more time the secular movements have to organize 
before the appearance of religious political movements, the easier it is for them 
to overcome their competitive disadvantage. On the historical side, I argue that 
the timing and sequence of specific events delayed the emergence of religious 
political rivals for the first wave of secular movements, but that this period of 
delay was not available to the later ones. Therefore, the timing of when secular 
political movements emerge has a considerable impact on whether these move-
ments succeed. In the final section, I outline the empirical implications of the 
argument.

The Historical Baseline
Before studying how and why institutional secularization takes place, it is impor-
tant to specify the fundamental features of the institutional baseline. Historically, 
the pre- secular political systems entailed two main features that allowed religious 
rules and actors to play a significant role in the state and society. First, these sys-
tems left the management of the private sphere including family matters com-
pletely to the religious organizations within their realm. Thus, it was the religious 
doctrine and the clergy’s interpretation of it that determined the conditions 
under which marriage or its dissolution could take place, as well as the rights of 
individuals within the family.

Second, in the baseline system, religious actors and doctrine also influenced 
some aspects of the institutional structure beyond the organization of the private 
sphere. This influence could take different forms depending on the dominant 
religious doctrine in place and the historical precedent that existed on the ter-
ritory. For example, religious doctrine could be dictating criminal law or laws in 
the economic sphere (e.g., rules on usury) as well as the extent to which individu-
als had the right to participate in the society and public service (e.g., laws that 
restricted the rights of religious minorities). Religious actors could also function 
as the main agents of censorship and punishment against subversive ideas or serve 
as judges and high- level officials with permanent seats in governing councils. 
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Finally, religious actors and texts typically played a dominant role in whatever 
limited education was available within the territory of the state.1 Regardless of 
the specific form of this influence, the underlying system was one in which reli-
gious organization and doctrine played some additional role that went beyond 
their control over the family.2

Types of Reformism: Religious and Secular
What were the potential types of reformism that could exist in the traditional 
system? The existing studies on modern state formation do not theoretically dis-
tinguish between different types of reformists who advocate institutional change. 
The relevant literature offers a number of factors such as external security threats, 
expanding trade, transaction costs of state authority, and increasing urbanization 
that might result in the emergence and success of new actors that seek to reform 
the baseline political system (Levy 1988; Tilly 1990; Spruyt 1996; Karaman & 
Pamuk 2013). However, by design, these theories focus on the emergence of 
reformism in general and do not seek to explain the conditions that lead to the 
emergence of uniquely secular reformist movements, which is one of the main 
goals of this book. As a first step to fulfilling this goal, this section specifies the 
kinds of reformist movements that count as secular or not.

Broadly speaking, one can divide the reformers that emerge from the base-
line system into two types. The first, and more prevalent, type seeks to improve 
state capacity and strength by advocating for a closer rather than weaker fusion 
between religious organization and state. In this new system, the two organiza-
tions would work in ever tighter cooperation to facilitate state centralization 
and to deepen control over the society. One potential path to tighter coopera-
tion could be one in which the religious organization would lose part or all of its 
autonomy vis- à- vis the state (i.e., religious actors would partially or completely 
turn into state servants). Another potential path could be an actual theocracy 
in which the state would become subservient to or controlled by the dominant 
religious organization and clergy. In both scenarios, the religious doctrine would 
become (or remain as) the unifying ideology that underlies state authority and 
the religious actors would hold significant power over the society as agents of 
the state.

In neither of these paths would the reformers be interested in reducing or 
eliminating the role of religion in the regulation of the family or the political 
system in general. Given their interest in state centralization and moderniza-
tion, they would codify the religious rules that regulate the family (as well as 
other aspects of life depending on doctrine) as laws. They might also establish a 
standardized educational curriculum in which modern subjects are included but 

 



 Theory 21

religious doctrine and actors still play a major role. These reforms would serve to 
homogenize and regulate rather than to diminish or eliminate the role of reli-
gious doctrine and actors in the public and private lives of individuals.

One can think of a number of historical reformist movements, some suc-
cessful and others unsuccessful, that resemble the nonsecular reformism I have 
defined. Notably, in all these cases, the support for change emerged as a divid-
ing cleavage not only among the secular leadership but also among the clergy 
themselves. The most obvious example is the emergence of the Protestant 
state churches in Europe after the Reformation. This type of reformism, how-
ever, was by no means a solely Protestant movement. Within predominantly 
Catholic countries in Europe such as France in the seventeenth century and 
Spain in the eighteenth, Jansenist clergy and their allies advocated a political 
system in which the church would closely serve the royal authority (Barnett 
2003; Van Kley 2016). Their accommodating approach to royal authority put 
them in constant conflict with the Jesuits and their political allies, who favored 
an autonomous church strictly loyal to Rome. Examples that fit the religious 
reformist pattern can also be found in contexts outside of Western Europe. 
Within the Young Ottoman movement in mid- nineteenth century Ottoman 
Empire, there were strong elements that promoted a constitutional monarchy 
based on codified sharia in which religious law would serve both as the moral 
basis of authority and as a constraint over the monarch (Mardin 2000; Berkes 
1998). The salafiya movement that emerged and spread across the Middle East 
and North Africa in the late nineteenth century also fits the religious reform-
ist pattern in which a simplified and purified version of religious (Islamic) law 
was expected to serve as the basis of the modern state (Saeed 2013, 31– 37).3

In contrast to religious reformism that seeks to set up a modern state with the 
aid of religious ideology and organizations, secular reformism seeks to establish 
a modern state by removing and replacing the influence of religion in public and 
private life. This type of reformist aims to create a system in which the individual’s 
relationship with the rest of the society (including family members) and state 
institutions is not regulated by the dictates of religious doctrine or organizations. 
In this type of system, religious belief or nonbelief simply becomes a matter of the 
individual’s conscience. Furthermore, the ideology that underlies the relationship 
between the state and the members of the society is based on a source other than 
a standardized and reformed version of religion. Not surprisingly, unlike religious 
reformists, secular reformists favor sweeping changes to family law, education, 
and other state institutions that would eliminate the influence of religious doc-
trine and actors.

Operating within the baseline model, the secular reformists would be partic-
ularly vulnerable when they first emerge for two reasons. First, the ideology that 
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they espouse is significantly more subversive and radical than religious reform-
ism. Where the religious reformists want to tweak aspects of the relationship 
between religion and state, the secular reformists want to completely overhaul 
the relationship and install a new ideological basis for the state. Thus, both the 
political rulers and the religious authorities in the baseline system would have 
a strong incentive to suppress this type of ideology swiftly before it gathers any 
followers.

Second, in the baseline system, religious actors often play a leading role 
both in the formulation of censorship laws and in the identification and pun-
ishment of those who violate them. Members of higher clergy tend to choose 
the texts that can be published and circulated, and the lower clergy often pro-
vide localized information to the authorities on who has access to seditious 
texts or who circulates forbidden ideas (Febvre & Martin 1976, 176). In prin-
ciple, this system of censorship and control would work against both religious 
and secular reformists, but there are reasons to expect that it would be more 
effective against the latter than the former. As mentioned, religious reformism 
often divides the members of the clergy, which form the backbone of the cen-
sorship apparatus, as well as the members of the secular establishment. To the 
extent that parts of the policing and censorship apparatus sympathizes with the 
religious reformers, they could enjoy some avenues of escape from repression. 
By contrast, especially when they first emerge, the secular reformists would be 
fully exposed to identification and punishment without any allies in the state 
apparatus. From this perspective, it is puzzling that such a subversive and vul-
nerable idea managed not only to survive but also proved resilient enough to 
spread all over the world.

Timeline of Secular Reformism:   
The Puzzle of Resilience and Spread

How did secular reformism survive and prove resilient? Which period counts 
as the early stages of secular reformism? And what were the challenges that 
secular reformers faced? This section has two goals. First, it lays out the time-
line of three key developments that begin with the emergence of secular ideas 
in the seventeenth century and end with the widespread appearance of politi-
cal parties with a secularizing agenda at the end of the nineteenth century. 
Second, it argues that these key developments occurred despite significant and 
persistent attempts by the dominant religious organizations and traditional 
authorities to eradicate secular ideas before they began to spread and gain 
followers.
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Early Resilience of Secular Ideas

Historians trace the emergence of systematic political ideas that were profoundly 
distinct from religious reformism to the mid- seventeenth century (Israel 2010; 
Israel 2001; Hazard 2013 [1953]; Marshall 2006). In particular, two features of 
mid- seventeenth century political thought were influential in the emergence of 
secular reformism. The first was the idea of tolerance broadly defined. This ver-
sion of tolerance applied not only to established minority religious organizations 
but also to small syncretic sects, atheists, and agnostics, as well as deists, who 
believed in a universal God but not organized religion.4

The two philosophers who stand out as the most influential pioneers of this 
approach to tolerance were both members of a widely discriminated minor-
ity, Baruch (Benedict de) Spinoza (1632– 1677), born as a Sephardic Jew in the 
United Provinces, and Pierre Bayle (1647– 1706), born to a Protestant family in 
France. In his major work, Theological Political Treatise (Tractatus Theologico- 
Politicus), Spinoza provided a detailed critique of organized religion (encompass-
ing not only Christian churches but also Judaism and Islam) and systematically 
defended the desirability of freedom of thought and expression rather than solely 
freedom of religion (Israel 1999, 109, 110). Pierre Bayle also pushed the borders of 
religious tolerance by arguing that a virtuous atheist is as worthy as a member of 
an organized church and that a society of atheists can be as just and orderly as a 
society of believers (Hazard 2013 [1953], 103, 104; Israel 2001, 334; Marshall 2006, 
699). While Spinoza and Bayle are the most prominent pioneers of this approach 
to tolerance, they were by no means the only ones. Others outside continental 
Europe, such as Thomas Hobbes and English deists, also professed similar ideas 
that endorsed a broad understanding of tolerance in the seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries (for more detail, see Lessay 2018; Israel 2001, 599– 623).

These ideas, labeled as the “Radical Enlightenment” by some historians, were 
profoundly novel in the context of the traditional baseline system ( Jacob 1981; 
Israel 2001). They not only pushed religious belief or unbelief primarily to the 
realm of the individual conscience but they also, by implication, presumed a 
political system in which religion would no longer serve as the ideational basis of 
state authority. It is worth quoting from Spinoza’s work to appreciate how origi-
nal this new understanding of legitimacy was and how closely it resembled the 
type of political ideology scholars today think of as territorial nationalism:

[T] hose whom the law compels to take an oath will be much more care-
ful to avoid perjury if they are told to swear by the safety and freedom of 
their country, and by its supreme council, than if they are told to swear by 
God; for he who swears by God interposes a private possession of which 
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he is the judge, i.e. his idea of God, but he who swears by the freedom and 
safety of his country, swears by the common good of all, of which he is not 
the judge (Spinoza, The Political Works: 412– 413, quoted in Israel 1999, 
106, italics added)

The second feature of seventeenth- century political thought that more indi-
rectly contributed to the emergence of secular reformism was the idea that indi-
vidual philosophers could study and understand nature as well as society through 
empirical observation. The founders of this school of thought were not only 
thinkers such as Spinoza and Bayle but also other well- known philosophers such 
as René Descartes, John Locke, Isaac Newton, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, and 
Hobbes (Israel 2001; Gay 1995 [1969], 24– 29). This approach to nature and soci-
ety had indirect but still quite damaging implications for established religion and 
its relationship to the state. For one thing, by challenging traditional knowledge 
embedded in church teaching, the empiricist ideas potentially undermined the 
authority, legitimacy, and standing of organized religion among the learned sec-
tions of the society. For another, the idea that humans could uncover the laws of 
society through observation rather than through religious doctrine also opened 
the door to the possibility of new state institutions that would be based on these 
empirically discovered rules rather than traditional or religious precedence.

It is in this early period up to early eighteenth century that one would expect 
secular reformist ideas to be most exposed to being stamped out by religious and 
traditional state authorities. Indeed, several aspects of the political landscape in 
seventeenth- century Europe could have resulted in the eradication of secular 
ideas. The post- Reformation European system basically included territories of 
varying sizes in which the state relied on a single organized church as the source 
of its authority, and religious minorities (let alone deists or atheists) were either 
outright banned or under severe restriction (Lecler 1960; Marshall 2006). In 
this respect, the clergy of the Calvinist Church in the city- state of Geneva, the 
Catholic Inquisition in the Spanish Empire, or the clergy of Lutheran, Calvinist, 
and Catholic German states played similar functions.

Within each state, the favored organized religion and the traditional state 
authorities worked to eliminate not only religious dissent but also increasingly 
the literature that directly or indirectly attacked organized religion. At the end 
of the seventeenth century, all European countries, including those that were, 
comparatively speaking, permissive such as the Dutch Republic, had restrictive 
censorship rules aimed at stifling literature that endorsed alternative Christian 
churches as well as early Enlightenment ideas (Israel 2001, 97– 107; Marshall 
2006; Van der Wall 1999, 117; Febvre & Martin 1976, 176, 177). The most extreme 
example of suppression from this period is the revocation of the Edict of Nantes 
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(1685) in France, which eliminated the already limited toleration afforded to the 
French Protestants and forced them into exile (Garrioch 2014). However, there 
were other cases such as the anti- Socinian laws of 1653 in the Dutch Republic and 
increasing intolerance against dissenting sects in England (Marshall 2006).

Not surprisingly, the early philosophers of Enlightenment and those that read 
and disseminated their ideas frequently became targets of suppressive measures. 
Their books were prohibited across Europe or in selected areas; book burnings 
were frequent; booksellers and publishers often suffered penalties, incarceration, 
or worse; and the creators of the new ideas themselves were persecuted or had to 
escape to exile (Israel 2001, 97– 108; Febvre & Jean Martin, 176).

The Spread of Secular Ideas

Despite the sustained pressure, the two sources of secular reformism, inclusive tol-
eration and empiricism, not only survived but they became more prevalent in the 
mid- eighteenth century. Three developments during that century demonstrate 
the increasing diffusion of these ideas. The first is the larger and increasing con-
tingent of philosophers who produced works that endorsed radical institutional 
change and attacked organized religion. This new group of thinkers included the 
French Enlightenment philosophes (such as Denis Diderot, Baron d’Holbach, 
Claude- Adrien Helvetius, Marquis de Condorcet) as well as American and 
British thinkers (such as Thomas Paine and Mary Wollstonecraft) (Israel 2010, 
16, 17, 48– 50). These individuals were aware of and engaged with the writings 
of the earlier advocates of broad tolerance and empiricism. They also tended to 
be familiar with each other’s work and corresponded, competed, argued, and 
cooperated with each other (Gay 1995, 3– 8). Perhaps the best known, and pos-
sibly one of the most influential, of their products was the Encyclopédie, edited 
by Diderot and Jean Le Rond d’Alembert, and first published in 1751. At its face 
value, the Encyclopédie was a compendium of knowledge on a variety of subjects, 
scientific as well as philosophical, rather than a political treatise. Yet the contribu-
tors pushed forward the idea of tolerance by writing about “high- minded and 
law- abiding” non- Christians including atheists and deists (Darnton 1979, 8). 
Their efforts also epitomized the idea of empiricism by openly communicating 
and promoting knowledge acquired through empirical observation rather than 
through religious teachings (Darnton 1979, 7, 9).

It is not a surprise that the book was recognized as subversive and denounced 
by the members of the Catholic Church in France (the Jesuits as well as the 
Jansenists), the pope, and the Parlement in Paris as soon as it was published 
(Darnton 1979, 9).5 By 1759, the Conseil d’État in France had forbidden the 
publication of Encyclopédie and the Catholic Church hierarchy had put it on the 
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Index of Forbidden Books (Darnton 1979, 12). These denunciations and prohibi-
tions, however, did not prevent the Encyclopédie from going through six editions 
between 1751 and 1782 and becoming one of the most popular books at the time. 
On the eve of the French Revolution, there were at least 25,000 copies of the 
book in circulation across Europe, without counting the many pirated editions 
that by then existed (Darnton 1979, 36, 37).

The second manifestation of the increasing influence of Enlightenment ideas 
through the eighteenth century was the emergence of the philosophe not just 
as a thinker but also as a political activist and pundit. A prominent example is 
Voltaire, who led the ultimately successful campaign to restore the innocence of a 
wrongfully accused and executed Protestant man in France. Voltaire’s piece writ-
ten on the topic, Treatise on Toleration (1763), was not just about the specific case 
but advocated for extended religious tolerance that would include Christians as 
well as non- Christians. Philosophers such as J. J. Rousseau in Geneva or Thomas 
Paine in the American Colonies also got heavily involved in the local politics 
of the countries in which they lived (Palmer 2014, 96– 105). Just as significantly, 
by the late eighteenth century, some of the leading monarchs of the time read 
and took the ideas of Enlightenment philosophes seriously. The Prussian monarch 
Frederick the Great not only read d’Holbach’s book Essai sur le préjugés, which 
criticized the hereditary principle and religious support of it as superstition, but 
he also felt the need to write letters to philosophes with moderate views on the 
monarchy (such as Voltaire and d’Alembert) seeking their support (Israel 2010, 
83, 84). Catherine the Great of Russia also corresponded with both Voltaire and 
Diderot and convinced the latter to pay a visit to her realm (Israel 2010, 126– 127; 
Massie 2011, 407– 413).

The third manifestation of the rising importance of secular ideas was that, 
beyond their impact on the higher echelons of political authority and the elite 
circles of leading cities, by the end of the eighteenth century, the Enlightenment 
ideas also had some recognition in the middle sections of the society and in 
smaller towns. For example, many young men from the French provinces arrived 
in Paris in hopes of becoming philosophes themselves (Darnton 1985, 36, 37). 
Often failing to achieve acceptance as established philosophes, they ended up 
writing popular pieces that criticized traditional secular, religious, as well as intel-
lectual authority in more vulgar but accessible ways (Darnton 1985). By doing so, 
they also indirectly disseminated the anti- clerical and anti- establishment ideas 
of Enlightenment philosophes beyond the confines of the elite circles (Darnton 
1985, 136– 142). Circulation of popular literature such as novels also contributed 
to the popularization of Enlightenment ideas by generating public discussion on 
fictional characters that pushed the limits of accepted religious norms and expec-
tations. One example was the translation and publication of a popular novel, 
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Belisarius (1768), in the Dutch Republic, which included pagan Greek characters 
facing moral dilemmas. Following its publication, this novel resulted in a lively 
debate on the possibility of virtuous pagans that lasted some eleven years and 
involved not only philosophers and clergy but also people from a variety of back-
grounds including “lawyers, professors, poets, writers, and architects” as partici-
pants (Van Der Wall 1999, 120).6

To summarize, at the end of 1770s, secular ideas had not only survived, but 
their influence had significantly accelerated in parts of Western Europe. As in 
the seventeenth century, the rise in influence occurred in the face of pervasive 
repression by religious and traditional authorities. Authors who produced books 
that pushed forward deistic or atheistic ideas, criticized organized religion, or 
advocated for an empiricist approach frequently experienced incarceration or 
exile. The books themselves were often banned or burned by religious authorities 
in coordination with traditional state authorities and those who sold the books 
or kept them in their libraries and collections also faced punishment (Febvre & 
Martin 1976, 177, 178; Israel 2001, 101, 102, 687).

Emergence of Secular Reformism as a Political Movement

By the end of the eighteenth century, one also observes a new phenomenon: orga-
nized political groups, rather than individual thinkers, whose members coor-
dinate their activities to secularize the political system. These groups aimed to 
establish a state that would be based on the idea of loyalty to a territory and the 
population on it. Correspondingly, they also sought to open the public space for 
religious minorities, atheists, and deists and diminish or even remove the role of 
organized religion in the public and family lives of individuals.

One of the prominent early examples of this type of political movement 
would be the Jacobins immediately before and during the French Revolution 
(as well as other political groups that emerged from the early Jacobin move-
ment during the Revolution such as the Girondins and Montagnards).7 While 
the Jacobins are probably the most famous, and infamous, among these types 
of movements, they were neither the only nor the first ones. From 1780s on, 
the Patriots in the Dutch Republic, who supported extended tolerance and 
the disestablishment of the Reformed Church, were competing against the 
Orangists, who stood for the status quo regime and the Reformed Church 
(Van der Wall 1999, 117– 127). The Patriots failed in their attempt to take over 
government in 1787 but their successors, the Republican Democrats, managed 
to pass a Declaration of Human Rights, instituted a constitution that dises-
tablished the Reformed Church, and introduced civil marriage (Van der Wall 
1999; Palmer 2014, 517– 525). Another example of an early secular political 
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party is the Democratic Republicans in the United States under the leadership 
of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison.8 Like their Dutch counterparts, these 
leaders also aimed at extended tolerance, which in their case meant disestablish-
ment of religion and removal of religious tests (Rakove 2001, 244– 249). These 
ideas exposed them to denunciation by some Protestant clergy and religious lay-
people (Kabala 2013). One anti- Jefferson pamphlet argued, “Thomas Jefferson 
differs from you not merely as Quaker differs from Calvinist, or Lutheran from 
Papist, but he differs from you totally, in as much as he is no sense, and according 
to no form a Christian” (cited in Kabala 2013, 47).

During the nineteenth century, political parties with a secularizing agenda 
(under a variety of labels such as Liberals, Progressives, and Republicans) appeared 
across not only Europe but also in Latin America (Barragan & Blancarte 2016; 
Boix 2009). From about the end of nineteenth century, various left- wing parties, 
also ascribing to a secularizing agenda, joined the earlier Liberal/ Republican/ 
Progressive parties.

Causes of Resilience and Spread:   
Printing and Levels of Repression

Why did early secular reformism survive despite the instruments of repression 
that were available to the religious actors and traditional authorities? What 
were the mechanisms that allowed not only the survival but also the spread of 
these ideas? This section argues that two factors contributed to the resilience 
and diffusion of secularizing ideas: the existence of printing as a capitalist 
enterprise and the coexistence of states that varied in their targets and levels 
of repression.

Printing

The critical influence of printing on the emergence as well as the spread of novel 
ideas has been explored by an established existing literature (Eisenstein 2012 
[1983]; Febvre & Martin 1976). Based on these texts, it is possible to highlight 
the sheer volume of literature that emerged in Europe due to printing. Between 
1500 and 1600, that is, seventy years before the publication of foundational 
Enlightenment texts such as Spinoza’s Tractatus, an estimated 150– 200 million 
books were already in circulation in Europe (Febvre & Martin 1976, 303). While 
it is difficult to get a precise estimate for the number of the books in circulation 
before the advent of printing, it is possible to grasp the massive upsurge in pro-
duction when one considers that a printing house in 1483 could produce more 
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than 1,000 copies for each handwritten copy of the same book (Eisenstein 2012 
(1983),15, 16).

These numbers, however, do not explain on their own why secular (or 
heretical) ideas should benefit more from the increasing number of books 
compared to the ideas that represent the religious status quo. After all, when 
printing first appeared in Mainz, the clergy who encountered this new tech-
nology celebrated it as “God’s gift” and fully expected it to prove advanta-
geous to the Catholic Church (Febvre & Martin 1976, 195– 197; Eisenstein 
2012 [1983], 164). The number of religious works that could be accessed by the 
reading public indeed increased substantially as a result of printing. Yet this 
absolute gain in the number of religious books was more than offset by the 
fact that religious books were becoming an ever- decreasing percentage of the 
growing literature that was circulating (Febvre & Martin 1976, 304, 305). In 
fact, by the mid- sixteenth century, in leading cities of Europe such as Paris and 
Strasbourg, translations of works by Latin, Greek, and Humanist authors con-
stituted a larger share of the books that were produced than religious books 
(Febvre & Martin 1976, 306).9

Why did printing have an asymmetric impact on religious and nonreligious 
(or heretical) literature? First, as discussed, religious organizations and actors his-
torically had a comparative advantage as they were often the ones in charge of 
deciding what types of literature could be disseminated and what types would 
be prohibited. This situation continued after the Reformation, which broke the 
monopoly of the Catholic Church but resulted in areas of domination for differ-
ent churches with similar functions of censorship and repression (Eisenstein 2012 
[1983], 198). As long as books were largely produced by manual labor and hence 
their numbers were limited, it was possible for religious authorities to monitor 
available literature and eliminate unwanted ideas within their areas of domi-
nation. Once printing enabled mass production of books, however, it became 
increasingly challenging for religious authorities as well as traditional secular 
authorities to police the type of ideas that were in circulation (Febvre & Martin 
1976, 197). In short, printing deprived the clergy of their comparative advantage 
in the control of ideas.

Second, by the beginning of the sixteenth century, printing had become 
a capitalist enterprise. Hence, the publishers were inclined to produce prod-
ucts that would sell, regardless of whether the clergy considered their con-
tent appropriate or acceptable. From this perspective, the mainstream pious 
literature did not really have any obvious advantage. In fact, often the oppo-
site was true: works that were scandalous or heretical, such as those that were 
put on the Index of Forbidden Books by the Catholic Church, could attract 
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more attention and become sought- after items (Febvre & Martin 1976, 170). 
The capitalist nature of printing also meant that texts that aimed to entertain 
rather than educate, such as popular novels written in or translated into the 
vernacular language, also became widely available. The ideas in these novels, 
even when they were not necessarily intended as works of Enlightenment, 
could nevertheless generate public debate about tolerance and cultivate a 
receptive audience for secular ideas (Darnton 1985; Eisenstein 2012 [1983], 109, 
110; Van Der Wall 1999, 120).

Initial Variation in Repression

The previous section highlighted how printing had an asymmetric impact on reli-
gious and secular ideas by making it harder to monitor the content of the books 
in circulation and by generating incentives to publish material with secular or 
heretical content. This asymmetric effect, however, would not have existed if the 
countries that encountered printing early on had been uniformly and effectively 
repressive. Had that been the case, the authorities could have just eliminated 
printing houses or restricted their numbers to very few and thereby constrained 
the number of books that they needed to monitor for seditious content. After 
all, even after the establishment of printing as a capitalist enterprise in parts of 
Europe, it was possible for states within as well as outside the continent to imple-
ment effective restrictions on printing. Thus, it is evident that printing, while 
making it easier for forbidden ideas to spread, did not render the diffusion of 
such ideas inevitable.

The other key to understanding why secular ideas could be circulated in 
some countries but not others was the initial variation in repression, both in 
terms of levels and in terms of targets. First, since in post- Reformation Europe 
there were a variety of churches that controlled their respective realms, the 
type of material that was considered seditious also varied from context to con-
text.10 Hence, it was possible for some early advocates of extended toleration 
such as Peter Bayle to be banned in certain sections of Europe (i.e., Catholic 
countries) while being allowed in others such as Calvinist states in Switzerland. 
Second, while censorship and repression was the norm everywhere in Europe, 
there was also significant variation in the levels of repression (Israel 2001, 97). 
For example, within the Swiss zone, there were cities such as Basel that were 
receptive to ideas of extended toleration from the sixteenth century onward 
as well as cities such as Geneva in which the religious and secular establish-
ment were committed to defending the Calvinist doctrine and punishing her-
etics (Israel 2001, 105). In wider Europe, the Dutch Republic and, to a lesser 
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extent England, provided a safer haven for those advocating deist ideas as well 
as those that defended the rights of small sects with a more liberal bent. In 
England, the censorship rules were somewhat relaxed after the expiry of the 
Licensing Act in 1695, though there were still serious restrictions on those who 
denied Christ’s divinity or the Trinity, and Catholics were not tolerated at 
all (Laursen 1998, 173; Israel 2001, 97, 98). In the Dutch Republic, there were 
controversies between small sects in the early 1600s, and certain restrictions 
against anti- Trinitarianism and Socinianism remained in place. But on the 
whole, the country was more tolerant of smaller sects and deistic ideas than 
others in Europe (Laursen 1998, 174; Marshall 2006, 138– 143).

The initial variation in the targets and levels of repression is theoretically 
important for two reasons. First, it allowed Enlightenment ideas to withstand 
suppression by allowing the authors, publishers, and sellers of secular or heretical 
books to move to countries where they would be tolerated or even supported. 
Probably the most prominent example for this type of migration in the late sev-
enteenth century was the mass exodus of the Huguenot population of France to 
neighboring countries including the Dutch Republic and Switzerland. Once in 
these relatively safe environments, the Huguenot population from France set up 
printing houses that produced forbidden texts and then smuggled them back to 
France throughout the eighteenth century (Hazard 2013 [1953], 74– 75, 87– 91; 
Israel 2001, 686, 687). The Huguenots were but one large- scale example of forced 
intellectual migration. It was typical for Enlightenment writers from Spinoza and 
Locke to Voltaire, Diderot, and many others to go to self-  or state- enforced exile 
at least once in their lives, just as it was also common for their works to be pub-
lished in Switzerland or the Netherlands and then be sold elsewhere in Europe 
(Israel 2001; Febvre & Martin 1976, 177– 180).

Second, the existence of alternative venues through which deistic, atheistic, or 
heretical ideas could be published and disseminated had the potential to reduce 
censorship in the neighboring countries and to encourage further toleration 
within the home country. These feedback loops could emerge for a number of 
reasons. Once secular and deistic ideas became widely circulating in a country, 
they could convert some among the status- quo groups including the members of 
the traditional secular authority. To the extent that these converts played a role in 
the repression and censorship mechanisms of the state, they could also relax the 
restrictions against the spread of Enlightenment ideas. Additionally, to the extent 
that the attempt to restrict deistic and atheistic ideas consistently proved to be a 
failure due to the existence of cross- border alternatives, those who controlled the 
censorship mechanism could also decide that it was not worth the cost and effort 
to activate it.
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Secular Ideas, Initial Organization, and Spread 
of Secular Reformism: The Linkage

Initial Organization

The previous section argued that printing and lower levels of repression were the 
two key factors that contributed to the survival and spread of secular ideas. What 
was the specific mechanism that linked the circulation of these ideas to the for-
mation of political movements with the goal to secularize the system?

Two developments, the emergence of a public that was receptive to secular 
ideas and the appearance of networks that could translate these ideas into politi-
cal movements, played an important role. Both these developments were partially 
a result of the increasing number of individuals who were exposed to literature 
such as the Encyclopédie that specifically endorsed empiricist, deistic, or atheis-
tic ideas. But the expanding public for Enlightenment ideas included individu-
als who consumed material such as novels that aimed to entertain rather than 
educate, as well as short libelous commentaries that often included anti- clerical 
content. Moreover, neither the impact of the high Enlightenment literature nor 
the influence of the low literature remained at the level of the solitary reader. 
As discussed, often the ideas, characters, and stories in these works generated 
wide public debate on issues that related to religious tolerance and the nature of 
desirable state authority. Thus, those individuals who did not read the materials 
with secular or anti- clerical content could still become familiar with these ideas 
through their exposure to the public debate about the content and implications 
of these texts. Just as important as the increasing public debate was the emergence 
of new networks or the repurposing of old ones that could enable potential lead-
ers to meet each other and reach out to potential followers. Such social networks 
could exist around libraries, bookstores, new schools with modern curricula, 
Masonic clubs, regional/ neighborhood clubs, and coffee houses, as well as salons 
run by established individuals.

The claim here is not that the emergence and spread of secular ideas on their 
own resulted in the formation of political movements aiming to change the sys-
tem. There is an established, and in many ways convincing, literature within and 
beyond political science that ties socio- economic grievances caused by class con-
flict to the emergence of reformist or revolutionary movements (see, e.g., Moore 
1966; Lefebvre 1971; Boix 2003). This study does not necessarily disagree with 
this literature. Instead it argues that there is nothing in the nature of class conflict 
that predicts secular reformism in particular. As discussed, reformist or revolu-
tionary movements can adopt a religious or nonsecular ideology. These move-
ments might rely on egalitarian aspects of religious doctrine to justify policies 
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that level the economic playing field. They might incorporate the religious orga-
nization within the state (or vice versa) and seek to promote lower- class clergy to 
higher positions. At the same time, they would retain (even enhance) the influ-
ence of religious doctrine and actors in the institutions and ideology of the state. 
In short, while class conflict and economic grievances might explain why some 
individuals become motivated to change the system, they do not explain why this 
desire manifests itself in the form of a movement that seeks to purge religious 
organizations and doctrine from the public and family lives of individuals.

The argument here is that the wide circulation of secular ideas and the emer-
gence of networks affiliated with these ideas allowed individuals to be aware of 
secular reformism as a potential way to express their grievances with the system. 
In the absence of secular ideas, the frustration with the existing status quo would 
have manifested itself in various forms of religious or nonsecular reformism. In 
fact, cognitively this type of ideology would probably have constituted the path of 
least resistance given the potential reformers’ prior familiarity with religious ideas 
and principles. For the reformists to take the leap to a secular ideology, which is 
much more original and radical in content, these actors would have needed to be 
able to imagine the possibility of a political and social system in which religion 
would no longer play a significant role. This book argues that the wide circulation 
of secular ideas and the emergence of related networks contributed to the forma-
tion of secular movements by providing this ideational framework.

Spread of Organized Secular Reformism

The previous section dealt with how the widespread circulation of Enlightenment 
ideas historically paved the way to the emergence of organized secular reformism. 
It is also important to consider whether the factors that resulted in the initial 
emergence also influenced the spread of political movements with a seculariz-
ing agenda. The argument highlights two underlying factors that contributed to 
the initiation of secular reformist movements: the early introduction of printing 
and the existence of a comparatively permissive political environment (within or 
around the country). The causal logic of the argument links these factors to the 
appearance of a relatively receptive audience for secular ideas that both served 
as an incubator for initial organizers and allowed these organizers to recruit fol-
lowers. In principle, there is nothing in the nature of this argument that makes it 
only applicable to the initial emergence of secular movements. One would expect 
widespread printing and relative leniency to make it difficult for traditional reli-
gious authorities to control the circulation of subversive ideas even after these 
movements emerged in some contexts.
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There are nevertheless two ways in which the argument might have to go 
beyond these conditions when explaining the spread of secular ideas. First, once 
secular reformist movements emerged in some contexts, additional mechanisms, 
beyond printing and variation in tolerance, through which secular ideas could 
be disseminated were also available. One straightforward way was invasion and 
control by a secular country that aimed to spread its institutions elsewhere. The 
prominent examples for this type of dissemination are the French control of much 
of Western and Central Europe during the Revolutionary Wars, as well as the 
Soviet invasion of countries in Central and Eastern Europe after World War II.

Another potential mechanism included the establishment of novel modern-
izing schools (often secondary or higher education) by reforming traditional 
leaders who felt threatened by European military expansion. These leaders did 
not really intend to produce secular reformers, but in their quest to boost com-
petitiveness they set up educational institutions that taught foreign languages 
(most typically French) as well as secular topics. These institutions could then 
generate students who could both read and translate Enlightenment works and 
could boast familiarity with ideas of empiricism. The type of networks that spread 
secular ideas and facilitated initial organization could also have been different in 
these contexts. For example, networks such as secondary schools, higher educa-
tion institutions, alumni associations, or sectoral organizations such as teachers 
associations could serve as the functional equivalent of cafés, libraries, Masonic 
lodges, and salons in eighteenth- century Europe.

Institutional Secularization:   
Comparative Disadvantage and Timing

What leads to the success of secular movements once they emerge? Under what 
conditions do these organizations manage to secularize the state institutions? 
The argument in this section approaches these questions by making two inter-
related moves. The first move is analytical and focuses on the relative organiza-
tional disadvantages of secular political movements compared to religious ones. 
The second move is historical and focuses on the timing of secular and religious 
political movements and the implications of this timing for the extent to which 
the secular movements could overcome their comparative disadvantage.

Comparative Organizational Disadvantage

In order to succeed in their endeavors, political organizations (secular or reli-
gious) have to achieve two goals. First, they need to be able to recruit horizontally, 
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that is, from among individuals who can serve in the higher or middle echelons of 
the movement and spread its ideological message to others. This type of recruit-
ment targets qualified candidates in provinces that are beyond the initial start-
ing location of the movement, as well as potential candidates within the original 
location. Second, the organization also needs to recruit vertically, that is, from 
among the less involved parts of the population who would serve the movement 
intermittently as volunteers during campaigns, as participants during periods 
of protest or uprising, or as voters during elections. The organizations that can 
accomplish these goals would enjoy significant advantages. They would be more 
likely to access power via elections or via revolutionary means during periods of 
instability (such as wars, postwar periods, or economic crises) that weaken the 
status quo. They would also be better prepared to withstand and survive repres-
sion as an intact organization that continues to shape the opinions of individuals 
in the society (Wittenberg 2006; Al- Arian 2014).

The argument here is that religious political movements have distinct orga-
nizational advantages compared to secularizing ones when it comes to fulfill-
ing these goals. Specifically, the religious political groups have time- tested and 
readymade focal points and networks in place (Kalyvas 1996; Wittenberg 2006; 
Masoud 2014, 31– 39). They have access to publicly known physical spaces (e.g., 
places of worship, buildings for religious brotherhoods and orders) where they 
can initially convene and begin to disseminate their ideas. Moreover, these spaces 
tend to be part of a network that typically covers the entire or a significant part of 
the state’s territory. This network further facilitates recruitment beyond the orig-
inal locale of the organization and enhances communication among branches. 
The initial organizers of religious political movements also typically have prior 
information on when the potential supporters would gather in these spaces 
(e.g., during religious services), which makes recruitment of followers easier. 
Additionally, they can draw upon sympathetic actors among the clergy or leaders 
of sects/ brotherhoods to back their message, and they rely on a belief system that 
is familiar and easily relatable for the general public.

In contrast, secular political groups either need to generate these focal points 
and networks from scratch or, at the very least, they need to adapt existing formal 
or informal civil society organizations to their goals. In the process, they need to 
find the necessary physical space to convene and determine their message, they 
need to identify actors willing to disseminate their message as well as periods 
during which this message can reach the relevant grassroots audience, they need 
to refine their propaganda efforts so that their message is palatable to the public, 
and, finally, they need to expand their geographical network beyond their origi-
nal location. In short, secular movements face steep initial organizational costs 
that, all other things being equal, make them less competitive than religious ones.
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So what determines whether secular political movements are able to over-
come their comparative weakness? If secular movements have a head start that 
gives them time to establish the necessary organizational infrastructure before 
religious political organizations begin to compete with them, they would 
stand a much better chance of overcoming their comparative disadvantage. 
More precisely, being an early- mover would provide several advantages to the 
secular parties. It would mean that they stand a better chance of convincing 
and recruiting regional leaders as members of their party. Regional leaders can 
play a critical role in the expansion of any party from its original locale to 
other parts of the country by serving as a bridge between the population in 
the provinces and the central leadership of the new party (Chandra 2004). 
The early recruitment of provincial leaders to a specific party can also make 
it harder for other parties to organizationally break into the region in the 
future (Chandra 2004). Similarly, the first- mover advantage would also allow 
the secular party to identify, approach, and convince civic organizations and 
hubs to become sympathizers and spread the secular message to the rest of 
the population. Such organizations could include relatively obvious national 
level ones such as trade unions, alumni associations, and business associations, 
but, less obviously, they could also involve local focal points such as libraries, 
reading clubs, science/ nature clubs, schools, and even pubs and cafés. Finally, 
once the new secular party recruits regional leaders and associational hubs, 
these actors would still benefit from extra time to reach out and convince 
the general public by circulating pamphlets, giving speeches, and organizing 
meetings. Thus, even at this stage, the pro- secular actors would be expected 
to be more successful if they are not competing against a religious populist 
party that can wield the existing grassroots church or mosque organization to 
recruit support.

In addition to their organization, two other factors might also influence 
whether the secular political movements are able to overcome their comparative 
weakness. First, the extent to which secular political movements are divided into 
competing ethno- political or class- based movements can affect their chances of 
effectively competing against religiously inspired political movements. Second, 
given the logic of the organizational argument I have laid out, one would also 
expect that regimes that eliminate or constrain civil society associations would 
further reinforce the advantages of pro- religion political movements, as these 
movements already have access to a preexisting organizational structure. The 
next subsection argues that historical events, through their effect on timing and 
sequence, had a significant impact on the organizational conditions that shaped 
the competitive advantages of secular parties.
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History, Timing, and Sequence

Historically, religious parties with grassroots organizations and ethnic or class 
divisions within secular movements began to emerge around the end of the 
nineteenth century. Beginning in late 1800s, linguistic minorities increasingly 
began to face pressures from centralizing states to assimilate into the dominant 
ethnolinguistic groups. At the same time, the leaders of the minority groups 
had access to models of state formation based on ethnolinguistic categories 
(e.g., Germany and Italy). By the early twentieth century, the idea that minor-
ity ethnic groups were potentially entitled to their own state or some form of 
autonomy was fairly well established among the more educated parts of non-
dominant ethnolinguistic groups (Hobsbawm 1992; Hroch 1985). After this 
period, political movements that aimed to represent these groups became 
increasingly widespread in the parts of the world that remained ethnolinguisti-
cally heterogeneous. It was also after the 1880s that the socialist and commu-
nist parties began to appear as a significant political force in Europe (Bartolini 
2000). These parties by and large shared the secularist outlook of the earlier 
republican, radical, and liberal movements, but they advocated an economically 
different agenda and at times further divided into competing socialist and com-
munist blocs. In some countries, the parties of the left replaced the republicans 
or liberals and became the dominant force but, in others, they organization-
ally and ideologically divided the sections of the political elite that agreed on 
secularism as a goal. This book argues that the extent of class and ethnic divi-
sions within the pro- secularization camp influences whether the secular parties 
can cooperate to implement reforms, as well as whether they can defend such 
reforms once in place.

The pro- religion parties that aimed at grassroots organization also began to 
emerge at the end of the nineteenth century. The Christian Democrats in Western 
Europe, which first appeared after 1870s, were the earliest examples of political 
parties that both adopted a pro- religion platform and mobilized support through 
religious organizations and networks (Kalyvas 1996). Thus, the main pro- religion 
political parties that were willing to use the organizational advantages of religion 
arrived some hundred years after the first appearance of political movements with 
a secularizing agenda.

The argument here is that this significant period of delay available to the early 
secularizers was not available to the later ones and the reasons largely have to do 
with historical events and sequence. To understand why, it is useful to consider 
two counterfactual paths through which pro- religion forces in Western Europe 
could have organized earlier. In the first path, the main actors in the baseline 
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model (the dominant religious organization and the traditional state author-
ity) could have tried to use grassroots mobilization to preempt secularizing 
reformers. The existing literature offers convincing reasons as to why this type 
of move was late in coming. The conservative parties, which typically repre-
sented the privileged elites and the dominant religious organization, wanted 
to avoid grassroots organization and mobilization, as this type of development 
interfered with their ability to utilize patronage and could contribute to further 
extension of suffrage (Kalyvas 1996, 51– 57; Ziblatt 2017, 29– 35). Furthermore, 
the members of the higher clergy within the dominant religious organization 
also had their own motivations for eschewing mass mobilization. They were 
eager to avoid generating competing lay institutions that could appeal to their 
flock, and they wished to retain their control over the church organization 
(Kalyvas 1996, 37– 43).

The second counterfactual scenario in which a religious party with grass-
roots organization could have occurred earlier is one in which the religious 
reformists within the dominant church would form a political movement. This 
type of scenario would have been within the realm of possibility given the history 
of significant divisions within organizations such as the Catholic Church (for 
example, between Jansenists and Jesuits). The reformists in this scenario could 
have included higher clergy, lower clergy, and lay individuals who were dissatis-
fied with the status- quo and were motivated to defend religion with grassroots 
mobilization and extended suffrage.

The significant delay in the appearance of religious reformists with a 
republican agenda is puzzling from a theoretical perspective but makes more 
sense when one takes into account the historical specificities of the European 
experience after the French Revolution. In the minds of the church hierar-
chies across Europe, the Revolution on the one hand inextricably tied republi-
canism (and extended suffrage) to secularization and on the other decoupled 
it from religion.11 This decoupling was particularly strong in the case of the 
Catholic Church, which explicitly advocated against the extension of suf-
frage and persistently eliminated internal attempts from reformist clergy 
to bring the Church closer to republican ideas throughout the nineteenth 
century (Chadwick 1998; Latourette 1969, 258– 259; Moody 1953, 193, 124; 
McLeod 2000, 32– 36).12 The established Protestant churches across Europe 
also tended to display similar attitudes toward extended suffrage and took pre-
cautions to admonish or exclude clergy who were sympathetic to the republi-
can principles (McLeod 2000, 36– 38; Emsley 1989). As a result, the Catholic 
Church and, to the extent that they followed the same anti- reformist policy, 
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the established churches in Europe significantly delayed or missed the chance 
to utilize their organizational advantages for political purposes. In the pro-
cess, they allowed the secularizing political parties an opening to fulfill their   
goals.

The historical context also offers clues as to why the secularizing political 
movements that emerged after the nineteenth century might not have bene-
fited from the same type of delay. First, the pro- religion parties in this context, 
regardless of whether they represented traditional forces or religious reform-
ers, would have been operating in a global context in which various types of 
secularizing parties (e.g., liberals, republicans, radicals, social democrats, and 
communists) had already changed the fundamental laws of many countries 
in which they operated. Thus, the pro- religion actors would also have been 
more cognizant of the potential threat and therefore less likely to wait for 
the secularizing parties to launch a significant attack. Second, one would also 
expect the ideological approach that linked republicanism to secularization 
to be diluted in the later periods because the memory of the initiating event, 
namely, the French Revolution, would have become more distant over time. 
Finally, the countries that hosted the later generations of secularizing par-
ties were typically outside of Europe. Hence, while the educated elite in these 
countries might have been aware of the rift between religion and republican-
ism in Europe, they would not have directly experienced the implications of 
this rift.

Conclusion
This chapter presented the argument of the book. Table 1.1 summarizes two types 
of empirical implications that follow from the argument. The first are the impli-
cations that directly relate to the emergence of secular political movements and 
the main outcome of interest, institutional secularization. Chapter 2 evaluates 
these expectations by using the original historical cross- national data that I have 
compiled on these outcomes. The second are the implications that are derived 
from the causal logic of the argument. These implications relate to the underly-
ing assumptions (such as the existence of religious or nonsecular reformists) and 
intermediate steps (such as the relative timing and effectiveness of secular organi-
zation) in the argument. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 evaluate these expectations through 
in- depth historical analysis of cases.
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Table 1.1. Testable Empirical Implications

Emergence of Secular   
Political Movements

Institutional Secularization

Quantitative 
Analysis 
(Chapter 2)

 • The more widespread is 
printing, the more likely are 
secular political movements 
to emerge

 • The establishment of schools 
with modern curricula 
make the emergence of 
secular political movements 
more likely

 • The more widely circulated 
are secular ideas, the more 
likely are secular political 
movements to emerge

 • The less repressive is the 
political regime toward 
freedom of thought and 
expression, the more likely are 
secular political movements to 
emerge

 • The emergence of a secular 
party in the country increases 
the likelihood of institutional 
secularization

 • Countries in which secular 
political parties emerge before 
the twentieth century are more 
likely to experience institutional 
secularization than countries in 
which these parties emerge later

 • Countries in which secular 
parties precede religious ones 
by a longer period are more 
likely to experience institutional 
secularization

 • Countries that are politically 
more divided (along ethnic or 
class- related ideologies) are less 
likely to experience institutional 
secularization

 • Countries that are permissive 
toward nonreligious civil society 
organizations are more likely 
to experience institutional 
secularization

Qualitative 
Analysis 
(Chapters 3, 4, 
and 5)

 • The initial reformist groups 
that seek to alter the historical 
baseline model are religious 
rather than secular reformist

 • The existence of print 
capitalism in and around 
a given country boosts the 
circulation of nonreligious 
or explicitly secular texts 
compared to religious ones

 • Secular movements/ parties that 
emerge after or at the same time 
as religious ones have difficulty 
expanding their leadership and 
grassroots organization

 • Secular movements/ parties that 
have time to organize before the 
emergence of religious political 
movements are better able to 
expand their leadership and 
grassroots organization
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Emergence of Secular   
Political Movements

Institutional Secularization

 • Sharing borders with states 
that have more relaxed (or 
different) censorship rules 
makes it easier for prohibited 
secular texts to be circulated

 • Secular reformism emerges 
after printing or other 
mechanisms that enhance the 
circulation of secular texts 
such as modern schools make 
anti- clerical, deist, or atheistic 
ideas widely available

 • The existence of official or 
unofficial associational hubs 
helps individuals with secular 
ideas to organize political 
movements and parties

 • Secular movements/ parties 
are better able to expand their 
leadership and grassroots 
organization in contexts in 
which there are potential 
nonreligious civil society 
organizations that they can use

 • Religious authorities are more 
likely to eliminate internal 
competition and suppress 
religious republicanism in the 
period before the twentieth 
century than in the later period

 • The existence of multiple secular 
parties or movements that 
disagree on ethnonationalist 
or class- based grounds makes 
institutional secularization more 
difficult

Table 1.1. Continued
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2

Cross- National Analysis

This chapter focuses on the predictions of the argument on two out-
comes of interest: the emergence of political movements with a secularizing 
platform and the secularization of institutions. On the emergence of secular-
izing movements, the chapter tests three hypotheses that the previous chapter 
outlined. The first is that the prevalence and timing of printing should have a 
significant impact on the emergence of political movements with a secularizing 
agenda. The second is that the circulation of printed material with specifically 
secularizing or anti- clerical content or the existence of educational institutions 
that disseminate this type of material should make the emergence of secularizing 
movements more likely. Third, lower levels of repression and censorship against 
freedom of thought and expression among the elite circles should increase the 
likelihood that these types of movements would emerge.

On secular institutions, the chapter focuses on four main predictions. First, 
according to the argument in the previous chapter, the countries in which secular 
political movements emerged before the twentieth century should be more likely 
to experience institutional secularization than countries in which these parties 
emerged later. Second, the theory also suggests that those secular parties that have 
more time to organize before the arrival of religious parties would also have a 
better chance of achieving their political goals. Therefore, the empirical analysis 
takes into account how the timing of secularizing parties compares to that of the 
religious parties in the same country. Third, the chapter also tests the expectation 
that societies in which there are relatively fewer restrictions on civil society orga-
nizations should be more likely to experience institutional secularization. Finally, 
the chapter provides a test of the idea that in contexts in which there is more 
diversification among secular parties, the chances of institutional secularization 
should be undermined.
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The rest of the chapter proceeds in three sections. The first section provides 
details on the two dependent variables: the emergence of secularizing parties and 
institutional secularization. The second section focuses on the main explanatory 
factors. For the emergence of secularizing parties, these factors include the extent 
and timing of printing, the circulation of secular literature, the existence of mod-
ern military academies, and freedom of thought and expression for elites. For 
institutional secularization, the main explanatory conditions are whether secu-
larizing parties emerged before the twentieth century, the timing of secularizing 
parties compared to religious ones, the extent of repression against civil society 
organizations, and divisions within secular parties. This section also provides an 
overview of the control variables, most of which follow from existing theoretical 
approaches discussed in the Introduction. The third section introduces the data 
as well as displays and discusses the findings of the empirical analysis as they per-
tain to the two dependent variables.

The Dependent Variables
Emergence of Secular Political Movements: First 

Secularizing Party

To capture the emergence of a secular political movement, this chapter records 
the year of emergence for the first political party with a secularizing agenda in 
each country. The scope of the analysis, which goes all the way back to 1800 and 
covers all regions of the world, makes it impossible to rely on manifestos and/ or 
speeches of leaders to code parties with a secularizing platform. Thus, this chapter 
identifies parties with a secular agenda as those that fulfill either or both of the 
following criteria. First, the relevant country or region- specific literature agrees 
that the party in question adhered to an agenda of separating religion and state. 
Second, there is evidence that shows that the party endorsed at least two of the 
following positions: religious freedom beyond the main denominations, secular-
ization of public education, and secularization of family law.

The theoretical goal here is to understand the factors that lead to the initial or 
early emergence of secularizing political movements. Therefore, the coding takes 
into account sustained parliamentary blocs or political movements that function 
as elite political parties as well as mass parties with official grassroots organization 
as long as they aim to govern the country. The variable “first secularizing party” 
is coded 1 for the year in which the first secular party emerges on the territory of 
each state and 0 otherwise. Since the outcome of interest is the initial appearance 
of the secular movement and not its persistence or success, the subsequent years 
after a secularizing party emerges are excluded from the analysis. The coding for 
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the variable relies on region-  and country- specific sources that provide informa-
tion on political parties in each country as well as their dates of emergence and 
ideologies.1

Institutional Secularization

This chapter defines an institutionally secularized context as one in which the 
laws that specify and constrain the rights of individuals in the public and private 
sphere are independent of religious regulations and actors. Specifically, I catego-
rize a country as having secular laws if all of the following three conditions hold. 
First, religious actors or established religious regulations do not play an explicit 
role in the creation, application, or supervision of the laws of the land.2 This 
criterion excludes cases in which the constitution identifies a religion or reli-
gious denomination as a source for the laws of the land, cases in which religious 
actors play salient executive functions, as well as cases in which ecclesiastics have 
the power to make, amend, reject, or approve laws. Second, membership in a 
religion does not constitute a precondition for access to basic political rights 
defined as citizenship, voting, or becoming a public servant. Third, family law 
is not based on religious rules and regulations. Under this criterion, countries 
in which laws that relate to the initiation, regulation, or dissolution of marriage 
(i.e., divorce) are subject to religious rather than civic rules are not categorized 
as secular. Examples for these types of cases include countries such as Israel and 
Lebanon, in which family law is based on religious rules, as well as cases such as 
Senegal, in which the religious and civic paths coexist but once an individual 
chooses the religious option, personal status is subject to religious regulations. 
By contrast, contexts in which marriage can be officiated by a religious actor but, 
once officiated, becomes subject to the same rules as civil marriage (such as the 
United States) are considered secular as long as they fulfill the other require-
ments I have listed. Briefly put, the sources used to code the variable include 
constitutions of countries since 1800s, books on countries or regions that pro-
vide information on state- religion relationship, and legal texts that outline the 
laws of the countries as they pertain to religion and family (for more detail, see 
Appendices 1 and 2).3

Thus far, the literature on secularization has focused primarily on societal 
change, using indicators such as church attendance or attitudes toward organized 
religion, rather than the secularization of laws that govern the society.4 A promi-
nent exception is a dataset that measures “religious legislation” by constructing 
an index of some thirty- plus variables that relate to state- religion relations.5 The 
indicator that I use differs from this index both in terms of its temporal reach 
and in terms of the conceptualization that underlies the measurement. First, the 
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existing index covers the period after 1990 and hence is not suited to answer ques-
tions that relate to the long- term historical trends that are the concern of this 
book. Second, as discussed in the Introduction in more detail, the measurement 
in this book starts from the conceptual assumption that the countries in which 
individuals’ actions in the public or private sphere are subject to religious regula-
tions are fundamentally different from the countries in which individuals do not 
face such constraints. For this reason, the analysis in this book uses a binary indi-
cator rather than a continuous index of many underlying variables.

The Explanatory Variables
Explaining the Emergence of Secularizing Movements

The Independent Variables
To capture the prevalence of early printing in each country, this chapter relies on 
a detailed historical study that provides a list of printing houses and their geo-
graphical location from the late fifteenth century to 1830.6 Based on this book 
(written by Charles Timperley, a nineteenth- century printer and researcher of 
book business), I code the number of printing houses that had existed on the ter-
ritory of each state in 1800 (for the period 1800– 1830) and 1830 (for the period 
1830– 2000). This indicator, “number of printing houses,” is suitable for measur-
ing the cross- national variation in early printing and studying the effect of this 
variation on the emergence of secular parties in the later periods.7

As discussed before, the theoretical section offers predictions about not just 
the volume but also the substance of the printed material that circulated in a 
given context. To capture the extent to which the population of a given country 
was exposed to written content that was specifically critical of established reli-
gion, the analysis uses an indicator labeled “Enlightenment books.” The source 
for the coding of the variable is the French Book Trade in Enlightenment Europe 
(FBTEE) project, which has generated systematic data based on the records of the 
leading printing house in eighteenth- century Switzerland, Société typographique 
de Neuchâtel (STN) (Burrows and Curran 2014). The detailed data included in 
the FBTEE project provides information on the number of books written by 
Enlightenment writers (defined as “French philosophes and their allies”) that were 
circulating on the territory of European countries in the years 1769– 1794. To 
identify the works written by Enlightenment writers, I relied on the keyword 
“philosophie,” which the project uses to capture works that aligned with “Peter 
Gay’s classic conception of the enlightenment: i.e., they are broadly character-
ized by skepticism in religion; espousal of toleration and enlightened penal 
reform; separation of church and state; rationality and some form of popular 
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consultation in administration.”8 Given the nature of the data, this variable only 
exists for wider Europe.

The third indicator that captures the extent to which secularizing ideas were 
in circulation relates to the emergence of modern schools that leaders set up to 
increase the competitiveness of the state. The dissemination in such contexts 
could take the form of new curricula that included modern scientific subjects 
that potentially contradicted religious beliefs, as well as philosophical books 
within the libraries of the schools that directly criticized religious establishment. 
In order to capture this potential mechanism, I use the number of years that have 
passed since the establishment of the first higher military academy in each coun-
try, labeled “military academy years.” For countries that were under the rule of a 
multinational or colonial empire (for example, Syria and Iraq under Ottoman rule 
or the Baltics under the Russian Empire), the coding of the variable depends on 
whether and for how long those from a specific region were allowed access to the 
military academies. In short, if individuals from the sub- region had access to the 
military academy for at least twenty years, then the populations of these countries 
are counted as having access to these institutions; if not, then the coding takes 
into account the relevant military institution that emerges after independence.

The final key explanatory factor relevant for the emergence of secularizing 
parties is the extent to which the traditional political system allowed the ini-
tial secular reformists to circulate their ideas. To capture this concept I use the 
“Freedom of expression and alternative sources of information index,” from the 
Varieties of Democracy Project.9 The indicator measures the extent of govern-
ment censorship, academic freedom, and freedom of cultural expression, as well 
as the freedom to discuss political matters at home and in public. Therefore, it is a 
good proxy for whether and how much public authorities used censorship, intim-
idation, and restrictions against the circulation of new ideas among the relatively 
elite, literate sections of the society (Pemstein et al. 2019, 21). The V- Dem coding 
relies on multiple “country experts,” who are scholars or professionals with exten-
sive knowledge of a country.

The Main Control Variables
To control for the Tocquevillian argument that historically close relations 
between a monarchy and religious establishment increase the likelihood of secu-
lar movements, I use “throne- altar,” measured as a binary variable coded 1 if all of 
the following three conditions hold: (1) the political regime in the country, or the 
one immediately preceding it, was one in which a hereditary monarch was the 
main executive; (2) the monarchy had a privileged relationship with a religious 
organization; and (3) the privileged religious organization in question was also 
the religion with the largest number of members in the country.

 



 Cross-National Analysis 47

The models also control for four dichotomous variables that capture the 
dominant religion in a given context. “Muslim,” “Catholic,” “Orthodox,” and 
“Protestant” are coded 1 for countries in which these religions constituted at least 
60 percent of the population. The variables on specific religions are needed as 
controls because different religions have different sets of rules that relate to the 
public and private life of individuals. For example, Islam and Judaism provide 
a framework for public governance as well as family law, and Catholicism has 
rules that specifically relate to family law. Thus, it is reasonable to expect that the 
baseline level for the extent to which a given society is nonsecular in its general 
lifestyle or laws could vary based on the dominant religion. The models also con-
trol for “past wars,” which is measured as the number of years a country has spent 
in war in the previous thirty years.10 This variable controls for the argument that 
the international security environment generates incentives for reformist move-
ments, some of which might adopt a secular agenda. The regressions also control 
for the population and the urban population of the country; the source for both 
variables is the V- Dem project. The analysis controls for these variables as they 
might directly influence the number of printing houses and books in circulation 
as well as the emergence of secular parties.

Explaining Institutional Secularization

The Independent Variables
Three main independent variables assess the predictions of the argument on 
institutional secularization. First, “secularizing party” measures whether a secu-
larizing party ever existed on the territory of a given state. Second, “seculariz-
ing party before 1900,” measures whether the secularizing party emerged before 
1900. Third, to capture the extent to which secularizing parties have time to over-
come their organizational weakness before religious reformist parties emerge, the 
analysis uses a variable labeled “relative timing of secularizing party.” This inde-
pendent variable is included only in the models that are restricted to the subsam-
ple of countries in which a secular party had emerged at some point in the past. 
The coding rule is as follows: (1) for the countries in which the first secularizing 
party preceded the first religious party, it is the number of years that the secular 
party existed in the absence of a religious party; (2) for the countries in which 
the first religious party emerged prior to the first secular party, it is the number 
of years that the religious reformist party existed before the emergence of the first 
secular party multiplied by −1. For example, for a case such as Belgium, in which 
the secular party (the Liberal Party) emerged in 1846 and the religious reformist 
party (the Christian Democrats) in 1884, the variable is coded as 1 in 1847, 14 in 
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1860, and 38 in the years after 1884. For a case such as Pakistan, where the secular 
party (National Awami Party, 1958) emerged 52 years after the religious reformist 
party (Muslim League, 1906), the variable is coded −52.11 The expectation is that 
the more time a secular party has before the emergence of a religious reformist 
party (or the less time a religious reformist party has before the establishment of 
a secular party), the more likely are the secularizing parties to succeed in their 
endeavors.

The coding of “relative timing of secularizing party” required the identifica-
tion of the first religious reformist party in each country. Religious reformist 
parties are defined as those that seek to revise the existing system at least par-
tially based on religious principles and that aim to mobilize grassroots support 
for doing so. These criteria include parties that explicitly use religious labels 
as well as parties that historians and area specialists define as having religious 
populist platforms. Therefore, the coding includes parties with platforms that 
reflect a commitment to a specific religion or sect (such as various Christian 
Democratic and Islamic parties), as well as political parties that adopted a reli-
giously inspired nationalist ideology (e.g., FLN in Algeria as well as Istiqlal 
[Independence Party] in Morocco).12 The coding, however, does not include 
conservative parties that sought to defend religion only as part of the existing 
old regime institutions.

The theoretical section also argued that the repression of civil society orga-
nizations exacerbates the comparative organizational problems of secularizing 
parties. Thus, the analysis also includes an indicator for the extent of freedom 
for civil society organizations (“civil society freedom”) taken from the V- Dem 
dataset (Bernhard et al. 2015, 13; Pemstein et al. 2019, 21). Higher values on this 
variable indicate lower levels of repression against the civil society; therefore, the 
expected sign on the coefficient for this independent variable is positive. Lastly, 
the analysis also includes a variable, “distinct party platforms,” taken from the 
V- Dem dataset, that provides expert estimates for the number of political parties 
with representation in the national legislature or presidency that have publicly 
available party platforms (manifestos) that are publicized and relatively distinct 
(Pemstein et al. 2019, 21). This variable includes the political system as a whole 
rather than specifically capturing the diversification of parties with secularizing 
platforms. Nevertheless, it is an acceptable proxy for the extent to which ethnic 
or class related ideological cleavages divide and weaken secular parties in a given 
context. The expectation is that the larger values for this variable should pre-
dict lower likelihood of institutional secularization. The empirical chapters that 
focus on the comparative historical cases further evaluate this particular causal 
mechanism.
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The Main Control Variables
In addition to “throne- altar,” “Muslim,” “Catholic,” “Protestant,” “Orthodox,” 
“urban population,” and “population,” the analysis on institutional secularization 
includes the following control variables: “democracy,” “adult literacy,” “GDP per 
capita,” and “secular neighbors.” Based on Boix and Rosato (2001), “democracy” 
is coded according to the following criteria: (1) at least 50 percent of the adult 
male population has been enfranchised; (2) elections are free and competitive; 
and (3) the executive is accountable to citizens. “Adult literacy” is measured as 
the percentage of literate people in the adult population of each country.13 “GDP 
per capita” refers to gross domestic production on a per capita basis.14 The analy-
sis also includes a variable that measures whether or not a given country is sur-
rounded by neighboring states that have already adopted secularized systems. The 
existence of secularized neighbors can enhance the chances of institutional secu-
larization by allowing secular reformists opportunities to receive organizational 
and financial aid from sympathetic countries. It might also influence regional 
norms on the desirable kind of political system and hence make it more likely that 
those who seek to reform the existing system would opt for (as well as receive sup-
port from) secular models rather than nonsecular alternatives. While not direct 
empirical implications, both these mechanisms are consistent with the argument 
presented in the theory section.

The Analysis
Emergence of Secular Political Movements: First 

Secularizing Party

The dataset used for this part of the analysis includes countries for which the data 
exists during the period 1800– 2000. As mentioned, given that the outcome of 
interest is the initial emergence of the secularizing party and not its persistence, 
the analysis excludes the subsequent years after a secularizing party emerges in a 
given context. The dataset includes countries in which more than 50 percent of 
the population professed monotheistic religions. This criterion includes coun-
tries with mixed populations of monotheistic religions so long as the combined 
share of these groups exceeds 50 percent of the population. The reason for the 
empirical focus on countries with monotheistic religions is theoretical. The study 
of institutional secularization assumes the existence of a given religion with clear 
rules on public and/ or private law. This assumption applies to the three monothe-
istic religions, but it does not travel as well to other religions, which do not have 
explicit templates for public and private laws.
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Table 2.1 Emergence of First Secularizing Parties 1800– 2000   
(Logit Analysis)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
(Europe 
and Middle 
East)

Muslim −0.53
(0.36)

0.13
(0.50)

0.07
(0.51)

−2.78
(2.41)

Protestant −1.08**
(0.48)

−0.61
(0.59)

−0.85
(0.62)

−4.94***
(1.92)

Catholic 0.02
(0.36)

0.68
(0.56)

0.47
(0.58)

−2.57
(1.84)

Orthodox −1.53**
(0.76)

−2.39**
(1.00)

−2.65***
(0.99)

−9.05***
(2.65)

Number of printing houses
(by 1800 and 1830)

0.015**
(0.007)

0.02**
(0.009)

0.013
(0.01)

0.035***
(0.01)

Freedom of expression and 
alternative sources of 
information

1.30***
(0.50)

1.28**
(0.64)

— 3.61***
(1.32)

Freedom of expression and 
alternative sources of 
information (10- year lag)

— — 1.94***
(0.71)

— 

Military academy years 0.004
(0.004)

0.005
(0.005)

0.002
(0.005)

0.019***
(0.006)

Throne- altar 0.50*
(0.29)

0.80*
(0.48)

0.83*
(0.50)

−0.03
(0.80)

Population 0.00003*
(0.00001)

0.00002
(0.00001)

0.00002
(0.00001)

0.00004**
(0.00002)

Urban population −0.00008
(0.00008)

0.00004
(0.0001)

0.00007
(0.00009)

0.00008
(0.0001)

Past wars (30 years) −0.05*
(0.03)

−0.03
(0.03)

−0.03
(0.03)

−0.03
(0.06)

French colony — −0.01
(0.53)

−0.01
(0.53)

— 

British colony — 1.13**
(0.49)

0.92*
(0.50)

— 

Regional dummies included no yes Yes yes
(for Europe)
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Tables 2.1 and 2.2 display the results of the logit analyses where the depen-
dent variable is the “emergence of first secularizing party.” Model 1 in Table 2.1  
is the baseline analysis. Following Beck et al (1998), Model 2 controls for time- 
effects by including the previous number of years without a secularizing party 
and cubic splines. This model also includes indicators for regions as well as 
past colonial experience (divided into French and British). Model 3 uses the 
10- year lag for freedom of expression and alternative sources of information 
index. As discussed before, the analyses in Tables 2.1 and 2.2 do not include 
the years after the emergence of the secular party, which largely eliminates 
the possibility of reverse causation between secular party emergence and free-
dom of expression. Nevertheless, the 10- year lag is included in case nascent 
levels of secular mobilization that immediately precede the emergence of a 
secular party have a positive impact on freedom of expression and alternative 
sources of information. If this is the case, we should observe that the impact of 
the lagged version of the variable diminishes and/ or ceases to be significant. 
Finally, the last model limits the analysis to observations from Europe and the 
Middle East.

All four models in Table 2.1 provide support for the main predictions of the 
argument on the “number of printing houses” and “freedom of expression and 
alternative sources of information index.” These variables are also substantively 
significant: secularizing parties were nine times more likely to emerge in those 
countries with the highest numbers of printing houses by 1800– 1830, compared 
to those that did not have any printing houses by this period.15 Secularizing par-
ties were three times more likely to emerge in countries with the highest scores for 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
(Europe 
and Middle 
East)

Number of years with no 
secularizing party

— −0.05
(0.04)

−0.03
(0.07)

−0.05
(0.07)

Natural cubic splines 
included

no yes yes yes

N 6,058 6,058 5,369 2,413
Pseudo R2 0.04 0.14 0.13 0.27

Note: *p<0.1, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01

Table 2.1. Continued
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“freedom of expression and alternative sources of information index” compared 
to countries that scored lowest on this variable. Also in Model 3, which uses the 
10- year lag for this variable, the coefficient continues being significant and it is 
substantively larger, suggesting that the relationship between this variable and 
emergence of secular parties is not a function of nascent secular organizations 
that precede party formation. In additional models not displayed in this chapter, 
I included 1- , 5- , and 20- year lags in the regression; in all these specifications the 
main finding on the variable remained the same.

Table 2.2 Emergence of First Secularizing Parties 
in Europe 1800– 2000 (Logit Analysis)

Model 5 Model 6

Muslim 5.82***
(1.97)

5.80**
(2.05)

Protestant −0.45
(0.85)

1.47
(1.10)

Catholic 3.36***
(1.13)

4.99***
(1.33)

Enlightenment books 0.0002**
(0.00009)

0.0005*
(0.0003)

Freedom of expression and 
alternative sources of 
information

7.24***
(2.15)

6.90***
(2.22)

Throne- altar −0.08
(0.88)

−1.01
(1.10)

Population 0.00002
(0.00002)

−4.36e- 06
(0.00002)

Urban population 0.0009***
(0.0003)

0.001***
(0.0004)

Past wars (30 years) −0.22***
(0.07)

−0.17*
(0.09)

Number of years with no 
secularizing party

— 0.065
(0.13)

Natural cubic splines 
included

no yes

N 1,107 1,107
Pseudo R2 0.23 0.32

Note: *p<0.1, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01
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On the main control variables that map onto existing theories, “urban popu-
lation” is the main variable that captures economic modernization and it is not 
statistically significant. Notably, the lack of statistical significance on this vari-
able persists when taking “number of printing houses” out of the analysis.16 
Therefore, the non- finding cannot simply be explained by suggesting that the 
impact of urbanization on the emergence of secularizing parties goes through 
the prevalence of printing. Unfortunately, data on other dimensions of economic 
modernization such as GDP per capita and literacy rates is largely missing for 
the 1800– 1850 period in which many secularizing parties emerged; therefore the 
analysis cannot directly control for these specific factors. However, it is note-
worthy that when controlling for time effects as well as a number of other fac-
tors, “freedom of expression and alternative sources of information index” has 
a substantively and statistically significant relationship with the emergence of 
secularizing parties, whereas urban population has a negative and/ or statistically 
insignificant coefficient, which goes against the predictions of economic mod-
ernization theory.

The other important control variable to take into account is “throne- altar,” 
which does have the expected and statistically significant result in Models 1– 3 in 
Table 2.1. However, substantively, this impact is relatively small compared to that 
of both “number of printing houses” and “freedom of expression and alternative 
sources of information.” When all other variables are at their mean values (using 
Model 1), secularizing parties are 1.7 times more likely to emerge in contexts with 
a close historical relationship between traditional monarchies and dominant reli-
gious organizations compared to those contexts in which this type of relationship 
did not exist.

Finally, Models 1– 3 do not provide support for the expectation that those 
countries that introduce modern education institutions (proxied by military 
academies) are more likely to host secularizing parties. One possibility is that 
the military academies in regions with higher levels of territorial competition 
adopt a more modernized curriculum and receive more substantive investment 
given that such countries face more consequential security threats. As a potential 
test of this mechanism, Model 4 restricts the analysis to countries in Europe and 
the Middle East, as these regions are historically more prone to territorial wars. 
In this model, the indicator for “military academy years” is statistically signifi-
cant, suggesting that this particular mechanism is more region- specific than the 
other two indicators that capture the dissemination of secular ideas (i.e., “num-
ber of printing houses” and “freedom of expression and alternative sources of 
information”).

Table 2.2, which only includes countries in Europe, takes into account the 
substance of the printed material in circulation by including an indicator for the 
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extent to which the population of a country encountered Enlightenment litera-
ture. As the results show, “Enlightenment books” is statistically significant in all 
the specifications; secularizing parties were 1.7 times more likely to emerge in 
countries in the upper 10 percent of this variable compared to the lower 10 per-
cent. The indicator for “freedom of expression and alternative sources of informa-
tion index” also remains statistically significant in these specifications. Finally, in 
this sub- sample, “throne- altar” is no longer significant whereas “urban popula-
tion” becomes persistently significant, suggesting that economic modernization 
might have had a direct effect on the formation of the secularizing parties within 
Europe in particular.

Institutional Secularization

The second part of the empirical analysis focuses on the determinants of insti-
tutional secularization. The analysis uses a dataset that covers the 1850– 2000 
period and includes all independent countries in which more than 50 percent 
of the population professed monotheistic religions. The analysis focuses on the 
post- 1850 period, as a number of key control variables are missing for the pre- 
1850 period.17 As in the previous section, following Beck et al (1998), the mod-
els control for time- effects by including nonsecular years and cubic splines.

Tables 2.3 and 2.4 present the results of the logit analyses where the depen-
dent variable is “institutional secularization.” Table 2.4 specifically focuses on 
the hypotheses that relate to the conditions under which secularizing political 
movements achieve their goals, and hence the models in this table only include 
countries in which a secularizing party had already emerged. However, before 
taking this step, it is important to inquire whether the presence of secular-
izing parties actually has a significant impact on institutional secularization. 
Empirically, it is rare for contexts in which a secularizing party has not emerged 
to develop a secularized system (only 15% of country- year observations with-
out a past secularizing party fall in this category).18 Yet, not surprisingly, a rela-
tively significant portion (43%) of observations in which a secularizing party 
has emerged still failed to adopt secular institutions. In Table 2.3, the models 
include all countries regardless of whether a secularizing party ever existed in 
these contexts and show that the past presence of a secularizing party indeed 
has a positive and statistically significant relationship to the likelihood of 
institutional secularization. This relationship is substantively important, as 
the existence of a secularizing party increases the likelihood of institutional 
secularization about seven times (from 0.05 to 0.34).19 Moreover, in Model 
9, which uses the 10- year lag for “secularizing party,” the statistically signifi-
cant coefficient not only persists but also becomes substantively larger. This 

 



Table 2.3 Institutional Secularization 1850– 2000 (Logit Analysis)

Model 7 Model 8 Model 9

Muslim 0.93**
(0.40)

0.97*
(0.51)

1.45**
(0.58)

Protestant 2.09***
(0.56)

1.70***
(0.65)

1.48**
(0.65)

Catholic 2.64***
(0.42)

1.66***
(0.57)

1.54***
(0.56)

Orthodox 4.41***
(0.82)

3.99**
(0.90)

4.58***
(0.89)

Secularizing party 2.42***
(0.39)

2.21***
(0.46)

— 

Secularizing party (10- year lag) — — 3.22***
(0.49)

Civil society freedom 0.30**
(0.13)

0.40***
(0.14)

0.50***
(0.15)

Distinct party platforms −0.005
(0.12)

−0.09
(0.13)

0.13
(0.14)

Throne- altar −0.32
(0.36)

−1.11**
(0.48)

−0.53
(0.50)

Democracy −0.61
(0.39)

−0.71*
(0.42)

−0.56
(0.43)

Adult literacy 0.02***
(0.006)

0.02***
(0.008)

0.02**
(0.008)

Population −0.00004**
(0.00002)

- 0.00002
(0.00002)

−6.40e- 06
(0.00002)

Urban population 0.0001**
(0.0006)

0.00008
(0.00007)

0.00005
(0.00006)

GDP per cap 0.00004***
(0.0001)

0.00004***
(0.00001)

0.00003**
(0.00001)

Secular neighbors 1.27***
(0.34)

1.66***
(0.38)

1.68***
(0.40)

French colony — −1.25**
(0.58)

−2.63***
(0.64)

British colony — −1.02
(0.66)

−0.98
(0.66)

Nonsecular years −1.14***
(0.08)

−1.13***
(0.08)

−1.06***
(0.08)

Cubic splines included yes yes yes
Regional dummies no yes yes
Pseudo R2 0.92 0.92 0.93
N 6,711 6,711 6,684

Note: *p<0.1, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01
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finding remains unchanged when using 1- , 5- , or 20- year lags.20 These results are 
noteworthy as they go against the possibility that the anticipation of imminent 
institutional secularization somehow leads to the establishment of secularizing 
parties. Apart from the presence of a secularizing party, the other main variables 
that have the expected coefficients in all three models are “civil society freedom,” 
“secular neighbors,” “GDP per capita,” and “adult literacy.” Notably, the indica-
tor for past relations between the throne and altar has a negative (all models in 
Table 2.3) and non- significant coefficient (Models 7 and 9). This finding suggests 
that, while this variable might influence institutional secularization through its 
impact on the emergence of secular parties, it does not have a direct impact on 
institutional secularization.

Table 2.4 includes the sub- sample of countries in which a secularizing party 
had emerged at some point in the past. Models 10 and 11 are the baseline models, 
with the former including “relative timing of secularizing party” and the latter 
“secularizing party before 1900.”21 Models 12 and 13 include the main indepen-
dent and control variables as well as region- specific dummies, and the dum-
mies for whether a country was colonized by France or Britain. Finally, Model 
14 includes both “relative timing of secularizing party” and “secularizing party 
before 1900” in the regression. Once again, to control for time- effects, all regres-
sions include the number of years preceding institutional secularization and nat-
ural cubic splines.

The models provide clear support for the empirical expectations of the theory 
proposed in Chapter 1. Countries in which secular parties emerge earlier com-
pared to religious reformist parties are significantly more likely to develop and 
retain secular institutions. Figure 2.1 displays this relationship when holding all 
other variables at their mean (based on Model 10): moving from the bottom 
values (i.e., Pakistan) to the top values (i.e., United States) of this variable, the 
probability of institutional secularization increases about eleven times, from 
0.09 to 0.98. Similarly, based on Model 11, countries in which a secularizing party 
appeared before 1900 were 3.8 times more likely to adopt secular institutions 
compared to countries in which a secularizing party appeared after 1900 (mov-
ing from 0.17 to 0.65). The indicator for civil society freedom also has a remark-
able impact on the probability of institutional secularization. As Figure 2.2  
shows, keeping all variables at their mean and using Model 10, a country with 
the lowest levels of civil society freedom had a 29 percent chance of institutional 
secularization, whereas the comparable predicted probability for a country with 
the highest level of civil society freedom was 75 percent. Finally, the results on 
“diversification of party platforms” has the expected negative coefficient, but this 
variable is statistically significant only in Model 11. The following chapters that 
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Table 2.4 Institutional Secularization 1850– 2000 (Logit Analysis)

Model 10 Model 11 Model 12 Model 13 Model 14

Muslim 0.89*
(0.50)

0.91*
(0.48)

0.92
(0.62)

1.42**
(0.63)

1.28**
(0.65)

Protestant 1.92***
(0.71)

0.91
(0.71)

0.65
(0.89)

−0.87
(0.90)

−0.11
(0.97)

Catholic 1.40***
(0.48)

0.74
(0.52)

−0.72
(0.72)

−1.83**
(0.78)

−1.42*
(0.80)

Orthodox 4.22***
(0.97)

4.20***
(0.94)

2.40**
(1.10)

2.98*
(1.08)

3.44***
(1.14)

Secularizing party 
before 1900

— 2.30***
(0.51)

2.66***
(0.75)

1.98**
(0.80)

Relative timing 
of secularizing 
party (compared 
to religious 
reformists)

0.027***
(0.005)

0.02***
(0.006)

0.017***
(0.006)

Civil society 
freedom

0.33**
(0.14)

0.23*
(0.14)

0.46***
(0.15)

0.44***
(0.16)

0.46***
(0.16)

Distinct party 
platforms

−0.17
(0.15)

−0.28*
(0.16)

−0.14
(0.16)

−0.23
(0.16)

−0.20
(0.16)

Throne- altar −0.09
(0.45)

−0.28
(0.44)

−1.28**
(0.62)

−1.23**
(0.59)

−1.38***
(0.61)

Democracy −0.53
(0.42)

−0.60
(0.44)

−0.90**
(0.46)

−1.03**
(0.46)

−0.96**
(0.46)

Adult literacy 0.02***
(0.007)

0.02***
(0.007)

−0.006
(0.01)

−0.002
(0.009)

−0.003
(0.009)

Population −0.00002
(0.00002)

−0.00004*
(0.00002)

−1.03e- 06
(0.00003)

−2.24e- 06
(0.00003)

−4.19e- 06
(0.0003)

Urban population 0.00003
(0.00007)

0.0001*
(0.00007)

0.00006
(0.0001)

0.0001
(0.0001)

0.0001
(0.0001)

GDP per cap 0.00008
(0.00005)

0.0001**
(0.00005)

0.0001*
(0.00005)

0.0001**
(0.00006)

0.0001**
(0.00005)

Secular neighbors 1.18***
(0.39)

1.00**
(0.41)

1.71***
(0.47)

1.76***
(0.48)

1.54***
(0.48)

French colony — — −3.01***
(0.83)

−3.38***
(0.84)

−3.53***
(0.87)

British colony — — −3.31***
(1.04)

−3.90***
(1.00)

−3.74***
(1.03)
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focus on the cases further discuss the potential causal mechanism linked to this 
particular variable in more detail.

Among the control variables, whether a country is surrounded by neighbors 
with secular institutions has a statistically significant relationship to the chances 
of institutional secularization. The substantive effect of this variable is mod-
est: a country that was surrounded by secular systems was about 60 percent more 
likely to possess secular institutions compared to countries that had at least one 
neighbor without secular institutions (based on Model 10). Additionally, one of 

Model 10 Model 11 Model 12 Model 13 Model 14

Independence date 0.002
(0.002)

0.003*
(0.002)

0.002
(0.002)

0.0008
(0.002)

0.002
(0.002)

Nonsecular years −1.13***
(0.10)

−1.20***
(0.10)

−1.14***
(0.10)

−1.18***
(0.10)

−1.15***
(0.10)

Cubic splines 
included

yes yes yes yes yes

Regional dummies no no yes yes yes
Pseudo R2 0.92 0.92 0.93 0.93 0.93
N 5,736 5,736 5,736 5,736 5,736

Note 1: *p<0.1, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01
Note 2: The models only include countries in which a secularizing party emerged at some point 
in the past.
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Figure 2.1 Relative Timing of Secular and Religious Parties and Probability of 
Institutional Secularization

Table 2.4. Continued
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the variables that capture economic modernization (GDP per capita) also has 
a robust positive and significant coefficient. The substantive effect of GDP per 
capita is also significant: based on Model 10, countries with the highest levels of 
GDP per capita are two times more likely to adopt and keep secular institutions. 
Lastly, it is also worth noting that adult literacy, which is statistically significant in 
Table 2.3 (including all countries), is no longer statistically significant in the mod-
els in Table 2.4 that include dummies for regions and colonial past. This differ-
ence suggests that literacy might influence secularization of institutions through 
its impact on the timing of when secular political movements emerge rather than 
having a direct effect on institutions.

The specifications in Table 2.5 focus on whether the findings change when 
making minor adjustments to the coding of institutional secularization. In 
Models 15 and 16, countries are coded as secular if they introduced civil mar-
riage with or without civil divorce (as long as they fulfill the other conditions 
included in the original definition). In Models 17 and 18, countries in which there 
is a formal state religion are coded as nonsecular even if the laws of the country 
fulfill all the other criteria mentioned in the original definition.22 As the models 
show, the findings on the main hypotheses are robust to these alterations to the 
operationalization of institutional secularization, with the exception of Model 
18 in which “civil society freedom” falls short of statistical significance. One 
noteworthy finding in Models 15 and 16 is that when institutional secularization 
is coded as including civil marriage but not necessarily civil divorce, “distinct 
party platforms” has the expected statistically significant coefficient. Appendix 3  
includes additional robustness checks that use Cox- hazard or year- fixed effects 
models. In these models, the findings on “relative timing of secular party” and 
“secularizing party before 1900” remain statistically significant, whereas “civil 
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Figure 2.2 Civil Society Freedom and Probability of Institutional Secularization



T h e  O r i gi n s  o f  S ecu l a r  I n st i t u t i o n s60

Table 2.5 Institutional Secularization 1850– 2000 (Logit Analysis) (Different 
Operationalizations of Institutional Secularization)

Model 15
(DV: civil 
divorce not 
included in 
coding)

Model 16
(DV: civil 
divorce not 
included in 
coding)

Model 17
(DV: state 
religion 
included in 
coding)

Model 18
(DV: state 
religion 
included in 
coding)

Muslim 1.87***
(0.55)

2.51***
(0.55)

0.56
(0.61)

0.98*
(0.56)

Protestant 1.65**
(0.74)

0.25
(0.76)

−0.99
(0.76)

−1.85**
(0.79)

Catholic 2.05***
(0.62)

0.81
(0.64)

1.13
(0.74)

0.36
(0.80)

Orthodox 3.57***
(0.89)

2.97***
(0.93)

6.91***
(1.43)

5.16***
(1.30)

Secularizing party 
before 1900

2.97***
(0.63)

2.22***
(0.66)

Relative timing of 
secularizing party 
(compared to 
religious reformists)

0.039***
(0.007)

0.049***
(0.008)

Civil society freedom 0.82***
(0.16)

0.72***
(0.16)

0.50***
(0.17)

0.23
(0.16)

Distinct party 
platforms

−0.70***
(0.16)

−0.71***
(0.16)

−0.26
(0.19)

−0.17
(0.19)

Throne- altar −0.43
(0.58)

0.01
(0.48)

−2.09***
(0.59)

−1.44***
(0.53)

Democracy 0.38
(0.42)

0.06
(0.38)

−0.38
(0.53)

−0.59
(0.49)

Adult literacy 0.01
(0.01)

0.03***
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

0.03***
(0.009)

Population −7.35e- 06
(0.00002)

−3.87e- 06
(0.00002)

−0.00002
(0.00003)

−0.00001
(0.00003)

Urban population 0.0001
(0.00008)

0.0002**
(0.00008)

0.0002*
(0.00009)

0.0001*
(0.00008)

GDP per cap 0.0002***
(0.00005)

0.0002***
(0.00004)

0.00004
(0.00004)

0.00007
(0.00004)

Secular neighbors 1.34***
(0.46)

1.14***
(0.44)

1.23***
(0.45)

1.27***
(0.44)
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society organization” is robust to controlling for year- fixed effects but not in the 
Cox- hazard model. The case studies in the following chapters further unpack the 
sequence of secular civil society organizations, secular party strength, and insti-
tutional secularization.

Conclusion
This chapter evaluated the empirical expectations of the argument that directly 
relate to the two outcomes of interest: the emergence of secular political move-
ments and institutional secularization. Overall, the findings provide support for 
the argument presented in Chapter 1, which emphasized the historical influ-
ence of the circulation and dissemination of secular ideas and the critical role of 
organizational timing. The indicators that capture the circulation and dissemi-
nation of secular ideas (printing, volume of Enlightenment literature, and free-
dom of thought and expression) all have the expected type of relationship to the 

Model 15
(DV: civil 
divorce not 
included in 
coding)

Model 16
(DV: civil 
divorce not 
included in 
coding)

Model 17
(DV: state 
religion 
included in 
coding)

Model 18
(DV: state 
religion 
included in 
coding)

French colony −1.56**
(0.75)

−1.47**
(0.74)

−2.04**
(0.90)

−0.64
(0.81)

British colony 0.97
(0.80)

−1.94**
(0.82)

−1.10
(1.04)

−0.58
(0.96)

Independence date 0.01***
(0.002)

0.01***
(0.002)

0.006**
(0.002)

0.002
(0.002)

Nonsecular years −0.42***
(0.03)

−0.44***
(0.03)

−0.96***
(0.08)

−1.04***
(0.08)

Cubic splines 
included

yes yes yes yes

Regional dummies yes yes yes yes
Pseudo R2 0.91 0.90 0.94 0.94
N 5,736 5,736 5,736 5,736

Note 1: *p<0.1, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01
Note 2: The models only include countries in which a secularizing party emerged at some point 
in the past.

Table 2.5. Continued
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emergence of secularizing parties. Similarly, the indicators that capture organiza-
tional timing of secular parties and civil society freedom also have the expected 
substantively and statistically significant coefficients in the analyses. The follow-
ing chapters, which engage in comparative historical analysis, move beyond the 
testing of these main hypotheses and focus on the more fine- grained empirical 
expectations that relate to the steps in the causal process.
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3

Comparative Historical Analysis I
France and Spain

This chapter presents the historical analysis of France and Spain begin-
ning with the seventeenth century. The analysis entails two types of comparison; 
one focuses on the differences between the two countries in terms of the emer-
gence of secular political movements and the introduction of secular institutions. 
This dimension of the analysis answers the questions of why secular mobiliza-
tion and political organization occurred earlier in France as well as why secular 
institutions emerged earlier in this context. The other dimension of comparison 
focuses on the temporal variation within each case in terms of the appearance of 
secular political groups and their varying levels of success over time. This dimen-
sion of the analysis investigates how initial secular political groups emerged, 
how they achieved their first and short- lived episodes of success (France during 
the Revolution and Spain in 1870s and then again 1930s), how secular political 
groups survived under duress after these first episodes, and the conditions under 
which they ultimately came to power and introduced durable secular institutions.

Each case study proceeds in sections that are both in chronological order 
and correspond to the main empirical predictions that follow from the theory 
chapter. Therefore, both are organized around the following themes: (1) the 
early prevalence of nonsecular reformists; (2) the emergence of secular reformist 
groups with political goals and the role of printing, formal and informal asso-
ciations, and the prevalence of secular ideas in the process; and (3) the political 
organization and performance of secular reformists and the impact of timing, 
grassroots civil society organizations, and the internal divisions within secular 
groups on these outcomes.
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France
Early Nonsecular Reformism

After the Thirty Years’ War (1618– 1648), the state leaders and other elite sectors 
of the society began to formulate policies designed to advance the economic, and 
ultimately, military competitiveness of France. The first of these policies was the 
drive toward the centralization of the state apparatus. Increased centralization 
could enhance the state’s tax- collecting capability, deal with the problem of rais-
ing sufficient resources to sustain an efficient army, and enhance the state’s ability 
to monitor and constrain the regional actors’ autonomy.

The main agents of centralization were the intendants, who were bureaucrats 
sent from the center to gradually replace regional governors, who tended to be 
leading members of the old regional aristocracy (Tilly 1975; Fischer & Lundgreen 
1975). In practice, the intendants were far from resembling modern civil ser-
vants. Their influence and effectiveness varied with the strength of the crown 
and, rather than completely replacing the local aristocracy, they tended to form 
a parallel bureaucratic structure that allowed the crown to monitor and collect 
information about the provinces. First introduced by Cardinal Richelieu (chief 
minister under Louis XIII), they were abolished during the Fronde (civil war 
during 1648– 1652) and then reintroduced by his successor Cardinal Mazarin. By 
the time of Jean- Baptiste Colbert, who served as comptroller- general of finances 
for Louis XIV between 1665 and 1683, the intendants had not only become per-
manent fixtures of the system but had also been divided into specific specializa-
tions such as finance and justice (Parker 2013, 320; Fischer & Lundgreen 1975; 
McCollim 2012).

Another policy that tackled financial stress but took a different approach than 
centralization was the venality of offices. This practice referred to the selling of 
public positions to wealthy individuals who typically came from the lower nobil-
ity or higher bourgeoisie. Venality of offices was also practiced in other European 
states such as Spain and England. But in France it became a much more promi-
nent part of the system and applied to a wider variety of positions including those 
in the judiciary and police (Doyle 1996). Starting from the beginning of seven-
teenth century, the holders of these positions were also allowed to turn them into 
hereditary ones by paying an annual tax (Anderson 1974). By 1624, some 38 per-
cent of the royal revenue accrued from venality of public positions (Anderson 
1974, 95). The overwhelming majority of the magistrates and advocates in the 
Parlement of Paris as well as the local parlements had bought or inherited their 
positions (Doyle 1996). From the perspective of this study, venality of offices was 
notable as it resulted in the emergence of a new type of elite, noblesse de robe, 
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in addition to the traditional old aristocracy, noblesse d’épée (Anderson 1974; 
McCollim 2012, 75– 76).

A third policy through which state agents and leading notables tried to 
improve France’s economic and military capacity as well as her international pres-
tige was the founding of scientific and literary academies and new educational 
institutions. The first French académie emerged in late 1620s when a group of 
literary notables in Paris started to regularly convene to discuss issues such as lit-
erature, business, and news.1 This group then gained the patronage of Richelieu 
who converted them into an organization with public authority on literary mat-
ters. Like the intendant system, the académie also fell into relative disuse during 
the period of instability up to mid- 1650s, but it was revived and expanded by 
Colbert so that by the1660s specialized academies that focused not only on lit-
erature but also on science, architecture, and music had emerged (Klaits 1971). 
In the second half of the seventeenth century, the crown and local notables also 
established a number of secondary schools and higher education institutions that 
specialized in diplomacy, military science, and architecture (Artz & Kahen 1937). 
The graduates of these new schools and the members of the aforementioned acad-
emies primarily focused on research, teaching, and, in the case of the academies, 
propaganda for the crown (Klaits 1971). At the same time, like the intendants and 
holders of venal office they constituted an expansion and diversification of the 
existing elite.

The emergence of new elites as a result of centralization, sale of offices, and 
new educational institutions directly or indirectly contributed to the appearance 
of several reform movements, some resulting in success, others in failure. The first 
of such movements was the increasing influence and codification of the principle 
of Gallicanism. Broadly speaking, Gallicanism referred to the idea that, while the 
French Church would recognize the pope as the head of the universal church, 
they would not recognize the primacy of his jurisdiction in France (Bergin 2009, 
6). The idea that the French Church should exercise some degree of self- rule was 
not entirely new and had caused tensions within France before. However, from 
the 1630s when Richelieu increased the taxes on the French Church during the 
Thirty Years’ War until 1682 when the Gallican principles were expanded and 
explicitly codified, the issue became increasingly more salient.

Two events were critical in the path toward codification. The first took place 
in early 1660s when the crown started to prosecute the members of the prestigious 
Port Royal convent in Paris.2 This policy was supported by the Paris Parlement 
and its advocate general, Denise Talon. Talon emerged as a staunch defender 
of the principle of Gallicanism against the members of the French Church and 
Rome, who in turn criticized the crown’s move against the convent. During this 
episode, the crown and the Parlement also pressured the members of the Paris 
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theology faculty to adopt six principles that, in somewhat ambiguous language, 
recognized the autonomy of the French Church.

The second event began in 1673, when Louis XIV decided to expand the right 
of “regale,” that is, the collection of the revenues from vacant episcopal seats, to 
Southern France, where it had historically not been practiced. This move resulted 
in a lengthy conflict between a sequence of popes and the French Crown allied 
with the Paris Parlement. The issue was resolved when in 1682, an assembly of 
the French clergy, whose members were selected by and connected to major fig-
ures in Louis XIV’s close circle, passed a set of renewed and expanded Gallican 
principles (Bergin 2009, 218). The Paris Parlement then immediately registered 
these principles, turning them into a royal edict. The new principles went beyond 
the preexisting notions of Gallicanism by proclaiming the absolute autonomy 
of princes from ecclesiastical influence, the spiritual nature of papal and church 
authority, and the duty of obedience that subjects owed to the prince (Bergin 
2009, 219). In addition, the codified principles further strengthened the hand of 
the Parlement over the Paris theology faculty by giving the former the power to 
oversee their teaching and writings.

The crises over Gallicanism between 1660s and 1682 were primarily about the 
extent to which the French crown and the Parlement, rather than Rome, would 
exert influence on the French Church. The two main advocates of Gallicanism 
did not aim to exclude the church and its doctrine from the ruling apparatus 
and laws of the country. Instead, they wanted to exert control over the agents of 
the church and their interpretation of doctrine in order to augment the political 
power of the crown. Hence, whenever the crown and the Parlement advocated 
for princely autonomy and control over the church, they were careful to defend 
their position by citing doctrinal and biblical justification for it (Bergin 2009, 
219). Moreover, Louis XIV, backed by the Parlement, reaffirmed his commitment 
to both Rome and the French Catholic Church in 1685 by revoking the Edict 
of Nantes, which since 1598 had allowed a degree of freedom to the Huguenot 
population of France. After the revocation, the overwhelming majority of the 
Huguenots, some 200,000 individuals, were forced into exile.

A second type of reformism emerged in the late 1680s to early 1700s as a reac-
tion to the mercantilist policies of Colbert and the increasing depression in the 
countryside (Rothkrug 1965). The proponents of this movement were Christian 
agriculturalists such as François Fenelon, as well as promoters of utilitarian eco-
nomic ideas. A number of these individuals, including Fenelon, were members of 
the academies that were rejuvenated during Colbert’s time but, contrary to the 
expectations of the monarchy and Colbert, they emerged as critics rather than 
promoters. These authors raised several critiques. They argued that mercantilist 
policies and the crown’s tax system harmed the economic productivity of France 
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by constraining its agricultural and long- term economic capacity. They also criti-
cized the idea that expansion of territory was a prerequisite for economic success, 
a point that they underlined by giving examples of vast and economically back-
ward states such as the Ottoman Empire, and small and economically successful 
states such as the Dutch Republic.

Among the advocates of utilitarianism, some occasionally promoted the idea 
of putting the wealth of the Church to public use, and it seems that these types of 
views gained some strength once established advocates of Christian agrarianism, 
such as Fenelon, fell into disfavor with the crown (Rothkrug 1965). On the whole, 
however, neither those reformists who based their ideas on Christian agrarianism 
nor those who adopted economic utilitarianism considered the church and state 
relations central to the economic issues they cared about. Furthermore, regard-
less of their utilitarian or Christian backgrounds, the leading advocates of these 
positions were to a large extent sidelined from politics by the beginning of the 
eighteenth century.

The third type of reformist group that emerged in the late seventeenth to 
early eighteenth centuries was Jansenism and its political counterparts in the 
Parlement. Jansenism was a form of Catholicism that emerged from Cornelius 
Jansen’s Augustinus, written in 1640. In their theology the Jansenists put greater 
emphasis on the relationship between God and the individual and adopted a 
more pessimistic and austere view of the world than their archrivals within the 
Catholic Church, the Jesuits (Bell 1994; Selby 2015). In the late seventeenth cen-
tury, Jansenism took root in France especially in the theology faculties and the 
convent of Port Royal, but this influence was soon eradicated by Louis XIV’s 
policies that purged Jansenists from the universities and repressed the convent 
(Bell 1994; Selby 2015).

In its reincarnation, Jansenism found a more effective ally in the magistrates 
and advocates of the Parlement. As already discussed, in the seventeenth century 
the magistrates were avid supporters of Gallicanism and an ally of the crown 
against the advocates of church autonomy (Selby 2015; Bell 1994). Yet in the eigh-
teenth century the Parlement emerged as the main opposition to the increasing 
power of the king as well as the main promoter of an incipient notion of consti-
tutional monarchy. In this process, its members also became close allies as well as, 
in some instances, followers of Jansenism.

The conflict between the Parlement and their Jansenist allies on one side and 
the crown and the French Church dominated by the Society of Jesus ( Jesuits) on 
the other resulted in a number of crises over the course of the eighteenth century. 
The first one occurred in 1713 when the Parlement refused to register a papal bull 
that condemned Jansenist principles.3 Another point of contention emerged in 
1750s when the Church decided to deny last sacraments to well- known Jansenists 
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unless they produced certificates of confession. In the course of this crisis, the 
Parlement went on strike and the king (Louis XV) temporarily banished the mag-
istrates from Paris. By the 1780s, the Jansenists and their allies in the Parlement 
could point to a number of successes (Barnett 2003). They had eventually man-
aged to convince the crown to expel the Jesuits from France in 1763 and had suc-
cessfully resisted the crown’s attempts to revoke their right to register laws in 
1770s (Bell 1994; Barnett 2003).

Like the advocates of Gallicanism, the Jansenists and their allies in the 
Parlement neither perceived themselves as agents of an anti- clerical agenda nor 
were they perceived as such by others. The Jansenists did not particularly like 
this label and repeatedly asserted their identity as good Catholics (Bell 1994, 70). 
They also regularly used their main journal, the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, to launch 
attacks on Enlightenment writers, and were in return seen as a dangerous and 
backward sect by leading Enlightenment figures (Bell 1994). Additionally, one 
of the main points of criticism that the Jansenists directed against the Jesuits was 
that the latter had contributed to the emergence of secular Enlightenment ide-
ologies through their philosophy and educational curriculum (Van Kley 2016, 
282). Nevertheless, the division between the Jesuits and Jansenists weakened their 
ability to withstand the forces of secularism that began to emerge in the eigh-
teenth century, epitomized by Enlightenment writers, in a unified fashion (Van 
Kley 2016).

Emergence and Resilience of Secular Reformism:   
Printing, Censorship, and Circulation of Ideas

Between the end of the seventeenth century and the early eighteenth century, 
a new strand of reformism in the form of Enlightenment writers (philosophes) 
emerged in France. Unlike the adherents of Gallicanism and Jansenism, this 
group of thinkers based their critique of the existing political system on science 
and human reason rather than alternative interpretations of existing theological 
concepts. Unlike the representatives of economic utilitarianism and Christian 
agrarianism, at the heart of their philosophy was a critique of religion and its 
role in the political system. The relevant literature demonstrates that the rise of 
the philosophes as a significant part of the public discourse in pre- revolutionary 
France occurred gradually, in several phases.4 In the period between the 1680s 
and 1730s, a group of individuals who withdrew from the lively court culture and 
instead preferred to engage in literature, literary critique, and scientific enterprise 
emerged. While it is possible to establish this period as the precursor to the anti- 
clerical Enlightenment that emerged later on, it is not clear that at this point the 
individuals in this movement were destined toward this outcome. Indeed, in the 
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early 1740s, the Jesuit dictionary still categorized the philosophes as “stoic” and 
worthy of praise rather than dangerously anti- Christian (Gumbrecht 1992, 139).

In the second phase between 1730s and 1770s, some of the individuals who 
emerged as literary figures in the previous period as well as a new generation of 
writers started to openly critique the existing political and social system and the 
role of religion in it. Among the prominent and early examples of this type of work 
was Voltaire’s Lettres sur les Anglais ou Philosophiques (first published in French 
in 1734 in Amsterdam), in which the author analyzed and praised the multi- sect 
society of eighteenth- century England as well as the empiricism and scientific 
approach of English philosophers/ scientists such as Locke, Francis Bacon, and 
Newton. A crucial turning point in this second phase of French Enlightenment 
came in 1751 when Diderot and d’Alembert published the Encyclopédie, which 
extolled the scientific method and critiqued the “theological despotism” of the 
system that stood in its way (Gumbrecht 1992, 142).

By the time that the Encyclopédie was published, the Jesuits as well as their 
archrivals, the Jansenists in the Parlement, had recognized the philosophes as dan-
gerous “deists” and “atheists” worthy of response (Burson 2010, 97, 98). The Jesuits 
published a twenty- volume answer to the Encyclopédie, whereas the Parlement 
decided to suppress its publication in 1759 (Gumbrecht 1992, 144). In this phase, 
the crown police also began to take the proponents of French Enlightenment 
more seriously, incarcerating a number of them and causing others to escape to 
exile in neighboring countries (Gumbrecht 1992, 142).

In the last phase, starting from the late 1750s until the French Revolution, the 
philosophes and their followers, many of whom tended to come from the legal 
profession and journalism, developed into opinion leaders among the educated 
circles of France. In this phase, they were engaged in a bitter debate, conducted 
via media such as journals, pamphlets, plays, and public oratory during court 
cases, against the anti- Enlightenment writers who defended their ground using 
the similar means. In this period, the philosophes also attracted the attention of 
governing circles in France and elsewhere. For example, Turgot served as the 
comptroller- general of finances under Louis XVI though he was unable to imple-
ment his desired reforms due to resistance from entrenched groups both within 
the church and the regional parlements.

To summarize, in eighteenth- century France, we observe a variety of reform-
ist movements, some relatively indifferent to religion, others arguing for a more 
subservient but still substantial role for the church, and one, in the form of the 
philosophes, that identified the church as a prominent obstacle against political, 
social, and scientific progress. Why did France witness the emergence of this third 
type of anti- religious/ anti- church movement? Why were the agents of the crown 
ineffective in suppressing this movement?
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The answer to these questions lies in the vibrant printing and bookselling 
business as well as the relative ineffectiveness of the censorship mechanism in 
France. Printing arrived in France from Germany in 1470; by 1644, the number 
of printing establishments just in Paris had proliferated to seventy- five and most 
provincial cities had a thriving printing culture (Febvre & Martin 1976, 209, 225). 
Just as important, the share of religious titles within the published material in 
France was in steady decline. At the end of the seventeenth century, half of the 
official “permissions to publish” requested by French printers were for religious 
books; by 1720 the share of these books had gone down to one- third, followed by 
one- fourth in 1750 and one- tenth in 1780 (Chartier 1991, 70, 71).5

Beginning in 1666, Colbert introduced some legislation that established a 
printers’ guild and expanded the restrictions on the location and opening of new 
printing presses (Febvre & Martin 1976, 225). These regulations aimed to com-
bat seditious material and empower printing presses in the larger cities that the 
censorship mechanism could more easily monitor. Their success, however, was 
limited for two main reasons. First, the practice of printing illicit material was 
widespread and performed both by the provincial printers, which the restrictive 
legislation could not eliminate, and by the established printing houses in major 
cities (Chartier 1991, 48; Febvre & Martin 1976; Darnton 1985). By the 1750s, at 
least some among those who were in charge of the censorship mechanisms were 
skeptical of its effectiveness and looked for ways to soften the regulations around 
the printing and ownership of books. Prominent among such figures was the 
director of the book trade, Malesherbes, who controlled a significant section of 
censorship and book policing mechanism within France (Chartier 1991, 38, 39). 
One of the ways in which Malesherbes and some of his predecessors managed to 
relax the censorship mechanism was through the issuance of “tacit permissions” 
to publish. In Malesherbes’ words, these tacit permissions served “circumstances 
in which one did not dare authorize a book publicly, and in which one neverthe-
less felt that it would not be possible to prohibit it” (cited in Chartier 1991, 50). In 
such cases, the police would ordinarily turn a blind eye to the absence of an official 
permission for a publication and the printer in question was “advised to remain 
always ready to make the publication disappear the moment he was warned to 
do so, and he was promised that he would be given advance notice before his 
premises would be searched” (again Malesherbes’ words, cited in Chartier 1991, 
51). Tacit permissions increased steadily from six in 1719– 1729 to 178 between 
1764– 1786 (Chartier 1991, 50).

The second reason for the ultimate failure of the censorship mechanism in 
France was the availability of alternative printing presses in neighboring coun-
tries with more permissive censorship rules. The period after the 1680s was one of 
intense printing activity in major towns in the Netherlands and Switzerland; in 
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Amsterdam alone there were more than 400 booksellers (Hazard 2013, 88). The 
geographical location of France made it a major destination for the products of 
these printing presses, which varied in content from anti- clerical and/ or philo-
sophical books to novels primarily aimed at entertainment (Darnton 1995). To 
provide one example, the Société typographique de Neuchâtel (STN) sold about 
150,000 books in France in the period 1769– 1788 (Burrows & Curran 2014).

Beyond the circulation of anti- clerical or anti- religious material authored 
by non- French writers, the existence of neighboring countries such as the 
Netherlands and Switzerland with relatively tolerant regimes and vibrant print-
ing cultures was also essential for the resilience of French Enlightenment writers 
in the face of state censorship. According to Paul Hazard, a daring manuscript 
that was banned or rejected by public censors in France “would have no difficulty 
in finding a printer in Holland and a bookseller to push it” (Hazard 2013, 89). 
Charles Walton also observes, “almost anything that sold in France was quickly 
pirated by presses across the kingdom’s borders or in the foreign enclaves of 
Avignon and Lorraine (until the latter was incorporated into France in 1766)” 
(Walton 2011, 58). Similarly, those who were under pressure or threat of penalty 
in France, among whom one can count prominent names such as Voltaire and 
Rousseau, could easily go to exile in Switzerland, the Netherlands, or England. 
Their works were then illicitly smuggled into France across the border and 
reached a wide audience (Darnton 1985). The very fact that most of the lucra-
tive business of printing French books went to foreign publishers was among the 
reasons cited by Malesherbes for relaxing the censorship regulation in France 
(Chartier 1991, 51).

A final contributing factor that enhanced the role of the printing press on 
the emergence and strength of the French Enlightenment was the existence of 
a French- speaking community in the Netherlands and England that was both 
able and motivated to translate and smuggle anti- clerical texts (Hazard 2013, 69, 
70; Israel 2001; Wade 1977). As noted, the French Huguenots were compelled 
to leave France in 1685 in order to avoid forced conversion when Louis XIV 
revoked the Edict of Nantes. As a result, approximately 200,000 Huguenots, 
many of whom were pastors and teachers with a recent memory of mistreatment 
at the hands of the Catholic French monarch, settled in neighboring Protestant 
countries. In the coming decades, French Huguenot authors such as Pierre Coste 
translated the works of prominent non- French philosophers to French, whereas 
others such as the printer Marc- Michael Ray based in Amsterdam published and 
circulated the anti- religious and atheistic works of writers such as Holbach and 
Rousseau (Cranston 1991; Barbier & Henry- Jean 1997).
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Political Organization and Performance of  
Secular Reformists

By the 1750s, France hosted a lively group of individuals who adhered to some 
form of Enlightenment philosophy and by extension a fundamentally critical 
approach to the church and its role in the political system. As discussed in the 
theory chapter, however, the emergence of robust groups with secular reformist 
ideas does not in itself guarantee that such groups would organize, capture power, 
and implement their political agenda. Furthermore, even when these groups man-
age to revise existing legal structure, such reforms might prove to be transient.

In France, the secular groups successfully seized power and changed the 
institutional structure on two occasions. The first and short- lived one started in 
1790 during the initial stages of the Revolution and ended with the defeat of 
Napoleonic armies and restoration of the monarchy in 1815. The episode started 
in 1790 with the revolutionary regime recognizing religious freedom for the 
Protestants, nationalizing the land owned by the Catholic Church, and turning 
the clergy into salaried officials of the state. After 1792, the new revolutionary 
leaders went further by secularizing marriage law by introducing civil divorce, 
excluding the church from education, and eventually abolishing or severely 
restricting public expressions of religion.

The second period of secular success, which unlike the first endured, took 
place in the late 1870s when the republican parties with a secular agenda won the 
elections. In the coming two decades, these parties successfully introduced laws 
that excluded the church from family law as well as public education and eventu-
ally culminated in the complete separation of Church and state in 1905.

The analysis in this section focuses on a number of questions that are critical 
to testing the argument suggested in Chapter 1. What led to success in the 1790s 
and 1880s? Why do we not observe secular success during other periods such as 
the Second Republic of 1848– 1851? Why did the reforms that the republicans 
implemented after 1879 prove to be resilient? What changed in this period? To 
address these questions, the discussion is divided into three sections: the period 
between the French Revolution and restoration of the monarchy in 1815; the 
period between restoration and late 1870s; and finally the period between 1879 
and the official separation and church and state in 1905.

From 1789 to 1815: Civil Society, Secular Success, and Defeat 
of Religious Reformists

As would be evident to anyone that engages with the historiography of the 
French Revolution, the scholarship on this topic is vast. Succinctly put, ear-
lier accounts provided a structural and Marxist account of the conditions that 
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resulted in the Revolution, focusing on class relations and urban riots (Lefebvre 
1971; Soboul 1953; Soboul 1980). After the 1970s, an increasingly influential liter-
ature began to critique these accounts by demonstrating that the main advocates 
of the Revolution before and after 1789 were not wealthy merchants or the very 
small contingent of industrialists, but rather those individuals in the legal profes-
sion and state officials (Doyle 2002, 100, 101). Instead of focusing on economic 
factors, these scholars emphasize the ideological, organizational, and political 
conditions that both influenced the steps that culminated in the Revolution and 
also shaped the different forms that the revolutionary process took between 1789 
and 1801 (Cobban 1964; Furet 1981; Baker 1981; Van Kley 1999; Roche 2000; 
Doyle 2002).

It is neither within the scope nor within the goals of this book to adjudi-
cate between the many and complicated debates on the French Revolution. 
Nevertheless, the following analysis draws more heavily from the latter literature 
because this scholarship is more helpful for answering the key questions that this 
section seeks to answer:6 Why and how did the secular reformist groups succeed 
in implementing their agenda? Why did these groups succeed in implementing 
their agenda as opposed to other, nonsecular, reformists such as the Jansenists, 
who were at least as influential before the Revolution? Structural theories that 
focus on social classes as the main actors of history are not equipped to tackle 
these questions, as by their very nature they underplay the differences among 
reformist groups.

The proximate trigger for the Revolution was the financial crisis that 
France faced after the American War of Independence (Skocpol 1979). Unable 
to convince the Parlement to accept additional taxes, Louis XVI called the 
Estates General the first time since 1614. The Estates General consisted of three 
groups: the First Estate was for the clergy and was dominated by the higher ech-
elons of the Catholic Church hierarchy, the Second was for the nobility, and the 
Third Estate included the vast majority of the population ranging from the urban 
middle class (non- noble office holders, members of the legal and other profes-
sions, and merchants) to the peasants. After the representatives for the estates 
were elected, they convened in Versailles on May 5, 1789 (Doyle 2002).

From the beginning, one of the main points of contention among the three 
estates related to vote counting. The members of the Second, mostly supported 
by the First, wanted to continue the historical practice of counting votes by 
estate, whereas the leaders of the Third desired to adopt a new voting system 
that would double the size of the Third and count votes by head (Doyle 2002, 
88– 96). After persistent intransigence from the Second, on June 17 the members 
of the Third declared that they constituted the nation and proceeded to form 
the National Assembly (Doyle 2002, 105). In this move, they were also joined by 
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some members of the clergy, who voted to join the National Assembly along with 
a number of progressive nobles (Doyle 2002, 105, 106). Louis XVI was forced 
to recognize the new setup on June 27 when he asked the Second Estate to join 
the National Assembly (Doyle 2002, 107– 109). During the early stages of the 
Revolution, the members of the lower clergy who harbored a number of griev-
ances against the church hierarchy were quite sympathetic to the Revolution and 
its principles (Moody 1953; Doyle 2002).

In the four years that followed, however, a critical series of developments 
undermined the role of the church in the political and social sphere and increas-
ingly alienated significant portions of the initially “patriotic” clergy as well as 
the more religious regions of France. First, the drafters of the “Declaration of 
the Rights of Man and Citizen” refused to include Catholicism as the state reli-
gion and made public office and civil rights available to Protestants (Poland 
1957, 158; Doyle 2002, 137). Then, between August 1789 and August 1790, the 
National Assembly reached a set of decisions to sell the Church’s land, to close 
all monasteries and convents except for those that served educational and charity 
purposes, and, finally, to pass the “Civil Constitution of the Clergy.” The Civil 
Constitution turned the Catholic clergy into salaried employees of the state and 
decreed that the members of the clergy would be elected by the lay communities 
they served. The Assembly then pushed the confines of the Civil Constitution 
further in November 1790 by declaring that in order to serve and qualify for sal-
ary, the priests would need to take an oath of loyalty to the revolutionary regime. 
However, at this point, those who refused could still draw a modest pension.

Historians in general consider the oath to be an important turning point 
in the relations between the “patriots” who turned the Third Estate into the 
National Assembly and the members of the clergy. Some 46 percent of the clergy 
refused to take the oath and another 10 percent joined these “refractory priests” 
after April 1791 when Pope Pius VI publicly opposed the oath. Faced with an 
increasing number of refractory priests, in November 1791 the Assembly decreed 
that all priests had to take the oath or lose pensions and risk potential exile if they 
instigated religious disturbances (Doyle 2002, 145, 146, 177). After this point, the 
French society progressively became divided between those regions and popula-
tions that sided with the constitutional priests and the revolutionary regime and 
those that stuck with the refractory priests and increasingly came to resist the 
new order (Tilly 1959; Tackett 1986). After 1792, under pressure from widespread 
refusal of the oath and the war against Austria, the revolutionary policies fur-
ther radicalized. The republican constitution that was passed in September 1792 
fully secularized family law by introducing divorce; after 1793 the regime increas-
ingly endorsed “dechristianization” by prohibiting all public demonstrations of 
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religion and targeting the refractory clergy with deportations and other forms of 
violence.

To understand why and how those actors with a secular agenda were able to 
implement their goals, it is important to specify what plausible counterfactual 
paths could have been taken by the actors involved in the reformulation of insti-
tutions between spring 1789 and the early 1790s. The most obvious counterfac-
tual scenario would have been one in which the National Assembly had passed a 
version of the Declaration of Rights of Man that did not include civic freedoms 
for the Protestants and declared the Catholic Church the official religion of the 
state. In practice, such a scenario could have still incorporated the nationalization 
of the Church’s possessions and turned the Catholic clergy into salaried civil ser-
vants, but it would have excluded the required constitutional oath for the clergy 
as well as the civic freedoms for Protestants.

This type of counterfactual scenario is especially conceivable due to a num-
ber of reasons. First, it would have closely corresponded to the pre- revolution-
ary Jansenist demands to prune the profligate practices of the French Church 
and its links to the papacy while retaining the essentially Catholic character 
of the state. Indeed some of the architects of the Civil Constitution were well- 
known Jansenists from the pre- 1789 period (Tackett 1986, 7). Second, unlike the 
higher- ranking clergy, for most of the lower- level clergy the salaries offered by the 
Civil Constitution were quite desirable (Tilly 1959; Tackett 1986; Doyle 2002). 
Therefore, on this particular question, significant sections of the clergy stood 
with the revolutionary regime. On questions that related to religious and civic 
freedom for non- Catholics, however, higher-  and lower- ranking clerical deputies 
were united in their opposition (Doyle 2002). Furthermore, the clerical faction 
also enjoyed an organizational advantage as its members could rely on pre- 1789 
structures such as the General Assembly of the Clergy that allowed them to coor-
dinate their activities and communicate with each other prior to debates in the 
National Assembly. Most leaders of the clerical group in the Assembly had indeed 
been leaders of the General Assembly of the Clergy, and the gatherings of the 
“Capuchin” group, which later opposed several religious reforms, also took place 
in the former headquarters of the General Assembly (Tackett 1996, 252– 253; 
Tackett 1989, 276).

The leaders of the clerical group attempted to prevent or reverse some of the 
secularizing legislation on several occasions. First, during the discussions that pre-
ceded the Declaration of Rights of Man in August 1789, clerical deputies, while 
failing to completely block public religious practice for Protestants, managed to 
restrict it by inserting a clause that such practices could only take place if they did 
not disturb public order (Poland 1957, 156). Second, during the discussions on 
the sale of Church property, a clerical deputy, Dom Gerle, who had up to then 
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been part of the “patriotic” group that supported the revolution, introduced a 
motion to declare Catholicism as the official religion of the state (Tackett 1986, 
210; Tackett 1996, 268). This motion, which was initially received with enthusi-
asm in the Assembly, was eventually rejected after five days of debate on April 19, 
1790, with a vote of 495 to 400 (Tackett 1996, 268). Following the vote, some 
300 of those who supported the motion continued to push for the revision by 
convening separately and publishing a dissenting opinion (Tackett 1986, 19– 20).

How were the seculars able to counter these moves? Why were they successful 
in their efforts? The answer lies in the fact that the followers of the Enlightenment 
literature and ideas were not merely isolated individuals exposed to the widely 
circulating secular ideas in the printing press. They were also part of a social group 
whose members regularly connected with each other through several formal and 
informal civil society institutions. On the relatively formal side, the academies 
became a focal point for those who were interested in debating and exchanging 
new ideas (Roche 2000; Roche 1978). By the time of the revolution, there were 
some thirty- two academies with thousands of members in the provinces (Roche 
1978). Some of the leading philosophes, such as the Encyclopédie editor d’Alembert, 
were also heads of leading academies. On the informal side, there were salons, 
cafés, and reading clubs that hosted regular gatherings of individuals interested in 
Enlightenment ideas, often run by wealthy individuals, some of whom like Baron 
Holbach were philosophes themselves. Other institutions that served as focal 
points both in Paris and in the major provincial cities included Masonic lodges 
and mesmerist groups as well as philanthropic societies (Kennedy 1979; Tackett 
1996; Roche 2000).

These formal and informal institutions allowed groups with a secular and 
anti- clerical agenda to communicate with each other, coordinate their activi-
ties, and organize an agenda that could counter the influence of clerical deputies. 
Their existence was all the more critical because, as mentioned, the clerical depu-
ties already had access to preexisting episcopal institutions such as the General 
Assembly of the Clergy that allowed them to organize their activities. These 
formal and informal organizations had a direct impact on the formation of two 
groups that had significant sway on church- state relations in the early phases of 
the revolution.

The first was a relatively small but very influential group of individuals under 
the name of “the Society of Thirty.” Historians have traced the roots of the Society 
to several pre- revolutionary informal institutions such as Masonic, mesmerist, 
and philanthropic societies, as well as the Society for the Freedom of Blacks, 
which advocated the abolition of slavery in the colonies (Tackett 1996). Members 
of the society included a significant number of liberal nobles such as Marquis 
de Lafayette (commander of the National Guard); some leading members of the 
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Paris Parlement; as well as established commoners such as Abbe Sieyes (author of 
“What Is the Third Estate?”) and Guy- Jean- Baptiste Target, all of whom would 
go on to play crucial roles during the Revolution. The group first started to gather 
in the residence of Adrien Duport, who was a magistrate at the Paris Parlement. 
In the months preceding the elections to the Estates General, they published and 
disseminated pamphlets promoting a reformist and liberal agenda, and success-
fully elected some twenty- eight of their fifty- five members to what would soon 
become the National Assembly (Wick 1987; Tackett 1989).

In the Assembly, a number of these individuals intervened at critical points 
to insert more secular articles to the Declaration of Rights and to reverse some 
of the more constraining revisions that were suggested by the clerical deputies. 
Pamphlets written or disseminated by the Society’s members also generated 
a public opinion favoring their positions (Margerison 1998, 58– 63). The first 
such intervention occurred during the debates that preceded the Declaration of 
the Rights of Man in August 1789 (Poland 1957; Tackett 1989). Early versions 
of the Declaration clearly favored the Catholics by focusing on the majority 
of Frenchmen and asserting that non- Catholics could only practice in public 
so long as they do not trouble “established worship.” Leading members of the 
Society of Thirty along with some Protestant deputies who were also affiliated 
with the Society, vocally opposed this version and suggested a revision that would 
declare that “no man could be disturbed for religious opinion or troubled for per-
formance of his worship” (Poland 1957, 153, 154). In their objections, these depu-
ties drew from the Enlightenment writers as well as the example of the American 
Revolution (Poland 1957, 155). In the end, the clerical faction was able to amend 
the second version of the article by adding the stipulation that public manifesta-
tions of non- Catholic practice should not trouble public order (Poland 1957).

On the issue of civic rights for non- Catholics, the members of the Society of 
Thirty were also on the frontlines. Unlike the issue of public worship for non- 
Catholics, on political rights they were able to implement their agenda without 
significant revisions. The Declaration of the Rights of Man (August 1789) firmly 
asserted that all Frenchmen were equal in the enjoyment of their liberties as citi-
zens. In December 1789, members of the Society of Thirty, now with the backing 
of a better- organized and ascendant left- wing ( Jacobin) faction in the Assembly, 
made this principle more concrete by declaring that non- Catholics (though not 
Jews) could be elected to all degrees of administration and could hold all civil and 
military offices (Poland 1957; Tackett 1989).

The second and more influential faction that emerged from pre- revolutionary 
civil society organizations was the group that came to be known as the Jacobin 
Club. The Jacobin Club, which received its name from the convent where its 
members convened during the early stages of the Revolution, had a number of 
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institutional precursors. Its most immediate predecessor was a group of Breton 
deputies to the Third Estate, who were already veterans of conflicts with the nobil-
ity in their province and who had arrived in Versailles with a relatively organized 
and radical agenda (Kennedy 1988). First in Versailles and then Paris, this group 
started to interact with other deputies with a similar political agenda in cafés, 
salons, and reading societies. In November 1789, in the midst of the debate on 
religious and civil freedoms for non- Catholics, some fifteen to twenty members 
of the Breton Club including some of members of the Society of Thirty founded 
the “Society of the Friends of the Constitution,” or the Jacobin Club (Wick 1987; 
Kennedy 1988).

Once established in Paris, the expansion of the Jacobin Club in the provinces 
was also significantly enhanced by the preexisting network of civil society organi-
zations. Some organizations such as Masonic lodges and philanthropic societies 
were influential as models used by Jacobin leaders for adopting a hierarchical and 
effective organization (Kennedy 1979; Kennedy 1988). Other informal organi-
zations such as reading circles and salons of lecture, some of which had already 
turned into “patriotic clubs” in the earlier stages of the Revolution, directly con-
tributed to the expansion of the Jacobin Club (Kennedy 1979; Kennedy 1988). 
Across towns as well as smaller communities, these reading groups and patriotic 
clubs began to declare themselves to be part of the mother club and sought recog-
nition from the Parisian branch (Kennedy 1979, 708, 709). The number of affili-
ated clubs increased even more dramatically during the months when the Civil 
Constitution of the Clergy and the clerical oath defined the political agenda: in 
August 1790, there were already 140 Jacobin Clubs (in 26 out of 30 largest cities 
in France); by November 1790 the number had increased to 212; by March 1791 it 
had doubled to 426 (Kennedy 1979).

Along with their rapidly spreading presence across France, the emergence of 
a well- organized left- wing group within the Assembly also proved to be crucial 
for passing as well as implementing critical legislation on church- state relations 
such as the November 1790 decree on the clerical oath that deeply polarized the 
French society. The Jacobin group within the Assembly, which comprised around 
200 deputies, endorsed secularizing/ anti- clerical legislation at several junctures. 
The first such event transpired during the debates on Dom Gerle’s motion to 
declare Catholicism the state religion with sole rights to public celebration on 
April 12, 1790. As discussed, the initial reception of this motion in the Assembly 
was quite welcoming and some 292 also quickly signed the petition endorsing the 
suggested legislation (Tackett 1996). Sensing the tide turning, the Jacobin Club 
and its affiliates began to organize a campaign of opposition. In the Assembly, 
leading Jacobin leaders such as Mirabeau (who had also been a member of the 
Society of Thirty) gave fiery and ultimately effective speeches invoking symbols 
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of past intolerance such as the Bartholomew Day Massacre and arguing that the 
state should not regulate religious practice (Tackett 1986, 19– 20; Tackett 1996, 
262, 268). Outside the Assembly, a growing letter campaign organized partially 
by the Jacobin Club, which circulated pamphlets opposing the Dom Gerle 
motion, and partially by the grassroots network of enlightened societies that 
existed across France, made it difficult for the more moderate deputies to cave in 
(Tackett 1996, 271– 272).

The second juncture at which the Jacobin Club exerted critical influence was 
during the drafting and implementation of the Civil Constitution and the cleri-
cal oath of November 1790. In addition to the oratorical skills of their leading 
members and their ability to arouse public opinion, one of the ways in which the 
Jacobins inserted their influence in the Assembly was by placing their members 
in committees that were responsible for drafting legislation (Tackett 1989, 295, 
296). On the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, pressure from the Jacobin deputies 
resulted in a change in the composition of the Ecclesiastical Committee, which 
allowed this committee to pass more radical reforms such as the lay election of 
bishops and priests (Tackett 1996; Doyle 2002). On the clerical oath, the Jacobins 
held key positions as heads of the Committee of Research and the Committee for 
Reports, which designed the November 1790 decree on the clerical oath (Tackett 
1986, 22). Pressure from the Jacobins inside the Assembly as well as from patriotic 
clubs across France also reversed laws that relaxed the conditions of the oath, 
such as legislation that allowed the refractory priests to draw pensions and stay in 
their positions until a replacement was arranged (Tackett 1986, 27, 31– 32). After 
the pope’s decision to urge the constitutional priests to retract their oaths in May 
1792, a number of clubs in the provinces along with the Paris sections compelled 
the Assembly to harden their stance. On November 29, almost a year after the 
original oath decree, a new bill now compelled all priests to take the oath or lose 
pensions and move from their places of residence (Kennedy, 1988, 196– 197). 
Similar decrees also made it easier for priests with little experience and local con-
nection to replace the non- juring ones (Tackett 1986, 3– 5).

The increasingly radical legislation culminated in the emergence of a society 
divided on the issue of the constitutional church and the oath. In many depart-
ments, the local administrators refrained from fully implementing the November 
1791 decree, which resulted in verbal or physical clashes between the members of 
Jacobin clubs and those directors and members of the population that supported 
the non- juring clergy (Kennedy 1988, 198). As a reaction to these instances, the 
Legislative Assembly passed a new law in May 1791 that non- jurors could be 
exiled if twenty citizens denounced them; in August this law was followed by 
another law that forced all non- jurors into exile.
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The general split between supporters of constitutional and refractory priests 
also began to give rise to a general anti- Catholic attitude among the former. In 
August 1792, a new law forbade ecclesiastical garb in public. Around the same 
time, several clubs also asked that the municipalities, instead of the Church, 
be responsible for the civil status of individuals. This request was followed by 
a September 20, 1792, decree that required marriages, births, and deaths to be 
recorded by municipalities and, for the first time, legalized divorce (Kennedy 
1988, 207). In the context of the war against Austria and then the civil war in 
Vendée in early 1793, the leadership in Paris, with the support of the clubs, esca-
lated the extent of dechristianization policies.

After the end of the Terror (September 1793– July 1794), some of the more 
radical policies of dechristianization were overturned but the fundamental 
restructuring of the church- state relations and the secularization of the civil 
status of individuals remained valid. A law passed in 1795 declared freedom of 
religious practice but also stated that the state would not pay for religious institu-
tions. After Napoleon took power as first Consul, he signed a Concordat with 
the Vatican in 1801 that reversed some other secularizing laws. The Concordat 
declared Catholicism as the religion of the majority of the population and agreed 
to pay for the salaries of the clergy, who would be nominated by the Consul 
and appointed by the pope, but it did not reverse fundamental reforms of the 
Revolution. Civil marriage and divorce (though restricted) remained on the 
books, papal bulls and publications could not be published in France without 
the approval of the Consul, and Protestant Churches and Jewish organizations 
also received state recognition and funding (Troper 2015; Roche 1978). The more 
significant pushback against the secularizing reforms of 1791– 1792 would only 
come after 1815 with the restoration of monarchy.

From 1815 to 1850: Desecularization, Survival of Secular Reformists,  
and Suppression of Religious Reformist Alternatives

Between the period of 1815 and 1830, France was ruled by the restored Bourbon 
dynasty. For the short period between 1815 and 1824, the new king Louis XVIII 
tried to follow a moderate course between the Ultramontane Royalists and the 
Moderates. After his death, however, Charles X, who was the main leader of the 
extreme Ultramontane right, became the reigning monarch.

Under Charles X, many of the secularizing reforms of the revolutionary 
period were reversed. The control of education, including the bishops’ right to 
inspect the public schools, was given to ecclesiastical authorities, divorce became 
illegal, the Jesuits and other orders were allowed to return, Catholicism was 
declared the state religion, and sacrilege became a crime punishable by death 
(Bury 2003, 36). In addition, in the early stages of the Restoration regime, a wave 
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of “White Terror” under the leadership of future Charles X resulted in the exile 
or death of thousands with republican and anti- clerical sympathies as well as in 
the repression of the republican press and outlawing of works by former deist or 
atheist philosophers. In addition, educational organizations established during 
the revolutionary period such as the École Normale and teacher training schools 
were suppressed.

Not surprisingly, during the period of Restoration many of the formerly 
republican and secular leaders either escaped France or went underground. Even 
in this period, however, there was a non- negligible opposition against the cleri-
cal policies of Charles X. The opposition’s political views, expressed in newspa-
pers, pamphlets, as well as institutions such as the Académie Française, were more 
Gallican than openly secular. Its members were primarily concerned about the 
growing influence of the Jesuits, other religious orders, and Rome; politically 
they were for a constitutional monarchy rather than one dominated by the king 
and his cabinet. They did not, however, advocate republicanism.

Between 1828 and 1830, tensions between the king and his close associates 
and the opposition- dominated Chamber of Deputies escalated. In 1830, Charles 
X was forced to abdicate and, with the aid and acquiescence of the Parisian 
National Guard under the leadership of the former revolutionary commander 
Lafayette, Louis Philippe (Duke of Orleans) became the king. The crowning of 
Louis Philippe was also the beginning of a split among the royalists of France 
that would last until the 1880s between the Legitimists, who supported the more 
conservative and pro- clerical Bourbon rule, and the Orléanists, who represented 
the idea of a constitutional monarchy that would be relatively tolerant of popular 
rule and more skeptical of the Church.

Indeed, the beginning of the Orléanist period (also labeled the July Monarchy) 
witnessed several liberalizing reforms such as the repeal of extraordinary judicial 
procedures and the relaxation of state censorship. However, the fundamental 
role of the Church in education and family remained intact. Divorce remained 
illegal and a new set of education laws, labeled the Guizot Laws after the educa-
tion secretary of the time, guaranteed religious instruction in state schools and 
reaffirmed the right of the clergy to teach in state- aided primary schools. The 
only steps toward a more secular vision of the state were that the new Charter 
recognized Catholicism only as the religion of the majority of the French rather 
than the state religion and some religious orders were expelled (Bury 2003, 48).

Nevertheless, the liberal reforms of the early 1830s resulted in the resurfac-
ing of republican and secular groups in the form of political societies, clubs, and 
newspapers. In February 1831, a group of protesters in Paris, angered by the lenient 
sentencing of the former royalists and Charles X, attacked and sacked the palace 
of the Archbishop of Paris and the Church of St. Germain. The early 1830s also 
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witnessed the emergence of republican newspapers such the Tribune, which pub-
lished a program for a “social republic” as well as various pamphlets and newspa-
pers that openly criticized Louis Philippe and his government (Bury 2003, 53). 
During the same period, secretive republican organizations such as “Carbonari 
Societies,” inspired by their namesake anti- clerical organization in Italy, and 
Sociétés des Droits de l’Homme emerged in regions of France with a history of 
anti- clericalism such as the Southeast (Margadant 1979, 124; Bury 2003, 52).

This period also brought renewed efforts by religious reformists who sought to 
change the Church’s attitude toward liberal ideas and republicanism. In the early 
1830s a prominent priest and political philosopher, Robert de Lamennais, and his 
collaborators published the liberal Catholic newspaper L’Avenir and advocated 
for expanded suffrage and democratic norms (Chadwick 1981; Moody 1953). 
However, Pope Gregory XVI rebuffed these leading Catholics and published the 
encyclical Mirari Vos (1832) that criticized liberal thinking and declared it incom-
patible with the teachings of the Church. This encyclical was then followed by 
Singulari Nos (1834), which directly targeted Lamennais. Unable to obtain the 
pope’s permission, Lamennais and his collaborators ceased the publication of 
L’Avenir. The suppression of this liberal Catholic effort closed the door for reli-
gious reformism in France for the foreseeable future.

Worried by the increasing republican agitation, the Orléanist regime decided 
to once again restrict the right of civic association in 1834, which had been 
regranted at the beginning of the July Monarchy. This reversal resulted in dem-
onstrations in urban centers with republican sympathies such as Lyon and Paris, 
some of which were organized by republican societies such as the Société des 
Droits de L’Homme (Bury 2003, 53). After an assassination attempt on the king in 
1835, the repressive measures directed against the press and republican organiza-
tions intensified. Beginning in 1847, an increasingly vocal opposition both within 
and outside the parliament, mobilized by economic crisis and foreign policy fail-
ures, began to agitate for change (Berenson 2011, 28; Bury 2003). Their demands 
included the expansion of electoral suffrage, which under the July Monarchy 
still excluded most of the educated and propertied middle class, as well as the 
dismissal of specific anti- reform cabinet ministers such as Guizot (Bury 2003, 
64, 65). Initially, the reform movement organized around “banquets” advocating 
reforms because outright demonstrations were illegal. However, in the eastern 
sections of Paris, these banquets quickly turned into an insurrection, partially 
driven by republican deputies and journalists from the two leading republican 
newspapers, the moderate National and the democratic Réforme (Berenson 2011, 
28). On February 24, 1848, a Parisian crowd under the leadership of these groups 
invaded the Chamber and proclaimed the Second Republic.
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Once the republic was declared, the main debate within the provisional gov-
ernment dominated by moderate republicans was on when to conduct the par-
liamentary elections. Some of the radicals along with the reemerging republican 
clubs in Paris wanted to postpone the election. These groups argued that since 
rural communities still comprised the majority of France, they were destined to 
play a substantial role under universal manhood suffrage and so the republicans 
should first educate these populations before going to the elections. To mitigate 
the concerns of these groups, the provisional government, whose members by and 
large believed in the necessity of elections to legitimize the republic, postponed 
them by a token two weeks. In the end, the concerns of the radicals and political 
clubs proved justified, and the April 1848 elections were a remarkable victory for 
the anti- republican forces. Out of the 900 seats available, the republicans, includ-
ing the moderates and the radicals, gathered only 330 (Berenson 1984, 670). 
Moreover, among these, most were moderate republicans (Berenson 1984, 670; 
Fasel 1974; Fasel 1968). During the elections, local priests often played an impor-
tant role by marching with the villagers to the election booths and urging them to 
vote for the royalist candidates or sympathetic moderate republicans (Berenson 
1984; Weber 1982).

In June 1848, an insurrection, which was partially sparked by the Assembly’s 
unwillingness to fulfill the demands of the urban workers and partially by the 
results of the elections, erupted in Paris and was violently repressed by the moder-
ate republican general, Louis- Eugène Cavaignac (Berenson 2011, 30). Following 
the insurrection in December 1848, the presidential elections were held; the main 
candidates included Cavaignac, Alexandre- Auguste Ledru- Rollin (radical repub-
lican), and Louis Napoleon Bonaparte, the nephew of Napoleon. The results of 
the elections were once again a defeat for republicans of all stripes and a triumph 
for the name of Bonaparte, who received about 75 percent of the vote and out-
performed his closest rival, Cavaignac, in both urban and rural localities, though 
with a larger margin in the latter (Berenson 2011, 30).

His name aside, Bonaparte was a relatively unknown commodity before 
the elections and hence was able to receive votes even from socialists who were 
encouraged by his left- wing writings from his youth. Once elected, however, he 
proved to be much more open to working with royalists than republicans. His 
cabinet included only Legitimists and Orléanists and his policies also increas-
ingly sided with the demands of the Catholic Church. For example, in a new law 
on primary school education (Falloux Law) the education system was divided 
between private schools, almost always run by the Church or brotherhoods, and a 
public system that still provided religious instruction. At the same time, national- 
level electoral organizations that had been formed to support the presidential 
candidacy of Ledru- Rollin during the December 1848 elections were outlawed 
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by the government, which also arrested most prominent leaders of the movement 
(Aminzade 1995).

One of the outcomes of the electoral defeat and Bonaparte’s move to the right 
and his repressive policies was the formation of a demo- soc coalition that united 
the socialists and democrats concerned with the preservation of the republic. 
Ideologically, this coalition followed a belief system that was anti- clerical but not 
anti- religious. In their propaganda material, they criticized the Church and its 
relationship with the economic elite and argued that their left- wing ideology was 
more in line with the fundamental teachings of Christianity (Berenson 1984).

It is not possible to know exactly what types of legislation the demo- socs 
would have passed had they been successful in capturing power. However, there 
are good reasons to think that they would have made an effort to reduce the role 
of the Church in politics and society and reintroduce some of the secular laws 
that existed during the Revolution. First, in their writings the demo- soc leaders, 
while being careful not to insult the beliefs of the rural population whose votes 
they needed, were also highly critical of the Church’s role in political and social 
sphere (Berenson 1984). Second, by 1848 the coalition between the royalist right 
and the Catholic Church had become even more firmly established than before. 
The L’Avenir episode and the publication of Mirari Vos (1832) marked the end of 
the possibility of cooperation between the republicans and the Catholic Church 
for a long time to come and further emphasized the mutual suspicion of the two 
groups.

Given that the demo- socs constitute a potential counterfactual path to secu-
larization, it is worth exploring how close they came to winning and why they 
ultimately failed. It is clear that the demo- socs made a persistent attempt to pen-
etrate not only the urban but also the rural population in the provinces despite 
mounting pressure from the conservative Chamber and the Bonaparte govern-
ment. Politically, the demo- soc leaders put together a platform that explicitly 
addressed the concerns of the small land holding peasantry of France. This plat-
form included plans for cheap agricultural credit as well as repeated guarantees 
that private property rights would be respected. As noted, the demo- socs were also 
careful not to sound anti- Christian though they did not shy away from criticizing 
the Catholic Church and its political alliances.

Organizationally, the incubator for the demo- soc groups in the provinces was 
the Montagnard groups that emerged in early 1848 out of the Carbonari societ-
ies or other republican clubs that existed during the July Monarchy (Margadant 
1979; Berenson 1984). To diffuse the propaganda material to these societies, 
whose members were typically country doctors, lawyers, innkeepers, and artisans, 
the demo- socs in Paris utilized several mechanisms. One method, particularly 
popular in 1849, was the dissemination of the written material through book 
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peddlers (colporteurs) who visited both small towns and villages across France 
(Berenson 1984, 127– 170). These colporteurs would place the pamphlets and 
brochures in the hands of the local republican/ Montagnard organization mem-
bers, who would then read them to the interested audience in the town or village 
cafés and taverns. After the government passed anti- press laws in July 1849 and 
required the material sold by colporteurs to be approved by the prefectural author-
ities, the demo- socs turned to alternative agents of dissemination. Postal workers, 
insurance agents, and salesmen traveling through the country, as well as railroad 
workers who sympathized with the Montagnards, continued to carry the demo- 
soc propaganda into the hands of their provincial counterparts. As a reaction, an 
increasingly concerned government passed additional laws regulating the urban 
and rural cafés seen as focal points for the diffusion of left- wing republican ideas.

Historians provide different assessments on the question of whether the 
demo- socs would have captured the majority in the Chamber if universal suffrage 
had continued to be the law of the land. Some suggest that the demo- soc orga-
nization had difficulty accessing rural areas beyond regions such as South and 
Southeast in which the distinction between urban and rural communities was 
blurred, and that the relatively low literacy levels and weak communications sys-
tems would have limited the demo- soc appeal going forward (Weber 1982; Weber 
1980; De Luna 1969). Yet others make a convincing argument that the organiza-
tional efforts of the demo- soc movement had begun to bear some fruit in the May 
1849 elections to the Legislative Chamber (Margadant 1979; Berenson 1984). 
These scholars point out that, while the royalists still held a clear majority in these 
elections, the demo- soc/ Montagnard candidates captured seats in predominantly 
rural areas in which they had not been successful in the 1848 elections, increasing 
the number of their seats to 200 (from 60) (Margadant 1979; Berenson 1984). 
The following year, the demo- soc coalition continued to make inroads into the 
formerly royalist areas in the by- elections of March and April. It is clear that the 
majority in the Chamber took the demo- soc threat seriously because in 1850 they 
replaced universal male suffrage with a new electoral law that excluded some one- 
third of the electorate. Based on this evidence, it is conceivable that, if universal 
suffrage had continued and the Montagnard organization had been allowed to 
operate, they might have gained the majority and secularized the legal structure 
in the late 1850s to early 1860s.

This counterfactual scenario, however, was rendered impossible by Bonaparte’s 
1851 coup and the following plebiscite in 1852 that provided support for it. After 
the coup, the Montagnards organized widespread demonstrations as well as a 
rural insurgency in the areas where they had gained electoral support (Margadant 
1979). The demonstrations and the insurgency were both suppressed and the local 
and national leaders of the insurgency were killed, jailed, or deported. Following 
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the coup, most of the prominent demo- soc figures also went into exile to neighbor-
ing countries. Some of them continued to try to influence political developments 
in France through giving public lectures and publishing books, but the type of 
active engagement in the small towns and villages that the demo- socs had started 
in the previous couple of years was at an end. Not only were the leaders in exile or 
in jail, but also the government further cracked down on the social focal points 
such as cafés and taverns in the provinces where the republicans disseminated 
their propaganda (Nord 1998; Aminzade 1993). Beyond the interference in the 
unofficial civil society, the government also indirectly or directly interfered with 
other state and civil society organizations such as universities, academies, and the 
Masonic societies that were suspected of republican sympathies (Nord 1998).

From 1850 to 1905: Relaxation of Repression, Secular Civic  
Organizations, and Successful Reform

The repressive trend began to change at the end of the 1850s and beginning of the 
1860s for a variety of reasons. In 1850, Louis Napoleon had considered the royal-
ists, especially the Legitimists, as potential allies. In this period, Napoleon was 
also favorable to the Church, especially in the realm of education. This alliance, 
however, began to crack toward the end of 1850s due to a number of causes. One 
reason was Napoleon’s willingness to allow the newly united Italy to annex some 
papal territories in return for incorporating Nice and Savoy. Another related rea-
son was the increasing radicalization of the papal position on any type of politi-
cal reform/ modernization in the face of the threat from the Italian Republic. 
This position became clear with the publishing of another encyclical, Syllabus 
of Errors (1864), which enumerated the undesirable effects of political and social 
modernization in detail. In the face of mounting reaction from the Church and 
its political allies, Bonaparte attempted to recruit liberal supporters by passing 
a new amnesty law for dissidents who had escaped France in early 1850s and by 
relaxing the state censure of the press.

The results of these reforms were threefold. First, they allowed the emer-
gence of a republican opposition as well as prominent republican leaders such as 
the moderate republican Jules Simon and the younger radical republican Leon 
Gambetta. In the 1863 and 1869 elections, the republican candidates carried most 
of the urban seats including the largest cities of Paris, Lyon, and Marseille (Bury 
2003, 98, 104). Second, in urban centers, cafés, clubs, and reading circles fre-
quented by those with radical republican and anti- clerical sympathies also began 
to reemerge (Aminzade 1995). Third, this period also saw the reappearance of 
formal civil society organizations with republican agendas (Hazareesingh 1999; 
Nord 1998). For example, Bibliothèque Utile, which published republican writers’ 
opinions on various subjects, was founded in 1859; Bibliothèque Democratique, 
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which specialized on the publication of French Revolution and Enlightenment 
Classics, began to operate in 1869. In 1861 a group of working- class Parisian orga-
nizations established the Société pour l’Instruction Elementaire, a library aimed 
at lower- income readers without the means to purchase books, magazines, and 
newspapers on their own. Coupled with the rejuvenated republican press, these 
organizations increased the population’s exposure to republican ideas in the late 
1860s, especially in urban contexts.

How far the reforms would have gone without the interference of the Franco- 
Prussian War is hard to assess. But, by September 1870, Napoleon had been 
captured by the Prussian army and the Prussian forces were in the process of 
moving toward Paris. In the period of uncertainty created by the war, once again 
Parisian crowds with the cooperation of the republican deputies took over the 
Chamber and declared the Third Republic. Between the Prussian invasion and 
February 1871 when the two sides signed a peace treaty, a number of republi-
can leaders gained national prominence. Among these figures were the defense 
minister of the new republic, Leon Gambetta, who famously left Paris in a bal-
loon to organize the provinces in the wake of approaching the Prussian troops, 
and Jules Ferry, who organized the resistance of the Parisian population under 
siege. In this period, a prominent republican figure, Jules Barni, who had been 
in exile since 1860, also returned to France and formed a political organization, 
Société d’Instruction Republicaine, which aimed at spreading republican and 
secular ideas.

The first elections of the Third Republic took place while France was still par-
tially under German occupation and without much of a preceding electoral cam-
paign. The results were reminiscent of the results under the Second Republic: the 
combined shared of the votes for the republicans was only 23 percent, as opposed 
to the 62 percent received by the combination of Legitimists and Orléanists, 
while the rest were divided between the Liberals and Bonapartists. After these 
elections, the Assembly elected Adolfe Thiers, an Orléanist who had become a 
moderate republican, as the president of the republic. Not long after the elec-
tions, Paris was taken over by socialist groups and sympathetic National Guard 
troops that declared a socialist Paris Commune, which lasted between March and 
May 1871, and was repressed by the troops of General MacMahon. During the 
Commune, most of the leading republicans, both moderates and radicals such as 
Gambetta, distanced themselves from this experience. Nevertheless, in a society 
with a predominantly peasant population, the socialistic practices of the com-
mune potentially gave significant propaganda material to the republicans’ rivals 
(Goldstein 2009).

As a reaction to the results of the 1871 elections, the republicans basically 
renewed their efforts to disseminate republican ideas and propaganda to small 
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towns as well as to the rural areas. Hence, in the period between 1871 and 1877, 
a propaganda organization that included cooperation among republican depu-
ties, political organizations, and civil society organizations with educational or 
literacy- related missions emerged. Organizations such as the Société d’Instruction 
Republicaine would publish pamphlets and brochures that explained secular 
republican ideas on government, economy, and church- state relations to the gen-
eral public (Hazareesingh 1999). In these publications and in the speeches of well- 
known republicans, the prime targets were the Legitimists, who were considered 
the main rivals for the votes of the rural population, along with the Church and its 
clergy, who were the main advocates for the Legitimists at the local level (Locke 
1974, 242, 243). The republican publications including the newspapers reached 
the rural audience through the grassroots Société d’Instruction Republicaine sat-
ellites in each department and through other organizations such as the Ligue de 
l’Enseignement and the FreeMasons. These civil society organizations had direct 
links to republican politicians with national- level reputations as well as provincial 
republican deputies, who sometimes also served as the local head of the Société 
d’Instruction Republicaine in their locale (Hazareesingh 1999, 280).

Once again, republican propaganda in the countryside did not proceed with-
out obstruction. In May 1873, the tensions between the moderate republican 
president, Thiers, and the Chamber dominated by the royalists resulted in the 
resignation of Thiers and the election of General MacMahon, a Legitimist, as 
the president of the Republic. The period between 1873 and 1877, during which 
MacMahon was the president and the Chamber was dominated by the royalists, 
is labeled the “moral order.” The moral order resembled the Second Republic in 
its repressive approach to the republican organizations. Its policies purged all 
known republicans from positions of power at the provincial and municipal lev-
els, directed the police to interrupt the circulation of republican material in small 
towns and villages, and passed laws designed to provoke the anti- clerical repub-
licans such as the restriction of civil funerals (Locke 1974; Hazareesingh 1999).7

To summarize, there were a number of critical similarities between the Second 
Republic and the first couple of years of the Third Republic. First, in both cases 
the republicans lost the early elections (1848 and 1849 in the Second Republic, 
1871 in the Third Republic) to the royalists. Second, in both cases the republicans 
made an effort to convert the rural population of France to their political agenda 
by using grassroots and national level civil society organizations. Third, in both 
cases, a conservative Chamber and an anti- republican president tried hard to sup-
press the republican propaganda by restricting or at times outright banning the 
civil organizations and newspapers that favored the republicans. Fourth, in both 
periods, the royalists were divided among themselves. And yet the results were 
different: beginning with 1876 the republicans emerged as the dominant force 
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in French politics, whereas in the late 1840s they could not overcome royalist 
repression.

Why did the republicans succeed in the 1870s but not in late 1840s? Why 
did they muster enough support among the rural electorate in 1870s but not in 
the earlier period? Even though the republican leaders faced comparable levels of 
repression during the Second Republic and the 1873– 1877 period, they had more 
time to prepare a grassroots organizational infrastructure that could withstand 
repression at the very beginning of the Third Republic. In particular, between 
1871 and 1873, not only were republican organizations able to operate relatively 
freely but also many municipalities were under the control of republican sym-
pathizers. This situation is very different from the one faced by the republicans 
in 1848, who had a mere five weeks to prepare for the April elections, or the one 
faced by the demo- socs in the May 1849 elections, who were already facing very 
significant repression from the Bonaparte government.

Not surprisingly, once the republicans were in power, they proceeded with 
secularizing reforms both in the area of family law and in the area of public educa-
tion. In 1884, divorce became legal again; in 1881, Jules Ferry’s public education 
laws ended the dual public and religious education system as well as the role of 
religious actors in the public education. According to these laws, primary school 
education became free and obligatory and its curriculum emphasized scientific 
education and the teaching of French history from a republican perspective while 
excluding religious education or teaching by members of the clergy. Other secu-
larizing reforms in this period included the abolishing of public prayers, secular-
ization of hospitals, and the lifting of military service exemptions for ecclesiastics 
(Guerlac 1908).

While the republicans moved with the secularizing reforms in the area of fam-
ily law and public primary education, they did not yet abolish the fundamentals 
of the 1801 Concordat, which rendered the Catholic Church a legal subordinate 
of the state, until 1905. It is worth exploring why. The thirty years between the 
late 1870s, when the republicans began their ascendancy, and 1905, when the for-
mal separation between the state and church took place, cannot be explained by 
republican success. Despite varying levels of republican majorities in the elections 
after 1876, repeated attempts to officially separate the church and state between 
1887 and 1902 failed. Leading republicans themselves, including Gambetta, 
Ferry, and Pierre Waldeck- Rousseau, were against this move. Their reasoning was 
that the Church, if left outside the scope of state supervision, would regain its 
power in the countryside and deliver these regions once again into the hands of 
the monarchists (Guerlac 1908, 265). The triggering events for the 1905 law were 
the Dreyfus Affair, which captured the attention of the public in 1894– 1905, 
and a diplomatic crisis with the Vatican when the pope attempted to remove 
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two French bishops with favorable attitudes toward the Third Republic (Larkin 
1974). But the underlying reason that made the move possible was that the main 
republican parties with a secularizing agenda felt safe enough in terms of electoral 
organization and strength by 1905. Indeed, after the 1906 elections, the signifi-
cant opposition to these parties came not from the right but from the Socialists 
on the left.

Notably, the secularizing legislation that the republican parties passed begin-
ning with 1880s prompted the formation of a Christian reformist party, Action 
Liberale (AL), which turned into Action Liberale Populaire (ALP) a year later in 
1902 (Martin 1976; Kalyvas 1996). The AL and ALP both adopted a Christian 
democratic stance that sought to support the rights of the Church and resist secu-
lar measures while also expressing commitment to republicanism. Both parties 
received the explicit support of the Catholic Church and the pope.8 The AL and 
ALP also received significant amounts of money from the French Church in the 
amount of about 1 million francs in 1901 and then 6 million in 1903 (Martin 1976, 
666, 667, 673). According to Martin (1976, 666, 667), the first donation allowed 
the AL to spend 1– 2 million francs in the eight months before the 1902 elections, 
which constituted a “staggering total in relation to the traditional French politi-
cal spending of the day.”

The Christian reformists utilized these resources to expand their media reach 
and political organization. They revived the bankrupt right- wing newspaper La 
Croix and renamed it the Bulletin Action Liberale, they opened provincial satel-
lites of the Bulletin, and they bought a number of provincial as well as evening 
newspapers (Martin 1976). The party also organized well- attended demonstra-
tions across France that protested against the closing of Catholic schools (Martin 
1976,). In terms of party organization, by 1904 the ALP had 700 local commit-
tees and 160,000 members. To put these numbers in perspective, another rela-
tively new party, the Socialists, only had one- fifth of the membership of ALP 
(Martin 1976, 676).

Despite the organizational expansion, however, neither the AL nor the ALP 
achieved sufficient electoral success to reverse the secular course of the country 
or even to survive as a political party. The Christian reformists came closer in the 
1902 elections, in which they received 49 percent of the vote along with their 
allies from moderate republican parties, but in the 1906 elections their perfor-
mance deteriorated to 41 percent despite their expanding organization (Martin 
1976). The reason has to do with their relative organizational capabilities. While 
the Christian reformists’ organizational performance seems remarkable in abso-
lute terms, they were competing against secularist republican political organi-
zations that could trace their roots to 1840s, if not the French Revolution. For 
the last thirty- plus years, the republicans had been expanding their organization 
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to the French provinces and building links with other civil associations such as 
trade unions (Friedman 1990; Hazareesingh 1998). Moreover, since 1877, they 
had been engaging in these activities without significant impediments as the 
incumbents. By contrast, the Christian reformists had started their organization 
in the beginning of 1900s and had at most five years to build an organization that 
could compete with the Republicans in the provinces. After two electoral loses, 
the ALP essentially disintegrated and ceased to be an important part of French 
political life. In short, the earlier organization of the republicans made success 
very difficult for the Christian reformists in France.9

Spain
Early Nonsecular Reformism

At the height of Spanish power in the sixteenth century, one can identify the 
beginnings of debates among elites including high- level churchmen, royal offi-
cials, nobles, and university scholars on the nature of power in the Spanish 
Empire. Some of these debates were between the Erasmians, who advocated a 
crown policy that would be tolerant of the conscience of its subjects, and the 
scholars in Salamanca University allied with the Inquisition, who advocated the 
opposite. Among the scholars in Salamanca, one also finds differences of opin-
ion regarding the extent to which the crown should rely on the Cortes’s consent 
as well as on whether resistance against tyrannical rule could be considered just 
(Perez- Diaz 1998, 261– 263). Additionally, in the early part of the sixteenth cen-
tury, the Spanish crown implemented reforms such as the expansion of the uni-
versity system, which resulted in an increased literacy rate among the members of 
the lower nobility (the hidalgos).

Yet this nascent reformist trend came to an early close at the end of the six-
teenth century. Unlike France, in seventeenth- century Spain we do not find 
the near- desperate institutional experimentation aimed at expanding finan-
cial resources, involving centralization and venality of offices, which eventually 
resulted in the emergence of a wider and more diverse set of elites. Until the 
arrival of the Bourbon dynasty in 1700, no system of intendants comparable to 
France restricted the power of the local nobility in Spain; and, while offices at 
the municipal level were occasionally open to sale, Spain never developed the 
extended system of venality and inheritance of offices that accounted for a third 
of the French crown’s income and resulted in the emergence of a new type of 
nobility.

Given the comparable international pressures faced by Spain and France, it 
makes sense to ask why efforts to raise taxes and create other revenue sources 
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through institutional innovation did not materialize in Spain until the 1700s. 
While a comprehensive account of the Spanish state’s development is outside 
the scope of this work, it is nevertheless possible to point to two explanations 
that the existing literature provides. The first such explanation is that, unlike 
the seventeenth- century French state, which consisted of contiguous territory, 
the Spanish state included very large and non- contiguous territories that within 
Europe stretched from Southern Spain to the Netherlands in the north. The 
non- contiguous nature of the Spanish Empire might have rendered centralizing 
measures costlier than in France and hence resulted in the continuation of a decen-
tralized system that relied on local seigneurs for tax collection (Lachman 2009).

The second and more widely cited explanation for the relatively late develop-
ment of the Spanish state is the availability of an alternative source of revenue 
in the form of valuable metals, especially silver, that arrived from the American 
colonies (Andersen 1974, 71; Vives 1969; Russell 1982). The Spanish conquis-
tadors discovered significant silver deposits in Peru in the 1540s and, with the 
help of new techniques, the exploitation of the mines reached their peak in the 
1545– 1630 period. In the peak period of bullion flow between the late sixteenth 
and mid- seventeenth centuries, the tax obtained from the silver flow directly 
accounted for some 20– 25 percent of the Spanish crown’s revenues and indirectly 
accounted for even more by increasing the taxable income in the Spanish society 
(Andersen 1974, 71). Thus, in the same period that Richelieu was vigorously try-
ing to innovate ways to increase the public revenue and tax base of France, the 
Spanish leaders could eschew such dangerous innovation, which often provoked 
resistance from the traditionally tax- exempt nobility, by relying on colonial silver.

By the end of the seventeenth century, however, the colonial silver had long 
ceased to be a prominent source of revenue and both the royal circles and the 
wider elite were acutely aware of the deep fiscal troubles of the Spanish state. In 
this period, we observe leading intellectuals with the crown’s backing introducing 
incipient reforms. These reforms included the founding of a science and medicine 
academy in Seville and the establishment of academies similar to that of France 
(Israel 2001, 530). In this period, one also observes the emergence of a group of 
intellectuals led by Matteo Diego Zapata, a philosopher and a physician, who 
advocated for reform (Israel 2001, 528).

The War of Spanish Succession (1700– 1714) disrupted these early reforms 
but then they eventually gained momentum under the new Bourbon dynasty. 
Under three consecutive Bourbon kings, Felipe V, Fernando VI, and Carlos 
III, the Spanish institutions went through several changes. During the War of 
Spanish Succession, Felipe V abrogated the privileges of the Crown of Aragon, 
which until then had retained its own Cortes. Under his reign, the administrative 
system was also further rationalized with the introduction of new secretaries of 
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state with different specializations. His son, Fernando VI, further centralized the 
political system by dividing Spain into smaller provinces and appointing royal 
governors, with the title of intendant, who enjoyed full fiscal responsibility (Herr 
1958, 12).

Under the Bourbons, there were also attempts to boost the quality and avail-
ability of education and science. One way in which the Bourbon monarchs fol-
lowed this policy was by providing royal backing to private initiatives that aimed 
to achieve these goals. A very influential personality in this regard was Benito 
Geronimo Feyjoo, a monk who wrote extensively about literature, science, and 
history during the reigns of Felipe V and Fernando VI (Israel 2001; Herr 1958). 
His writings criticized the role of religious miracles and traditional practices in 
medical science and, not unlike the early French Enlightenment writers, praised 
the works of English scientists and philosophers such as Bacon and Newton. 
Unlike his French counterparts, however, neither Feyjoo nor his followers, who 
were typically medical doctors, expressed anti- religious views or argued that the 
Catholic religion was not compatible with the scientific advance of Spain. Under 
Fernando VI, Feyjoo’s writings gained official status and it was forbidden to con-
tradict him (Herr 1958).

Another private initiative that sought to improve Spanish education and 
received royal backing was the establishment of Amigos del País (“friends of the 
land”) societies that first appeared in the Basque country and then spread to other 
parts of the Spanish Kingdom (Feros 2017, 174; Perez- Diaz 1998; Herr 1958, 154). 
The objective of these societies was to improve agriculture, industry, arts, and sci-
ence in their locality. They also enjoyed royal permission to provide instruction in 
a variety of subjects such as Latin, French, geography, history, and physics (Herr 
1958, 155). In addition to providing some education to the public, these societies 
also translated important foreign works, especially in the area of economics, to 
Spanish. So far as their views on the Church were concerned, like Feyjoo and 
his followers, these societies did not advocate for an anti- religious stance. The 
elementary schools connected with the societies regularly provided instruction 
in catechism, the meetings of the societies always started with a mass, and, even 
more significant, many members of these societies were high clergy themselves 
(Herr 1958, 161).

Apart from backing private initiatives such as the Amigos del País, the Spanish 
crown under the Bourbons also reformed the higher education system directly. 
These direct policies included establishing new schools (such as a new medical 
school) or improving existing ones, inviting foreign experts to give lectures on 
scientific topics, and providing funding for Spanish students to study abroad. As 
a further step, in 1770, the crown also asked the universities to reform their own 
curriculum to reflect new advances in physics and mathematics and established 
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a Royal Spanish Academy. By the 1780s, these developments, coupled with the 
private initiatives mentioned earlier, resulted in the emergence of a small commu-
nity of Spaniards who were aware of and interested in the scientific developments 
in other European countries (Perez- Diaz 1998; Herr 1958, 44).

The counterpart to this institutional restructuring in administration and edu-
cation was the emergence of several reformist movements that either provided 
ideological backing for these reforms or advocated for more comprehensive 
change. The first such movement that had direct implications for the Spanish 
Church was the emergence of a division between the Jansenists, who were propo-
nents of a regalist view that supported the centralizing initiatives of the Bourbon 
kings, and the Jesuits, who controlled the Inquisition and did not approve of the 
crown’s policy. The Spanish Jansenists emerged independently from their French 
counterparts but they also found inspiration in Cornelius Jansen’s Augustinus 
(1640). Apart from their regalist views, they were supporters of a less ostenta-
tious and more austere church (Herr 1958, 35). They became a vocal group within 
the Spanish Church after 1714, when the Bourbon kings and Rome began to 
negotiate the exemption of Church lands from taxation and the right of the 
Spanish crown to appoint higher clergy in Spain (Herr 1958, 13). Under Carlos 
III, the Jansenists eventually got the upper hand when he expelled the Jesuit order 
from Spain and restricted the powers of the Inquisition. This move allowed the 
Jansenists to become the dominant force within the higher education institutions 
in Spain and eased the path of the university reforms that were implemented in 
1770s. While the Jansenists had a more pro- crown or “regalist” approach than 
the Jesuits, they were not critical of the Catholic Church. Thus, like their French 
versions, they were far from being reformers with a secular agenda.

Another reformist movement that is worthy of mention here was a group of 
scholars who advocated economic reform in Spain. The proponents of economic 
reform did not have a unified goal. Some supported mercantilism along the lines 
of Colbert’s policies in France in the 1660s; others, who were more cognizant 
of recent scholarship elsewhere in Europe, advocated for a more laissez- faire 
approach. What was common to all the economic reformers, however, was an 
awareness of Spain’s economic and political backwardness compared to other 
countries in Europe. Not surprisingly, these reformers paid attention to the 
Church and its role in the political system only to the extent that it had implica-
tions for their primary concern, the economic development of Spain. For exam-
ple, one of the most prominent members of this group was Gaspar Jovellanos, 
a Jansenist councilor to Carlos III who was critical of the Church’s ownership 
of vast amounts of land as well as of its management of these lands. Beyond the 
economic sphere, however, Jovellanos was not against a church that would be a 
subservient, and yet important, associate of the crown.
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Relative Weakness of Secular Reformism: Printing,  
Censorship, and the Circulation of Ideas

By the 1780s, one can observe the emergence of reformist groups that were 
slightly more critical of the Church and its role in constraining Spanish prog-
ress. Representative of this type of reformism were two newspapers, El Pensador, 
which operated between 1761 and 1767, and El Censor, which operated between 
1781 and 1787. Under the editorship of a Madrid lawyer named Luis Canuelo, El 
Censor touched on some of the same themes as the Jansenists and the economic 
reformers, such as the wealth and profligate behavior of the churchmen and nobil-
ity. The journal also went beyond these movements by raising questions about the 
morality of the Church’s policies in the colonies, publishing satirical pieces about 
the clergy, and praising Enlightenment writers such as Locke and Rousseau. By 
1788, El Censor had stopped publication and Canuelo had been brought to trial 
and ordered to refrain from writing on matters of dogma and piety (Herr 1958, 
187). In the period up to 1789, a number of periodicals expressing varying degrees 
of disapproval about Church practices were published and circulated. Each time 
the publishers crossed the line drawn by the crown and the Inquisition, they were 
successfully suppressed and forced to close doors (Herr 1958, 187).

This movement, which can be regarded as the beginnings of a Spanish 
Enlightenment, was different from its French counterpart in two respects. 
First, the actual reach of these journals was much more limited compared to 
their counterparts in France. For example, Herr (1958, 199) estimates that in the 
1780s the number of individuals exposed to Enlightenment ideas in France was 
roughly four times that of Spain. Other sources also confirm the existence of a 
remarkable gap. In the period between 1769 and 1788, the Swiss printing house 
Société typographique de Neuchâtel (STN) sold 805 books in Spain, as opposed 
to almost 150,000 sold in France in the same period (Burrows & Curran 2014). 
Second, however critical the Spanish authors were of the wealth and practices of 
the Church, they were typically respectful of religion in general. Even Canuelo 
promised to “criticize everything he saw according to reason, ‘whenever decency, 
Religion, and political considerations do not stop me’ ” (Herr 1958, 184).

Why were the Spanish secular reformers more constrained in their rhetoric 
and less influential than their French counterparts? One potential explanation 
is the belated nature of the centralization process in Spain, which could have 
delayed the emergence of new elites who would be interested in the ideas of 
Enlightenment. This explanation, however, cannot on its own account for the 
remarkable gap in the strength of secular reformists in the two contexts. In the 
period after the 1680s, the Spanish elite and the crown started to replicate many 
of the policies that had been implemented in France such as the establishment of 
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new universities and academies of science as well as the administrative reforms 
including the introduction of a system of intendants. There is also evidence that 
there were some intellectuals within Spain, exemplified by the likes of Zapata and 
Feyjoo in 1720s, who avidly tried to emulate scientific and philosophical advances 
elsewhere in Europe. Yet, these early attempts did not result in the formation of a 
more radical version of Spanish Enlightenment in the decades to come.

The absence of two conditions, which in France helped the anti- clerical/ 
secular philosophes to emerge as a resilient movement, restricted the chances 
of the same type of movement in Spain. First, unlike France, the geographical 
position of Spain in the eighteenth century (at which point the Netherlands 
had already been lost) did not allow for easy access to Protestant countries such 
as the Netherlands, Switzerland, and England. One implication of the relative 
lack of geographical access was that those Spaniards who wrote manuscripts that 
attracted the ire of the Inquisition could not enjoy immediate access to tolerant 
neighboring countries with a vibrant printing press. Additionally, unlike their 
French counterparts, Spanish Enlightenment writers could not rely on an easy 
refuge or a convenient location in which their prohibited manuscripts could be 
published and smuggled back to Spain. For example, in 1724 when one of the 
leading figures of early Spanish Enlightenment, Matteo Diego Zapata, wrote a 
treatise that advocated for the separation of theology and science and objected to 
the authority of the Church on matters of natural science and philosophy, he was 
promptly accused of apostasy and condemned to a year’s imprisonment and then 
banishment from Madrid. His book was not published and made available in 
Madrid until 1745. Similarly, the censorship worked efficiently against representa-
tives of the later Spanish Enlightenment such as Canuelo, whose publication El 
Censor was successfully suppressed by the crown. In contrast, despite the efforts of 
the French Church and Parlement to ban issues of Encyclopédie, the publication 
continued to circulate in France more or less without interruption. The success 
of censorship in Spain did not just influence the fate of Spanish Enlightenment 
writers but it also restricted the extent to which both they and the Spanish liter-
ate public could have access to the writings of non- Spanish scientists and phi-
losophers. Once again the records of STN are a useful guide here: among the 
already small number of 805 books in circulation in Spain, only 12 percent were 
those written by French philosophes or their followers (Burrows & Curran 2014). 
According to Herr (1958), “the Encyclopédie was, except for a few copies, success-
fully kept out of Spain” and the Spanish literate public was not familiar with the 
writings of more radically anti- religious writers such as Helvetius, Holbach, and 
La Mettrie (Herr 1958, 72, 73).

Finally, there was no Spanish counterpart to the French Huguenot population, 
who were instrumental in translating, publishing, and smuggling anti- religious/ 
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anti- clerical texts. Along with the small number of Enlightenment books in cir-
culation and the Inquisition’s restrictions on the extent to which the these books 
could be discussed in public, the dearth of translations to Spanish further limited 
the reach of new ideas to the elite and literate sections of the Spanish society.

For reasons discussed, on the eve of the French Revolution secular reform-
ism remained virtually nonexistent in Spain. The main reformist movements fell 
under the general category of regalism, in which the Church would still play a 
predominant role in education and civil law while also being subservient to the 
crown. The rapid development of revolutionary events in France immediately 
raised concern within the governing circles in Spain. Even before the convening 
of the Estates General in France, the leadership under the chief minister Count 
Floridablanca, a main architect of regalist reforms under Carlos III, decided to 
ban newspapers, pamphlets, and books from France. Additionally, suspected 
sympathizers of the new regime in France, such as translators of Enlightenment 
texts from before 1789, were imprisoned or forced into exile (Herr 1958).

Despite all these efforts, however, the news from France did arrive in Spain 
through the smuggling of newspapers and pamphlets over the border to Catalonia 
and the Basque region as well as through the French merchant populations that 
existed in port cities such Cádiz, which boasted a reading club of republicans that 
circulated revolutionary pamphlets and newspapers across Spain. To counter this 
trend, the Spanish authorities promulgated a new law that forced foreign mer-
chants to convert to Catholicism, submit to government authority for registra-
tion, and take an oath of loyalty to the king. As a result, a large section of French 
merchants located in Spain left the country. This law was later overturned under a 
new chief minister, who also relaxed other measures such as censorship of written 
French material and the imprisonment of Spanish translators of Enlightenment 
authors.

Regardless of the specific measures, however, it is clear that beginning from 
1789, a significant portion of the Spanish elite first in border regions and port 
cities and then in the inner areas were well aware of the revolutionary politi-
cal changes in France. During the period between 1795 and 1807 when Spain 
was forced into an alliance with Revolutionary France, French authorities also 
engaged in conscious efforts to influence the Spanish public opinion. These 
efforts included crafting and distributing pamphlets specially designed for con-
sumption in Spain, some of which also emphasized the church- related reforms 
undertaken in France and their promise in Spain (Herr 1958).

Spain also came under the direct rule of the French forces for six years starting 
in 1807 when Napoleon’s armies invaded most of the country and gave the throne 
to his brother Joseph. During this period, Joseph Napoleon tried to implement 
several modernizing reforms in Spain including the suppression of two- thirds of 
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monasteries and convents and the sale of their property as well as the elimination 
of the Inquisition (Grab 2003, 134). The historical record also indicates the exis-
tence of a small number of Spanish elites who were ideologically committed to 
Joseph’s political agenda along with those who supported the regime to preserve 
law and order or simply for opportunistic reasons (Grab 2003, 135).

Joseph’s rule was undermined by two forces. The first was the persistent guer-
rilla resistance across the Spanish countryside, often encouraged or even led by 
priests fighting against the “Godless French” (Millan & Romeo 2004; Grab 2003, 
137– 138). The second was the existence of French generals within Spain who gov-
erned their own occupied territory and answered to Napoleon Bonaparte rather 
than to his brother. After the end of French occupation in 1813, those who worked 
in Joseph’s administration (collectively labeled afrancesados) escaped to France 
from Spain.

The existence of a small number of sympathizers for the French Revolution 
aside, the access to revolutionary ideas did not immediately lead to the emergence 
of a robust group of secular reformists in Spain. Instead, in the short to medium 
term, the developments in France most obviously influenced Spain by deepening 
and restructuring the already existing fault line between the Regalist/ Jansenist 
camp and the Ultramontanes.

The French occupation of Spain provided the opportunity for the regalist- lib-
eral elite to convene a national Cortes, a practice that had been all but abandoned 
in Spain (Payne 1984). Due to the difficulties related to electing representa-
tives from occupied provinces, the representatives for these areas were mostly 
selected from among the liberals who had managed to arrive in Cádiz (Payne 
1984, 73– 74; Crawley 1939; Elkins 2010). Despite its professed allegiance to the 
Spanish king- in- exile, the Cortes also followed the French example in declaring 
a new constitution in 1812 that restricted the power of the monarchy. The con-
stitution itself was not secular; it explicitly recognized Catholicism as the only 
true religion of Spain and gave no concessions to religious toleration. Efforts to 
insert more secular laws that expanded religious toleration by a small number of 
more secular- oriented deputies failed due to lack of support (Carr 1966, 100). 
At the same time, consistent with the preexisting regalist tradition, the liberals 
in Cádiz restricted the power of the Church by abolishing the Inquisition and 
confiscating some Church lands. The voting patterns within the Cortes showed 
that the main political division at this point was not necessarily between those 
with religious and secular backgrounds but rather between those with regalist 
and Ultramontane views (Callahan 1976). Indeed, a significant number of clergy 
who came from the regalist tradition voted for the new constitution, whereas 
those with a more Ultramontane bent vehemently opposed measures such as the 
removal of the Inquisition and confiscation of Church lands as close to sacrilege. 
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By 1814, the reaction to the Cádiz Constitution had become a deep rift within the 
Catholic Church, with both sides accusing each other of not being sufficiently 
Catholic (Callahan 1976).

In the following decade, two events caused this relative heterogeneity within 
the Church to disappear and the liberal clergy to lose its influence. Despite the 
debate it created, the actual impact of the Cádiz Constitution on Spain was short- 
lived. Once the deposed Spanish monarch, Ferdinand VII, returned to power, 
he abrogated the Constitution and reconstituted the Church’s privileges. In this 
process, he also undertook some measures to imprison the liberal clergy associ-
ated with the Cádiz reforms and replaced them with traditionalist conservative 
clergy (Callahan, 1976, 174). Ferdinand then proceeded to reverse not only the 
reforms of the Cádiz Constitution but also the regalist reforms that dated back to 
1767, such as the prohibition against the Jesuits within Spanish territory.

In 1820, a group of liberal leaders backed by some army officers took control 
of the government and reintroduced the constitution of 1812 (Woodward 1968). 
These leaders, some of whom had been exiled or jailed after 1814, reinstated some 
of the church reforms from the previous era. The new regime once again sup-
pressed the Jesuits, abolished the Inquisition, and closed certain religious orders 
and sold their property. The members of the new government also took steps to 
introduce other reforms such as the appointment of bishops by the state rather 
than the papacy (Callahan 1976). They did not, however, consider going fur-
ther and introducing outright secular reforms that would have resembled those 
in revolutionary France. Despite the regalist rather than secular nature of these 
reforms, the more conservative sections of the Church once again opposed these 
measures and the liberal regime, in return, exiled a number of conservative bish-
ops. In some cities such as Barcelona, bands of liberal troops also looted monas-
teries and shot clergymen. The constitutional regime came to an abrupt end in 
1823 with the intervention of the restored French monarchy. Upon his return to 
power, Ferdinand VII thoroughly suppressed the liberal sections of the church 
and once again overturned the liberal reforms.10

Emergence, Organization, and Performance 
of Secular Reformists

From 1830 to 1875: Emergence, Lack of Organization, and Failure 
of Secular Reformists

The turning point in the Liberal/ Regalist- Conservative/ Ultramontane con-
flict came in 1833. This year was the beginning of the struggle over the succes-
sion to the crown between Ferdinand’s brother Carlos, who was favored by the 
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Ultramontane camp, and his daughter Isabella and her supporters, who for stra-
tegic reasons were allied with the Liberals. The triumph of the Liberal/ Isabella 
faction in the First Carlist War opened the door to a long Liberal period of three 
decades during which this alliance implemented a number of regalist/ liberal 
reforms, such as the suppression of male religious orders and the sale of much 
of Church property. The bulk of the sale of Church property took place dur-
ing the 1837– 1845 period when the Progressive faction of liberals were in power, 
but even the Moderate liberals, who considered the Church more favorably, did 
not reverse these policies and, at times, went beyond them (Payne 1984). With 
the Concordat of 1851, signed between the Moderate liberal government and the 
Vatican, the papacy recognized the sale of Church property and the Spanish state 
committed to financially supporting the Catholic Church.

Thus, the liberal regime finally turned the Catholic Church into an integral 
part of the state. The reforms, however, never pushed the limits that the regal-
ists in Spain had traditionally adhered to: the liberal regimes did not seriously 
consider imposing secular principles in civil law or education, nor did they come 
close to advancing religious freedom and disestablishing the Church (Callahan 
2012, 4, 5; Braden 1934). The Concordat of 1851 itself explicitly stipulated that 
Catholicism would be the only religion of the Spanish nation excluding others 
and that education at all levels would need to follow Catholic doctrine (Callahan 
2012, 8). In short, by 1851, the system in Spain allowed the secular authority to 
dominate over and patronize the Catholic Church while also allowing it to play a 
prominent role in civil, educational, and moral matters.

As the pendulum swung toward the liberal- regalist tradition, a group of 
reformists who were both more secular and more open to democratic ideas began 
to emerge as a politically significant movement. This group first appeared in late 
1830s, after it became clear that the new liberal government would still keep suf-
frage highly restricted (after the 1837 constitution, 2.2% of the Spanish population 
could vote; this percentage went down even further to 0.8% after the 1845 con-
stitution) (Peyrou 2013; Peyrou 2015a). As a reaction, a group comprising urban 
professionals such as lawyers, journalists, and doctors, who could not vote under 
the existing rules, started to agitate for change (Peyrou 2013). In their end goals, 
the members of the group were fairly heterogeneous. Those with a Progressive 
liberal background wanted extended but not universal suffrage within a monar-
chical system; others advocated for a republican system with universal suffrage.

On issues of religion, these reformists were generally more secular than the 
Moderate liberals. The Progressive liberals, who were more conservative on the 
issue of universal suffrage than the republicans, still objected to restrictions on 
religious freedom and the predominance of the Church in education and cul-
ture (Callahan 2012, 13). Many republicans went even further and advocated 
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the disestablishment of the Church and its complete separation from the state 
(Callahan 2012, 13). A democratic coalition began to emerge as a political move-
ment in the late 1830s. Like their French counterparts, these individuals gath-
ered in locations such as newspaper offices (such as El Pueblo, La Discusión, La 
Democracia), reading associations, and libraries (Thomson 2010, 296; Peyrou 
2013). During periods of more intense government repression, they formed secret 
societies that followed the example of Carbonari in Italy (Thomson 2010, 5, 
77– 78). By the early 1840s, these groups were relatively organized in large urban 
centers such as Madrid, Barcelona, Valencia, Seville, and Cádiz and, despite sig-
nificant suffrage restrictions, sent seven representatives (out of the total of 375) to 
the Cortes in the 1841 elections (Peyrou 2013, 237).

In 1849, a group of left- wing Progressive liberals and republicans formed the 
Democratic Party and they continued to attain some electoral success in espe-
cially urban areas, with 6 seats in 1851 and 21 in 1854 (Peyrou 2015b, 502). They 
were able to expand their movement during the short period under Progressive 
dominance in 1854– 1856 but faced renewed repression after 1856 when the 
Moderates took over. During the following ten years, the radical Progressives and 
republicans unsuccessfully attempted to take over the government through insur-
rections supported by different groups in the military in 1857, 1859, and 1866. 
During these insurrections, secret Carbonari associations that had become preva-
lent in certain regions such as Eastern Andalusia also played an important role in 
mobilizing support in rural and small town contexts (Thomson 2010). Finally, in 
1868, a coalition of progressive generals and urban radicals who supported them 
through local revolutionary juntas forced Queen Isabel II to abdicate the throne. 
Following this event, Spain was ruled by a coalition of democrats, republicans, 
and progressives for the next six years first as a constitutional monarchy with a 
weak monarch (Amadeo of Savoy) and then after 1873 as a republic. In this short 
period, the new regime passed a number of reforms on church and state relations 
that clearly surpassed those of any liberal government, Progressive or Moderate, 
in the past. These reforms included constitutional changes that allowed for reli-
gious freedom for non- Catholics, legislation authorizing civil marriage, as well as 
the requirement that the bishops and priests would swear an oath to respect the 
1869 constitution (Braden 1934; Callahan 2012, 17).

These secular reforms motivated and unified the conservatives. For example, 
in response to the introduction of religious freedom, Catholic clergy and laity 
put together a popular petition with three million signatures opposing the new 
law and the Church hierarchy condemned civil marriage as “public concubi-
nage” (Callahan 2012, 17). The 1868 revolution also motivated the Carlists and 
Moderates to come together and, with papal approval, organize an association of 
neo- Catholics to resist secular reform. To summarize, the leaders who decided to 
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go for secularizing reforms actually had to pay a price in the form of better mobi-
lization and organization on the part of the political opposition.

Why did the reformists who took over in 1868 not follow the familiar regal-
ist/ liberal path of retaining a subservient but ideologically prominent Catholic 
Church? What made them adopt a more secular agenda than their predecessors? 
One straightforward answer might be that because the liberals had already intro-
duced the regalist reforms that took away significant portions of Church prop-
erty and essentially reduced the Church to an arm of the state, the new reformers 
had to take additional steps. There are two problems with this approach. First, as 
already discussed in Chapter 1, reformers do not need to necessarily alter the rela-
tions between religious institutions and the state to pursue a radical agenda. They 
can instead focus on other issues such as the expansion of suffrage, worker’s rights, 
and social insurance schemes and leave the church to its own devices (or even use 
it to fulfill some of these agendas). Indeed, the reformists who took over govern-
ment in Spain also introduced radical reforms unrelated to the Church such as 
universal suffrage or freedom of association and press. The question of why they 
did not simply focus on these subjects but also undertook church reform, includ-
ing the controversial reform of marriage laws, should be explained rather than 
assumed away. Second, the Moderate governments during the 1866– 1868 period 
had reversed some of the earlier regalist reforms by allowing some male orders 
to reopen (Thomson 2010; Payne 1984; Callahan 2012). Additionally, they had 
significantly expanded the financial support for the clergy and the clergy’s influ-
ence on education beyond what was required by the 1851 Concordat (Callahan 
2012). Thus, in fact the new government could have continued the regalist/ liberal 
tradition by simply reversing some of these measures without also introducing 
the radical reforms on religious liberty and civil marriage.

Another potential answer that is often suggested in the literature points to a 
dynamic of retaliation. The argument is that the during the liberal period after 
1834, the Catholic clergy had closely allied themselves with the conservative 
Moderates as opposed to the Progressives and, hence, when the more left- wing 
elements came to power, they immediately set out to strip the Church of what-
ever remaining official role it had (Callahan 2012; Payne 1984). This argument is 
consistent with the fact that it was the Moderates who signed the 1851 Concordat 
and reinforced the predominance of the Church in moral and educational 
spheres. It is also consistent with the observation that prior to 1868, one of the 
most conservative Moderate governments (under Ramón María Narvaez) both 
expanded the Church’s role in the political system and repressed the activities of 
Progressives and republicans.

Yet the retaliation mechanism also falls short of answering key questions. 
The fact that the Church had been a close ally of the Moderates, who desired 
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to restrain electoral suffrage and political freedoms, should be explained rather 
than taken as a historical given. Why did the Catholic clergy, who had been a sig-
nificant part of the Jansenist/ regalist reformist agenda up to early 1820s, abandon 
political reform as a desirable objective? Why do we not observe significant divi-
sions within the Spanish Catholic Church, between those clergy who support 
universal/ expanded suffrage and political rights and those who oppose them? 
After all, ideological divisions within the clergy were a defining feature of the 
Church in Spain in the late eighteenth to early nineteenth centuries. Without 
understanding the roots of the Church’s uniformity on the conservative agenda, 
the retaliation mechanism remains an incomplete explanation.

The argument here is that the specific nature of the reforms that were imple-
mented during the 1868– 1875 period had to do with the increasing familiarity 
and affinity of the Spanish reformists with secular ideas. Beginning with 1830s, 
the Spanish reformists became more and more exposed to prominent republicans 
from other countries in Europe, who increasingly adopted not only universal suf-
frage but also separation of church and state as a main goal (Peyrou 2013; Peyrou 
2015a; Peyrou 2015b). Several mechanisms that emerged beginning from the 
1830s enhanced the contact between the Spanish reformists and their European 
counterparts. During the period of Moderate domination that began in 1843, a 
number of Spanish reformists were forced to exile in London, where they rou-
tinely met with exiles from other repressive European regimes. These individuals, 
including influential figures such as Giuseppe Mazzini and Ledru- Rollin, formed 
an informal organization that they called the European Democratic Committee 
(Peyrou 2015b; on Mazzini’s views on the Catholic Church see Shah & Philpott 
2011, 42). Among the Spanish exiles who interacted with this group of European 
democrats was Fernando Garrido, who played an active role in the organization 
of secret societies that imitated the Italian Carbonari example and then served as 
the representative of Cádiz in 1869. Garrido also explicitly cited Garibaldi and his 
methods in Italy as a role model for republican insurrection in Spain (Thomson 
2010, 108). Other prominent Spanish reformists such as Emilio Castellar, who 
was among the staunchest defenders of religious freedom and later served as the 
president of the short- lived first republic, were also in direct contact with the 
European republican circles (Peyrou 2013). In addition to the London- based 
hub, there were other centers for Spanish exiles. For example, after a number of 
Spanish republicans unsuccessfully tried to follow the French example in 1848, 
they escaped to French locations near the border in Perpignan and Bayonne (addi-
tional hubs also existed in Paris, Brussels, and Lisbon). Once the French Second 
Republic also failed, a reverse movement of French exiles arrived in neighbor-
ing regions in Spain and, in collaboration with their Spanish counterparts, pro-
ceeded to organize clandestine republican societies on Spanish territory.
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In addition to the movement of people, the emergence of a lively Spanish 
print culture also contributed to the diffusion of ideas from France and elsewhere 
(Peyrou 2015b). Beginning in the 1840s, the Spanish public had access to French 
republican newspapers such as La Reforme and L’Emancipation, the latter printed 
in Toulouse not too far from the Spanish border. In addition, there were also 
indigenous Spanish presses that translated and published works of republicans 
such as Victor Hugo, Mazzini, Felix Pyat, and Ledru- Rollin (Peyrou 2015b). In 
addition, following the example of French democrats, their Spanish counterparts 
tried to further make use of the printing media by founding publishing houses 
and libraries that aimed to spread the “European, scientific and revolutionary 
movements” (Peyrou 2015b, 509). The Spanish revolutionaries of 1868 were well 
aware of their relationship to the history and narrative of European republican-
ism. The republican newspaper La Discusión argued that the leaders of the short- 
lived 1820– 1823 Progressive regime in Spain were representatives of “European 
freedom” struggling against “royal despotism and religious intolerance” (Peyrou 
2015b, 513). Following the 1868 revolution, another republican, Felix Pyat, 
argued that Spain’s program was “Europe’s, above all France’s program” (Peyrou 
2015b, 514).

The flip side of the diffusion of secular republicanism throughout Europe 
was the increasing centralization of the Catholic Church and its hierarchy, 
which tended to unify the clergy around a conservative agenda directed from 
the Vatican. As discussed in Chapter 1, the seeds of this rising trend of centraliza-
tion can be found in the period that followed the French Revolution. In the early 
1820s, the Spanish Church still retained a significant segment of liberal/ reformist 
clergy, who actively collaborated with the short- lived liberal regime of 1820– 1823 
to reform the church. In late 1830s, when the Progressive liberals were under-
taking Church reform through the seizure of Church property, there were still 
some prominent Spanish clergy on the side of reform (Callahan 1984, 164– 172; 
Payne 1984). In fact, some of the reformist bishops such as Torres Amat (Bishop 
of Astorga) wrote letters to Pope Gregory XVI to declare their support and sym-
pathy for the progressive goals (Payne 1984, 86). Much like the case of the liberal 
clergy in France, however, the pope explicitly sided with the conservative section 
of the clergy and further marginalized their reformist rivals by placing their work 
on the Index of Forbidden Books (Callahan 1984; Payne 1984, 87).11 By gradually 
suppressing the reformist flank of the national Catholic Churches, the Vatican 
both closed the door on popular religious reformism and made the Church an 
unequivocal target of the reformists if and when they came to power.

The secular reforms that the 1868 revolution brought ended with the collapse 
of the First Republic. In 1874, a military coup ousted its first president (Emilio 
Castelar) and then reintroduced the Bourbon dynasty. The republic was the 
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victim of two shortcomings. First, with the exception of some pockets in large cit-
ies such as Barcelona, the leading republican politicians, mostly comprising intel-
lectuals and historians, did not enjoy the backing of a grassroots organization that 
could organize the defense of the secular republic when it was under threat. In 
this respect, the republicans in Spain not only lagged behind their counterparts 
under the Third Republic in France but also behind the demo- socs in 1849– 1851, 
who had a sufficiently robust organization to launch a significant, though ulti-
mately unsuccessful, resistance campaign against Napoleon Bonaparte’s regime 
(Margadant 1979).

Second, significant political/ ideological divisions existed both within the sec-
ular reformist coalition that launched the 1868 revolution (including the repub-
licans and Progressive liberals) and among the republicans themselves (Carr 
1966). One such division was between the left- wing factions of the Progressives 
under Ruiz- Zorrilla, who split from the Progressives and founded the Radical 
Party and eventually supported republicanism, and the right- wing factions under 
Praxas Sagasta who remained committed to constitutional monarchy. Another 
division, which eventually proved more consequential for the fate of the First 
Republic, was the one between the Federalist Republicans (mostly popular in 
Catalonia and Southern Spain) and the republicans and Progressives that sup-
ported a unified Spain.12 At the beginning of the 1868 revolution, those groups 
with a federalist agenda were the primary ones to provide popular backing for 
political change by organizing local support. As the new regime settled down, 
however, these groups began to push for a much looser confederalist structure 
and actively declared different parts of Spain (especially in the South) as inde-
pendent cantons (Dendle 1980). In the summer of 1873, there were a number 
of these cantons in provinces such as Seville, and they could only be suppressed 
with the direct intervention of the military. In addition to tarnishing the reputa-
tion of the reformists, the diversion of troops to the south allowed the Carlists 
to launch a fairly successful rebellion in the northern regions, which for a couple 
of months also functioned like an independent state. The divisions within the 
reformist camp along with the chaotic situation increased the demand for and the 
acceptability of a military coup (Carr 1966).

It is useful to compare the extent of divisions within the reformist camp in 
Spain with those in France. Competition among secularist factions also existed 
in France; for example, the republicans under Jules Ferry and Leon Gambetta 
entered elections as separate parties and at times disagreed with each other. 
However, these disagreements were not deep enough to derail their cooperation 
after the elections nor did it result in the total collapse of state institutions in parts 
of France. The divisions among the Spanish reformists were of a different order 
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of magnitude as they reflected not only disagreements on minor policy questions 
but also disagreements on the fundamental structure of the Spanish state.

From 1875 to 1939: Secular Civic Organizations, Intra- Secular  
Divisions, and Ephemeral Secularization

The period from 1875 until 1923 is labeled the “turno pacifico” in Spanish his-
tory after the repeated peaceful transfer of power between the two “dynastic” 
parties committed to a constitutional monarchy, the Conservatives (heir to the 
Moderates) and the Liberals (heir to the Progressives). This system, initially set 
up by the Moderate statesman Antonio Cánovas, retained certain features of the 
republic such as a parliament with rival political parties and universal suffrage. 
However, in practice the system relied on elections that were managed by agree-
ments between the two parties whereby opposition forces would declare their 
positions but pull back from the competition right before the elections (Carr 
1966; Callahan 2012).

In the period between 1881 and 1889, the Conservatives under Cánovas 
reversed a number of the secular reforms that were passed during the 1868– 1874 
period. They rolled back academic freedom, allowing professors with known 
secular agendas to be dismissed, abrogated the law that allowed former members 
of religious orders to get married, increased the financial support for the Church 
to 1868 levels, and annulled the civil marriage law. On the issue of religious free-
dom, the regime reversed course without going back to the status quo ante of the 
pre- 1868 period. Like the 1869 constitution, the constitution of 1876 allowed the 
freedom of conscience but, unlike the 1869 document, it prohibited the public 
practice of religions other than Catholicism. When it was the Liberals’ turn to 
take over in 1889, they moved the pendulum somewhat to secularism by reestab-
lishing academic freedom and allowing civil marriage for those Catholics who 
would publicly renounce their religion.

Beyond these relatively small changes, up to early 1900s the issue of secular-
ization was not a main source of contention between the two dynastic parties 
that sustained the turno pacifico system. This situation began to change in the 
early 1900s for a number of reasons. First, the defeat of Spain in Cuba and the 
Philippines once again highlighted the relatively underdeveloped and uncompet-
itive nature of the Spanish state in intellectual and governing circles (Carr 1966, 
529– 531; Callahan 2012). The result was a strengthening of the reformist streak 
in Spanish politics, which manifested itself in the formation of movements that 
advocated secular educational reform and the rejuvenation of secular republi-
cans. In this period, two republican parties emerged: one, the Radical Republican 
Party formed by Alejandro Lerroux in Barcelona (1901), and the other formed 
by novelist Vicente Ibáñez in Valencia in 1899 (Callahan 2012, 43, 46, 58). In the 
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Liberal Party, the newly energized reformism emerged in the form of a more left- 
wing and more aggressively secular faction under the leadership of José Canalejas 
(Callahan 2012, 49). Among the main concerns of this faction was the increasing 
number of religious orders and their influence in education.

Between 1899 and 1913, the Liberals, now dominated by the left- wing faction, 
pushed for secular reform on a number of occasions, in most instances without 
notable success (Callahan 2012, 67– 87). In terms of its agenda, the most ambi-
tious among these attempts occurred in 1906 when the Liberal government pro-
posed new legislation on civil marriage (which would remove the requirement 
for renunciation of Catholicism as a precondition), secularization of cemeteries, 
introduction of full religious liberty, and restriction of clerical influence in public 
and private schools. These proposed revisions (as well as less comprehensive ones 
in 1910 and 1913) were met with very strong reaction from the Church hierarchy 
as well as the Catholic press, which accused the architects of the new legislation 
of apostasy (Callahan 2012, 70). Additionally, the leaders of the Catholic reac-
tion successfully organized mass protests (with 20,000– 60,000 participants) in 
a number of cities (Callahan 2012, 70). The result was that, with the exception 
of some legislation that halted the opening of new religious orders in 1910, the 
attempted reforms were withdrawn from the agenda.

Why did the Liberals fail in their attempt to resecularize the Spanish system 
in this period? More specifically, why were they unable to counter the reaction 
and mass support galvanized by the Catholic opinion leaders with their own 
display of popular support? The straightforward answer is that, much like the 
reformists of the 1868– 1874 period, the Liberals did not have a grassroots organi-
zation that could be used to counter the Catholic agenda. They operated in and 
benefited from a controlled political system that alternated between local elites 
allied with the Conservatives and their own party. This setup mitigated the need 
to cultivate a politically motivated following that could be called upon to balance 
against the Catholic crowds when needed.

This relatively straightforward answer, however, ignores the fact that, while 
the Liberals did not possess grassroots support, other political organizations 
that strongly advocated a secular Spain did. In early 1900s, there were at least 
three other secular movements with some following in specific urban centers. 
The first included the two republican parties, especially the Radical Republicans 
of Lerroux, which had significant support in working- class neighborhoods of 
Barcelona. The republicans made use of a set of institutions such as private schools 
with secular curricula (Institución Libre de Enseñanza, or ILE, first formed in 
1876), newspapers with higher circulation rates than their Catholic counterparts, 
and “casas del pueblos” where republican sympathizers could meet and social-
ize (Callahan 2012; Holguin 2002; Sanabria 2009; Radcliff 2017, 97– 98). The 



T h e  O r i gi n s  o f  S ecu l a r  I n st i t u t i o n s108

second movement with a secular agenda included the Socialist Party, formed in 
1879, and its trade union, the Unión General de Trabajadores, or UGT, formed 
in 1886. The UGT first organized in Catalonia but its institutional strength lay in 
Madrid along with the urban centers and mining regions of the Basque country 
and Asturias (Radcliff 2017). Beginning in the early 1900s, the Socialists and the 
UGT also began to slowly penetrate rural areas in La Mancha and Extramadura, 
which had a latifundia type of agricultural structure and a large rural proletariat 
(Malefakis, 1970). The last movement was the Anarchists, who had already orga-
nized in parts of Andalusia as early as 1870s and boasted their unique educa-
tional movement with its own curriculum (Boyd 1976). In 1910, the anarchists 
in Barcelona along with their counterparts in southern provincial cities of Seville 
and Cádiz founded a new trade union, the Confederación Nacional del Trabajo, 
or CNT.

In the 1900s, there are several indicators that these three movements (espe-
cially the Socialists and the Anarchists) in fact had the organizational potential 
to support secular legislation by the liberals. In 1903, the republican parties orga-
nized an ultimately successful press campaign against the Conservative govern-
ment’s plans to adopt a softer approach to religious orders (Callahan 2012, 67). 
The UGT and the CNT were also able to organize a series of strikes displaying 
their ability to mobilize their base for political action (Carr 1966, 85). By 1909, 
it was also clear that there was strong anti- clerical sentiment in the working- class 
neighborhoods of cities such as Barcelona, which manifested itself in the “Tragic 
Week of 1909,” when crowds reacting against conscription attacked churches and 
affiliated buildings (Callahan 2012, 77, 78; Ullman 1968).

Why then did the Liberals not seek the support of these political movements 
to overcome Catholic resistance against secularizing reform? The answer again 
lies in the fundamentally divided nature of the secular groups in Spain. The 
Liberals, while on the side of secularization, were more concerned about sustain-
ing an orderly system that included peaceful transfer of power through manipu-
lated elections. They did not wish to form an alliance with the Republicans or 
the left- wing groups such as Socialists and Anarchists, who were not part of the 
turno pacifico system and were already threatening this system by their increasing 
electoral success in large urban settings.13 In short, left between the choice of an 
alliance with the Socialists and Republicans that would garner support for secu-
larization but endanger turno pacifico, and the choice of abandoning secularizing 
reform but sustaining the political status quo, the Liberals opted for the latter.

After 1910, the left- wing political movements with a secular agenda (the 
Socialists and the Anarchists) continued to grow by expanding their rural orga-
nization as well as by setting up schools and educational facilities for their sup-
porters (Malefakis 1970). At the same time, the Republicans of Lerroux became 
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entangled in corruption scandals and lagged behind the left- wing movements in 
terms of organizational capacity and growth. By 1920, it was clear that the turno 
pacifico system was becoming rapidly unsustainable due to the increasing strength 
of the left- wing parties in urban settings and parts of Southern Spain with par-
ticularly unequal land distribution and relatively low levels of Church presence 
(Callagan 2012).

Between 1923 and 1930, Spain was ruled by the dictatorship of Primo Rivera, 
who came to power through a coup d’état. The Rivera dictatorship did not engage 
in Church reform and generally enjoyed the support of the Church. At the same 
time, the system also incorporated the UGT and Socialists (but not CNT or the 
Republicans) in the political system through a corporatist structure. In 1930, the 
dictator was ailing and the door was once again open for the possibility of a repub-
lic. In reaction, a number of Spanish and Catalan republican parties convened to 
form the San Sebastián coalition (September 1930) with the aim of declaring a 
republic. The initial coalition included a diverse set of republican parties, most of 
them relatively new. On the left were the Republican Action Party and Radical 
Socialists, along with the republican and left- wing parties of Catalonia. In the 
center was Lerroux’ party, the Radicals. On the right flank of the coalition were 
republican parties led by prominent progressive liberals, such as Alcalá- Zamora, 
who had recently converted to the republican cause (Payne 1993). In October, 
these republican parties were also joined by the Socialist Party, which after some 
internal debate decided to leave its alliance with the dictatorship and join the 
coalition.

By 1930, the conditions in Spain were substantially different from what they 
had been in the 1870s when the first republic failed. At this point, more than 
50 percent of the Spanish labor worked in urban sectors such as industry and 
service and lived in urban settings (Payne 2006). Due to the concentration of 
most schools in urban contexts, the Spanish literacy rate of around 70 percent 
had also become more comparable to French rates in the 1880s when the secular 
republican parties successfully gathered sufficient electoral strength to withstand 
the conservative/ monarchical ones (Frago 1990). In Spain, these developments 
allowed the political parties and trade unions with a secular agenda to mobilize 
support not only in big cities such as Barcelona and Madrid, where they had his-
torically enjoyed an advantage, but also in smaller provincial towns.

This increasing organizational strength bore fruit in the April 1931 munici-
pal elections, which resulted in great success for the socialists and republicans 
of different stripes in both large cities and provincial capitals across the country. 
The republican and socialist candidates still fell short of a clear majority but they 
both outperformed the monarchical/ government candidates (Payne 1993). After 
the elections, these parties convincingly made the argument that the elections in 
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the rural locations were still controlled by the cacique system and hence were not 
strictly speaking free (Radcliff 2017). Supported by public demonstrations and 
strikes in cities, the San Sebastián coalition, led by Alcalá- Zamora, declared the 
Second Spanish Republic in mid- April 1931.

Once the republic was declared, the Provincial Government, which included 
influential figures from left- republicans and socialists as well as right/ centrist 
republicans, introduced a number of secularizing reforms: declaration of com-
plete religious freedom, removing religious images from public school classrooms, 
secularization of cemeteries, and elimination of obligatory religious instruction 
(Payne 1993; Callahan 2012). The coalition of republicans and socialists at this 
point agreed on these secularizing measures. However, they would have been 
unlikely to take additional steps if the left- republicans (e.g., the Republican 
Action Party under the leadership of Manuel Azaña) and the Socialists had not 
won a substantial victory in the June 1931 elections (Linz 1978). Within the left- 
wing coalition itself, the strongest party was the Socialists, followed by left repub-
licans and only then by the centrist republicans. This distribution allowed the new 
government to implement secularizing reforms that went even beyond those in 
France in the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries. These reforms included 
the complete separation of church and state (i.e., the end of state financial sup-
port for the Church), the closing of religious orders, the prohibition of clergy 
from teaching in public as well as private schools (never implemented in France), 
and the introduction of civil marriage and divorce (Callahan 2012, 287– 295).

Despite successful coordination on anti- clerical reform after the elections, 
from the beginning there were a number of significant political divisions within 
the governing secular coalition. The first division was a result of the political dis-
agreements between the two main actors in the coalition: the Socialists and the 
Republican Action Party. These two parties generally agreed on secular reform 
and the need to address rural poverty in Spain, especially in the south (Malefakis 
1972). Thus, once in power, they passed legislation aimed at increasing rural wages 
as well as a new law on land redistribution. Beyond these moves, however, sig-
nificant differences over the pace and content of reform divided the two parties 
( Jackson 1959, 292). The Socialists, especially the more left- wing factions within 
the party, desired faster land reform and were frustrated by the slow pace of land 
redistribution (Malefakis 1972, 206– 215). Azaña’s republicans, who did not vie 
for the impoverished rural vote in the Southwest, were content with an orderly 
rather than revolutionary redistribution campaign that proceeded gradually. The 
two parties also had disagreements on the content of land redistribution, with 
the Socialists favoring redistribution to collectives and the republicans favoring 
redistribution to individuals (Malefakis 1972; Jackson 1959).
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The second significant division was the one between the Socialists, especially 
the moderates within the party, and the two trade union movements, the socialist 
UGT and the anarcho- syndicalist CNT. By 1930s, the latter two organizations 
were in competition for the support of the rural workers in Andalusia and, as a 
result, were both in favor of more rapid and radical agricultural reform not only 
compared to the Republicans but also compared to the leadership of Socialist 
Party ( Jackson 1959). These organizations pressured the Socialists to reconsider 
their alliance with the left- Republicans by organizing strikes and by inciting vio-
lent events that resulted in clashes between the republican- led government forces 
and the supporters of the trade unions ( Jackson 1965, 113). Such events included 
small uprisings in Barcelona and Asturian villages as well as events in the coun-
tryside. The most notorious among these incidents occurred in Casa Viejas, a vil-
lage in the Cádiz province, when an initial clash between the Republican Guards 
and anarchists escalated into the massacre of some twenty- two villagers by the 
former in early 1933 ( Jackson 1959, 298; Payne 1993, 134). These incidents further 
increased the radical left- wing pressure on the Socialists and made their politi-
cal cooperation with the Republican Action increasingly difficult ( Jackson 1965, 
111– 113). By the summer of 1933, there were socialist mayors in southern munici-
palities who completely refused to work with civil governors from Azaña’s party 
( Jackson 1965, 113).

The last division within the secular coalition was between the centrist repub-
licans primarily represented by Lerroux’ Radical Party and the left- republicans of 
Azaña. The latter were for agricultural reform, albeit in an orderly and slow fash-
ion, whereas the former, mostly drawing their votes from the small- land holding 
regions, did not support this policy. Moreover, there were also divisions within 
the Radical Party between relatively conservative members critical of some secu-
lar reforms and those who were closer to Azaña on this issue. Over time, these 
ideological divisions made it difficult for the Republican Action Party to sustain 
a coalition that would simultaneously include the Radicals under Lerroux and 
the Socialists.

The political divisions among the secular parties repeatedly hampered coop-
eration among them and endangered secular reforms on several occasions, even-
tually resulting in the complete collapse of the secular republic. The first sign was 
the disintegration of the Socialist- Republican Action Party cooperation before 
the November 1933 elections, during which the Socialists decided to forgo elec-
toral coalitions. This decision on the part of the Socialists is remarkable, as by 
then there were reasons to believe that the right- wing parties would be more com-
petitive in the elections. To begin with, the right- wing and clerical forces that 
had been caught off guard in the 1931 elections had by then coalesced around a 
new leader, Gil- Robles, and a new party Confederación Española de Derechas 
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Autónomas, or CEDA. CEDA espoused allegiance to the republic but it was 
highly critical of the secular laws that had been passed by the Socialist- Republican 
Action government in the preceding years. To continue, the 1933 elections were 
the first in Spanish history in which women would be allowed to vote and the 
female vote was expected to disproportionately enhance right- wing/ clerical party 
support.14

The results of the elections were indeed a serious defeat for the Republican 
Action Party as well as for the Socialists. In the same elections, CEDA formed 
coalitions with the other right- wing parties and the centrist republicans, includ-
ing Lerroux’ Radicals. This coalition commanded more than 70 percent of the 
seats in the resulting Cortes (Payne 1993, 180). Neither the nature of the electoral 
system that favored coalitions nor the organization of CEDA and female suf-
frage was unknown to the Socialist leaders. The fact that they broke their alliance 
with the left- Republicans despite these conditions reveals the extent to which 
they were worried about pressures from left- wing groups within their party and 
the increasingly radical leadership of the UGT and the CNT.

After the elections, Lerroux and other centrist and right- wing republicans 
formed a new government. For support in the Cortes they relied on the coop-
eration of CEDA, which emerged as the largest party after the elections and 
controlled some 115 seats out of 473. In terms of its approach to secular reforms 
of 1931– 1932, the government followed a policy of limited reversal mixed with 
a policy of stalling on the implementation of reform. For example, the Church 
was once again allowed to operate private schools, whereas the public schools 
remained secular but deprived of funds ( Jackson 1965, 123). The new govern-
ment also followed a similar policy of reversal and obstructionism on other issues 
that were dear to the Socialists, such as the improvement of rural wages and land 
reform.

The move to the right led to the further radicalization of the Socialists as well 
as the UGD and CNT, which culminated in a workers’ revolt in Asturias in 1934. 
The reaction of the right- wing centrist government included widespread repres-
sion not only against Socialists and the left- wing trade unions but also against 
left- wing republicans including Azaña himself, who was arrested. This blanket 
repression coupled with the Soviet approval for popular fronts resulted in a new 
electoral coalition between the left- wing republicans and Socialists as well as the 
CNT and the communists. The results of the 1936 elections were indeed a suc-
cess for the Popular Front, which gained control of 55 percent of the seats in the 
Cortes (Gunther et al 2004).

Yet the electoral coalition that was forged prior to the 1936 elections was only 
an ephemeral measure that did not survive long after the elections. From the 
beginning, the Socialist position was that, while they consented to work with the 
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left- republicans in the elections, they would not participate in the government 
( Jackson 1965, 186). Efforts by Azaña to recruit moderate Socialist figures such as 
a former leader of the party, Indalecio Prieto, to be the president also failed due 
to the objection of the majority of the Socialists, who preferred a more radical 
and uncompromising path ( Jackson 1965, 204– 206). The Socialists and the two 
trade union movements also obstructed the government by organizing strikes in 
large cities such as Madrid and in the southern countryside. These strikes were 
accompanied by increasing violence between left- wing groups, including the 
republicans, and the Carlist and fascist Falangist groups, resulting in the deaths of 
participants and political assassination of prominent opposition figures ( Jackson 
1965, 220– 230). In this atmosphere, the monarchist/ right- wing generals in the 
army organized a coup in July 18, 1936, which paved the way for a four- year civil 
war between the left- wing/ republican forces and what came to be known as the 
Nationalist army ( Jackson 1965, 240– 244).

It is beyond the confines of this book to provide a detailed account of the 
Spanish civil war.15 Two points, however, are worth making. First, the internal 
divisions among secular groups continued to exist and derail left- wing/ republi-
can cooperation during the war. It would be controversial to attribute the ulti-
mate failure of the Republican army solely to these divisions. However, detailed 
accounts of the war make it clear that these divisions had a concrete impact on 
the efficiency and coherence of the civilian republican leadership and the army. 
For example, disagreements between the rapidly growing Communist Party 
and the Socialists resulted in the resignation of a prominent republican general 
( Jackson 1965, 363, 364). There were also instances in which factory workers affili-
ated with the CNT engaged in slowdowns that obstructed the republican war 
effort ( Jackson 1965, 365). The divisions between various left- wing groups also 
resulted in the change of civilian leadership on a number of occasions ( Jackson 
1965, 366– 367). Second, it should also be noted that violence during the Spanish 
civil war was shaped by the deep religious- secular divide that existed in Spanish 
politics. Both at the beginning and during the war, the Church closely supported 
the right- wing forces, and the left- wing/ republican forces specifically targeted 
Catholic clergy with killings (Pastor 2007; Callahan 2012, 358; 366).

From 1939 to the 1990s: Emergence of Unified Secular Left  
and Successful Secular Reform

Under Franco’s dictatorship, the relationship between church and state became 
closer than it had been since the immediate period that followed the collapse 
of the first republic. The new constitution declared Catholicism as the state 
religion and did not allow public practice of any other religion (Pastor 2007). 
The dictatorship also expanded the finances of the Church and allowed clergy 
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comprehensive control over private and public education. This control included 
the teaching of religion as an obligatory subject, ensuring that the instruction 
in other subjects was inspired by a “Catholic spirit,” reintroducing ubiquitous 
religious symbols and prayer at schools, as well as the right to investigate public 
schools to ensure compliance (Callahan 2012, 454, 455). Similarly, family law was 
desecularized by prohibiting civil marriage and divorce and the Church was given 
extended powers to oversee public morals by practicing censorship on the media 
(Callahan 2012, 467– 470).

Despite the remarkable expansion of the Church’s privileges under the Franco 
regime, by 1950s some factions within the Church began to raise questions about 
the extent to which the dictatorship was dealing with the socioeconomic prob-
lems faced by the poorer sectors of the population (Callahan 2012, 500– 508). 
The emergence of this faction was a reflection of the general changes within 
the Catholic Church itself. These changes eventually culminated in the Second 
Vatican Council, which both emphasized social justice issues more than before 
and opened the door for religious freedom. Additionally, despite having state 
power on their side and predominance in the media, the Church was unable to 
change the secular outlook of the literate population in the cities that had repub-
lican, socialist, and anarchist allegiances (Callahan 2012, 457– 466). By the 1970s, 
a significant faction within the Spanish Catholic Church wanted to see a move 
away from the Franco regime (Pastor 2007; Callahan 2012, 515– 527; Casanova 
1994, 81– 87).

Beyond the church circles, there was a general realization among the reform-
ist sections of the government and the opposition that the extensive role that 
the Church played in Spanish institutional structure stood out as an anomaly in 
Europe, where most states had adopted some form of secular system (Callahan 
2012, 550). There are reasons to believe that this realization was also endemic in 
the general population given that the youth of Spain were not substantially differ-
ent in their views on marriage, divorce, and birth control from their counterparts 
in other Western European countries (Carr & Fusi 1981, 98).

Following the death of Franco, the reformist sections of the ruling elite moved 
toward a democratic regime. The first elections that took place in June 1977 were 
contested by the Unión de Centro Democrático (UCD), which was formed by 
the reformist factions of the government, the Socialist Party, the Communists, 
and some smaller parties. After the elections, the UCD emerged as the largest 
party but it fell short of an absolute majority in the Cortes and formed a minor-
ity government. The UCD was followed by the Socialists, who outperformed the 
expectations by receiving 26 percent of the vote, and then the Communists, who 
received 10 percent. The 1978 constitution, drafted through negotiations with 
major political parties as well as in consultation with leading members of the 
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Church, secularized the legal structure without going as far as the 1931 constitu-
tion. It declared religious freedom but also mentioned that the state would have 
a relationship of cooperation with the Catholic Church and other confessions; it 
eliminated obligatory religion classes and Church supervision of public schools 
but allowed state funding for religious schools; finally, it reintroduced civil mar-
riage for all and opened the door for civil divorce by declaring marriage to be the 
state’s concern (Callahan 2012, 567, 555– 559).

The results of the 1979 elections were very similar to those of the 1977 elec-
tions, allowing the center- right UNC to once again form a government. The 1982 
elections, however, brought fundamental change to the political landscape. On 
the right, the UNC was electorally completely wiped out and replaced by a some-
what more conservative party, Alianza Popular (AP); on the left the Communist 
Party’s votes also dissolved and the Socialists emerged as the largest party and 
enjoyed an absolute majority in the parliament. This shift in the political bal-
ance resulted in a number of additional secularizing reforms, and though these 
reforms did not reach the level of those in early 1930s, they were nevertheless 
noteworthy. During the period of Socialist rule, which lasted until 1996, the gov-
ernment expanded the state oversight of church schools, decreased funding for 
them, and legalized divorce as well as abortion.

It is clear that by 1982, the general contours of the relationship between the 
state and the Catholic Church had already been determined by the aforemen-
tioned widespread acceptance among the politicians and the general public that 
Spain belonged to Western Europe and would follow the secular norms of this 
region. However, within these general contours, some variation was still possi-
ble: for example, the AP and the leading members of the Church were staunchly 
against the additional steps taken by the Socialists. It is not a stretch to assume 
that, had AP been elected, the government would have avoided these additional 
secularizing reforms. They could even have introduced softer desecularizing steps 
such as substantially expanding state funding of church schools and/ or depriving 
state schools of financial resources.

Given this possibility, one needs to ask why the Socialists, unlike the secu-
lar parties of the Second Republic, were successful in holding on to power and 
expanding reform. This question can be answered in two steps. First, beginning 
with early 1970s, the Socialist Party increasingly shifted from a Marxist radical 
platform to a catch- all political strategy that focused on issues such as democra-
tization, economic modernization, and becoming part of the European commu-
nity of nations, which appealed to the middle as well as the working classes rather 
than only to the latter. This transition was not a smooth one; just as in the 1930s, 
there was a significant division within the party between the moderate faction 
supporting the party’s young leader, Felipe González, and a more radical faction 
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that included the older generation of politicians who wanted to continue with 
the more radical left- wing tradition of the party (Kennedy 2013). The disagree-
ments between the two factions came to a head after the 1979 elections, during 
the party congress of 1979. After the short- lived resignation of the party’s popular 
leader González, the radical faction agreed to accede to his demands and dropped 
the Marxist label from the party’s platform. In the following period up to the 
1982 elections, the party also refrained from using large- scale demonstrations and 
strikes as a tool of opposition (Kennedy 2013). As discussed earlier, this unifying 
strategy served the party well and allowed it to first come to power in 1982 and 
then maintain its dominant position until 1996.

The successful deradicalization of the Socialist Party in the late 1970s can 
help account for why it proved to be more successful than the Socialists in the 
1930s. It does not, however, explain why the Socialist Party in the 1970s could 
afford to make this move, whereas the Socialists in the 1930s, despite internal 
debates within the party, decided to take the more radical path. The answer to 
this question lies in the fact that the Socialists in the 1930s were flanked by well- 
organized and influential radical movements to the left such as the Anarchists 
and the Socialist trade union the UGT, which made it difficult for them to shift 
to the right without sacrificing votes on the left.16 By the 1970s, after decades 
of repression and exile, the UGT had lost most of its political organization 
and membership and would not regain them until after the Socialist success in 
the 1982 elections (Burgess 2000). Furthermore, the main Anarchist organiza-
tion, the CNT, never recovered from the repression that followed the civil war. 
The one noteworthy party to the left of the Socialists in 1970s was the Spanish 
Communist Party, which gained slightly less than 10 percent of the votes in the 
1977 and 1979 elections and could have pressured the Socialists from the left. Yet 
the Communist Party also adopted a relatively accommodating political platform 
that emphasized issues not so different from the Socialists such as democratiza-
tion and amnesty for political refugees, rather than hardcore economic issues. 
Within the general atmosphere of Europe at the time, communist parties in par-
ticular and radical left- wing movements in general were not as vibrant as they 
had been in the 1930s and were in search of alternative strategies (Fennema & 
Waller 1988; Sassoun 1992). Hence, it is far from clear whether the Communists 
would have been electorally more successful if they had adopted a more radical 
platform. Either way, however, the implication for the Socialists in 1979 was that 
it was easier for them to move to the right without worrying about losing a sig-
nificant amount of votes on the left.
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Conclusion
The findings of the chapter provide support for the argument developed in 
Chapter 1 and complement the results of the statistical analysis in Chapter 2. On 
the question of initial organization of secular groups, the chapter has several sig-
nificant conclusions that map onto the expectations of the theory. First, in both 
France and Spain, the initial elite reformers who sought to transform the state 
institutions adopted a religious or, at least, nonsecular agenda. These actors either 
aimed to tighten the state control of religion while retaining the central role of 
religious actors and rules in the system, or they simply did not consider religion 
as part of their reform plans.

Second, the analysis shows that the timing and volume of Enlightenment 
ideas and the existence of associational hubs played a critical role in the emerge 
of secular movements in each case and also these factors account for the signifi-
cant difference in the timing and robustness of political parties with a secular-
izing agenda in the two cases. In France, the relatively vibrant printing culture 
within and around the country allowed for both high Enlightenment literature 
and popular anti- clerical texts to circulate widely, while in Spain the absence of 
these factors substantially delayed the dissemination of ideas critical of estab-
lished religion. Additionally, formal or informal organizations such as cultural or 
scientific academies (initially established by the state elites themselves), reading 
groups, libraries, salons, and regional clubs emerged earlier in France compared 
to Spain. These organizations also allowed budding secular reformists in France 
to organize themselves into a political movement much earlier than in Spain.

Third, the findings of the chapter are also consistent with the expectations 
of the argument on the question of when and how secularizing parties acquire 
enough political power to implement their institutional goals. In both coun-
tries, secularizing political parties had emerged before the end of the nineteenth 
century, and the Catholic Church hierarchy delayed the establishment of a pro- 
religion party with a grassroots agenda. Yet, due to the earlier emergence of secu-
larism as a political movement in France, civil society organizations that could be 
used as a springboard for anti- clerical political parties were already widespread in 
the 1870s. Thus, the French seculars were able to establish political parties with 
grassroots support in the 1870s and 1880s, which allowed them to win elections, 
completely restructure the role of religion in the public and private sphere, and 
fend off political challenge from a populist Christian democratic party in the 
form of ALP. In the case of Spain, secular political parties were at a disadvantage 
compared to France for a number of reasons. First, given their later emergence 
and the repressive atmosphere that existed in Spain up to the early 1900s (and 
then again between 1923 and 1930), the Spanish seculars took a longer time to 
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establish grassroots organizations that allowed them access to popular support. 
Second, and perhaps more important, in the case of Spain both the main secular 
civil society organizations such as trade unions and the secular political parties 
were deeply divided along ethnic and/ or class lines. These divisions prevented 
the secular parties from presenting a united front at critical junctures. Unlike, 
the secular parties in France that successfully defeated ALP at the ballot box, 
the Spanish ones were unable to electorally fend off CEDA with its grassroots 
religious basis. The Spanish seculars failed to cooperate during the 1933 elections 
against the right- wing coalition led by CEDA and then, in the period after the 
Popular Front elections of 1936, the Socialists and left- republicans failed to work 
together. Even during the civil war, the left- wing coalition suffered from lack of 
effective coordination among different factions. The well- known outcome, of 
course, was the Franco regime, which reversed all institutional secularization for 
another forty years.
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4

Comparative Historical Analysis II
Turkey and Morocco

This chapter presents the historical analysis of Turkey and Morocco 
beginning with the eighteenth century. As in the previous chapter, the analysis 
includes two types of comparison. The first focuses on the differences between 
Turkey, where a political movement with a secularizing agenda appeared com-
paratively early and managed to establish secular institutions by the 1920s, and 
Morocco, where such movements did not appear until the late twentieth century 
and have not yet been able to introduce secular institutions. The second dimen-
sion of the comparison focuses on within- case temporal dynamics. For Turkey, 
the discussion delves into how and why the secular political movement emerged, 
why religious reformists were historically weak compared to the seculars, and 
why the religious reformist challenge that has emerged since 1970s has been able 
to introduce adjustments that have eroded (but not removed) secular institu-
tions. For Morocco, the discussion concentrates on why religious reformist par-
ties emerged much earlier than their secular counterparts, how and why secular 
political movements eventually appeared in 1970s, and why they have encoun-
tered an uphill battle in carrying out secularizing reforms.

Each case study proceeds in sections that are both in chronological order 
and correspond to the main empirical predictions that follow from the theory 
chapter. The Turkish case is divided into four sections: (1) the early prevalence 
of non- secular reformists; (2) the emergence of secular reformist groups with 
political goals and the impact of modern schools, printed material (especially 
newspapers), and the circulation of secular ideas on this outcome; (3) the pro-
cess through which secular reformists established a robust political movement 
and the failure of religious reformists to establish a comparable organization; and 
(4) the organizational advantage of secular political parties compared to religious 
ones and the disappearance of this advantage after 1980. The Moroccan case is 
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divided into three sections: (1) the emergence of nonsecular reformists; (2) the 
limited circulation of secular ideas and lack of secular reformist movements in 
the pre-  and post- colonial period; and (3) the emergence and relatively weak per-
formance of secular reformist groups after 1970s.

Turkey
Early Nonsecular Reformism

The military expansion of the Ottoman Empire, which had been continuing 
since its inception in the thirteenth century, started to wane in the mid- seven-
teenth century. The classical Ottoman army had stood on two main elements, an 
elite corps of janissaries (composed of formerly non- Muslim youth) and the sipa-
his, an army of beneficiaries who served in return for allotments of land (timar) in 
newly conquered territories (Itzkowitz 1972). By the early eighteenth century, the 
recruitment system for the janissary corps, which had relied on the forced recruit-
ment and conversion of promising Christian boys mostly from the Balkans, had 
become increasingly hereditary.1 The timar system was also under strain both due 
to the difficulty of conquering more territory and due to the emergence of land-
lords who controlled significant amount of land in the Balkans.

An important turning point in this process of gradual decline came in 1718 
when the Ottoman army, which had besieged Vienna some forty years earlier, 
lost Serbia to Austria (Aksan 2014). The main impact of the 1718 treaty was that 
the Ottoman leaders, who had not regarded European states as potential models 
that could be emulated, began to pay closer attention to the military and political 
systems of these countries. It is in this period that one first observes the sending 
of envoys such as Çelebi Mehmet, who went to Louis XV’s court in the 1720s 
with the intention to better understand and learn from the French system.2 It is 
also in this period that İbrahim Müteferrika, a Hungarian convert to Islam, estab-
lished the first printing house in the Ottoman Empire with the official permis-
sion to print in Arabic letters. Prior to Müteferrika’s move, the printing houses 
that existed on Ottoman territory (including in the capital, Istanbul) published 
in Armenian, Greek, or Ladino and were owned by non- Muslim Ottoman sub-
jects (Schwartz 2017). Among the materials published was İbrahim’s own treatise 
on how to reform the Ottoman political system as well as books that reflected 
the recent developments in the fields of geography, history, and natural and 
military sciences (Erginbaş 2014; Berkes 1998, 36– 41). In addition, the period 
after 1718 also brought in the first European advisers such as Comte de Bonneval 
(later named Humbaracı Ahmed Paşa), who established the first modern bom-
bardier unit within the Ottoman army. Following the emergence of this unit, 
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the reigning Sultan, Mahmut I, allowed the establishment of the Hendesehane, 
the first school that taught modern mathematics and geography in the empire 
(Berkes 1998, 48).

These early eighteenth- century reforms were both modest in nature and pri-
marily military, culminating in the emergence of a 300- man bombardier unit 
with some understanding of modern ballistics (Agoston 2005, 40). The appetite 
for reform even in the military arena was still relatively limited and, following 
some military success against Austria in 1739, the reforms faltered (Levy 1982). 
The Hendesehane itself also fell into disuse after 1747, when Humbaracı Ahmed 
died (Agoston 2005, 40). What renewed the interest in not only military but also 
political reform was a series of Turko- Russian Wars in 1761– 1774 and 1787– 1792, 
during which the Russians gained Crimea as well as the right to be the protector 
of Orthodox Christians in the Ottoman Empire. Among the prominent reform-
ists of this period were Halil Hamid (grand vizier in 1782– 1785), who formulated 
the idea that the old system could not withstand the newly modernized Russian 
army without significant reform, and Selim III, who ascended the throne in 1789. 
Halil Hamid himself explicitly blamed those who believed that the Ottoman 
army should perennially seek to conquer territory responsible for both entering 
and losing the war against Russia (Berkes 1998, 57).

In 1760s, the Ottoman leadership introduced a new military unit indepen-
dent of the janissaries and reestablished the engineering school that had fallen 
into disuse. Another engineering school for naval officers opened in 1776 and 
was staffed with military officers from France and, to a lesser extent, from other 
European countries (Berkes 1998, 59). Other complementary reforms followed, 
such as the translation and publishing of books about military and naval tech-
niques as well as appearance of books such as the Encyclopédie in school libraries 
(Berkes 1998, 76). When in 1789, a new young sultan, Selim III, came to power 
after the unsuccessful attempt to regain territory from Russia in the war of 1787– 
1788, one of his first acts was to ask several prominent members of his circle to 
prepare reports outlining how the Ottoman system, political as well as military, 
could be reformed (Levy 1982; Berkes 1998). Partially motivated by these reports, 
partially by his knowledge and appreciation of the French system, Selim III 
undertook an ambitious reform project, known as New Order (Nizam- i Cedid) 
(Shaw 1965). Some of these reforms, such as the expansion of the Engineering 
School and its library (including works by European philosophers) and invita-
tions to more foreign advisors and instructors, built on the earlier ones (Berkes 
1998, 76, 77). Other reforms, such as the establishing of permanent embassies 
in major European capitals with the intention to closely observe and learn from 
these societies, were original. Among the original reforms, the most prominent 
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and controversial was the formation of the new army, which by 1808 reached 
some 25,000 men (Shaw 1965; Agoston 2005, 204).

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, these early reforms had resulted 
in the emergence of a small but potentially influential group of individuals, who 
were well versed in European scientific development and political systems and 
possessed the skills to teach these topics using Ottoman Turkish (Berkes 1998, 
75– 79). However, at this point these reformist forces did not yet enjoy sufficient 
political or military power to withstand those who expected to lose from the 
ongoing reforms. The latter group included parts of the ulema, the ayans or land-
lords of the Balkans, as well as the janissary troops, who were no longer effective 
on the battlefield but still wielded the power to provide and, if needed, seriously 
disrupt the order of the capital, Istanbul (Başaran 2014, 43– 46). On a number of 
occasions, these groups were able to impede the expansion of reform. For exam-
ple, they successfully opposed the stationing of the new military forces in Edirne 
(Üstün 2013, 138, 139).

In 1807, the new army still amounted to only one- tenth of the Ottoman forces 
compared to the traditional forces including the janissaries and yamaks (merce-
naries from Albania and Circassia who were traditionally allied with the janissar-
ies) (Shaw 1965). This unfavorable ratio might explain Selim III’s reaction to a 
revolt driven by the traditional elements, which erupted in Istanbul in May 1807. 
On this occasion, given the favorable ratio of janissaries to the Nizam- i Cedid 
troops in the capital, Selim III not only hesitated to use the new troops against 
the rebels but also acceded to the janissaries’ demands to abolish the new force 
(Shaw 1971). Despite this accession, the rebels first dethroned and then beheaded 
the sultan. In the aftermath of the 1807 revolt, some of the reformers who had 
been prominent under Selim III were murdered but others managed to escape 
from the capital and bided their time until the chance for reform reemerged 
(Shaw 1965).

After a period of chaos in 1807– 1808, a new sultan, Mahmut II, came to the 
throne. During the first decade of his rule, the reforms lay dormant. Attempts to 
revive the Nizam- i Cedid under a different name failed in 1809 when the sultan 
was forced to sign a document providing significant concessions to the janissar-
ies and the ayans. In the early 1820s, the need for reform once again came on 
the agenda due to two developments. The first was the revolt that started in the 
Danubian Principalities ruled by a Greek Phanariot family under Ottoman suzer-
ainty and then spread to mainland Greece. The early success of the rebellions 
in Peloponnesus, Central Greece, and Crete were reminders that the Ottoman 
army’s ability to sustain its possessions remained shaky. The second and related 
reason was the success of the troops that were sent from Egypt, which at that time 
was under the rule of Mehmet Ali Pasha, the governor of the Ottoman Empire 
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in Egypt. In contrast to the Ottoman center, Mehmet Ali had persisted in his 
attempts to modernize the army and the economy. In 1825, in response to the 
request of Mahmut II, he sent part of this new army under the leadership of his 
son to Greece and these troops soon proved themselves effective in pacifying the 
rebels in Peloponnesus (Berkes 1998, 92).

By 1826, Mahmut II had two additional advantages that Selim III did not 
have. First, unlike Selim III, Mahmut II had already removed one of the impor-
tant groups that opposed military and institutional reform: the ayans of the 
Balkans. In a series of small- scale wars, in 1820– 1821, using the existing classical 
elements of the Ottoman army, Mahmut II pacified the strong landholders of 
the Balkans (Erol 2016; Aksan 2014). Second, by 1826, most of the higher- level 
ulema had accepted the need for some form of reform as necessary for reasons 
of state (Heyd 1993; Levy 1971). The ulema as a whole had never been uniformly 
against reforms that were undertaken since 1720s. Like the Jansenists in France 
and Spain, there were those among the higher Ottoman ulema, who advocated 
or at least supported reform starting from the early eighteenth century. For exam-
ple, the first printing house established by Müteferrika had been sanctioned by 
the şeyhülislam and prominent members of the ulema had emphasized the need 
for European style military as well as economic reform (Heyd 1993). Given that 
the upper echelons of the ulema tended to come from a handful of privileged 
families who were leaders in the political and economic life of the empire, it is 
not surprising that at least some were willing to introduce reform in order to 
boost the chances of survival for the Ottoman state (Levy 1971). After witness-
ing repeated defeats against the modernized Russian military, regional revolts in 
Serbia, Arabia, and Greece and pro- reform proof in the form of Mehmet Ali’s 
effective military forces, the higher ulema came to support significant structural 
reform (Levy 1971).3 Thus, when in 1826, Mahmut II moved to destroy the janis-
sary corps as well as the Bektashi order that was closely associated with them, 
the şeyhülislam at the time declared the janissary resistance unlawful and the 
kadis (judges of Islamic courts) of Istanbul issued further instructions supporting 
reform (Heyd 1993).

After 1826, the reforms were expanded beyond the confines of the military 
to include state administration and high education. The administrative reforms 
replaced the position of the grand Vizier with ministers and established a new 
court outside of sharia courts that would oversee matters of bribery and corrup-
tion. These reforms were not secularizing, as they also expanded and formalized 
the role of the şeyhülislam and religious courts that still constituted the core 
of the justice system (Berkes 1998, 98). In 1830s, the sultan, often supported by 
progressive (and higher- level) ulema, also introduced several education reforms, 
including the establishment of a Military School in 1831, a School of Literary 
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Sciences (to train translators), as well as a School of Secular Learning (Mektep- i 
Maarif ), which broke the monopoly of religious schools (medreses) on secondary 
education (Berkes 1998, 106, 107). In addition to these civilian schools, the late 
1820s and early 1830s witnessed the emergence of more military schools including 
a new Naval Academy, an Engineering School, and a Military Academy. Given 
the involvement of higher ulema and the extended role for the şeyhülislam under 
Mahmut II, it is clear that the intention of the administrative and educational 
reforms was not to secularize the system or even to raise future elites with a secu-
lar vision. There was, however, an increasing belief that without a curriculum that 
provided an understanding of modern science and its applications, it would be 
difficult to raise future leaders who could defend the state (Berkes 1998, 106).

Emergence of Secular Reformism: Schools,  
Newspapers, and Circulation of Ideas

The period between the end of Mahmut II’s reign in 1839 and the beginning of 
the first constitutional period in 1876 is labeled Tanzimat. Two important devel-
opments during this period influenced the emergence of groups with secularizing 
ideas and, eventually, institutional secularization. The first was the extension and 
in many ways acceleration of legal, administrative, and educational reforms that 
had started during Mahmut II’s rule. The architects of these reforms were not yet 
products of the new secondary schools or the medical and military academies 
introduced in the earlier period. Instead, the leading figures were a mixture of 
the administrative elite of the empire (e.g., the initiator of first Tanzimat reforms, 
Mehmed Reşad Paşa and his protégés, Ali and Fuad Paşas) and individual mem-
bers of the higher ulema (e.g., Cevdet Paşa). They undertook the reforms with 
the objective of both improving the existing system and deflecting criticism from 
Western powers on the treatment of the Christian population of the empire.

In terms of law, the most salient reforms were the introduction of a new and 
secular penal code in 1858 as well as a new and secular commercial code in 1850 
(Berkes 1998, 162– 164). Additionally, the laws first introduced in 1839 and then 
further expanded after the Crimean War in 1856 provided equal citizenship rights 
for non- Muslims and abrogated the laws that prohibited apostasy. Other prac-
tices such as quarantines, which parts of the ulema found objectionable, also 
became accepted policies in the empire (Berkes 1998).

The type of reforms that proved more contentious were the ones that related 
to civil code, especially those that governed marriage. On this issue, the reform-
ers, who tended to agree on the general contours of legal reform in other fields, 
disagreed. The foreign minister Ali Paşa favored the introduction of a secularized 
civil code along the lines of the Napoleonic code in France (Esirgen 2011). On 
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the more conservative side, Cevdet Paşa suggested a reformed and more clearly 
codified version of the sharia laws that governed marriage and inheritance. After 
a long period of contentious debate in 1868- 1876, the resulting law, labelled 
Mecelle, basically opted for Cevdet Paşa’s version and allowed for compart-
mentalized marriage laws for the different religious communities of the empire 
(Esirgen 2011; Berkes 1998). It is nevertheless important to note that by the 1870s, 
a significant minority among the political elite were already considering adopting 
not only a secular penal and commercial but also a secular civil code. All in all, by 
1876, sharia and the religious rules that pertained to the non- Muslim populations 
were confined to the area of civil/ family law.

In terms of education, the Tanzimat period not only expanded the existing 
institutions but also added new ones, especially in the field of secondary edu-
cation. Among these new institutions was the Darulsafaka, a secondary boys’ 
school with a primarily secular curriculum. Another new educational institu-
tion that later graduated a number of prominent leading secular poets, writers, 
and politicians was the Lycée Galatasaray, which opened its doors in 1868. The 
introduction of these institutions could at times be controversial. For example, 
the attempt to establish a new secular university attracted resistance from the 
şeyhülislam and this institution became dormant after a couple of years. The 
Lycée Galatasaray attracted the ire of the non- Muslim congregations such as the 
Orthodox Church, which advised their flocks not to send their children to this 
school, as well as of the pope (Berkes 1998, 189, 190).4 This school continued, 
however, to attract both Muslim and non- Muslim students. In addition, the late 
Tanzimat period also witnessed the establishment of missionary schools, which, 
while often failing at their missionary goals, provided an otherwise secular and 
relatively rigorous scientific education to their pupils.

The second important development in the Tanzimat period was the emer-
gence of a group of autonomous intellectuals who could wield influence by 
establishing civil society organizations, newspapers, and journals designed to 
bring further societal and political change (Mardin 2000). Unlike the political 
leaders who instituted the Tanzimat reforms, these individuals were products 
of the institutions established under Mahmut II such as the Translation Bureau, 
the Military Medical Academy, and secondary schools. Some among this new 
generation of reformists established voluntary civil society organizations aimed 
at expanding public understanding of science. One such institution was the 
Ottoman Medical Society founded by Tahir Münif in 1862, who had earlier 
worked at the Translation Bureau. The Society, supported by graduates and stu-
dents at the Military Medical School, published a journal of science, organized 
public talks on scientific topics, and translated and disseminated works of leading 
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Enlightenment writers such as Voltaire, D’Holbach, and Diderot (Poyraz 2010; 
Turnaoğlu 2017).

The period between 1830 and 1880 also witnessed the emergence of a lively 
newspaper culture within the empire, in which the new intellectuals began to 
serve as leaders and contributors. During this fifty- year period, there were more 
than sixty newspapers in circulation on Ottoman territory, established by Muslims 
as well as non- Muslims (often by both) (Gercek [1939] 2019, 195– 248). The first 
one established by Mahmut II in 1831 was an official paper and aimed primarily at 
providing information to the public. The ones that followed after 1840 were set 
up by private individuals and had primarily commercial goals. As a result, they 
had their own editorial views on political events, and they often included mate-
rial other than news such as stories or excerpts from novels that were translated 
from European languages or written in Ottoman Turkish (Gercek 2019; Mardin 
1961). These newspapers, increasingly using accessible Turkish, further exposed 
the wider literate public in Istanbul and prominent provincial cities to new ideas 
(Mardin 1961).

The new intellectuals also formed a secret society along the lines of the 
Carbonari in Italy, called the Patriotic Society, which served as the incubator for 
a group of reformists known as the Young Ottomans (Mardin 2000, 21). Unlike 
the participants of the civil society organizations, whose goals were societal edu-
cation rather than political change, these individuals wanted to revise the politi-
cal system. They had either worked at the Translation Bureau or attended modern 
secondary schools and agreed on the fundamental goal of transitioning to a con-
stitutional system with some sort of parliament (Mardin 2000; Turnaoğlu 2017).

There were also disagreements on the type of system that the Young Ottomans 
favored. Some prioritized the need for reforming public education along scientific 
and “enlightened” lines and suggested a system in which religion and state affairs 
would be separated (Mardin 2000, 277; Berkes 1998, 197– 200, 208, 209). Others 
in one way or another emphasized the importance of sharia and attempted to 
reconcile Islamic laws and practices with constitutional reforms. Namık Kemal, 
perhaps the most influential of Young Ottomans, studied and valued Western 
representative institutions, but also argued that sharia laws were the best way to 
constrain autocratic rulers in the context of the Ottoman Empire. His conten-
tion was that the European countries needed secular laws to limit the political 
leaders only because they lacked an existing system such as sharia (Berkes 1998; 
Mardin 2000). Others, such as Ali Suavi, went further and argued that ulema 
should have the dominant role in the governing of the empire and that the ruler 
should be an elected khaliph (Mardin 2000).

To summarize, at the end of the Tanzimat period, some of the intellectuals 
contemplating reform had already adopted separation of religion and state as well 
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as secular public education as major goals. There were also many who adhered 
to the idea that sharia should play an important if not predominant role in the 
institutional structure of the empire. In formulating these ideas, those in the lat-
ter group were both motivated by a reaction to increasing European domination 
of the empire’s economy and a resentment of the Tanzimat statesmen who, in the 
eyes of the Young Ottomans, not only allowed European penetration but also 
made it easier by creating a dual legal system (Mardin 2000; Berkes 1998). At 
the same time, these intellectuals’ thinking also displayed internal contradictions. 
For example, they both defended equal citizenship rights for the non- Muslims of 
the empire and advocated sharia as a unified system that could apply to the entire 
population.

Up to 1871, the Young Ottomans discussed and published their ideas mostly 
in exile in European capitals and, while some returned to Istanbul after Ali Paşa’s 
death in 1871, their influence remained limited. In 1876, a coup conducted by 
constitutionalist opponents of the sultan replaced him with Abdülhamit II. The 
new constitution, promulgated by a group of leading political figures and intel-
lectuals, for the first time established an Ottoman Parliament in which both 
Muslims and non- Muslims would have representation. In the period following 
the introduction of the parliamentary system, a number of Young Ottomans 
acquired positions in the bureaucracy (Mardin 2000).

The constitutional period was short- lived. Right after the establishment of the 
new system, the Ottoman Empire went to war with Russia in 1877 and suffered 
a defeat that resulted in the loss of substantial territories in Eastern Europe and 
the Caucasus. Abdülhamit II prorogued the parliament, suspended the constitu-
tion, and soon exiled or murdered the reformist leaders, including many Young 
Ottomans.

Political Organization, Resilience, and Spread 
of Secular Reformism

In the forty years that followed, Abdülhamit II remained the unquestioned ruler 
of the empire. His regime combined three notable features. First, the 1877 war 
had left the empire with a proportionally much larger Muslim population both 
due to loss of territory in the Balkans and due to the reception of significant num-
bers of Muslim refugees from these areas and from Russia. This practical consid-
eration, coupled with the sultan’s personal religiosity, resulted in the emergence 
of a prevalent state ideology that underscored Islam and his role as the sultan- 
khaliph (Fortna 2008). Second, Abdülhamit II also established a palace bureau-
cracy to rival the state administration that had developed during Tanzimat and 
set up an extensive spy network to keep potential opponents under surveillance. 
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Finally, despite his Islamist ideology and autocratic tendency, Abdülhamit II 
closely followed and even expanded the earlier educational policies that were put 
in place during Mahmut II and Tanzimat. He continued to invest in and endorse 
higher education institutions that were outside the control of the ulema such as 
the Military Medical Academy, the Military Academy, and the War College and 
opened a new school for the sons of tribal leaders (Fortna 2008). In this impor-
tant respect, Abdülhamit II was no different from his predecessors or for that 
matter from his contemporaries in other empires. Beyond guarding his position 
of dominance domestically, he wanted to maintain the military and educational 
institutions that would help the Ottoman State to fend off the threat from Russia 
and the newly emerging states in the Balkans.

It is this third continuing policy that proved to be most important for the 
future of the Ottoman Empire and for the early republican period in Turkey. 
During the 1880s, the higher medical and military institutions, secular second-
ary schools such as the Lycée Galatasaray, and missionary schools increasingly 
gave rise to a new kind of intellectual, who adopted the Young Ottomans’ pen-
chant for constitutionalism but were of a much more secular outlook. This group, 
typically labeled the “Young Turks,” first emerged at the Military Medical School 
(Berkes 1998; Turnaoğlu 2017). This institution had also been instrumental in the 
formation of the Ottoman Medical Society in 1860s but, unlike the Translation 
Bureau, which served as the incubator for the Young Ottomans, the Medical 
School had not been the main institutional source for the Young Ottomans.

In 1889, a group of students in the Military Medical School formed a secret 
society called the Ottoman Unity Society (Zürcher 2010; Hanioğlu 1995, 71). 
After its inception, this society spread to other students in the Medical School, 
the War Academy, and the Royal School of Administration as well as to a group 
of educated individuals in civil service (Hanioğlu 1995, 71, 72). This organization 
soon merged with a hub of intellectuals who were in exile in Paris and Geneva, led 
by Ahmed Riza, and acquired the name Union and Progress. Ahmed Riza himself 
was a graduate of the Lycée Galatasaray who had been sent to Paris to study agri-
culture and, in the process, had become a disciple of the positivism of Auguste 
Comte.5 In terms of the background of its members, the prominent members of 
the Young Turk movement came from the Medical Academy, the War Academy, 
and some were immigrants from Russian territories who had received education 
in the modernized Russian imperial school system (Hanioğlu 1995). Within 
the empire, the movement stretched from provincial centers in the Balkans and 
Western Anatolia such as Edirne, Salonica, Monastir, and Izmir to Damascus and 
Beirut in the east. Outside the empire, there were émigré clusters primarily in 
Paris, Geneva, and Egypt (which was officially part of the empire but in practice 
under British influence). The émigrés in these centers were divided between those 
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who, led by Ahmed Riza, supported a more centralized and secular state and those 
with more liberal views on the economy and religion, led by prominent members 
of the Ottoman dynasty who had fallen out with Abdülhamit II. In addition, 
there was also a smaller, more conservative faction in Egypt. Occasionally, the 
members of the ulema and religious orders joined or supported the Young Turk 
movement, especially the conservative faction in Egypt (Hanioğlu 1995).

The first phase of the Young Turk movement within the empire ended in 
1896, after a failed coup attempt that forced most prominent members of the 
movement into exile. In the following ten years, the leadership of the Young Turk 
movement within the empire passed from students in higher education institu-
tions to sympathizers in the bureaucracy who had not been exposed after the coup 
attempt (Hanioğlu 1995; Zürcher 2010). The second and, in the long run, more 
influential phase in the Young Turk movement started in 1906 when a group of 
officers in the Third Army in Salonica along with a smaller number of civilians 
who were in civil service in the Balkans or in exile in Geneva formed the Osmanlı 
Hürriyet Cemiyeti (Ottoman Freedom Society). This organization merged with 
Ahmed Riza’s Union and Progress and adopted the name of the Committee of 
Union and Progress (CUP, İttihat ve Terakki Cemiyeti). Organizationally, the 
strength of the CUP was initially in the Balkans including within the Second 
and Third Armies stationed in Edirne and Salonica. In the course of 1907– 1908, 
parallel Unionist clubs also emerged in other provincial centers in the Balkans, 
Anatolia, and Arab lands (Kayali 1995; Kayali 1997). Many of the members of the 
organization were young military officers and civil servants, who had attended 
the same military secondary schools and academies and hence formed a tight 
network. The Committee also received the backing of newspapers such as Tanin, 
established by the pro- Enlightenment poet and educator Tevfik Fikret, who had 
both graduated from and later on taught at the Lycée Galatasaray.

In 1908, after an uprising that was organized by the CUP and joined by 
Christian organizations in the Balkans, Abdülhamit II was forced to reintroduce 
a constitutional system. The elections that followed included candidates from the 
CUP, the Liberal Party (Ahrar Fırkası), as well as minority candidates (Kayali 
1995). The Liberal Party emerged out of the Young Turk faction that emphasized 
economic and religious freedom as well as decentralization and therefore was 
more palatable to the Christian minorities and conservatives alike. Due to their 
prior organization, the CUP- affiliated candidates attained significant success and 
controlled the parliament (Kayali 1995). At this point, however, the CUP leader-
ship did not choose to enter government but instead left the task of governing to 
individuals that they considered to be more experienced statesmen.

Both the CUP and the Liberal Party shared the belief that saving the 
Ottoman Empire required further Westernization in institutions and in social 
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and cultural life. However, they differed in their methods and sources of inspi-
ration, with the French Third Republic being more influential on the former, 
whereas the Great Britain on the latter. In April 1909, a group with a religious 
agenda (Muhammedan Union) appeared around an individual affiliated with the 
Nakşibendi order (Farhi 1971). Notably, in the short amount of time between 
the reinstatement of the parliamentary regime and April 1909, the government 
had not yet passed any significant legislation that threatened the control of sharia 
courts over family law and education. The only piece of legislation that related 
to secularization was a new rule that stipulated that religious school students 
who failed to pass their exams on time would no longer be exempt from military 
service (Zürcher 2010). Thus, the Muhammedan Union was not a reaction to 
significant secularizing policies, but rather a result of the general feeling of appre-
hension among the more conservative sections of the society.

On April 13, 1909, a coalition of forces including lower- ranking soldiers who 
rebelled against their officers, religious school students, lower- ranking ulema, 
and members of the Nakşibendi sufi order managed to topple the parliamen-
tary regime in Istanbul. Ideologically, this group advocated a return to orthodox 
Islam; practically, they made demands such as prohibiting theaters, restricting 
women’s freedom of movement, and banning women from appearing unveiled in 
public (Farhi 1971; Zürcher 2010). In the days that followed, the rebels murdered 
some twenty CUP members and ransacked the headquarters of Tanin. The tide of 
these events turned only when the Third and Second Armies arrived in the capital 
and took over the government. After the arrival of these armies, Abdülhamit II 
was replaced by Mehmet Reşat, the religious leaders of the revolt were executed, 
and the Liberal Party, perceived as a behind- the- curtains supporter of the revolt, 
was forced to close.

If the April 1909 coup had succeeded, it could have resulted in a new type of 
centralized system in which the ideology and legal foundation of the state would 
have been based on a strict interpretation and application of sharia. This coun-
terfactual path is potentially plausible for two reasons. First, the coup initially 
did overthrow the government with the backing of the rank- and- file members 
of the First Army in Istanbul. Second, a religious reformist agenda with populist 
elements would have had certain initial organizational advantages. At the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century, there were links between conservative sufi orders 
such as Nakşibendi and the higher echelons of the ulema, including a number 
of şeyhülislams (Abu- Manneh 1982). Moreover, the organizational structure of 
these sufi orders was both spread across the Ottoman lands and connected to each 
other. Therefore, there existed potential leadership for religious reformism as well 
as a potential horizontal organizational structure that could enhance recruitment 
in the provinces. Given these historical conditions, it is worth exploring why 
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there was not a robust religious reformist movement within the Ottoman Empire 
that could counter the CUP and its secular ideology and why the Muhammedan 
Union and its supporters failed to stand their ground in the capital or to incite a 
widespread rural rebellion in the provinces.

The reasons behind this organizational failure are threefold. First, in the 
1820s, there were two trends within the higher ulema of the empire, with one 
section (like the Jansenists) supporting the primacy of sultanic power and others 
(like the Jesuits) advocating the primacy of orthodox religious principles (Abu- 
Manneh 1982). In the course of the 1820s and 1830s, Mahmut II, backed by his 
palace bureaucracy, eliminated the members of the ulema who fell in the second 
category (Abu- Manneh 1982). For example, when a close advisor to the sultan, 
who was also a member of the Nakşibendi order, tried to rally the Muslim popu-
lation using public proclamations during the Greek independence war, he was 
quickly sent to exile (Abu Manneh 1982). Both Mahmut II and the subsequent 
sultans also consistently penalized and eliminated members of the higher ulema, 
who could have been natural leaders for an ideology that combined orthodox 
Islam and popular mobilization. In doing so, they played a role not unlike the 
leadership of the Catholic Church by removing the potential for well- organized 
religious reformism. Not surprisingly, the higher echelons of the ulema, includ-
ing kadis, were conspicuously missing among the leadership of the Muhammedan 
Union and the organizers of the 1909 coup (Farhi 1971; Zürcher 2010, 78).

Second, beginning with Mahmut II’s rule, the state also became actively 
involved in the finances, leadership, and organization of the sufi orders 
(Cevahiroğlu Ömür 2009). This involvement, which started in 1812 and contin-
ued during the 1830s, culminated in the state bureaucracy taking over the orders’ 
revenue and providing salaries of the sufi leaders (Cevahiroğlu Ömür 2009). 
Thus, the sufi orders, which in principle could have provided a potential organi-
zational link between elite religious reformists and the general population, were 
also far from autonomous from state control and therefore unlikely to develop 
a robust organization that could critique and resist the main institutions of the 
empire.

Finally, the rebels themselves did not articulate a vision that came close to 
republicanism in any shape and form. Their demands, appealing directly to the 
sultan whom they saw as the main authority, were primarily an attempt to go 
back to the system before the Young Turks became dominant rather than an 
attempt at articulating a new republicanism with Islam at its core. Thus, they 
sought the removal of Young Turks and their sympathizers from government, the 
dismissal of soldiers who had studied in modern academies from the army, the 
reinstatement of şeyhülislam’s privileges, a stricter implementation of sharia, and 
an amnesty for their revolt (Fahri 1971). Their conservative rather than populist 
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demands were also in line with earlier and less- organized religious reactions to 
the Young Turk revolution that emerged in late 1908, which openly rejected con-
stitutionalism (Fahri 1971, 282).

After 1909, the CUP increasingly became the sole driving force in Ottoman 
politics. Faced with successful opposition from a reincarnation of the Liberal 
Party (Hürriyet ve İtilaf Fırkası) in the by- election of 1911, the CUP used heavy- 
handed tactics to prevail in the 1912 elections. The party briefly lost power but 
returned through a military coup in 1913 led by three leading members, Enver, 
Talat, and Cemal Paşas. These individuals, who later came to be known as the 
triumvirate, conducted the coup during the First Balkan War as the Ottoman 
Empire was losing most of its territories in the Balkans. After the Balkan Wars, 
the triumvirate closely controlled both the CUP and the domestic and foreign 
policies of the empire. In this period, many young officers in the army remained 
as rank- and- file members of the CUP.

Comparative Organizational Strength and Performance 
of Secular Reformists

From 1914– 1930: Organizational Advantage and Success  
of Secular Reform

With the CUP fully in charge, during World War I the Ottoman Parliament 
passed a number of secularizing laws that increasingly pushed the şeyhülislam 
and the sharia courts out of the government. The starting point for these reforms 
was a memorandum prepared by the leading CUP member and ideologue, Ziya 
Gökalp, who advised that the main function of şeyhülislam should be spiritual 
rather than administrative (Berkes 1998, 415). Following his recommendations, 
several changes were introduced in 1916. The şeyhülislam ceased to be a mem-
ber of the cabinet; sharia courts, religious charities (evkaf), and religious primary 
schools (medreses) were removed from the jurisdiction of the şeyhülislam and 
given to the Ministries of Justice and Education respectively. Additionally, in 1917 
the parliament also passed legislative acts that reformed the family law. The new 
law still retained separate rules for different religious communities and, for the 
Muslims, it was still inspired by Islamic law. At the same time, it also took secu-
larizing steps by allowing women to stipulate in the marriage contract that their 
husbands could not take a second wife as well as by making it possible for women 
to initiate divorce. These steps indeed incited reaction from clerical circles who 
regarded the new family law as un- Islamic (Berkes 1998, 418). In addition to these 
successful reforms, there were also unsuccessful attempts by the more modernist 
members of the CUP in and outside the parliament to switch from the Islamic 
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lunar calendar to the Christian Julian or Gregorian calendars as well as attempts 
to Latinize the alphabet (Berkes 1998, 421). On these occasions, the more conser-
vative members of the CUP blocked further reform.

The fact that the CUP- dominated parliament continued with secularizing 
reforms even as World War I was underway indicates the extent to which mod-
ernization was a significant priority for the CUP and suggests that this party 
could have introduced more reforms along these lines after the war. The Ottoman 
Empire, however, lost the war and the CUP was forced to disband itself in 1918. 
The Allied army occupied Istanbul after the signing of an armistice in October 
1918 and then in May 1919 Greek armies began to occupy Western Anatolia start-
ing with the city of Izmir.

Even as the leading members of the CUP fled abroad, however, the party’s pro-
vincial organizational along with its middle-  to lower- level leadership remained 
intact. This remaining organizational skeleton had two important descendants 
that eventually merged into one. First, within months of the Allied occupation, 
particularly after the arrival of Greek armies, the local CUP organizations in 
Anatolia and the remaining European Turkey began to transform themselves into 
Defense of the Rights Associations (Müdafa- yi Hukuk Cemiyetleri) with the 
intention to withstand foreign occupation (Turnaoğlu 2017, 197– 200; Karpat 
1959, 32– 34). These local organizations along with the CUP affiliate organiza-
tions called Turkish Hearths served as an important asset during the Ottoman 
elections of 1919. Relying on the former- CUP hubs, the candidates affiliated with 
the Defense of the Rights Associations gained dominance in the parliament. As 
one of its first acts, the parliament passed the National Pact (Misak- i Milli), a 
document that delineated the borders of what they considered to be postwar 
Ottoman territory. Following this act, the Allies forced the parliament to dis-
solve and imprisoned a large number of its members in Malta. During this period, 
the current Sultan- Khaliph Mehmet Vahdettin fully cooperated with the Allies 
and declared those engaged in resistance to be outlaws punishable by death. The 
şeyhülislam of the time also gave a fetva that declared it permissible to the kill the 
leaders of the national resistance movement.

Second, the middle-  to lower- ranking members of the CUP, most of whom 
had been active military officers during World War I, also began to coordinate 
a national resistance campaign that eventually transformed the Defense of the 
Rights of Associations into a unified army. Most of these individuals, like the 
top- level leaders of the CUP, had been educated in the Military Academy or 
the Military Medical College in the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries 
and hence knew each other as classmates and often as wartime comrades- at- arms 
(Mango 1999a; Zürcher 2010). They had been on the sidelines during the tri-
umvirate’s ascendancy but most had amassed a positive reputation due to their 
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performance during the Balkan Wars or World War I. These early organizers 
included Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk), who increasingly emerged as the leader of 
the group, as well as other leading generals such as Kazım (Karabekir) or naval 
officers such as Rauf (Orbay). In a series of congresses first in Erzurum in Eastern 
Anatolia and then in Sivas in Central Anatolia, the leadership of the resistance 
decided to commit to the National Pact borders and began the task of unifying 
the independent guerrilla groups that were linked to the Defense of the Rights 
Associations.

Following elections in the unoccupied parts of Anatolia in March 1920, which 
was again dominated by Defense of the Rights Associations, a Grand National 
Assembly opened in Ankara in April 1920. The Ankara Parliament included newly 
elected members as well as those members of the Ottoman Parliament who man-
aged to evade capture and arrive in Anatolia. In these early stages of the national 
resistance movement, Mustafa Kemal’s and the other leaders’ rhetoric concerning 
the sultan- khaliph and Islamic institutions was very cautious. The members of 
the movement declared themselves to be working to ensure the independence 
of the sultan- khaliph from foreign control. To counter the şeyhülislam’s fetva, 
which declared it permissible to kill the leaders of the national movement, the 
movement obtained a declaration from some 152 muftis in Anatolia endorsing 
the resistance to foreign occupation.

In the new Grand National Assembly, the main political division in this ini-
tial period was the one between the clerical/ religiously conservative members 
(known as the Second Group) and those members, grouped around Mustafa 
Kemal, who adhered to a platform of change and reform. In the first year of the 
Assembly, the former group successfully introduced numerous conservative laws 
including prohibitions against drinking and gambling. They also tried unsuccess-
fully to pass several other laws that would have reassigned the medreses and reli-
gious charities to the jurisdiction of a Sharia Committee, which in turn would 
have been dominated by clerical deputies. The same conservative group also unof-
ficially considered a number of even more conservative measures such as prohib-
iting the unveiling of women (Berkes 1998, 448). Among the primary concerns of 
conservative deputies was the possibility that Mustafa Kemal and his parliamen-
tary group would replace the existing Ottoman regime with a republican form of 
government (Berkes 1998, 449; Turnaoğlu 2017, 224).

The two sides came to blows in October 1922 once the national resistance 
movement forced the Greek armies to leave Anatolia and the preparations for a 
peace treaty started. During the period leading to the Lausanne Conference in 
1923, the Istanbul government suggested that since the national resistance was 
won, there was no longer the need for a parliament in Ankara and so the rep-
resentatives of the Istanbul government would be sufficient at the negotiations. 
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Not surprisingly, this approach resulted in a significant backlash within the 
independence movement, but it also provided an opportunity for those around 
Mustafa Kemal who wanted to eventually move to a republican system (Mumcu 
1990). In 1922, amid clerical opposition, the Assembly abolished the institution 
of the sultanate. The khaliphate as an organization remained intact and, since the 
last Ottoman sultan fled, one of his remaining cousins replaced him as the new 
khaliph. At this time, however, the republic was not yet declared and the regime 
type of the new Turkish state remained ambiguous.

In the months following the abolition of the sultanate, two notions of repub-
licanism, one with a weak executive that the parliament would keep in check 
and one with a strong executive, came to the agenda. The adherents of the first 
view included some of the former collaborators of Mustafa Kemal, who were dis-
turbed by his increasing control of the political process, and leading journalists of 
Istanbul newspapers, such as the former pro- CUP paper Tanin, who were rattled 
by the growing power of Mustafa Kemal and by the shift of the political center 
from Istanbul to Ankara (Turnaoğlu 2017, 233– 240). The adherents of the second 
view included the parliamentary group around Mustafa Kemal and the emerging 
republican press in Ankara.

In June 1923, Mustafa Kemal’s political group, named the People’s Party 
(renamed the Republican People’s Party— RPP— in 1924), won the elections. 
This outcome was partly a result of Mustafa Kemal’s reputation as the leader of 
the national resistance movement and as the general who led the Turkish army 
during the last battles against the Greek armies. But it was also due to the fact that 
his group had successfully taken over the provincial organization of the former 
CUP (Turnaoğlu 2017). Following the elections, which were the first to be con-
ducted under universal male suffrage, the new parliament declared the Turkish 
state to be a republic and elected Mustafa Kemal as the president.

The new republic retained the khaliphate as an institution and the constitu-
tion declared the religion of the state to be Islam. There were significant figures, 
such as the leader of the Istanbul Bar Association, who considered the khaliph to 
be not just a spiritual figure but also a political counterweight to Mustafa Kemal. 
Attempts by foreign figures to intervene for the sake of the khaliphate generated 
further reaction among the members of the Republican People’s Party. In March 
1924, the Assembly controlled by the RPP abolished the khaliphate (Berkes 
1998). At least as important, the RPP also passed additional laws that closed the 
religious primary schools (medreses) and unified the education system under the 
Ministry of Education.

In 1924, twenty- nine members of the RPP, including close former military 
collaborators of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk and leaders of the national resistance 
such as Kazım Karabekir, Rauf Orbay, Refet Bele, Ali Fuat Cebesoy and Adnan 
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Adıvar resigned from the RPP and formed a new party called the Progressive 
Republican Party (PRP) (Terakkiperver Cumhuriyet Fırkası).6 As its name sug-
gested, the new party supported the republican form of government but differed 
from the RPP by being more economically liberal and open to foreign debt, by 
supporting political decentralization, and by advocating more respect for reli-
gious sentiment (Turnaoğlu 2017, 242).

The new party only remained open for seven months and was forced by the 
RPP to close following the Şeyh Said Rebellion (February– April 1925), a religious/ 
Kurdish uprising that began in the southeastern province of Diyarbakır that was 
organized by the members of the Nakşibendi order (Olson 1989). Just days after 
the rebellion started, the leader of the government, Fethi Okyar, declared mar-
tial law and, most likely under the direction of Mustafa Kemal, asked the leaders 
of the PRP to discontinue their activities. The PRP leadership refused (Zürcher 
1991; Mumcu 1990). They did, however, support the government in its attempt 
to suppress the uprising and voted in favor of a new law that prohibited religious 
propaganda. In the early stages of the uprising, the rebels attained some early 
successes but once the government sent additional troops, they were easily sup-
pressed. During this phase, members of the PRP along with the prime minister, 
Fethi Okyar, argued that additional repressive measures were unnecessary, while 
other members of the RPP closer to Mustafa Kemal disagreed (Mumcu 1990). 
Fethi Okyar’s government was replaced by a new cabinet led by İsmet İnönü, 
another close companion of Mustafa Kemal, which then introduced more repres-
sive laws. Among these were Independence Tribunals (İstiklal Mahkemeleri) 
established with the mission to identify and punish those responsible for the 
uprising. The members of the court tended to come from the more authoritarian 
factions of the RPP. They used mostly unsubstantiated evidence to argue that the 
PRP had used “religion for propaganda purposes” and forced the PRP to close all 
its offices, effectively ending the party (Özoğlu 2009; Zürcher 1991).

After the uprising was suppressed, a number of additional secularizing 
laws were passed. Sufi orders were abolished and an Office of Religious Affairs 
(Diyanet İşleri) exclusively focusing on religious issues was set up in November 
1925. Other reforms included a “hat law,” which required civil servants to wear hats 
rather than fez (November 1925), the adoption of the Julian calendar (December 
1925), the complete secularization of family law (1926), and the Latinization of 
the alphabet (1928). In addition, the part of the constitution that declared Islam 
as the state religion was also removed in 1928.

Most of these reforms had in one way or another been considered during the 
Ottoman times and hence were not entire novelties. For example, by the 1850s 
Sadrazam Ali Paşa had already favored a secularized family law but had lost to the 
more conservative Tanzimat statesmen who preferred the reformed Islamic law 
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in the form of Mecelle (Berkes 1998; Cebesoy 2002). Similarly, the idea of adopt-
ing the European calendar and the Latin alphabet had been considered by the 
Ottoman Parliament during World War I as well as by leading intellectuals before 
(Berkes 1998). Thus, what was notable about the secularizing laws of 1925– 1928 
were not their revolutionary nature but the speedy and collective way in which 
they passed.

It is possible that had the PRP continued to exist, it would have successfully 
challenged the dominance of the RPP and Mustafa Kemal in the subsequent 
years. As noted, the PRP included some of the leading organizers of the national 
resistance, who could potentially have countered Mustafa Kemal’s stature as the 
leader of this movement and the republic. Furthermore, because of the reputa-
tion and the background of the initial leadership, the party had attracted some 
support from within the military as well as the bureaucrats (Zürcher 1991). By 
early 1925, the party had already begun to open provincial offices in a variety of 
regions and the success of an independent candidate in a by- election in Bursa 
also suggested that non- RPP candidates were electable (Zürcher 1991; Cebesoy 
2002, 147).

Given the plausibility of PRP as a counterfactual alternative to the RPP, this 
chapter needs to consider whether such an outcome would have reversed the sec-
ularizing reforms that took place before November 1924 or prevented the reforms 
that followed in the 1925– 1928 period. There are two potential views on this ques-
tion. Some historians argue that the PRP was an advocate for the khaliphate and, 
if this were the case, one could assume that they would have both reversed and 
prevented further secularizing reforms.7 Others suggest that the leaders of the 
PRP were primarily driven by their concern over Mustafa Kemal’s increasingly 
authoritarian control over political developments and their own exclusion from 
critical decisions such as the declaration of the republic (Turnaoğlu 2017; Zürcher 
1991; Ekincikli 2012). If this were the case, one would expect that the PRP would 
have refrained from reversing the secularizing reforms such as the abolition of the 
khaliphate or unification of education and, while they might have taken a more 
evolutionary approach than the RPP, they would also have undertaken further 
reforms such as the secularization of family law.

The second view is far more convincing for three reasons. First, the timeline 
of events does not support the idea that the founders of PRP were staunch sup-
porters of the khaliphate or pro- clerical in their views. During the period up to 
the declaration of the republic, the leaders of what would eventually become the 
PRP did not side with the clerical opposition to the abolition of the sultanate 
and the declaration of the republic. It was only after the declaration of the repub-
lic, which took place when a good number of the leading political figures were 
out of Ankara, that the opposition within the RPP emerged explicitly (Mumcu 
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1990; Turnaoğlu 2017). Immediately following the declaration of the republic, 
the former prime minister and military associate of Mustafa Kemal, Rauf Orbay, 
gave interviews to Istanbul newspapers in which he criticized the speedy and 
exclusionary way in which this step was taken (Zürcher 2017; Cebesoy 2002; 
Turnaoğlu 2017). Yet, even after the abolition of the khaliphate in March 1924, 
the opposition leaders within the RPP still waited for another eight months to 
form a new party. During this period, they tried to convince Mustafa Kemal as 
the president of the republic to sustain an impartial attitude toward the two fac-
tions within the RPP, represented by themselves on one side and İsmet İnönü 
on the other (Ekincikli 2012; Mumcu 1990). If the primary goal of these leaders 
had been to protect the khaliphate, one would have expected them to organize 
the new party earlier, either in early 1923 when the khaliphate was in danger or 
right after the abolition of this institution. Instead, they formed the party after 
their appeals to Mustafa Kemal to adopt a less active and more impartial role as 
the president were rebuffed, suggesting that their primary concern had to do with 
leadership and political power rather than a religiously conservative agenda.

Second, the party platform of the PRP explicitly stated support for reforms 
such as the unification of education that had been undertaken and, instead of 
criticizing the reforms, aimed to set up a system in which the president (i.e., 
Mustafa Kemal) would have a supra- party role (Ekincikli 2012; Cebesoy 2002, 
119).8 In addition to the party platform, several individual leaders also declared 
their active support for the secularizing laws. For example, in his memoirs from 
early 1930s, Kazım Karabekir, the leader of PRP, wrote that from 1921 onward he 
had been concerned that the institutions of sultanate and khaliphate, along with 
the religious conservatives in the parliament, would obstruct the reform move-
ment (Mumcu 1990 39, 76; Mango 1999b). He goes even further and argues that 
he was an earlier advocate for the abolition of the sultanate and the khaliphate 
than Mustafa Kemal (Mumcu, 1990, 44; Aktürk 2012). Beyond his memoirs, 
Karabekir also publicly declared his support for the unification of education 
and the closing of medreses in March 1923, a full year before the relevant laws 
were enacted (Mumcu 1990, 67). Another leading member of the PRP, Ali Fuat 
(Cebesoy), also argued in his memoirs that he was supportive of the reforms that 
were passed in the 1924– 1926 period, including the secular family law. Echoing 
Mustafa Kemal, Ali Fuat argues that secular family law was a necessity for the 
Turkish nation to join the “civilized world” (Cebesoy 2002, 187, 188). But on 
other issues such as the execution of some clerics after the ban on sufi orders or 
what he considers to be authoritarian tendencies of Mustafa Kemal and the RPP, 
Cebesoy becomes significantly more critical.9

Third, among the most active supporters of the PRP were journalists who 
had been on the radical side of the secularization debate since the late 1800s. This 
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group included Hüseyin Cahit (Yalçın), the editor of Tanin and an unapologetic 
Westernizer, who as early as 1898 wrote, “We are bound, whether we like it or not, 
to Europeanize. Just as the pantaloons we wear came from Europe, our literature 
too . . . ought to come from there” (Berkes 1998, 298; Ekincikli 2012). Another 
supporter was Ahmet Emin Yalman, the editor of another Istanbul newspaper, 
Vatan, whose advocacy for the project of secularization as the editor of this news-
paper continued well into the 1950s (Azak 2010; Ekincikli 2012). It is highly con-
ceivable that these types of influential individuals would have pushed the PRP 
toward secularizing reforms and prevented the conservatives from turning back 
the reforms.

To summarize, the prewar political organization of the CUP allowed the sec-
ularist political groups to emerge as the leaders of the national resistance move-
ment and later as the leaders of the new Turkish state. This group successfully 
sidelined the religious/ clerical deputies in the Ankara Parliament by 1922 and 
began to pass laws that significantly curtailed the influence and role of religious 
actors and organizations. The inheritors of the CUP eventually bifurcated into 
two factions, RPP and PRP, divided mostly around the question of leadership 
and distribution of power in the new political system. It is conceivable that if the 
PRP had remained as an influential political party, the reforms would have passed 
in a more incremental way or that some of the more controversial reforms, such 
as the call to prayer (ezan) in Turkish, would not have passed at all. But, by and 
large, after the declaration of the republic, the political leadership as well as the 
opposition in Ankara considered secularization of laws as a necessary step for the 
future of Turkey.

From the 1930s to 2000s: Persistence of Secular Reform, Organizational 
Disadvantage, and Late Religious Reformist Challenge

As discussed in the previous subsection, with the reform of the family law in 1926 
the Turkish legal system was thoroughly secularized. There are, however, two 
reasons to study the persistence of secularization after this date. First, unlike the 
French case where after 1905 the state stopped subsidizing as well as controlling 
the Church, in the Turkish case the state has continued to exercise control over 
religious organization through the Diyanet, which oversees the appointment, 
training, and sermons of imams (Başkan 2014). The institution of Diyanet is an 
indicator of the fact that the explicitly secular parties in Turkey, which were in 
power in one form or another up until the late 1990s, never felt safe enough to 
completely detach religion from the control of the state. Since 1980s, the insti-
tution of Diyanet has increasingly served not only the function of controlling 
religion but also the function of disseminating a religiously conservative Turkish 
identity (Kandioti & Emanet 2017).
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Second, since the early 1980s, a number of changes have relaxed the secular 
framework of the legal system in Turkey. Two such moves are particularly rel-
evant here. First, revised laws began to allow graduates of imam hatip schools, 
which were originally designed as vocational schools to train imams, to first study 
humanities and social sciences at universities (1973) and then to pursue any type of 
study (1983) (Ozgur 2012; Kandiyoti & Emanet 2017).10 Starting with the 1980s 
and accelerating since the 2000s, the number of these schools and their funding 
have proliferated. In 2017, they constituted 11– 12 percent of Turkish secondary 
school education (compared to 2.6% in 1965 and 8% in 1985) and per student 
spending in these schools is double the amount spent on students who attend 
secular public schools.11 In some neighborhoods, the imam hatips have become 
the only geographically proximate public schools available. This trend consti-
tutes a move away from the law that unified education in Turkey in 1924 and a 
partial return to a dual education system that predominated between Tanzimat 
and 1924 in which the state subsidized separate religious and secular educational 
paths. Second, a new law on marriage passed in November 2017 allowed the muf-
tis (municipal- level clergy) instead of secular civil servants to oversee marriage 
ceremonies. On its own, this legislation does not constitute a switch to religious 
family law given that the laws that apply to the initiation, conduct, and dissolu-
tion of these marriages are no different from those that apply to marriages that 
are initiated by secular civil servants. Nonetheless, considering that since 1926 the 
law required a civil marriage ceremony to precede any religious ceremony (and 
penalized clergy who did not abide by this rule), this revision constitutes a step 
that softens the secularized legal structure.

In light of these developments, this section addresses two questions. First, 
why did the secular structure introduced in the 1920s persist without signifi-
cant challenge until the 1970s? Why was the religiously oriented party elector-
ally weak until 1990s but dominated Turkish politics in the form of Justice and 
Development Party ( JDP- Adalet and Kalkınma Partisi) thereafter? Finally, why, 
during eighteen years of rule, has the JDP largely sustained the fundamental secu-
lar laws of the country including the family law?12

The RPP remained as the dominant political force in Turkey during the one- 
party rule that lasted until 1946. When the opposition started to take shape in 
1940s, it emerged from within the RPP itself and over an issue that had nothing 
to do with religion. In 1945, the leadership of RPP led by İsmet İnönü proposed 
a new land reform designed to address inequality in land distribution by real-
locating holdings that exceeded 1,235 acres (Wuthrich 2015, 107). This law trig-
gered dissent from a group of RPP deputies, some of whom like Adnan Menderes 
were from large land holding families (Akan 2017; Wuthrich 2015; Karpat 1959). 
The RPP leadership under İnönü agreed to allow these politicians to form the 
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Democrat Party (DP) and compete in the 1946 elections under a majoritarian 
formula that awarded the larger parties (Esmer 2002, 56). In the 1946 elections, 
the RPP still used heavy- handed tactics and the opposition lost; but in the free 
1950 elections, the opposition won overwhelmingly, with 408 out of 487 seats in 
the parliament.

As far as the institutional structure was concerned, neither the introduction 
of multiparty rule nor the electoral success of DP (repeated in the 1954 and, to a 
lesser extent, in the 1957 elections) had an impact on the core set of secular laws 
that were passed between 1924 and 1928. Once it became clear that the system 
would incorporate political competition from the DP, there was a relaxation of 
the more stringent measures passed in the 1930s. Between 1946 and 1950, the 
leaders of the RPP made some minor concessions such as passing resolutions 
to open imam hatip schools for the training of preachers, opening a Faculty of 
Theology in Ankara, providing funding for religious pilgrimage (haj), and allow-
ing optional religious instruction to students in primary schools (Wuthrich 2015, 
118, 119; Akan 2017; Karpat 1959). These measures were contentious within the 
party but the general opinion was that such minor changes were needed to com-
bat the party’s anti- clerical image (Akan 2017, 145). Once the DP came to power, 
it also undertook some revisions such as reintroducing the call to prayer in Arabic 
and increasing the number of mosques.

In general, however, the DP remained committed to the secular structure of 
the system both in rhetoric and in policy (Toprak 1981, 72– 75; Karpat 1959, 289; 
Wuthrich 2015). Under DP rule and with active participation from its members, 
the parliament made amendments to the Turkish penal code that prohibited the 
use of religion for political purposes. The leaders of the DP, including Celal Bayar, 
who served as the president between 1950 and 1960, repeatedly condemned the 
mixing of religion and politics. The DP leaders prosecuted smaller political par-
ties that used religious propaganda and suppressed Islamist periodicals as well 
as troublesome religious sects such as the Ticani that were involved in defacing 
Atatürk’s statues (Wuthrich 2015; Toprak 1981). Additionally, in the three elec-
tions held between 1950 and 1957, the DP’s electoral strength lay in the relatively 
developed Western parts of Turkey such as the Marmara and Aegean regions, 
where the population was comparatively more secular in outlook and supported 
the DP due to its economically liberal policies. The RPP, often defined as the 
more strictly secular party, was successful in the relatively conservative southern 
and southeastern areas, where it had built strong patronage ties with local power 
brokers (Wuthrich 2015; Özbudun 1980). Thus, in addition to the ideological 
background of its leaders, the DP also had little electoral incentive to advocate 
for a return to religious rule.
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The consensus between the RPP and DP on the secular nature of the system 
did not prevent the emergence of an antagonistic relationship between the two 
parties that deteriorated as the DP lost significant amount of its votes in the 1957 
elections. Beginning in 1955, anticipating electoral loss due to deteriorating eco-
nomic parameters, the DP leadership began to introduce several measures that 
paved the way to a return to one- party rule, albeit this time under their party 
(Karpat 1961). These measures severely curbed freedom of the press and assem-
bly and prohibited electoral coalitions among opposition parties (Karpat 1961). 
After 1958, the DP government also started to directly target RPP supporters by 
opening local Fatherland Fronts (Vatan Cephesi) and declaring the identity of the 
supporters of these “fronts” on the public radio. In 1960, the DP leaders took the 
additional step of initiating parliamentary investigation of the RPP (Dinçşahin 
2015). Once again, however, these authoritarian moves were not accompanied by 
legislation that threatened the secular nature of the system.

To summarize, between 1946 and 1960, the political scene was dominated 
by RPP and the DP, established by former- members of RPP. While engaged in 
increasingly acrimonious competition, the leadership of both parties had their 
roots in the early republican period and were committed to the secular reforms 
passed between 1925 and 1928. In terms of electoral strategy, these parties largely 
relied on patronage ties in order to cultivate votes rather than significant ideo-
logical differences (Wuthrich 2015; Karpat 1959). During this period, it was dif-
ficult for alternative elites, including religious ones, to break into this system 
both because the dominant parties suppressed religious and secular organizations 
that could have served as the foundation of new parties and because the existing 
majoritarian electoral system favored established parties.

In May 1960, the middle echelons of the army initiated a military coup that 
ended the first lengthy multiparty period in Turkish history. After the coup, the 
DP was forced to close down and three of its leaders were executed. Even in this 
period of suppression, however, the accusations directed toward the DP lead-
ers did not include religious propaganda but rather emphasized the increasingly 
authoritarian tendencies of the party’s leadership (Wuthrich 2015). The new con-
stitution passed in 1961 was significantly more liberal than both its predecessor 
and the 1982 constitution that followed it. From the perspective of this chapter, 
the most important features of the 1961 constitution were twofold: (1) the new 
constitution allowed the functioning of politically relevant civil society organiza-
tions, religious as well as secular ones; and (2) it introduced a proportional elec-
toral system that allowed new parties to break into the political arena.

The 1960– 1980 period witnessed several important sociopolitical shifts in 
Turkey. As an implication of the liberal atmosphere generated by the 1961 consti-
tution, the number of religious and secular civil society organizations increased 
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significantly (Bianchi 1984).13 On the religious side, the sufi orders were not 
allowed to operate openly but, given the permissive approach of the constitution 
to civic associations, they could operate as organizations of charity or communal 
associations. On the secular side, the new laws brought significant changes for the 
trade unions. Trade unions had been allowed to operate in Turkey since the 1940s 
but they did not have the right to strike or bargain collectively, which curbed 
their influence among the industrial workers. Furthermore, they were prohib-
ited from engaging in political action, a vague rule that made them vulnerable to 
politically motivated attacks (Cizre- Sakallioğlu 1992; Weisband & Öner, 2007). 
The 1961 constitution and a new Labor Code in 1963 introduced the right to 
strike as well as collective bargaining and the ban on political activity disappeared 
(Cizre- Sakallioğlu 1992). In the following decade, the two main trade union orga-
nizations, Türk- İş (the Confederation of Turkish Trade Unions) and its more left- 
wing offshoot, DISK (the Confederation of Revolutionary Labor Unions), came 
to play an important role in the associational and political life of the increasing 
urban population of Turkey (Weisband & Öner 2007; Cizre- Sakallioğlu 1992).

The mobilization of civil society through these associations, coupled with the 
shift to proportional representation, resulted in significant changes in the party 
system. On the right, the main successor of DP was the Justice Party ( JP) but, 
given the opportunities provided by the new electoral law, other new parties 
also emerged. Among these was the Milli Nizam Partisi/ National Order Party 
(NOP) formed with the encouragement of a Nakşibendi order leader, and led 
by Necmettin Erbakan, the leader of the Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 
(Wuthrich 2015).14 After a brief intervention by the military in 1971, the NOP 
was closed down for engaging in religious propaganda, but the party opened 
again under the name of Milli Selamet Partisi (National Salvation Party, NSP).

With Erbakan and NSP, Turkish politics for the first time encountered a resil-
ient political party with a primarily religiously oriented agenda. Erbakan himself 
was often vague on how far he would like to go in terms of revising the secular 
legal system, but he raised the possibility of a dual legal system with different 
paths for religious and secular citizens, offered provocative comments about 
women’s dress, and consistently criticized what he labeled the “Western Club,” 
in which he included secular parties on the left as well as the right (Toprak 1984; 
Toprak 2006). The vote share of NSP (11.8% in the 1973 elections; 8.57 in the 1977 
elections) never approached that of the two main parties, the JP and the RPP, 
in the 1970– 1980 period. Nevertheless, the threat from smaller and more con-
servative parties like the NSP was sufficient to pressure the JP leader, Süleyman 
Demirel, to emphasize his party’s conservative and religious credentials, though 
the JP leadership did not go as far as advocating even minor revisions to the secu-
lar structure of the legal system (Ahmad 1988).
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There were important developments on the left of the political spectrum as 
well. Along with the rising trade union activity, the post- 1961 period also brought 
the first Turkish Workers’ Party, established by trade union leaders. While the 
founders of the party were rank- and- file trade union activists, the party leader-
ship was soon taken over by urban educated intellectuals (Lipovski 1991). The 
party received some fifteen seats and about 3 percent of the vote in the 1965 elec-
tions but its vote share dwindled thereafter (Cizre- Sakallioğlu 1992; Wuthrich 
2015). One of the reasons for the relative failure of this party, however, was that 
from mid- 1960s, the RPP leadership first under İsmet İnönü then under Bülent 
Ecevit, started to woo the urban workers. The roots of this move started when 
İnönü coined the term “ortanın solu” (literally, “left of the center”) prior to the 
1965 elections. It seems that this strategy did not begin to pay back until the early 
1970s, when under the leadership of Bülent Ecevit, the RPP’s political agenda 
increasingly resembled that of a regular European social democratic party. Like its 
ideological counterparts in Europe, to mobilize the urban poor around his party, 
Ecevit forged links with the main trade unions, Türk- İş and DISK (Wuthrich 
2015; Cizre- Sakallioğlu 1992; Ahmad 1988).15 Ecevit’s own words on the sociopo-
litical function of these trade unions, expressed in an academic volume published 
in 1969, are worth quoting here: “The intellectuals largely failed for four decades 
to communicate the masses the philosophy and justification of the reform move-
ment of Atatürk. The Turkish labor organizations have become the spearhead of 
this movement among the masses” (Ecevit 1973, 171).

This strategy began to bear fruit in the 1970s. In the 1977 elections for the 
lower house of the parliament, the RPP gained some 41 percent of the vote (up 
from 28% in 1965, 27% in 1969, and 33.3% in 1973) and emerged as the largest 
party (Nohlen & Stover 2010; Ahmad 1988). As important as the increase in the 
vote share was the change in the geographical distribution of the RPP votes. Most 
of the RPP’s gain was due to the increasing vote share of the party among the 
rapidly growing urban population in the economically more developed Aegean 
and Marmara regions as well as in other industrialized areas in the Northwest 
(Özbudun, 1980; Wuthrich 2015, 163, 164; Ayata 1995, 84).16 In contrast, by 
the end of 1970s, the moderate political right under the JP dominated in the 
less developed areas, which also constituted a reorientation of this party’s geo-
graphical strength. In 1979, the elections for the Senate showed some decrease 
in the RPP’s vote share due to street violence between right- wing and left- wing 
groups in the cities and right- wing paramilitary attacks on the Alevi population 
of Anatolia, who typically supported RPP.17 Despite this decline, the general pic-
ture from 1970s remains an RPP that had managed to reorient its traditional vote 
base from the less developed areas, where the main connection to the population 
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went through clientelistic ties, to the more developed areas where the main con-
nection went through civil society organizations such as trade unions.

On the whole, it is reasonable to describe the 1960– 1980 period as one of 
symmetric political mobilization that accompanied fast urbanization in Turkey. 
This civic mobilization both allowed the emergence of the first religious party 
and resulted in the reorientation of the RPP as a social democratic party with 
significant electoral success among the urban poor. This process came to a halt 
with the September 1980 coup. The period after the coup was marked by two 
characteristics that resulted in the emergence of religious conservative parties 
as the main force in Turkish politics: (1) asymmetric institutional structure that 
favored grassroots Islamic political organization; and (2) division of the political 
left, along the Turkish and Kurdish cleavage as well as between the liberal and 
nationalist Turkish left.

The period of intense repression that followed the 1980 coup disproportion-
ately, though not exclusively, focused on the left- wing political mobilization in 
Turkey (Yavuz 1997; Ahmad 1988; White 2002, 123; Wuthrich 2015). This deci-
sion on the part of the coup- makers was partially driven by a fear of communism 
and a tendency to categorize all left- wing movements as communist. At the level 
of the political parties and their leaders, the asymmetry was less visible. After the 
coup, the generals forced the existing parties on the left and right to close and 
prohibited their leaders from participating in the first elections that followed the 
coup in 1983. While the ban worked against the previously existing parties on 
both sides of the political spectrum, the coup leadership also used its veto power 
against new politicians and parties in a way that favored the right- wing parties. 
In particular, they allowed the main successor of the JP, the Motherland Party 
(MP) led by Turgut Özal, to participate in the elections, whereas the main suc-
cessor to the RPP, SODEP led by Erdal İnönü, was prevented from entering the 
1983 elections. Instead, a much less popular party on the left, the PP— People’s 
Party— was allowed to run in the elections. Once SODEP began to participate 
in elections beginning with the municipal elections of March 1984, the PP first 
lost most of its electoral strength and then merged with SODEP to become the 
Social Democratic People’s Party (SDPP).

The asymmetry of the post- coup political arrangement was especially vis-
ible at the grassroots level. As discussed, among the generals’ main goals was to 
shield the society from their perceived threat of communism. To achieve this 
goal, they relied on the Turkish- Islamic synthesis, which advocated a society in 
which the promotion of conservative Islamic values would prevent the reemer-
gence of the actively politized society that had prevailed in the post- 1960 period. 
Thus, first the coup leaders and then successive MP governments in the 1980s 
utilized state resources and institutions to promote Islamic values in the society 
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(Findley 2010; Akin & Karasapan 1988; Yavuz 1997; Ahmad 1988; Wuthrich 
2015; Mecham 2017).

Their efforts took several forms. The first was the establishment of an orga-
nization labeled “The Hearth of Intellectuals” by a group of conservative 
journalists, academics, and writers. This organization actively promoted the 
Turkish- Islamic synthesis through its members’ access to universities, primary 
and secondary school curricula, and the media (Ahmad 1988; Akin & Karasapan 
1988). The second move included a number of changes in the education system. 
One such change was the introduction of compulsory religion and morality les-
sons in primary and secondary schools, from which the Christian and Jewish stu-
dents could opt out but the Alevi minority and secular Sunni Muslims could not. 
Another change was the proliferation of the Kuranic courses and the opening 
of Anatolian imam hatip schools with more academically competitive programs 
(Yavuz 1997; Öcal 2007, 200). The last important strategy was the promotion of 
Islamic brotherhoods, especially the Nakşibendi and its offshoots such as Nurcu, 
Süleymancı, Işikçı, and Fethullahçı during the post- 1980 period (Ayata 1996; 
White 2002). In this period, these brotherhoods forged significant networks that 
connected grassroots communal organizations in poor urban neighborhoods to 
large organizations such as nationwide charities, schools, clubs in universities, 
and commercial enterprises (Ayata 1996). In the 1980s, these networks and their 
grassroots manifestations supported the MP and its leader Turgut Özal, who 
was committed to the basic secular laws of the country, but also hosted a large 
number of Nakşibendi members in his close circle including his own brother and 
his minister of education. After the death of Özal in 1993, the support of these 
brotherhoods eventually shifted to the reincarnated religious party of Erbakan, 
the Welfare Party (Refah Partisi).

The post- 1980 political framework not only actively promoted religious 
organizations and beliefs but it also actively suppressed the left- wing civil soci-
ety organizations, especially trade unions that had been increasingly delivering 
the urban poor vote to the RPP in the 1970s. In the immediate aftermath of the 
coup, all trade unions were banned. The 1982 constitution and a series of Labor 
Laws passed in 1983 allowed the trade unions to exist but significantly limited 
their ability to organize activities and outright banned them for public employ-
ees. The post- coup laws also made it possible for state officials and employers 
to influence the leadership of trade unions through the creation of executively 
appointed labor mediation committees (Weisband & Öner 2007). The laws 
strictly banned any political activity on the part of the trade unions including 
any connections or endorsement of a political party (Nichols & Sugur 2004, 
149, 150). They also restricted strike activity by introducing vague rules that pro-
hibited strikes that potentially “destroyed national wealth” or were “politically 
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motivated.” Furthermore, the laws made it easy for the government to shut down 
the labor unions if any of their leaders failed to abide by these rules (Nichols & 
Sugur 2004).

In addition to significantly curbing trade union activity in general, the coup 
leadership also selectively repressed the left- wing trade union, DISK. The other 
trade unions were allowed to reopen in 1983– 1985 and resume their activities, 
albeit under the highly restricted new system. DISK, on the other hand, was 
not allowed to reemerge until 1992, by which time a significant number of its 
active members had retired, left the workforce, gone into exile, or in some cases, 
joined other unions (Nichols & Sugur 2004, 153). Furthermore, the coup leaders 
cracked down on the leadership of DISK by prosecuting some 1,477 of its top 
officials and, after a trial of five years, condemned more than 250 to lengthy prison 
sentences (Nichols & Sugur 2004, 153). Several thousand DISK members and 
leaders also escaped from the country. When DISK was once again permitted to 
operate in 1992, the political and associational landscape had completely changed 
and the union never recovered its momentum from the 1970s.

All in all, following the 1980 coup, the generals in power endorsed a system 
that favored Islamic grassroots organizations as well as Islam’s influence in the 
state, while simultaneously curbing the organizational power of left- wing grass-
roots organizations. A significant result of this policy was that the rapidly increas-
ing urban poor of the large cities such as Istanbul and Ankara, who in the 1970s 
had shifted to the RPP, began to shift to religious parties in the 1990s (Keles 
2003). Where the relatively small NSP got most of its votes in the underdevel-
oped provinces, its successor the Welfare Party increasingly showed up as the 
largest party in big cities (Mecham 2017).

With the rise of Welfare Party in the 1990s, the military began to worry about 
Islamist resurgence. In what has been labeled a postmodern coup, in February 
1997 this time the military forced Erbakan to resign and closed his party. In the 
ensuing period, Erbakan was banned from politics and some of his close asso-
ciates such as Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, the mayor of Istanbul, were given prison 
sentences. At the same time, the state bureaucracy also began to strictly impose 
the ban on headscarves in public institutions, which effectively deprived religious 
women of the right to attend public universities or work in the public sector. The 
suppression of WP and the enforcement of the ban on headscarves did not alter 
the grassroots religious organizations that channeled votes for Welfare and its 
successors, the Virtue Party (Fazilet) and then after 2001, the JDP. Instead, the 
ban generated an attractive focal issue that mobilized the supporters of these par-
ties and generated sympathy from liberal secular circles.

Beyond the post- coup endorsement of religious grassroots organizations, 
another factor that indirectly contributed to the success of religious parties 
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against their rivals was the political division of the Turkish left, initially along 
leadership lines and then along ethnic and ideological lines. In 1987, a referen-
dum lifted the ban against pre- 1980 politicians. The result was significant politi-
cal competition within the center- left and center- right, between the parties led by 
new leaders and the parties led by pre- 1980 leaders such as Demirel and Ecevit. 
Between 1987 and 1995, there were three main center- left parties in Turkey. In 
1995, two of these parties merged under the banner of the RPP but the third one 
continued to operate separately. On the center- right, there was also a division 
between two parties that continued until early 2000s and ended with the dwin-
dling of these parties after the emergence of the JDP as the main force on the 
right. Thus, since early 2000s, the largest political party that competes with the 
JDP is the RPP. Yet unlike the RPP of 1970s, which garnered around 35– 43 per-
cent of the vote, the RPP of 2000s has been stuck between 20 and 25 percent.

The decline in the fortunes of center- left can to some extent be explained by 
the asymmetric repression of the left- wing organizations in the post- 1980 period. 
But the repression of 1980s and 1990s only tells part of the story. The other part 
is the organizational and ideological divisions between the Turkish and Kurdish 
sections of the left as well as between the liberal and nationalist- leaning secular 
Turks. In the 1970s, the RPP relied on its increasing influence in the big cities 
among the urban poor but still enjoyed some electoral strength in the predomi-
nantly Kurdish southeastern regions. The RPP votes in the southeast were par-
tially a result of old patronage ties and partially due to the Kurdish members of 
the left- wing organizations that emerged in the post- 1960 period (Watts 2010, 
60– 65; Wuthrich 2015, 194, 5). After the 1980 coup, the main left- wing party to 
participate in the 1987 elections, SDPP, also got some 21 percent of the votes in 
this region (Mango 1991). Since the mid- 1990s, however, the support level of the 
RPP in this area is practically nil. Instead, the left- wing- oriented Kurdish popula-
tion since the 1990s has been voting for the Kurdish left- wing party, which has 
operated under different names due to periodic government repression, whereas 
the more conservative Kurds tend to support the religious parties, mainly the JDP.

The roots of this split within the left can be traced to the beginnings of the 
Kurdish insurgency that started at the end of 1970s and increasingly picked up in 
the 1980s and 1990s. The actual division came in two steps. First, in 1989 a num-
ber of SDPP deputies from the southeast regions participated in a conference in 
Paris on Kurdish national identity and rights (Watts 1999). Their participation 
triggered a reaction from the more nationalist factions within the SDPP, who 
pressured the party leadership to expel those deputies who participated in the 
conference (Watts 1999) The vote on the expulsion decision was close, 4– 5, and 
it triggered the resignation of an additional twelve SDPP MPs who had not par-
ticipated in the conference. Some of these former- SDPP deputies then formed 
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a new party in 1990 that they labeled the Peoples Labor Party (PLP) (Watts 
2010). Second, prior to the 1991 elections, the moderate- liberal faction within 
the SDPP prevailed so that the party formed an election coalition with the PLP 
(Barkey & Fuller 1997). This move once again resulted in an uproar from the 
more nationalist factions within the party under the leadership of Deniz Baykal. 
The election results, which indicated a gain of votes in the Southeast but also 
notable loss in the Western regions, also raised questions about the usefulness of 
the coalition (Watts 2010, 66; Wuthrich 2015). In early 1990s, the political lead-
ership of PLP and its successors also passed from the hands of the former SDPP 
deputies to younger activists with some ties to the Kurdish insurgency (Watts 
2010, 67). There has been some modest rapprochement after 2010 to counter the 
increasingly authoritarian approach of JDP and its leader Erdoğan. This modest 
rapprochement has allowed the opposition to register some electoral victories 
despite increasingly authoritarian moves by the JDP. Examples include the June 
2015 national elections, after which JDP lost its parliamentary majority the first 
time since 2002, and the 2019 local elections in Istanbul.18

Finally, it is also worth considering why the JDP has not pushed a more 
aggressively religious agenda, especially since 2015 when its tactics have increas-
ingly become repressive toward the opposition, civil society organizations, and 
news media. The answer is that, however successful, the JDP still operates in a 
society in which secular laws have been in place for close to a hundred years and 
there is very little public support for moving to a religious legal system. According 
to a Pew Research Center survey conducted across Muslim countries, the sup-
port for making sharia the law of the land is 12 percent in Turkey, as opposed to 
83 percent in Morocco, with less than half of the 12 percent actually supporting 
a system in which religious judges would decide family and property disputes.19 
Surveys conducted within Turkey suggest that the younger population (15– 29 
age group) is becoming even more secular in its views and behavior despite the 
long- term JDP rule.20 Additionally, the party’s vote share has been consistently 
around 40– 42 percent since 2011, which means that explicitly secular opposi-
tion parties of left- wing and nationalist types together command more than 
50 percent of the electorate. While these parties do not cooperate regularly, when 
faced with measures such as introducing sharia as part of family law, they would 
have the capacity to mobilize the population against such laws. Furthermore, the 
JDP leaders themselves have often described the party as secular, albeit with an 
emphasis on conservative values. When the party moves too far away from this 
type of approach, it tends to face resistance including from within its own ranks. 
For example, in 2016 the JDP leadership attempted to pass a new law that would 
allow individuals who have sex with minors to go free if they married their victim. 
Faced with public outcry from women’s organizations including some linked to 
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JDP itself and opposition from the other parties including some of JDP’s elec-
toral allies, this attempt failed to pass in the parliament.

Morocco
Late Nonsecular Reformism

In the course of the seventeenth century, Moroccan forces fought a number of 
battles with the Ottomans, who were in the process of establishing control over 
Algeria. During this period, Morocco also boasted a corsair fleet that was active 
in the Mediterranean as well as the English Channel and, despite its relatively 
small size, was quite effective (Pennell 2003). By the beginning of the eighteenth 
century, however, the land conflicts with the Ottomans had been settled and, 
until 1830s, the Moroccan state existed without noteworthy security challenges 
from foreign actors. The corsair fleet declined over the course of the eighteenth 
century and the sultan abolished it in 1817 (Pennell 2003). The main concern of 
the rulers during this period was the question of unruly tribes that also formed 
the backbone of the army. In an effort to construct military forces that would 
be independent from the tribes, in the 1720s the sultan had established an army 
populated by slaves that in some respects resembled the Ottoman janissaries 
(Meyers 1983). These efforts, however, were undercut by the subsequent rulers, 
who were forced to revert to a more decentralized system that relied on the tribes 
(Laroui 1977, 275, 276). Thus, by the 1830s, the traditional political and military 
system in Morocco had survived without serious reforms and the core of the army 
remained as the tribal jaksh troops raised mainly in times of trouble.

The international environment and the severity of security threats started to 
change after 1830. In the early 1830s, the French successfully colonized Algeria, a 
situation that the Moroccan leadership found acceptable at the time but was in 
fact a harbinger of more troubled times. In 1844, after a set of local- level conflicts 
between France and Moroccan tribes in the east, the French forces won a decisive 
victory against the Moroccan forces in the Battle of Isly. This battle was the first to 
raise concerns among the Moroccan elite as the Moroccan troops had lost despite 
a significant advantage in numbers (Miller 2013, 18). Yet, though they won the 
battle decisively, the French did not push into Moroccan territory, which limited 
the impact of the defeat on the Moroccan leadership. The next important signal 
of Morocco’s relative weakness came with the Spanish- Moroccan War of 1859– 
1860. Once again instigated by several Moroccan tribes in border regions, the war 
ended with the complete defeat of the Moroccan troops. Following this defeat, 
Spain held the cities of Tetouan and Tangiers for three years, only to return them 
after the Moroccan sultan committed to paying debilitating indemnities. The 
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Spanish- Moroccan War was followed by more skirmishes with both France and 
Spain in the 1870s and 1880s, by which time at least part of the Moroccan ruling 
elite became sufficiently concerned about the future to experiment with adminis-
trative and military reforms (Hurewitz 1968; Burke 1976, 23).

The defeats against the French and Spanish prompted a number of reform 
attempts in Morocco. After the Battle of Isly in 1844, the sultan sent envoys to 
France to observe and report on the technical and bureaucratic advances of their 
rivals (Miller 2013). The reports they sent back, while emphasizing the religious 
superiority of Morocco, admired and praised the discipline of the French troops, 
the effectiveness of the French state, and the modern inventions such as the tele-
graph (Miller 2013, 21). At that point, however, the rulers did not yet foresee fur-
ther conflict with the French and serious reform did not follow. After the war 
with Spain, the attempts at information- gathering transformed into more seri-
ous attempts at reform. The two sultans who reigned after the Spanish- Moroccan 
War, Muhammad IV and Hassan I, sent cadets to be educated in foreign schools 
in Gibraltar, Britain, France, and Italy (Miller 2013, 41; Ben Srhir 2004; Burke 
1976). These rulers also invited councilors from a variety of European countries 
such as France and Britain to train new military forces and officers who could 
lead them in battle (Burke 1976; Miller 2013). With the aid of these advisors and 
modern weapons imported from European states, Hassan I also attempted to 
establish a new army, but the number and education of the cadets were never 
sufficient to replace the tribal militia and the new army slowly collapsed (Pennell 
2003, 5). There was also an effort to centralize and improve the administrative 
system by introducing smaller tribal units, forming new ministries, and establish-
ing a school for the civil servants of the state (Burke 1976).

This period also brought printing to Morocco in 1864 through the efforts of 
a private individual with the name of Muhammed Al Rudani (Fawzi 1990). The 
Moroccan leaders had of course been aware of printing for a long time because of 
the existence of a Hebrew press in Fes and because they were aware of the begin-
ning of printing in the Ottoman Empire (Fawzi 1990, 99, 101). They did not, 
however, express any interest in it until Al Rudani brought the first press from 
Egypt, upon which the sultan confiscated it (Fawzi 1990). In the coming decades, 
printing became somewhat more widespread, first through a state- owned enter-
prise and then after 1870s through private involvement.

While these reforms were notable at the time, from a comparative perspec-
tive, their real significance lies in what they did not include. There was no seri-
ous effort to translate works of philosophy and science from European languages 
(Burke 1976). The Moroccan leadership did not attempt to establish indigenous 
medical or military academies that could generate and reinforce a robust group 
of reformist elites. Until the 1910s, the publications that came out of the printing 
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presses were either religious commentaries or state propaganda using religion as a 
rallying point (Fawzi 1990, 130– 134, 160, 163, 230– 236). Unlike in the Ottoman 
context, the literature in circulation did not entail scientific or even military 
books (translated or otherwise) that could be used for educational purposes 
(Fawzi 1990). Even the curriculum of the new administrative school remained 
by and large traditional, with minimal training in secular topics (Burke 1976, 
36). Not surprisingly, “in the absence of a supportive intellectual environment, 
the few Moroccan cadets who were educated abroad languished and soon forgot 
what they had learned” (Burke 1976, 36; also see Miller 2013, 29). In short, by 
the end of the nineteenth century, no noteworthy group of reformist elites who 
could endorse a secular political agenda existed in Morocco.

Why were the reform attempts in Morocco not as extensive as in the Ottoman 
case? Why did the rulers not establish new schools that could serve as the incuba-
tors of future reformist leaders? The answers turn on the timing and severity of 
the international threats. The international threats that motivated the Moroccan 
rulers to undertake reforms arrived in the 1830s, much later than in the case of the 
Ottomans who had been facing a series of notable challenges from Russia starting 
from the mid- eighteenth century. Even after the post- 1830 uptake in international 
threats, the challenges that the Moroccan leaders faced were not as alarming as 
the ones faced by the Ottomans. While the persistent Russian advances against 
the Ottomans resulted in the loss of large territories in the Balkans and Crimea, 
the defeats suffered by the Moroccans against the French and the Spanish after 
1830s did not result in the cession of significant territory.

In the absence of severe and persistent threats, it is not surprising that the 
Moroccan rulers did not make significant efforts to reform the system. After all, 
as the Ottoman experience from the 1730s– 1826 showed, until the new institu-
tions and their products became an established part of the military and admin-
istrative apparatus, the reforms themselves often provoked reactions that could 
at times take the lives of the very rulers who initiated them. Furthermore, unlike 
Spain, Morocco was not subject to direct influence of an early secularizing state 
such as France among its neighbors. Spain was the only geographically proxi-
mate state to have a potent secular movement and, as discussed in Chapter 3, 
this movement had yet not set up a resilient secular system that Morocco could 
emulate in the nineteenth century.

In the face of increasing French encroachments into Moroccan territory, the 
reformists on the Moroccan court temporarily received the upper hand once 
again in the early twentieth century. The pro- reform faction persuaded Sultan 
Abdal Aziz to convene a council that would consider reforms. The council 
included two viziers and two notables who had visited Egypt and hence were 
familiar with the earlier reform efforts in this context. These individuals decided 
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to introduce a number of institutional changes designed to strengthen central 
authority such as abolishing the tax exemptions that specific tribes and religious 
brotherhoods enjoyed. The reaction was a set of small tribal rebellions that ren-
dered the reform completely ineffective. However, the idea that the Moroccan 
system needed reform did not disappear; instead, a new suggestion was formu-
lated by the leader of the Kattani sect to call for advisors from Ottoman Turkey 
rather than relying on European powers (Burke 1976, 78– 80). After consulting 
with ulema, the sultan attempted to invite advisors from Turkey, but he changed 
his mind after French interference.

Given the dearth of substantive military and administrative reforms in the 
nineteenth century, when France and Spain began to actively colonize Morocco 
after 1907, the principle resistance came from tribal leaders allied with some of the 
ulema and inspired by salafism rather than from bureaucratic and military elites 
educated in modern schools (Burke 1976, 106, 101– 102). These leaders organized 
two temporarily successful movements that managed to stall French colonization 
in the south and Spanish colonization in the north. The first such effort was orga-
nized by one of Abdal Aziz’s brothers, Abdal Hafiz, and some tribal leaders. This 
alliance successfully organized other tribes to rebel against Abdal Aziz and, while 
they failed in their attempt to purge the French from Morocco, they did manage 
to install Abdal Hafiz to the throne.

Once on the throne, however, Abdal Hafiz encountered the same barrier to 
modernization efforts as Abdal Aziz, namely that the French forces were already 
dominant enough to thwart any reform attempts that they considered undesir-
able. Moroccan leaders at the time considered a number of reform suggestions 
such as drafting a constitution, establishing an elementary school system, pub-
lishing a newspaper, and inviting advisors from the Committee of Union and 
Progress in the Ottoman Empire. Only one of these suggestions, the invitation to 
CUP advisors, came to fruition and then only temporarily. Some twelve advisors 
from the CUP indeed arrived in Morocco, but they left quickly under French 
pressure before they could have any noteworthy influence (Burke 1976, 141). Not 
surprisingly, none of the suggested reforms had a secular element. Instead, the 
approach of Abdal Hafiz and many of his supporters in government was influ-
enced by salafism (Burke 1976, 135). Thus, the type of reforms these individuals 
envisioned focused more on increasing the monopoly of the Moroccan state on 
the interpretation of Islam than on separating religion and state in any way. In this 
sense, their approach was closer to the Jansenists or some of the Young Ottomans, 
who advocated stricter royal control of religion while retaining religion as part 
of the state’s ideational and institutional structure. Under the influence of salaf-
ism, Abdal Hafiz leadership attempted to centralize control of religion by moving 
against religious brotherhoods, who in the eyes of the reformers diluted Islam, as 
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well as by introducing new penalties inspired by the Quran against civil and crim-
inal offenses (Burke 1976). These reform attempts, however, soon sparked resis-
tance from the tribal coalition that had installed the new sultan and therefore 
were never fully implemented (Burke 1976, 150, 156– 159). By 1912, after several 
tribal insurgencies, Morocco was officially divided between a French protectorate 
in the south and a smaller Spanish one in the north.

The second and militarily more effective resistance to colonization started in 
the Spanish zone by the tribes located in the Rif Mountains. The leader of this 
movement, Abdal Karim, came from one of the Rif tribes and had studied in 
the Qarawiyyin University in Fes, which at the time was under salafist influence 
(Pennell 1982). Abdal Karim and some of his leading followers, however, also 
had contacts with European politicians and journalists and spoke European lan-
guages. On the military front, the tribal forces organized by Abdel Karim were 
quite successful until 1925. Between 1921 and 1925, they managed to expel the 
Spanish forces out of the western part of their zone and began to set up institu-
tions that resembled a state. It was only once the tribal forces started to encroach 
on the French zone that they encountered a coordinated Spanish and French 
military pushback and lost their zone in the Rif mountains.

On the ideological front, Abdel Karim’s attempt at state building had com-
monalities with the earlier Hafiziye period as well as some original elements. Abdel 
Karim departed from the earlier reformists in that he declared a Rif Republic in 
1923 and renounced allegiance to the sultan, who in the eyes of the resistance had 
become complicit or, at best, compliant with the colonizers. Yet this reaction to 
royal betrayal did not result in a reformist attempt to forgo religious influence 
along with the monarchy. On the contrary, much like the Hafizian- era reformers, 
Abdel Karim followed a quasi- salafist ideology that combined state formation 
with the centralization and rationalization of religious influence but did not seek 
to diminish the role of Islam in the society. Like his predecessors in the Hafiziye 
period, Abdel Karim wanted to achieve legal unity under Islamic sharia and elim-
inate the influence of many competing tribal laws and religious brotherhoods. To 
do so, he passed new laws based on sharia that regulated private conduct in mar-
riage and everyday interactions among individuals and required everyone to pray 
five times a day (Pennell 1982).

Organization of Nonsecular Reformism, Limited Circulation 
of Secular Ideas, and Persistent Absence of Secular Reformism

For reasons discussed in the previous subsection, when Morocco officially became 
a protectorate, no modern schools that resembled the medical and military acad-
emies or the secondary schools in the Ottoman context were in existence. Thus, 

 



 Comparative Analysis: Turkey and Morocco 155

the elites in the Moroccan case either emerged from the preexisting traditional 
institutions or from the colonial schools established by the French. Specifically, 
the elites that later formed the core of Moroccan nationalism had their roots in 
three types of institutions. The first was the Qarawiyyin University located in 
Fes, an institution that had been in existence since the ninth century and focused 
on Islamic law and studies (Halstead 1967). In the early twentieth century, the 
Qarawiyyin faculty was under the influence of the salafiyya movement that advo-
cated a return to a more austere and standardized version of Islamic practice, and 
hence they were generally against sufi brotherhoods with alternative religious 
interpretations. A number of leading prominent figures, such as Allal Al- Fassi 
who was the main leader of the nationalist movement in the 1930s and 1940s, 
studied at Qarawiyyin and later became members of the faculty themselves.

The second source for leadership was the colonial schools that the French 
authorities established such as the College Musulmans (first set up in 1912), 
the lycées (typically serving French citizens but accepting Moroccans on rare 
occasions), and schools designed to educate the sons of tribal leaders from the 
Berber regions (Segalla 2006; Waterbury 1967, 97). The primary purpose of these 
schools was not to generate independent thinking and well- educated future lead-
ers for Morocco but rather to generate a cadre of Moroccans who could serve in 
the lower echelons of the colonial bureaucracy and function as a link between 
the colonial administrators and the general population (Segalla 2006). So con-
strained was the curriculum of these schools that the Moroccans who wanted 
to see their sons educated in the College Musulmans had to advocate for more 
extensive training in French and modern scientific topics. The colonial admin-
istration was often reluctant to fulfill these demands, as they suspected that too 
much exposure to French culture and modern subjects would create agitators 
rather than compliant lower- level bureaucrats (Segalla 2006).

Despite their limits, College Musulmans and other French schools did con-
tribute to the future leadership for two reasons. First, they generated individu-
als who had some knowledge of modern subjects and had the language skills to 
acquire more if they wanted to. Second, despite having access to education that 
was unavailable to the vast majority of Moroccans, the leaders were never allowed 
to reach the upper levels of the colonial bureaucracy. This exclusion meant that 
they had substantive grievances against the colonial system and the resulting 
motivation to reform it.

The third and final source for the future Moroccan leadership came from 
the Moroccan Free Schools, which were established by influential locals such as 
merchants, scholars at Qarawiyyin University, and leaders of major sufi broth-
erhoods (Wyrtzen 2015; Halstead 1964). The motivation behind these schools 
was to avoid the loss of identity among young Moroccans from elite families by 
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ensuring that they had access to education that was free of French culture and 
language. Hence, these schools primarily focused on the Arabic language and 
the study of Quran. The contribution of these schools to the reformist (or what 
later became the nationalist) movement was different from that of the colonial 
school and Qarawiyyin University. While the latter schools produced graduates 
that later became leaders, the free schools provided a job opportunity for these 
graduates and contributed to the reformist movement by serving as a network 
that connected them. A number of future leaders at one point or another worked 
and got to know each other while serving as instructors in these schools. Other 
organizations that provided focal points included the alumni associations of the 
College Musulmans as well as the Moroccan scouts (Ashford 1961, 36).

By 1926, two small groups of reformists, one in Fes and one in Rabat, had 
emerged in Morocco. The Fes group, labeled the Students Union, was clustered 
around the Qarawiyyin University under the leadership of Allal Al- Fassi, who 
was a lecturer at the university. The second group was led by individuals such as 
Ahmed Belafrej and Mohammed Al- Wazzani, who had both been educated in 
French colonial schools and France. Despite the difference between the back-
ground of the leaders of the two groups, they were both influenced by the salafi-
yya movement and in 1927 the two groups merged to form the Moroccan League 
(Ashford 1961, 34, 35).

Politically, the primary actions of the Moroccan League was against religious 
brotherhoods such as the Kattani or Tijjani, with which they were in compe-
tition for membership and public support. Not surprisingly, in the early years, 
the reformists demanded the unification of the legal system in Morocco under 
Islamic Maliki Law and limitations on the influence of tribal laws and religious 
brotherhoods (Ashfort 1961, 34). Thus, in their core demands and concerns, the 
reformists were not fundamentally different from the earlier Hafiziyye period or 
the short- lived Rif Republic. In all these movements, salafiyya ideology, which 
essentially aimed at state centralization under religious tenets, remained as the 
predominant ideological trend.

The brotherhoods often retaliated in kind by cooperating with the French 
colonial administration and denouncing the salafiyyist organizations. For exam-
ple, in 1929 the founder of a free school in Fes and a member of the Fes group 
was arrested after being denounced by the leaders of the Kattani order (Ashford 
1961, 34). In May 1930, this trend toward religious centralization received a fur-
ther boost as a result of the Berber dahir (decree) introduced by the French colo-
nial authority. According to this decree, the Berber regions of Morocco, which 
amounted to some 40– 60 percent of the population, would live under tribal laws 
that were already in use in these regions rather than under Islamic Maliki Law. 
For the reformers, the Berber dahir constituted a major wakeup call as well as an 
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opportunity to organize the urban Arab population. The policy itself was inter-
preted as an attempt to divide and rule Morocco and, more dubiously, as the 
beginnings of a missionary campaign to convert the Berbers into Catholicism. 
The reformists in Fes and Rabat organized latifa prayers, traditionally used in 
times of calamity, to protest against the dahir and submitted a petition to the pal-
ace signed by some hundred leading figures that urged the sultan not to approve 
the dahir. Neither of these efforts, however, was sufficient; Sultan Muhammad V 
signed the law into effect in August.

After the Berber dahir, the reformist movement became increasingly vocal 
about its demands. In 1934, a committee of ten leaders from Fes and Rabat 
drafted a Plan of Reform, which articulated demands in line with salafiyya ideol-
ogy mixed with incipient nationalism. The demands included the abolition of the 
Berber dahir, unification of legal system under Islamic Maliki Law, expansion of 
the education system open to Moroccans, the forming of municipal councils, the 
promotion of Moroccans into positions of power, and the declaration of Arabic 
as the official language (Ashfort 1961, 37; Lawrence 2013, 57). In this period, the 
movement also spread to cities other than Fes and Rabat and, to a lesser extent, 
to the countryside where land disputes between French colons and local popula-
tions generated a fertile ground for recruitment (Ashfort 1961, 39, 42; Wyrtzen, 
167, 168).

The period after 1930 also witnessed the first official contact of the reform-
ists with the sultan and the protectorate authorities. Allal Al- Fassi and some 
of his colleagues met with the sultan in 1934 and the Resident General in 1935. 
Following the success of the Popular Front in France in 1936, there was height-
ened expectation from the reformists that the French government would meet 
the demands that they had articulated in 1934. This outcome, however, did not 
materialize and after a series of protests turned into riots in 1937, the colonial 
administration expelled the predominant leaders of the movement, including Al- 
Fassi (Halstead 1967).

By 1937, the reformist movement had become better organized but its 
demands more or less followed the salafiyyist line that emphasized the unifica-
tion of law under Maliki Islam, the weakening of sufi brotherhoods, and orga-
nization of everyday life in line with Islamic scriptures. Just as important is what 
the reformists did not advocate: no subgroup within the reformists, including 
those leaders such as Balafrej and Wazzini who had received education in France, 
advocated the secularization of the legal system or articulated a secular vision for 
the future of Morocco. The reasons are twofold. First, as discussed in the previous 
subsection, at the beginning of the protectorate period, Morocco did not host 
a reformist group that had been educated in new institutions designed to bol-
ster international competition. Therefore, no preexisting reformist organization 
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disseminated a message of extensive institutional change that could influence and 
mobilize the post- colonial generation of leaders. Second, the institutions that did 
serve as incubators for reformism during the colonial era, such as the Qarawiyyin 
University and colonial or free schools, served a very different purpose than did 
the schools that emerged in the nineteenth- century Ottoman context. Instead of 
withstanding outside pressure by building a more competitive state, the educa-
tional institutions in colonial Morocco were either designed to provide supple-
ments to the protectorate bureaucracy (i.e., College Musulmans) or they aimed 
to withstand the protectorate from the inside by preserving precolonial sources 
of order and identity (i.e., Qarawiyyin University and free schools). Hence, even 
within the already small and elite- based Moroccan reformist groups, the number 
of those who had studied in the French education system (in Morocco or France) 
was small: for example, among the signatories to the Declaration of Demands in 
1934, only four out of ten had received some education in these types of schools 
(Ashford 1961, 37). Moreover, given that the colonial authorities purposefully 
limited the breadth of the education provided in the French Schools, it is not 
surprising that these institutions did not culminate in the emergence of a group 
of reformists with a secular agenda.

Post- Independence Morocco: Persistence of Robust 
Religious Reformism, Emergence and Weak Performance 

of Secular Reformism

From the 1940s to 1970: Organization of Religious Reformism  
and Beginnings of a Secular Challenge

Between the late 1930s and Moroccan independence in 1956, two actors played 
a leading role in Moroccan politics and the nationalist struggle. The first was 
Istiqlal (Independence Party), which came out of the committee that drafted the 
proposal of 1934 and met with the French authorities in 1937. The party was offi-
cially formed in December 1943 when the prominent figure of the nationalist 
movement Allal Al- Fassi was in exile, and hence the initial leaders in Morocco 
included Belafrej and Mohammed Lyazidi. Discouraged by the uncompromis-
ing approach of French authorities to their reform proposals and encouraged 
by the weakening of France during World War II, the Istiqlal leaders began to 
advocate for independence instead of reform within the Protectorate (Lawrence 
2013). In the 1940s, the nationalist movement also expanded its reach from its 
original areas of political strength in urban and predominantly Arab cities such 
as Fes and Rabat to parts of the countryside. The initial founders included a small 
group of fifty- two urban intellectuals including eighteen teachers, ten members 
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of the ulema, eight lawyers or judges, six civil servants, and members of the vari-
ous alumni associations of the College Musulmans (Ashford 1961, 59). Over the 
course of the next couple of years, the membership of the party grew from an 
initial number of 3,000 to 100,000 dues- paying members in 1951 (Ashford 1961, 
61, 71).

In terms of its ideological focus, Istiqlal continued to follow the early neo- 
salafist vision of Al- Fassi and others, who conceived of reform primarily as the 
unification of the legal system under Islamic Law and the abolishing of the multi-
ple tribal laws that the Berber dahir had allowed. Beyond these goals, the nation-
alist leaders including Al- Fassi also articulated other potential reforms compatible 
with modern state centralization. Such reform considerations included an educa-
tion system that emphasized Arabic as a unifying element, the endorsement of 
education for boys as well as girls, and minor reforms in family law that would 
allow for the consent of women in marriage contracts, disallow polygamy, restrict 
divorce via repudiation, and introduce a minimum age for marriage (Charrad 
2001; Wytzen 2015, 238). Al- Fassi and others like him articulated these reform 
suggestions not as a challenge to the religious basis of laws but as an improved 
interpretation of these laws.

There was also a smaller faction within the nationalist movement, mostly 
around Al- Wazzani, who envisioned a more reformist future for Morocco 
(Vinogradov & Waterbury 1971). Unlike Al- Fassi, who had a religious back-
ground, Wazzani had studied at a French University. In his writings, he ques-
tioned the role of the ulema in the nationalist movement, objected to the salafist 
influence in Moroccan nationalist discourse, and made references to French 
Enlightenment literature (Mansour 1996, 60– 65). Wazzani formed two politi-
cal parties, the National Party (in 1937) and the Democratic Party (in 1946). 
The party platform of the NP called for religious freedom and respect for sacred 
rights, and it avoided any explicit mention of Islam (Mansour 1996). The ideo-
logical underpinnings of the Democratic Party, however, remained vague and its 
leadership tended to adopt policy positions according to political expediency 
without articulating a republican or secular agenda for Morocco (Ashford 1961, 
308– 310, 314). Overall, the distinction between Istiqlal and the National and 
Democratic Parties remained a function of personal divisions between Wazzani 
and Al- Fassi and their allies.

The second actor that emerged as important in the late colonial and early 
independence period was the institution of monarchy represented by Muhammad 
Yousef (Muhammed V). Earlier in the colonial period, Muhammad V had con-
sented to the controversial Berber dahir and hence subjected himself to potential 
nationalist critique. A turning point in his popularity came in 1947 when he gave 
a speech in Tangier (located in the Spanish zone) with the permission of French 
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authorities. The speech came after the killing of 180 Moroccans who had been 
protesting the arrest and incarceration of several nationalist leaders accused of 
collaborating with the Germans during the war. In his speech, Muhammed V 
neglected the customary mention of the French Protectorate, refused to disown 
the nationalist movement, and extolled ties with other Muslim states. While this 
speech itself was a boost for the sultan’s popularity, it was the French reaction 
that turned him into the main symbol of Moroccan independence. After the 
Tangier speech, the French authorities started to organize certain tribes in the 
Middle Atlas that were skeptical of the predominantly urban- based nationalist 
movement and the sultan’s endorsement of it (Wyrtzen 2015; Ashford 1961, 73). 
In 1953, under the leadership of Al- Glawi, the pro- French tribes supported by 
the French forced Muhammad V into exile. After the sultan’s exile, pockets of 
rural resistance, later unified under the label of the Moroccan Liberation Army, 
emerged in tribal areas that supported the sultan. Compared to their counter-
parts in other French colonies such as Algeria, the rural resistance in Morocco 
was relatively weak and organizationally separate from the urban nationalists in 
Istiqlal or the DP (Ashford 1961). However, the French forces were already pre-
occupied in Algeria and there was little appetite in France for opening another 
front in Morocco. Hence, after three years of rural insurgency and agitation from 
the organizationally separate Istiqlal, Muhammad V returned as an irreversibly 
popular king and Morocco became an independent country.

One of the immediate issues to rise after independence was the reform of the 
family law, which up to then had recognized tribal laws alongside Islamic Maliki 
Law. The main goal of the reform, agreed by nationalists and the king, was unifi-
cation under Islamic Law.21 However, given the earlier work of important figures 
such as Al- Fassi that advocated a more liberal interpretation of Islamic law on 
matters of marriage, there was also some potential for limited change beyond 
legal unification. The king himself initially seemed closer to the reformist camp as 
he allowed his daughter to appear and give speeches in public without a veil and 
endorsed women’s education. However, when it came to family law, he favored 
an option that was even more conservative than the alternatives proposed by the 
nationalists with salafist roots such as Al- Fassi. In 1957, the king formed a com-
mission that would formulate the new family law that included two ministers, 
Al- Fassi, and five high officials of the Islamic court. Notably, within this group 
Al- Fassi was the most liberal in his views, as he advocated for a number of reforms 
such as minimal marital age, women’s consent, and abolishing or restricting 
polygamy (Charrad 2001). Newspaper articles in the nationalist press affiliated 
with Istiqlal or the Democratic Party also supported these measures (Charrad 
2001, 161). Yet the conservative reaction from the ulema, who denounced these 
reform proposals and advocated for the existing Islamic Maliki Law, was more 
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overwhelming. At the end, the commission decided on a version of family law 
titled Mudawana that paid lip service to consent but did not even require the 
bride to be present at the marriage ceremony. An age limit was included in the 
reform, but it was then undermined by exemptions as well as by the lack of any 
requirement for official registration or the presence of woman to be married. On 
matters of inheritance, polygamy, and divorce through husband’s repudiation, 
the law also remained unchanged (Charrad 2001).

In light of the composition of the political factions in Morocco in 1950s, 
the lack of any significant move toward secular reform is not surprising. The 
two main political actors, Istiqlal and the king, had ideological and historical 
reasons to preserve the close link between the political institutions and Islam. 
Within the nationalist group, those with salafist roots were politically dominant 
and, as a member of the Alawite dynasty, the monarch’s claim to legitimacy par-
tially derived from his historical claim to be a descendent of the prophet and the 
leader of the believers. Furthermore, the smaller political parties that emerged 
after independence either did not have a coherent ideological position (e.g., the 
Democratic Party, and other urban- based parties such as the Liberal Party) or 
their strength was in rural and tribal regions with deeply entrenched Islamic sen-
sitivities (Popular Movement).

The political scene in Morocco began to change to some extent with the emer-
gence of a more left- wing faction within Istiqlal. Between the years 1947 and 1956, 
Istiqlal went through a process of significant expansion, and by the end of the 
period there were two factions within the party that competed with each other 
(Waterbury 1970a, 170– 173). The first was composed of older leaders including 
Belafrej and Lyazidi (and after his return from exile, Al- Fassi), who controlled 
the executive committee of the party. The second group included some of the for-
mer leaders of the Liberation Army and younger leaders with close relationships 
with or backgrounds in the main trade union of Morocco (Union Marocaine 
du Travail, UMT) (Waterbury 1970a). By 1958, the latter group also included 
Mehdi Ben Barka, the former editor of the French newspaper of Istiqlal and a 
member of the executive committee of the party. The issue at the core of the con-
flict related to how to deal with the question of the role of monarchy in Morocco. 
While both factions preferred a political system in which the king would play a 
ceremonial role and Istiqlal would shape the political developments, their ideas 
about how to achieve this outcome were different. At the time of independence, 
the king had retained several important powers such as the right to appoint min-
isters and dismiss government officials. In May 1958, there were extensive nego-
tiations between the old guard of the Istiqlal and the king, after which the king 
held on to significant powers such as the right to appoint the ministers of defense 
and interior. This outcome ran against the internal memorandum that had been 
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agreed between the old guard and the left- wing faction in Istiqlal, which called 
for constitutional monarchy and clear definition of the powers for each ministry 
(Waterbury 1970a, 182).

Those belonging to the left- wing faction formed a new party in January 1959 
(Union Nationale des Forces Populaires, UNFP). The new party enjoyed the 
backing of most of the unions within the UMT, the union of university students, 
and the middle- class professional associations (Buehler 2018, 61). The members 
included a significant section of the younger former Istiqlal members with expe-
rience of French higher education and several prominent leaders of the former 
Liberation Army (Waterbury 1970a).

Ideologically, the new party departed from Istiqlal by advocating policies 
such as agrarian reform, a centrally planned economy, and a highly diminished 
constitutional role for the king (Buehler 2018). In 1958, the king gave the prime 
minister’s position to Abdullah Ibrahim, who proceeded to form a UNFP 
government. This government’s ability to implement its preferred policies was 
somewhat crippled by the fact that important ministries such as the ministry of 
interior were still appointed by the king at a time when the government faced 
a series of rural upheavals. Additionally, the king, who controlled the police as 
well as the army, undertook a number of repressive or defensive measures against 
the left- wing political groups including the UNFP. Under pressure from the king 
and the army, the Ibrahim government was forced to ban the Communist Party. 
Around the same time, the police also arrested some members of the UNFP with 
a background in the Liberation Army (Waterbury 1970a). Additionally, in order 
to curb the strength of the UNFP, the king encouraged the formation of a new 
rural- based party, Popular Movement, which was relatively strong in tribal Berber 
regions and advocated a vague notion of socialism based on Islamic principles 
(Ashford 1961, 320– 322; Vermeren 2016). Finally, prior to the elections, the king 
dismissed the Ibrahim government and formed a new one in which he himself 
became the prime minister. Despite these hurdles, in the 1960 local elections, 
the UNFP performed well in urbanized sections of Morocco (which neverthe-
less constituted just 29% of the population). The party won in the big cities of 
Casablanca and Rabat; in towns of 10,000 or more it also received 54 percent of 
the vote, though Istiqlal still got more seats as it was successful in a larger number 
of smaller communes (Waterbury 1970a, 220).

In the period after the local elections, the upcoming constitutional referen-
dum was the main item on the political agenda. As a first step, the king convened 
a council, which then proposed a draft constitution that gave him extensive pow-
ers such as dissolving the parliament by decree and reducing the legislature to an 
advisory role (Beling 1964). The proposed constitution also declared Islam the 
religion of the state and the king “the Amir of the Believers” and stipulated that 
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the king could seek the opinion of doctors of law to ascertain whether written 
laws were contrary to the spirit of Islam (Beling 1964, 170). Istiqlal supported and 
actively campaigned for the draft constitution, whereas the left led by the UNFP 
and, to a lesser extent the UMT, actively advocated a boycott. Given that the 
UNFP and the left in general lacked rural backing and they faced significant police 
harassment and local arrests, it is not too surprising that the voters approved the 
constitution by a large margin in the 1962 referendum (Beling 1964). After this 
period, the repression against the UNFP grew substantially: in 1963 some 104 
members of left- wing parties (including 21 elected deputies from UNFP) were 
arrested on charges of plotting against Hassan II (who had replaced his father 
Muhammed V in 1961; Beling 1964; Waterbury 1970b). Furthermore, Mehdi Ben 
Barka, who had been in exile in Paris, was assassinated by the Moroccan interior 
ministry in 1965.

It is worth considering what would have happened in terms of institutional 
secularization had the UNFP captured the leadership of Morocco in 1960s. The 
explicit policies that were expressed by the leading members of UNFP focused 
on combating the monarchy as a feudal and backward force, improving the rights 
of urban workers, structuring a centrally planned economy, and establishing a 
modern schooling system that would educate men and women. Notably absent 
among these policies were explicit demands for thorough secularization of the 
public education, family law, or aspects of the penal code that would have consti-
tuted radical departures from past practices.22 This feature of Moroccan reform-
ism is significantly different from the Ottoman/ Turkish context, which included 
a group of reformists who explicitly talked of substantially secularizing family law 
as well as public education from 1850s onward.

Nevertheless, the UNFP leaders often expressed aversion to the monarchy as 
well as to the 1962 constitution, which explicitly drew on religious ideas for legit-
imacy. Given these conditions, it is conceivable that the UNFP leaders would 
have pushed for secularizing measures had they actually acquired political power. 
Therefore, it is worth discussing why the Moroccan left, which was the only group 
that could have endorsed substantial secular reform in Morocco, could not even 
come close to holding actual political power in the 1960s.

First, the popular basis of the UNFP was highly limited both because it 
appealed to urban voters in a context in which the overwhelming majority of the 
population was rural/ tribal and because the UNFP split the existing urban vote 
with the neo- salafist nationalists of Istiqlal. Second, unlike the secular reform-
ists in the late Ottoman and early republican period in Turkey, the Moroccan 
reformists (in Istiqlal or the UNFP) did not have a substantial foothold in the 
upper echelons of the state bureaucracy or the army. The historical roots of this 
arrangement went all the way back to the precolonial period, during which the 
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late arrival of international competition prevented the emergence of the type of 
institutions that could have resulted in reformist elites. As discussed previously, 
this setup continued in the colonial period, during which the French authori-
ties consciously endeavored to curb Moroccan education and avoided promot-
ing Moroccans in the colonial hierarchy— so much so, that in the first ten years 
of the independent Morocco, governments could not find sufficient numbers 
of educated Moroccans who could serve in the civil service or public schools, 
which curbed plans for universal education and forced the new state to con-
tinue employing French bureaucrats (Feuer 2018). Similarly, when it was time to 
establish the Moroccan army, the officers overwhelmingly were individuals who 
had served in French and Spanish colonial armies, and they were skeptical of the 
nationalists (in Istiqlal and UNFP) and owed allegiance first and foremost to the 
king (Wyrtzen 2015). Thus, neither the popular nor the more bureaucratic/ army- 
based path to political power was open to the reformists in general and left- wing 
reformists in particular in Morocco.

From 1970 to the 2000s: Emergence of Organized Secular Reformism  
and the Changing Nature of Religious Reformism

Between 1970 and 2016, two types of new organizations with opposing agen-
das on the role of religion in state institutions entered the political landscape 
in Morocco. The first included the feminist associations primarily organized 
around reforming the Mudawana and improving the position of women in the 
society more generally. The second was the appearance of Islamist movements 
with a political agenda that was organizationally and ideologically distinct from 
that of Istiqlal. Both types of movements benefited from the relative relaxation 
of repression under Hassan II in the late 1980s and early 1990s, during which he 
tried to incorporate existing political parties to the system and retain his political 
stature by playing these parties against each other (Lust- Okar 2004; Cavatorta & 
Dalmasso 2009).

The roots of the feminist movement in Morocco can be traced to 1946, when 
some of the women affiliated with Wazzani’s party and its male leaders formed 
an organization labeled Akhawat Al- Safaa. In terms of secularization, the goals 
of this organization were on the modest side, including enhancing women’s 
education, providing charity to families of freedom fighters who died during 
the struggle for independence, and, most controversial of all, the abolition of 
polygamy. As discussed, despite Al- Fassi’s support for the abolition of polygamy, 
the ulema- supported family law passed in 1957 stuck to the main conservative 
tenets of Maliki Islam, including not only polygamy and unilateral repudiation 
for husbands but also treating women as minors who needed the consent of male 
relatives to make life decisions (Charrad 2001; Sadiqi & Ennaji 2006).
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Over the course of the two decades starting with late 1970s, however, the 
feminist organizations were sufficiently prepared to influence both the major 
left- wing parties’ attitude toward women’s issues and the nature of the family law. 
Scholars trace the beginnings of these movements to the appearance of women 
in universities in 1970s, who then joined the left- wing party organizations on 
campuses, as well as to the significant increase in the participation of women 
in the labor market (Sadiqi 2016; Kozma 2003). Much like the small group of 
educated Moroccan men during the colonial period, these women both had 
skills that most Moroccans did not and they were limited in their public role 
due to legal restrictions. In the 1980s, several prominent women’s organizations 
emerged from within existing left- wing political parties and then became autono-
mous forces with political priorities of their own. The first was the L’Association 
Démocratique des Femmes Marocaines (ADFM), which emerged out of the 
organization of Progress and Socialism Party (PPS) in 1985; the next was L’Union 
de l’Action Féminine (UAF), which came out of another left- wing political party, 
Organisation of Democratic and Popular Action (ODPA), in 1985. The political 
agenda of these movements also received a direct as well as an indirect boost from 
the emergence of independent printing houses owned by women and the pub-
lishing of journals and magazines dedicated to women’s issues (such as Kalima 
and 8 Mars in the 1980s) (Sadiqi & Ennaji 2006, 99).23 These associations also 
had links to international organizations both within and beyond the Magreb 
that endorsed women’s rights (Sadiqi & Ennaji 2006, 99). While the strength 
of the feminist organizations concentrated in large cities such as Rabat, Fes, and 
Casablanca, by the late 1990s and 2000s they were also beginning to branch out. 
In particular, in this period one begins to observe feminist NGOs with grassroots 
existence in more backward regions, as well as a new policy on the part of these 
organizations to form a political alliance with associations that emphasized the 
distinct nature of Berber identity (Sadiqi & Ennaji 2006, 102).

These feminist organizations attempted to reform the Mudawana on three 
occasions, with the first two resulting in relative failure and the third with some 
success. The first attempt took place in 1992 when UAF launched a campaign to 
procure a million signatures in order to convince the parliament and the king to 
revise the Mudawana and introduce equality between men and women in fam-
ily law. Unsurprisingly, this campaign attracted the objections of the Council of 
Ulema as well as Islamist civil society organizations, one of which went as far as 
issuing a fatwa that called participation in the campaign apostasy and punish-
able by death (Sadiqi 2016; Harrak 2009). More surprisingly, in this first attempt 
the UAF did not even receive the backing of the left- wing parties, whose domi-
nantly male leadership labeled the campaign a distraction and showed reluctance 
to potentially lose male votes over a proposal that sought to limit their highly 
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privileged status (Cavatorta & Dalmasso 2009). Despite the lack of additional 
support and adamant resistance from Islamist organizations, the campaign actu-
ally easily reached its goal of one million signatures (Harrak 2009). In the climate 
of increasing mobilization, Hassan II interfered and formed a commission com-
prising only male judges and ulema except for one woman, and this group drafted 
a proposal to make minor adjustments to the Mudawana. In the end, these minor 
changes included a provision that made verbal consent by the bride a precondi-
tion to marriage and a requirement that the wife and two witnesses needed to be 
present for repudiation to be valid (Harrak 2009; Buskens 2003).

The second attempt to revise the Mudawana occurred in 1998 and was dif-
ferent from the first one in a crucial respect. While during the 1992 attempt 
the women’s organizations were more or less left on their own by the political 
parties, by 1998 the left- wing parties such as the USFP (Union Socialiste des 
Forces Populaires) and the PPS had themselves become advocates of significant 
Mudawana reform.24 Both the presence of women’s organizations that proved 
adept at political mobilization and the increasing presence of women among the 
leadership of these parties played a role in this change. The actual reform effort 
was formulated during the socialist government that took over in 1998 in con-
sultation with the main feminist associations (Cavatorta & Dalmasso 2009). 
The minister of childhood and family issues, Said Saadi (a member of the PPS), 
launched a new initiative under the label of Plan for Integration of Women that 
called for expanding women’s access to education and participation in politi-
cal and economic life. On family law, the plan aimed at abolishing polygamy 
and wife repudiation, endorsed equal division of assets acquired during mar-
riage upon divorce, and the creation of separate family courts (Harrak 2009). 
This time, these policies had the support of the PPS as well as the USFP but not 
Istiqlal, whose leadership refrained from endorsing the plan (Harrak 2009, 4). 
The main grassroots organizations that actively supported the policy were the 
women’s associations that coordinated their activities under the umbrella orga-
nization of the Network to Support the Plan and the Front to Defend Women’s 
Rights (Zvan 2007, 79).

There was also widespread conservative or Islamist opposition against the 
plan, particularly regarding the policies that aimed to modify Mudawana. The 
Council of Ulema declared that the parts of the plan pertaining to family law 
undermined sharia and therefore the role of Islam in Moroccan culture and 
society (Zvan 2007). The lower- level clergy (i.e., imams) consistently criticized 
the proposed efforts during Friday sermons (Zvan 2007; Buskens 2003, 97, 98). 
Islamic grassroots organizations and the main Islamic party (Party of Justice 
and Development— PJD) formed a counter umbrella organization, National 
Committee for the Protection of the Moroccan Family (Zvan 2007; Buskens 
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2003). The grassroots civil society organization closest to the PJD, MUR 
(Movement for Unity and Reform), and Islamist newspapers close to the party 
also ran a campaign that depicted the reform as un- Moroccan and originating 
from Western sources (Buskens 2003, 96). On March 12, 2000, the two compet-
ing umbrella associations organized marches, one in Rabat for the reform and 
the other in Casablanca against the reform. The numbers given for the number 
of participants for these marches vary quite a lot, but most studies agree that they 
were both fairly large (40,000 or more) and that the Casablanca one was larger 
(Buskens 2003, 103, 104). At the end, the plan proved to be even more of a failure 
than the 1992 effort and resulted in the resignation of Said Saadi and no revisions 
to the existing family law.

After Saadi’s resignation, the feminist associations did not give up. Instead, 
in March 2001 a network of feminist associations under the label of Spring for 
Equality sent a memorandum to the new king, Muhammed VI, repeating their 
demands for reform of family law (Cavatorta & Dalmasso 2009, 499). The 
reaction of the king was again to convene a commission to consider reform of 
Mudawana. Despite sympathetic remarks from the king on women’s rights, at 
this point there was little indication that the commission would usher significant 
modification to the law for a number of reasons. First, the grassroots Islamist 
organizations, the PJD, as well as higher-  and lower- level clergy remained actively 
opposed to reform and continued to frame the women’s movement as a threat to 
Islam (Buskens 2003, 114). Second, the commission itself included three women 
and thirteen men, most of whom were ulema, and therefore was only margin-
ally more representative of women’s organizations than the previous commission 
that had been set up in 1993 (Buskens 2003, 113, 114). Third, in the following two 
years, the commission indeed did not make much progress in terms of drafting a 
reformed version of the existing family law (Cavatorta & Dalmasso 2009, 500).

This situation changed with the terrorist attacks that were organized by an al- 
Qaida affiliate, al- Salafiya al- Jihadiya, that killed forty- five people in Casablanca 
(Cavatorta & Dalmasso 2009). The bombings provoked widespread protests 
and put the PJD as well as grassroots Islamist organizations on the defensive. In 
this climate, the USFP as well as Istiqlal outperformed the PJD in the municipal 
elections that took place in November 2003 (Kalpakian 2005). The momentary 
decline of the Islamist organizations opened a window of opportunity for the 
king, who seemed to have been personally in favor of reform. In November 2003, 
he sent an extensive reform package to the parliament that incorporated many 
of the demands from the women’s associations but, unlike the Plan of 2000, jus-
tified these demands as compatible with Islam (Kalpakian 2005; Cavatorta & 
Dalmasso 2009). The parties in the parliament passed the reform package by an 
overwhelming majority, including representatives from the PJD, who after some 
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internal debate in the party decided to support the new law (Kalpakian 2005). 
The changes were significant but they fell short not only of secularizing the family 
law but also of the demands of women’s organizations: they introduced equality 
between spouses in terms of rights and responsibilities, abolished male guard-
ianship over women, increased the minimum age for marriage to eighteen, and 
allowed both women and men to initiate divorce. At the same time, contrary 
to the demands of the women’s associations, the new law left polygamy in place 
(albeit with more strict conditions) and laws on inheritance still relied on the 
dictates of sharia.

Several aspects of the reform of 2004 are noteworthy for the argument in 
this book. First, without the emergence of pro- secularization civil society orga-
nizations with links to political parties, it is unlikely that the Casablanca attacks 
would on their own have led to the restructuring of family law. The women’s orga-
nizations kept the issue alive starting from the 1980s and expanded their grass-
roots activities as well as their influence on left- wing political parties. As a result, 
when the attacks occurred, the possibility of reform and the blueprint for the 
type of reform was available to the king and other politicians who were already 
cautiously sympathetic to change. At the same time, the passing of the law was 
somewhat fortuitous given that prior to the attacks there had been little progress 
toward extensive reform and the king himself had been reluctant to move for-
ward. Lastly, even when the reforms did pass, they retained significant features of 
sharia and explicitly referred to Islam as the source of change.

The fortuitousness and the limited nature of the reform can be explained by 
the existence of robust religious organizations that both preceded the feminist 
movement and benefited from Hassan II’s liberalization in 1980s as much as this 
movement. As discussed in the earlier sections, religious reformism had always 
been the dominant trend within the pro- reform factions of Moroccan politics. 
Furthermore, the existing institutional structure enhanced the visibility and 
networking ability of the higher as well as lower clergy. The Council of Ulema 
allowed the high clergy to voice their opinions in a unified and vocal manner, 
whereas the imams in local mosques across the country could communicate 
the opinion of the ulema and other leading religious figures in their sermons. 
In addition to these already existing institutional advantages, a new version of 
grassroots Islamist organization began to emerge in the 1970s. Scholars trace the 
roots of this type of organization to the 1970s when Hassan II, concerned with 
the increasingly vocal left- wing opposition, decided to follow a more tolerant 
course toward Islamist groups (Lust- Okar 2004, 162; Spiegel 2015). According 
to Spiegel (2015, 38), in the early 1970s Hassan II forced universities to introduce 
Arabic courses as well as establish departments of Islamic studies, which came 
to replace the philosophy and humanities departments. These developments 
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also changed the composition of the student unions on campuses by shifting the 
center of power from leftist to Islamic groups (Spiegel 2015, 38; Sherif 2012). In 
this period, the king also allowed Islamist organizations to receive funding from 
Saudi Arabia, and the security apparatus engaged in widespread repression tar-
geting members and student representatives of left- wing parties such as the USFP 
and PPS (Muedini 2012).25

The opening in the 1970s allowed several Islamist organizations with compat-
ible agendas to emerge. The first was a Muslim Brotherhood– inspired organiza-
tion called Shabiba that appeared in 1972. Shabiba became active on university 
campuses and engaged in violence including the assassination of a Socialist Party 
leader in 1975, after which it lost legal status and its leadership escaped to Saudi 
Arabia and Libya (Spiegel 2015, 43). In the 1980s, one of the previous leaders of 
Shabiba, Abdelilah Benkirane, formed a new Islamist movement based on the 
Rabat branch of the former Shabiba. This organization became the basis for both 
the PJD (officially formed in 1998) and its grassroots counterpart, MUR. A third 
organizationally separate movement, Justice and Charity, was set up by a former 
leading member of the Boutchichiya sufi order who had moved away from the 
pro- monarchy stance of the order. Justice and Charity agreed with the other 
organizations on issues relating to family law but, unlike PJD- MUR, they were 
against the monarchy and did not field candidates in the elections. Despite its 
anti- monarchy position, the king tolerated Justice and Charity activities includ-
ing running youth summer camps and operating in schools (Yildirim 2016, 196). 
In the 1980s and 1990s, these Islamist organizations spread their membership and 
ideology across the Moroccan territory through their affiliated newspapers, activ-
ities in secondary schools and universities, youth camps, mosques, and cassettes 
with sermons (Spiegel 2015; Yildirim 2016). They also set up auxiliary associations 
for women that aimed to compete with the feminist organizations. Notably, the 
Islamist organizations cooperated with each other to impede family law reform 
on several occasions including the organization of the large counterprotest in 
Casablanca in 2000 that paved the way to the failure of the Plan. Their success is 
a testament to how difficult it is for secularizing organizations to initiate change 
in contexts in which they have not had the time to develop robust support before 
the emergence of active religious reformism.

Conclusion
The analysis in this chapter offers support for the empirical expectations of the 
argument in Chapter 1 and complements the analyses in Chapters 2 and 3. Given 
the early and persistent international pressures that the Ottoman Empire faced, 
reformist attempts emerged earlier in this context compared to Morocco. Like 
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France and Spain, the initial reformers were not interested in removing the influ-
ence of religious actors and organizations from the state. Instead, they either 
envisioned a different but still close relationship between the two realms or they 
exclusively focused on improving the military. Nevertheless, these early reform 
attempts unintentionally paved the way to secular reformism through the emer-
gence of modern secondary schools and higher academies that were designed to 
increase competitiveness. These educational institutions not only enhanced the 
dissemination of secular ideas through their curricula but also, along with other 
public institutions such as the Translation Bureau, resulted in the emergence 
of associational hubs that linked like- minded individuals to each other. At the 
same time, the emergence of a lively printing culture in the mid-  to late nine-
teenth century, which particularly manifested itself in the form of newspapers, 
further contributed to the appearance of a literate elite who was influenced by 
Enlightenment ideas. Thus, by the late nineteenth century, there was already a 
political movement with secularizing goals in Ottoman Turkey.

In the case of pre- colonial Morocco, reformist attempts in any shape and 
form arrived much later. In the absence of mechanisms such as modern schools, 
government bureaus that encouraged translation of foreign literature, or a vibrant 
printing culture, the reformist groups both during the pre- colonial period (e.g., 
the Rif Republic) and during the colonial period (religious nationalists of Istiqlal) 
relied on a religious reformist platform. In fact, political parties with affiliated 
women’s organizations that supported secularization emerged only in the 1970s 
and, even then, the leadership of these parties were initially reluctant supporters 
of their women’s associations.

In terms of the process through which secularizing political parties achieve 
their institutional goals, the analysis is also consistent with the empirical expecta-
tions. In the case of Ottoman Turkey, the CUP had already established an organi-
zation that had branches across Macedonia, Thrace, and Anatolia. The members 
of the branches tended to come from the local elites and the literate sections of 
the society; nevertheless, the CUP’s reach was unique in its organizational capac-
ity within the Ottoman context. Given their early- mover advantage, the secu-
larist political groups and parties (e.g., the CUP and RPP) were repeatedly able 
to defeat religiously conservative challenges during the 1909 coup attempt, the 
Greco- Turkish War (1919– 1922), and again during the 1925 uprising in Southeast 
Anatolia. The generals who organized the 1980 coup instituted rules that reversed 
the balance of political power between the seculars and populist religious par-
ties and, coupled with the divisions within the secular camp, this situation has 
resulted in the softening (though not repeal) of secular institutions.

In the case of Morocco, secularizing movements first manifested themselves 
in the form of women’s organizations that emerged out of left- wing parties in the 
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1970s. Remarkably, a left- wing party in the form of UNFP existed starting from 
1959, but this party did not adopt secularization of institutions in general or of 
family law in particular as an explicit part of its platform. Even after the left- wing 
parties started to provide full support for the goals of the women’s associations, 
their achievements have been rather limited due to the comparative organiza-
tional disadvantage of these parties. Succinctly put, unlike the seculars in late 
Ottoman and early republican Turkey, the Moroccan secularist parties have been 
competing against pro- religion parties of different stripes (Istiqlal and, more 
recently, the PJD) that rely on a robust grassroots network based on religious 
organizations and actors.
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5

Analyzing the Conceptual Border
United Kingdom and Tunisia

The discussion in the Introduction defined institutional secularization 
based on the necessary and sufficient criteria of basic political rights and the legal 
system (including family law) being free of official religious interference. I argued 
for a binary conceptualization of institutional secularization based on these cri-
teria but also acknowledged the existence of variation among secularized systems 
and the presence of an empirical grey area around the cutoff point between secu-
lar and nonsecular systems. This chapter addresses the question of whether the 
theoretical insights introduced in Chapter 1 can account for why some cases of 
institutional secularization remain closer to the conceptual border that separates 
secularized systems from nonsecular ones.

The chapter focuses on two cases, the United Kingdom and Tunisia, to address 
this question. Both cases fall under the category of secularized systems accord-
ing to the main coding criteria used in Chapter 2, but both also display identifi-
able characteristics that make them less secular than comparable cases such as 
France and Turkey discussed in Chapters 3 and 4.1 The UK became progressively 
more secular between 1828 and 1870 with institutional reforms that improved 
the political, economic, and educational rights of non- Anglicans and changes to 
personal status laws that introduced civil marriage and divorce.2 Nevertheless, 
this institutional trend stopped short of disestablishing the Anglican Church 
in England, which left the Church with identifiable, though largely ceremo-
nial, institutional roles such as the presence of some twenty- six bishops in the 
House of Lords (out of more than 670) and compulsory religious education in 
state schools, albeit with a conscience clause.3 Following independence in 1956, 
Tunisia also adopted a set of reforms including a secularized family law and a 
modified inheritance law that enhanced the rights of direct female descendants 
over other male relatives of the deceased.4 However, unlike Turkey, the leadership 
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in Tunisia kept sharia- inspired laws on inheritance that restrict women’s share to 
half of their male siblings’.5 They also specified Islam as the state religion in the 
first Constitution of 1959 as well as in the subsequent ones since then.

The UK and Tunisia are also appropriate cases because each share theoreti-
cally relevant commonalities with the cases analyzed in Chapters 3 and 4 that 
make their divergence from these cases worth examining. Like France, the UK 
has a history of close throne- altar relations, an early exposure to Enlightenment 
ideas through the circulation of printed material, and an early emergence of 
civil society groups with an anti- clerical or secular agenda (Raven 2014; Peacey, 
Ingram, & Barber 2020; Royle 1974; Wood 2009). In the mid- seventeenth cen-
tury, Britain was already home to some unorthodox, marginalized sects and 
individual thinkers who advocated for freedom of conscience and separation of 
church and state. For example, the Levellers, a religious and social movement that 
existed during the English Civil War, advocated comprehensive religious free-
dom as well as radical political change including expanded suffrage (Foxley 2013; 
Malia 2008). Likewise, Roger Williams, who is known for founding the colony 
of Rhode Island but was in fact born and remained in England until his thirties, 
both actively promoted complete separation of church and state and defended 
freedom of conscience for Catholics, non- Christians, anti- Christians, and 
pagans (Zagorin 2004, 197, 204). On his defense of extensive religious freedom, 
Williams resembles Pierre Bayle and Spinoza, who were among the early advo-
cates of this approach on the continent, but diverges from some other famous 
advocates of religious freedom such as John Milton and John Locke, who both 
denied such freedom to Catholics (Zagorin 2004, 220, 254; Wilken 2019, 180).6 
In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, there is evidence of a lively exchange 
of ideas between the early Enlightenment thinkers on the British Isles and in con-
tinental Europe, enabled by the circulation of printed material, the movement 
of individual philosophers across the channel, and the written correspondence 
between thinkers on both sides.7 The production of cheap editions of works by 
Enlightenment thinkers also allowed the wider public to become familiar with 
these ideas both before and after the French Revolution (Royle 1974, 24, 25). By 
the end of the eighteenth century, partially inspired by the French Revolution, 
one also finds a plethora of radical clubs and societies across England with deist 
and anti- clerical agendas (Royle 1974). Furthermore, these civil society organi-
zations contributed to the printing and dissemination of popular anti- clerical 
or deist material, epitomized by Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man, which was 
already in wide circulation within a year of its publication in 1791 (Wood 2009, 
838; Thompson 1980; Royle 1974, 29).

The case of Tunisia also shares a number of theoretically significant similarities 
with Turkey and Morocco. All three systems display historically close relations 
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between the monarch and ulema, which took the form of the former appointing 
the latter and the latter serving as the backbone of whatever state administration 
was in place (Brown 1974, 65, 169, 147). In all three contexts, sharia also histori-
cally formed the basis of the legal structure and was first and foremost interpreted 
by the ulema. Also worth highlighting is that both Morocco and Tunisia were 
French colonies. This shared experience of French colonization is potentially rel-
evant given the existing argument that repressive rule by foreign actors with a 
different religion from that espoused by the majority of the population might 
boost the moral appeal and institutional influence of religion after independence 
(Grzymala- Busse 2015). In the case of Morocco and Tunisia, this argument would 
not account for why Tunisia adopted a secular system and Morocco did not. If 
anything, based on this argument, one would expect more religious influence in 
the case of Tunisia, as French rule in Tunisia was in place some three decades 
longer than in Morocco and culminated in a significantly larger portion of agri-
cultural land being transferred to French or European colonizers (i.e., colons).8

In the rest of this chapter, I proceed in two sections. I first focus on why the 
UK did not go as far as France in terms of institutional secularization despite 
the comparably early emergence of secular ideas and civil society organizations 
influenced by them. In the second section, I turn my attention to Tunisia. I focus 
on why Tunisia, unlike Morocco, adopted secular institutions despite their com-
parable colonial, geopolitical, and religious characteristics; and why, once it 
adopted secular institutions, it did not go as far as Turkey did. In each case, the 
argument focuses on the organization and timing of pro- secular reform groups 
and the religious resistance to them. The main goal of the analysis is to answer the 
question of why secularization in these cases took on a softer form than compa-
rable cases in Chapter 3 and 4. Therefore, unlike the case analyses in the earlier 
chapters, the discussion here does not provide a comprehensive study of secular-
ization in each case.

The United Kingdom
The thirty years following the French Revolution was a period of growing ten-
sion between the established church and state on one side and reformists who 
demanded political change such as the expansion of suffrage and religious free-
dom on the other. Censorship and repression targeting individuals who spread 
“blasphemous” ideas through their writings or speeches was common in mid- 
eighteenth century Britain. For example, a former schoolmaster who ridiculed 
the scriptures in his publication, the Free Inquirer, was sentenced to a fine and 
one year’s hard labor in 1762 (Royle 1974, 24). However, the extent and harsh-
ness of these measures significantly increased in the atmosphere that emerged 

 

 



 Analyzing the Conceptual Border: UK and Tunisia 175

after the French Revolution and further escalated once Britain went to war 
with France. In 1793 and 1794, the leading members of radical clubs such as the 
London Corresponding Society were arrested and many of the similar societies 
were forced to go underground (Royle 1974, 26). Between 1794 and 1800, the 
government suspended habeas corpus, passed laws that restricted public meetings 
and press, and banned corresponding societies (Royle 1974, 26).

Some of these repressive measures continued to exist and culminated in 
violence in the period after the war ended (Thompson 1980; Royle 1974). For 
example, Richard Carlile, a London publisher and leading figure in radical cir-
cles, was repeatedly arrested for printing what the government considered blas-
phemous material, including Thomas Paine’s The Age of Reason, which earned 
Carlile a two- year sentence (Hole 1989, 206; Royle 1974, 32; Thompson 1980, 
197). In the years 1817– 1819, reformists organized sizable public meetings asking 
for political change and were in return arrested and given jail time (Speller 1986, 
311). The repression and violence against reformist organizations and their sup-
porters reached its peak with the Peterloo Massacre in Manchester (1819), when 
during a protest the magistrates ordered an attack on a meeting of some 60,000 
demonstrators, killing more than ten (Speller 1986).

The history of this period also shows that throughout the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries, the Anglican clergy were generally allied with the gov-
ernment against the reformists. Even in the early days of the Revolution in 1789 
when there was considerable sympathy in Britain toward the events in France, 
the higher clergy were either passively skeptical or actively against expressing any 
approval. When in 1789 the representatives in the Commons proposed to cel-
ebrate a day of thanksgiving for the Revolution, the bishops were at the forefront 
of those in the House of Lords who opposed this proposal (Hole 1989, 98). After 
1791, Anglican pastors instigated “Church and King” riots and encouraged peo-
ple to join government- organized volunteer companies that targeted suspected 
sympathizers of the revolution, including dissenters (Dickinson 1989; Emsley 
1989; Rose 1960). Leading members of the Church continued to play a role in 
the suppression of reformist events and meetings after the war, often accusing 
participants of religious infidelity and riotous conduct (Speller 1986). Clerical 
magistrates were involved in the violent suppression of reformist demonstrations 
across England in 1816– 1830, including during the Peterloo Massacre (Hole 1989, 
186). Finally, the bishops in the House of Lords were also (21 to 2) against the 
expansion of suffrage through the first Reform Act (1832) during the first reading 
in the Parliament. In return for this opposition, the Anglican Church property 
and, at times, the bishops themselves became the target of anticlerical attacks and 
protests by reformist crowds (Gibson 1994, 107).
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Given the rising tension between the Anglican Church and reformism dur-
ing the first decades of the nineteenth century, an observer without the benefit 
of hindsight could have easily predicted the secularization efforts to result in full 
disestablishment of the Church as in the French case. Yet after 1830s, one observes 
a steady but incremental move toward secular institutions that progressed with-
out the predominance of radically secular organizations and stopped short of 
full disestablishment. Two factors, both related to the nature of organization 
and timing of religious reformism in the UK, account for this divergence from 
the French case. The first relates to the disagreements within Anglicanism and 
the second to the divisions within the pro- secular camp including the dissenting 
Protestant sects.

Organization, Division, and Reformism within 
the Anglican Church

Both France and the UK shared a history of close relations between the mon-
archy and the dominant church. The key difference was in how each dominant 
church dealt with the internal diversity of opinion, which was at least partially a 
product of the differences in their organization. To appreciate this point, recall 
that the Catholic Church in France (or for that matter in Spain) was far from 
being uniformly in agreement on important doctrinal issues both before and after 
the French Revolution. In particular, as discussed in Chapter 3, Catholic clergy 
such as Lamennais and his collaborators advocated a populist approach that com-
bined a church free from state patronage with a policy of improving the condi-
tions and rights of the increasingly relevant urban working class (Butler 1962, 46, 
47). This movement, which could have been the beginning of an early Christian 
democratic political organization in France, was promptly stopped by the pope 
with the issuing of Mirari Vos in 1832 and then Singulari Nos in 1834, which 
directly targeted an unrepentant Lamennais. In the coming decades, the Vatican 
repeatedly preempted or blocked efforts to accommodate liberal thinking within 
Catholicism by suppressing clergy who diverged from the official position, issu-
ing additional warnings with the Syllabus of Errors in 1864, and finally declaring 
papal infallibility in 1870.9 A critical implication of this policy was that the popu-
list Catholic movement in France did not take advantage of the Church’s local- 
level organizational infrastructure until the secular republican parties had already 
built a grassroots organization that delivered them political support.

Not surprisingly, one also finds noteworthy historical divisions within the 
Anglican Church between those bishops who were against any reform that would 
diminish the privileges of the Anglican Church and those who supported some 
institutional change. Among the pro- reform groups, two emerge as particularly 
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relevant. The first is the Evangelicals, who shared the dissenting sects’ zeal for 
ascetic living and Bible reading, and occasionally attended sermons by dissent-
ing pastors (Chadwick 1970, Part 1, 440– 445). The second is the Tractarians, 
who established the Oxford Movement in 1830s and promoted a church doc-
trine closer to Catholicism that distanced itself from secular authority (Anglo- 
Catholicism) (Chadwick 1970, Part 1, 167– 189).

Where the Anglican experience in England diverged from the Catholic one 
in France was that, instead of unifying under pressure from the center, the fac-
tions within the Anglican Church not only survived but also became increasingly 
politically relevant after 1830s. In the UK, the appointment of bishops included 
a process in which the prime ministers nominated candidates, which were then 
subject to the approval of the crown.10 Therefore, in the event of an opening in the 
clerical bench, the Whig and later Liberal prime ministers were able to appoint 
bishops with a reformist bent. Indeed, historians provide ample evidence for the 
prevalence of politically motivated clerical patronage from the time of Lord Grey, 
who passed the First Reform Act in 1832, to successive prime ministers in the 
nineteenth century (Gibson 1994, 130– 133; Chadwick 1970, Part 1, 473). Grey 
in particular not only used the openings in the bishops’ ranks to appoint pro- 
reform clergy but he also pressured clergy to agree to the 1832 Act after most 
voted against it during the first reading in the Parliament (Saunders 2014, 390).

Given the lack of clerical unity, when issues of doctrinal controversy emerged, 
the hierarchy within the Anglican Church proved reluctant to suppress unortho-
dox interpretations. One example is the reaction to a collection of essays written 
by Anglican clergy in 1860 (titled Essays and Reviews), some of which attempted 
to reconcile the Bible with emerging scientific facts and endorsed Charles 
Darwin’s The Origin of Species, which had just been published the year before 
(Alhotz 1994). These pieces in the collection caused widespread uproar among 
the clergy, who thought the essays were questioning the doctrinal authority of the 
Church (Chadwick 1970, Part 2, 75– 79). Yet, the response within the Anglican 
Church was lethargic and hesitant. The Archbishop at the time was initially 
reluctant to prosecute the authors of the controversial piece and, while they were 
eventually suspended by the Ecclesiastical Court for one year, this decision was 
quickly overturned by the Privy Council, which had both secular and ecclesiasti-
cal members (Chadwick 1970, Part 2, 75– 83).

The persistence of divisions within the Church meant that there were liberal 
Anglicans, both among the clergy and among the pious laypeople, who were sym-
pathetic to the expansion of religious, economic, and political freedoms (Parry 
1986; Brent 1987). While mostly opposing the disestablishment of the Church, 
these liberal Anglicans agreed with the various dissenting sects and/ or secular 
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organizations on other key institutional questions regarding the relationship 
between church and state.

The first such issue had to do with the institutional evolution of public educa-
tion. In the early 1800s, three civil society organizations with different visions for 
the role of religion in public education emerged. The National Society (formed 
in 1811) aimed to keep the established church as the main provider of education 
for the poor; the British and Foreign Schools Society (BFSS) (established in 
1814) advocated nondenominational Christian education; and finally the Central 
Society of Education (formed in 1836) demanded public education that excluded 
religion from schools (Chadwick 1970, Part 1, 337, 338). The Central Society was 
unable to organize at the grassroots level despite its potentially common inter-
est with the newly emerging working class movements such as the Owenites 
or Chartists, and it disappeared after a couple of years (McCann 1982; Browne 
1990). The other two societies, the National Society and BFSS, relied on the 
existing religious landscape and remained important actors in the shaping of edu-
cational policy. As can be surmised, the National Society primarily relied on the 
Anglicans, and the BFSS comprised the overwhelming majority of the dissenters. 
What is less expected is that liberal and evangelical groups within the Anglican 
community were involved in the formation of the BFSS and continued to sup-
port its goals (Chadwick 1970, Part 1, 338). Furthermore, even the Evangelicals 
within the National Society eventually split off to form a new organization, 
the Church Education Society (1851), which followed a more conciliatory line 
toward Liberals and their education agenda (Chadwick 1970, Part 1, 345).

Another issue that liberal Anglicans, dissenters, and secular groups agreed on 
was the church rate. The church rate referred to the parish level- taxes that every-
one including the members of the dissenting sects were required to pay for the 
upkeep of the established church. These taxes were an anathema to the members 
of the dissenting sects on grounds of religious freedom and to the secularist advo-
cates of the working class on grounds of financially squeezing the struggling poor 
(Royle 1974, 267). From 1840 to the abolition of the church rate in 1868, liberal 
politicians made several attempts to pass legislation that would allow for volun-
tary rather than required contributions to the established church. These mostly 
liberal Anglican politicians were motivated by a desire to fulfill the demands of 
the dissenters, who formed a substantial part of their constituency. At the same 
time, they also received the backing of factions within the established church, pri-
marily Anglo- Catholics, who tended to support the principle of “voluntaryism” 
(Ellens 1994, 60– 62, 72, 167– 168, 178).

The divisions within the Anglican Church also manifested themselves in the 
emergence and survival of a Christian socialist movement, dominated by Anglo- 
Catholics, which sought to improve the conditions of the poor and contributed 
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to the emergence of a workers’ movement that was not unsympathetic to reli-
gion. The Christian socialist movement can be traced to the mid- 1840s when 
Anglican clergymen such as the Bishop of Norwich began to adopt some of 
the strategies used by secular workers’ movements such as the Owenites and 
Chartists (Chadwick 1970, Part 1, 348, 349). More directly, three individuals, 
two of whom were clergy, formally organized the Christian Socialist movement 
in 1848. Notably, the founders of the movement were both aware of and influ-
enced by similar movements in France that existed earlier, including Lamennais’ 
efforts to bring Catholicism and liberalism together ( Jones 1968, 14, 20). Unlike 
Lamennais, however, these individuals continued their efforts without a back-
lash from the Anglican hierarchy. In the first phase of Christian Socialism, the 
collaborators published a journal, Christian Socialist, which disseminated arti-
cles sympathetic to the growing working class and supported extended, though 
not universal, suffrage. The Christian Socialists also organized cooperative vil-
lages, attended meetings with the Chartists, organized an adult school (“the 
Workingmen’s College”), established links with select trade unions, and contrib-
uted to the passage of a limited liability act that protected the cooperative societ-
ies ( Jones 1968, 10; Chadwick, Part 1, 1970, 353– 360; Norman 1976, 175; Dorrien 
2019, 46).

In the 1860s, this first phase of the movement became dormant due to dis-
agreements among the three founders, but the movement revitalized with a more 
left- wing bent in 1870s. Two civil society associations with a Christian socialist 
agenda emerged as important during this phase. The first was the Guild of St. 
Matthew, founded in 1877 by an Anglican priest, Steward Headlam (Dorrien 
2019, 64). This organization was committed to secular education and disestab-
lishment; it both interacted with and directly contributed to the ideas of the 
Fabian Society (Norman 1976, 178, 179, 180; Dorrien 2019, 74). The second was 
the Christian Socialist Union (CSU), formed by three Anglican clergy in 1889. 
Two of the three were also coauthors of a book (Lux Mundi) that followed the 
footsteps of Essays and Reviews in reconciling Christian doctrine with scientific 
development (Dorrien 2019, 90). The CSU was quite successful among Anglican 
clergymen and reached some twenty- seven branches and 1,000 members by 1895 
(Dorrien 2019, 100). Notably, far from being shunned or suppressed, the members 
of the movement had thriving careers within the Anglican hierarchy and consti-
tuted sixteen out of the fifty- three bishop appointments made between 1889 and 
1913 (Dorrien 2019, 100). The CSU also served as a model to various similar orga-
nizations formed by Protestant sects and their clergy. The Guild and CSU were 
not among the organizations that formed the British Labour Party in 1906 or its 
precursor the International Labour Party (Dorrien 2019). The Guild in particular 
objected to a separate Labour Party on grounds that it would divide the liberal 
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votes, and the CSU was internally divided on the question (Dorrien 2019; Jones 
1968). Nevertheless, these late nineteenth- century organizations contributed to 
the emergence of a working class movement that was not antagonistic toward 
Anglicanism, which contrasted with the staunchly anti- church stance of compa-
rable movements in France ( Jones 1968, 455– 458; on France, see Howorth 1977).

Organization, Divisions, and Reformism among Forces 
of Secularization: The Dissenters and the Working 

Class Movement

 The political landscape of the nineteenth- century UK included two groups that 
favored complete separation of church and state, the various dissenting Protestant 
sects and the working class movement. The main organization that advocated 
separation, including the abolition of the church rate, nondenominational edu-
cation, and disestablishment, was the Anti- State Church Society formed in 1844 
and renamed the Liberation Society in 1853 (Chadwick 1970, Part 1, 151– 152). 
The founder and leader of this organization, Edward Miall, started his career as 
the editor of the newspaper The Nonconformist and then continued as a mem-
ber of the Parliament. During his term in the Parliament in 1870s, he repeatedly 
sponsored legislation to disestablish the Church of England, but none of these 
attempts succeeded (Norman 1976; Chadwick 1970, Part 1). The Liberation 
Society, however, proved more successful in its attempts to reform education and, 
most importantly, eliminating the obligatory church rate (Ellens 1994).

The second group that opposed the established church included the Chartists. 
The Chartists were in fact critical of organized religion in general, including the 
dissenting churches, as they believed that these organizations perpetuated a 
highly rigged economic system (Norman 1976, 169). In the 1830s and 1840s, the 
Chartists organized “church invasions,” which involved their members occupy-
ing churches during Sunday service and demanding a sermon in support of labor 
rights (Norman 1976, 170). The Chartists and the workers’ movement in gen-
eral could not wield significant Parliamentary power until the reform bills that 
expanded suffrage in 1867 and 1884.

As in the case of the Anglicans, there were significant divisions among the 
political groups that supported the separation of church and state. The less sur-
prising of these divisions was the ideological one between the working class move-
ment and the dissenters that supported the Liberation Society. In contrast to the 
Liberation Society, which put the question of disestablishment front and center, 
from the perspective of the workers’ movement, disestablishment was far from 
being a priority. The words of a Chartist leader in 1846 conveyed this approach 
when he asked, “Will religious liberty give you a leg of mutton on your spits, or a 
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coat on your backs?” (Norman 1976, 170; Machin 1987, 283). The same approach 
is still observable in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries after the 
labor movement emerged as a significant parliamentary actor. Labor leaders dur-
ing this period considered the issue of disestablishment as unpractical, politically 
divisive of the working class, and trivial compared to their socioeconomic goals 
(Machin 1987, 283). Not surprisingly, there were even labor MPs who were out-
right against disestablishment of the Church of England (Machin 1987, 283).

The second and more surprising division was the one among the dissenting 
sects. These divisions manifested themselves along two lines. First, there were 
dissenting sects that did not agree with the Liberation Society’s stance on the 
disestablishment of the Church of England. The first and foremost among these 
were the Wesleyan Methodists, whose leader John Wesley did not intend to 
separate from the Anglican Church to begin with and, even though the separa-
tion did occur, Wesleyan leaders would not support disestablishment until the 
1880s (Parry 1986, 24, 217, 219; Ellens 1994, 7; Thompson 1980, 45– 49). Beyond 
the Wesleyan Methodists, older Protestant sects such as Congregationalists and 
Baptists also at times disagreed with disestablishment, as they were afraid this 
move would encourage an irreligious society (Ellens 1994, 7).

The other, more subtle, division among the members of the dissenting sects 
was their disagreement over whether they should prioritize disestablishment over 
other political issues. In the 1880s, the dissenters did not present a unified front 
in support of disestablishment due to their divergence on the question of Irish 
Home Rule. The lack of unity in this period proved to be critical for the future of 
the Church of England, as it undermined the prospects of disestablishment just 
when the movement for it was gaining significant momentum. By the 1880s, the 
movement had already successfully achieved a number of secularizing reforms 
including the abolition of church rates, the elimination of rules that discrimi-
nated against non- Anglicans at major universities, and the passage of education 
reform that moved in a nondenominational direction (Richards 1970; Chadwick 
1970, Part 1). Additionally, the Wesleyan Methodist publication The Methodist 
Times finally declared its support for disestablishment in 1885. Indeed, newspa-
pers such as The Times and Daily News predicted that disestablishment of the 
Church of England was just a matter of time (Richards 1970). A leading Liberal 
politician, Joseph Chamberlain, also came out in support of disestablishment in 
a series of articles in 1885. By doing so, Chamberlain diverged from the leader 
of the Liberal Party, William Ewart Gladstone, who had supported disestablish-
ment in Ireland and was sympathetic to it in Scotland and Wales but opposed it 
in England (Ellens 1994; Richards 1970, 196, 199).

The key issue that forced the dissenters to make a decision between their 
allegiance to disestablishment and other liberal causes was the question of Irish 
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Home Rule (Richards 1970). In 1886, Gladstone brought the Irish Home Rule 
Bill to the Parliament and lost the vote, which resulted in the dissolution of 
the Parliament. In the 1886 elections, a new party, the Liberal Unionists, split 
from Gladstone’s Liberal Party under the leadership of Chamberlain. In the 
next decade, the Liberal Unionists allied with the Conservatives and provided 
support when the latter passed a Crimes Bill for Ireland that restricted civil lib-
erties (Bebbington 1982). During the same period, disestablishment became 
increasingly less significant compared to Irish Home Rule for politicians like 
Chamberlain because their allies, the Conservatives, tended to be aloof to the 
issue of disestablishment (Richards 1970; Bebbington 1982). The dissenting vot-
ers themselves were divided. A significant section of the nonconformist popula-
tion remained with Gladstone because they valued civil liberties, opposed the 
alliance with Conservatives, or simply felt partisan allegiance to the Liberal Party 
(Bebbington 1982). Many others, including most Wesleyan Methodists, chose to 
follow Chamberlain because of their commitment to the union or because they 
harbored anti- Catholic prejudices that prevented them from endorsing auton-
omy in Ireland (Bebbington 1982, 187). Faced with the division in its ranks just 
when the Wesleyan Methodists had started to embrace the cause of disestablish-
ment, the Liberation Society declared that it would pursue its goal outside of 
party politics (Richards 1970, 209).

The cause of disestablishment in England never recovered the same momen-
tum that it enjoyed in 1880s. Eventually, with the weakening of liberal politics 
and the rise of a labor movement with different priorities, the question of dis-
establishment slowly lost its political relevance. In Wales, where the dissenters 
constituted more than two- thirds of the population, the question of disestab-
lishment remained prominent and eventually passed in 1914. Even in this case, 
however, there existed significant organized opposition not only from Anglicans 
but also from some Nonconformists who objected to disestablishment as further 
weakening of religion (Machin 1987, 298, 299, 309).

Tunisia
 The part of North Africa that today constitutes Tunisia came under the rule of 
the Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth century (Masri 2017, 124). Over time, the 
security threats the Ottomans faced in Europe combined with local resistance 
allowed Tunisia to become an autonomous beylik that paid tribute to Istanbul but 
otherwise ran its own affairs. The rulers of Tunisia (the beys), relied on two groups 
to administer their realm. The first was the mamluks, who were boys brought in 
from other parts of the Ottoman Empire as slaves and then educated to serve the 
state. The mamluks held prestigious administrative positions and at times married 
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into the bey’s family (Masri 217, 131). The second included the ulema, both indig-
enous Maliki and Hanefi, the latter mostly catering to the mamluk population. 
The ulema were typically educated at the prestigious Zaytouna Seminary, which 
represents Tunisia’s equivalent to Morocco’s Qarawiyyin University.

By the 1840s, Tunisia, much like Morocco, was under increasing international 
pressure from France, Britain, and the Ottoman Empire, which had a foothold 
in Libya (Masri 217, 126). Compared to Morocco, however, Tunisia started its 
reforms earlier and went further. While these reforms did not prevent Tunisia 
from falling under French rule in 1881, they did have a significant influence on the 
relatively early emergence and success of secular reformism in Tunisia compared 
to Morocco. At the same time, as discussed before, the secularizing process in 
Tunisia did not go as far as the one in Turkey in several respects. In what follows, 
I show that two factors— (1) the movement of individuals and ideas from the 
Ottoman Empire; and (2) the timing and organization of the secular movement 
in Tunisia— account for the divergence of this case from Morocco and Turkey.

Movement of Individuals, Reform, and  
Secularism in Tunisia

 While the political links between the Ottoman center and Tunisia were quite 
tenuous by the nineteenth century, the informal cultural links survived in a variety 
of ways. One such path was the continuing arrival of mamluks from the Ottoman 
territories in Southern Europe and the Caucasus (Clency- Smith 2011). Another 
was the travel that went the other way, with the ulema visiting important political 
and intellectual hubs within the empire including Istanbul, which allowed them 
to observe the ideational and institutional reforms in this context. Toward the 
mid- nineteenth century, one also observes a lively interest in the institutions of 
Europe, which in 1846 culminated in a state trip to France under the leadership 
of Ahmad Bey with an entourage of ulema and mamluk administrators (Wasti 
2000; Clency- Smith 2011, 325).

As a result of these links, pre- colonial Tunisia experienced three types of 
institutional reform that continued to be directly or indirectly influential in the 
twentieth century. The first was the establishment of the first school outside the 
control of religious authorities in the Arab world in 1839, the Bardo Academy 
(renamed École Polytechnique in 1840) (Osborne 2020). The Bardo Academy 
was set up as a military school with European as well as native instructors and 
taught a variety of secular subjects including history, mathematics, natural sci-
ences, European languages, and Arabic (Perkins 2014, 20; Masri 2017, 124, 125). 
Given its curriculum, the Academy produced a small cohort of elite students who 
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possessed the skills to access the reformist ideas in Europe and provided an alter-
native to the Zaytouna- based elite.11

The second attempt at reformism was the declaration of the Ahd al- aman 
(Fundamental Pact) in 1857, which followed the footsteps of the Tanzimat 
Decree (1839) in the Ottoman Empire and endorsed equal rights for Muslims 
and non- Muslims (Masri 2017, 132). The Pact recommended the introduction of 
separate commercial and criminal codes and of mixed courts for non- Muslims 
(Masri 2017, 132). Like the Tanzimat, Ahd al- aman was partially an attempt to 
introduce much- needed institutional reform and partially an attempt to meet 
the demands that the European consuls were making to protect their own citizens 
and commercial interests (Perkins 2014, 24). Whatever its sources, however, the 
Pact was a step toward separating religion from the legal structure of the state 
and it also paved the way to the 1861 Constitution. The 1861 Constitution intro-
duced several additional institutional changes such as the formation of a Grand 
Council that would oversee the ministers and a constitutional court. Both the 
Constitution and Ahd al- aman remained aspirational, as after a large- scale anti- 
tax rebellion in 1864, the ruler at the time, Sadik Bey, rescinded the institutional 
changes brought by these reform attempts (Anderson 1986; Masri 2017).

The last pre- colonial reform and the one that had the most lasting influ-
ence into the twentieth century occurred in the 1870s. This reform built on the 
Bardo Academy with two additional steps, the formation of a new school (Sadiki 
College), which provided education in French and adopted a secular curriculum, 
and the introduction of new secular classes at the historically religious Zaytouna 
University. The Sadiqi College remained an important institution throughout 
the colonial period. It served as the main feeder school for the French lycées that 
were set up in Tunisia as well as for the few select students who were sent to 
France for further education (Moore 1965, 23– 25). In the three decades follow-
ing independence, some 124 out of the 137 of the government ministers, includ-
ing the longtime leader of the republic Habib Bourguiba, were graduates of the 
Sadiqi College (Masri 2017, 140). There is also indication that the expansion 
of the curriculum at Zaytouna allowed the emergence of some reform- minded 
ulema in the later decades. The most prominent was the Zaytouna- educated 
Tahar Haddad, who in the 1920s was both among those who established the first 
Tunisian trade union and advocated for women’s rights by criticizing polygamy, 
repudiation, veiling, and arranged marriage (Weideman 2016). Nevertheless, 
among the ulema, Haddad was the exception rather than the rule, and he lost 
his position at Zaytouna University as a result of his progressive views (Charrad 
2001, 217, 218).

Notably, the link between the movement of individuals between the Ottoman 
Empire and Tunisia and the introduction of incipient secularizing reforms in 
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Tunisia is not merely correlational. Beyond the coexistence of these trends, it is 
possible to pinpoint specific historical figures who arrived from the Ottoman 
context or spent significant time in Istanbul and then played leading roles in the 
introduction of reforms in Tunisia. The most prominent of these figures is Khayr 
al- Din (also known as Hayreddin Paşa), who not only was among the designers of 
Ahd al- aman but also established the Sadiqi College and reformed the Zaytouna 
Mosque University (Clency- Smith 2011, 316, 317). Additionally, Khayr Al- Din 
was the author of an influential text, The Surest Path to Knowledge Concerning 
the Condition of Countries (published in Tunisia in 1867), in which he reconciled 
European- inspired constitutional rule with Islam (Brown 1967).

Khayr Al- Din was originally from the Caucasus and therefore had mamluk 
status within the Tunisian system. Enslaved as a child, he had been sold to a prom-
inent Ottoman Cypriot family and received education in the Istanbul household 
of this family until he was about seventeen (Clency- Smith 2011; Wasti 2000). He 
was then sold to the Tunisian envoy and arrived at the court of Ahmad Bey in 
1839. During his time at the court, he became a favorite of Ahmad Bey and went 
on to marry the daughter of another prominent mamluk, Mustafa Khaznadar, 
who was of Greek origin himself (Clency- Smith 2011, 320). Khayr Al- Din had 
regular contacts with the faculty at Bardo College and might have taken classes 
there (Clency- Smith 2011, 319– 321; Harper 1970, 93). He also spent extended 
periods in France in self- imposed exile when the reform movement was dormant 
in Tunisia, including a four- year stint in 1853– 1857 during which he was further 
exposed to the ideas circulating in Europe at the time (Clency- Smith 2011, 327).

Another figure who clearly influenced the nineteenth- century reforms was 
Mahmud Qabadu, who unlike Khayr Al- Din was both originally from Tunisia 
and a member of the ulema class. At the time of Tanzimat (1839), Qabadu was 
residing in Istanbul as a guest of Şeyhülislam Arif Bey, who himself was an active 
supporter and defender of the reform edict against the skeptics (Clency- Smith 
2011, 322). After his return to Tunisia in 1842 at the request of Ahmad Bey, 
Qabadu directly contributed to several reforms. He was among the small group 
of reformist ulema who endorsed the secularized education at Bardo Academy 
and served as an instructor of religion and Arabic at this institution (Masri 
2017, 126; Clency- Smith 2011, 321– 322). In 1857, he was among the elite circle 
that included Khayr al- Din and formulated the reforms of Ahd al- aman (Harper 
1970, 28). Qabadu also published a treatise that endorsed scientific advances from 
Europe as compatible with Islam and served as the editor of the first publication 
in Tunisia in 1860 (Clency- Smith 2011, 322).

To summarize, due to its cultural contacts with the Ottoman center, Tunisia 
had already been experimenting with several secularizing reforms by the time it 
was colonized by France. These reforms reinforced trends that further diverged 
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Tunisia’s path from Morocco. First, given the existence of schools such as Sadiki 
College and Bardo Academy, the Tunisians were much more likely to take advan-
tage of the French schools that were set up during the colonial period (Moore 
1965, 22– 24). These schools were mainly designed to serve the needs of the 
Europeans in Tunisia, but they also accepted local students and, for the select 
few, could serve as a path to further education in France. As a result, according 
Clement Henry Moore, “in 1931– 1932, there were 151 North African students in 
French universities: 119 Tunisians, 21 Algerians, and 11 Moroccans” (Moore 1965, 
22). The comparison is all the more remarkable when one takes into account that 
Tunisia’s population was less than half of Morocco’s.

Second, these educational reforms culminated in three successive political 
groups with varying degrees of sympathy for secular reform. The first of these 
was the Young Tunisian movement that emerged in 1907. The Young Tunisians 
included a small group of European- educated elite mostly from mamluk fami-
lies and considered French rule as potentially having a modernizing influ-
ence on Tunisia (Moore 1965, 26). The second was the Destour Party formed 
in 1920, which incorporated a more diverse set of Tunisians encompassing not 
only European- educated individuals but also the traditional landowning and 
Zaytouna- based ones (Moore 1965, 27). The Destour had an interest in defending 
lands allocated to religious endowments (habous land) against French encroach-
ment and in expanding the political rights of Tunisians within the French colo-
nial regime. Finally, the third and most important political movement was the 
Neo- Destour Party founded in 1934 by a group of younger leaders who had all 
studied in France (Moore 1965, 30). It is the leadership of Neo- Destour that even-
tually carried Tunisia to independence and designed its institutions. Therefore, 
the next subsection turns to the timing and organization of Neo- Destour and 
how these factors culminated in the specific form of secular system that emerged 
in this context.

Timing, Divisions within Neo- Destour, and Soft  
Secularism in Tunisia

 In the decades between 1934 and Tunisia’s independence in 1956, Neo- Destour 
leadership followed a careful approach toward religion that both appreciated the 
need for modernization in education and used Islam as a rallying point against 
the French when convenient (Moore 1965, 32). When Tahar Haddad wrote his 
treatise on women’s rights in the late 1920s, Habib Bourguiba defended the prac-
tice of veiling as a symbol of Tunisian identity (Weideman 2016). Neo- Destour 
leadership also organized a series of protests against the burial of Tunisian 
Muslims who had acquired French citizenship in Muslim cemeteries and by 
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doing so attacked not only the colonial authorities but also the Tunisian ulema 
and Destour Party who had approved this practice (Masri 2017, 173, 174).

On the whole, however, both the French observers at the time and the 
Destour Party perceived Neo- Destour’s leaders as comparatively secular, even 
atheist, and their defense of religious symbols as tactical rather than ideological 
(Moore 1965, 33). The actions of the leadership after independence also supports 
this interpretation. Immediately after independence, Neo- Destour proceeded to 
pass secular reforms in family law as well as education and Habib Bourguiba him-
self jettisoned his defense of the veil as a symbol of Tunisian identity and instead 
declared it to be a “miserable rag” (Charrad 2001, 218).

Yet, as discussed earlier, the secularizing reforms in Tunisia did not prove to 
be as extensive as the ones in Turkey. The main reason for this divergence was 
that ideologically and organizationally the Neo- Destour movement was in a 
more precarious position compared to the Republican Party in Turkey in 1920s. 
In terms of timing, Neo- Destour had been established more than forty years after 
the precursor to the Republican Party in Turkey, the CUP. In these years, Tunisia 
witnessed the emergence of a vibrant trade union movement, the UGTT. By 
1950s, the UGTT boasted a charismatic leader in Ahmed Ben Salah, who was 
both an ally of Neo- Destour and a potential rival to Habib Bourguiba with his 
own organizational basis. More important, compared to their Turkish counter-
parts, the Neo- Destour leaders were also operating in a world that offered a more 
diverse set of ideological alternatives, including some that combined elements of 
Islam with Arab nationalism. Within Neo- Destour, these alternatives resulted 
in the emergence of two factions with different ideological approaches. The first 
was a secular and comparatively pro- French model under Habib Bourguiba, the 
leader of Neo- Destour. The second was a more Pan- Arab model that would inte-
grate Islam in the national identity. Its chief advocate was Neo- Destour’s gen-
eral secretary Salah Ben Youssef, who had been influenced by Pan- Arabism and 
Pan- Islamism when in exile in Egypt in 1952 (Charrad 2001, 205– 207; Moore 
1965, 61).

Ben Youssef was a serious rival for Bourguiba for a number of reasons. He 
had served as the main leader of Neo- Destour from 1945 to 1949 when Habib 
Bourguiba had been in exile and therefore acquired networks within and out-
side the party. He had created organizations such as the Tunisian Union of 
Shopkeepers and Artisans (UTAC) and the General Union of Tunisian Farmers 
(UGAT) and cultivated close relations with the UGTT. Additionally, he had 
played a role in the creation of the fellagha (guerrilla) forces whose purpose 
was to target the French but who could also be put to use for infighting among 
Tunisians (Ashford 1965, 218). In the wider society, Ben Youssef enjoyed the sup-
port of prominent sufi leaders, Zaytouna graduates and ulema, some of the tribes 
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in the south and center, and poor migrants to the cities (Charrad 2001, 206; 
Brown 2019; Moore 1965, 63; Anderson 1986, 232– 233). He also had the backing 
of his own ethnic group from Djerba, who tended to dominate the food trade in 
Tunisia and therefore could provide him with financial backing (Moore 1965, 63).

The political disagreement between Bourguiba and Ben Youssef escalated 
after 1955 when the former forced the latter to leave his position as the general sec-
retary of Neo- Destour. By January 1956, the rift had turned into an actual upris-
ing under the leadership of Ben Youssef. Bourguiba was ultimately able to retain 
the support of most, though not all, fellagha along with the backing of UGTT 
and the bulk of Neo- Destour’s rank- and- file. But the fighting between the two 
factions cost some 1,000 lives, twice the amount of the casualties in the guerrilla 
action against the French authorities between 1953 and 1955 (Willis 2012, 40). 
Moreover, without an adequate military or police apparatus available beyond the 
fellagha, Bourguiba had to rely on the reluctant support of the French admin-
istrative and police apparatus to win against Ben Youssef (Perkins 2014, 136; 
Moore 1965, 61, 68; Willis 2012, 39). Indeed, prior to the French involvement, 
the outcome of the conflict was far from being a foregone conclusion for observ-
ers at the time. For example, in November 1955, the French High Commissioner 
considered it uncertain whether Neo- Destour under Bourguiba would be able 
to provide stability or carry out its political program in an independent Tunisia 
(Ikeda 2006, 209, 216).

One might recall that the discussion in Chapter 4 also identified a division 
that emerged within the early republican leadership in Turkey at the beginning of 
1920s. This division, however, was primarily at the level of leadership and did not 
have a deep ideological and organizational basis. The opposition leaders, which 
formed the PRP under the leadership of Kazim Karabekir, aimed at constraining 
the powers of Mustafa Kemal and securing his neutrality between İsmet İnönü 
and their group. Unlike Ben Youssef in Tunisia, the rival leaders in Turkey such 
as Kazım Karabekir and Ali Fuat Cebesoy expressed their support for secular 
reform. Also unlike Ben Youssef, these leaders did not have independent networks 
in organizations such as the UGAT and UTAC, nor did they enjoy an indepen-
dent social basis in regions beyond Istanbul. They were, however, former military 
commanders with significant stature and, based on that, could have attempted to 
divide the military and start a civil war. Not only did they not attempt to organize 
armed rebellion but, when faced with a regional uprising in the southeast with a 
religious agenda, they condemned the uprising and sided with the government. 
Finally, unlike Bourguiba, who needed the support of the UGTT and the French 
forces to fend off rebellious activity, the Republican Party in Turkey did not rely 
on political organizations or coercive capabilities that it did not control to sup-
press a conservative uprising.
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The stronger and more conservative challenge that Bourguiba faced makes 
it easier to understand why he opted for a more cautious and constrained strat-
egy than did Mustafa Kemal in Turkey. To reconcile his precarious political and 
military position with his desire for secularization, Bourguiba defended reform 
as compatible with the “true spirit” of Islam and included ulema in the process of 
institution building in the immediate post- independence period (Charrad 2001, 
221– 222; Moore 1965, 51– 52). This inclusion strategy had mixed results. During 
the preparation of the new Family Code (passed in 1956), Abdelaziz Djait, the 
minister of justice and şeyhülislam during the colonial period, first signaled his 
acquiescence to the Code but then opposed the articles on polygamy and divorce 
(Zeghal 2013). When Bourguiba sought the opinion of the Hanafi mufti on 
equal inheritance laws, the mufti responded by indicating that, unlike polygamy 
and divorce, inheritance was not open to independent legal reasoning (ijtihad) 
(Hanafi & Tomeh 2019). Other leading Maliki ulema such as Tahar Ben Achour, 
the rector of Zaytouna, also gave his approval to the Family Code (including the 
ban on polygamy and divorce but not equal inheritance) in return for recogniz-
ing Islam as the religion of the state (Zeghal 2013). Bourguiba also managed to 
mollify some of the more conservative ulema with the offer of respectable posi-
tions such as judges in the new unified court system and honorary titles such as 
Mufti of Tunisia, which Djait himself acquired (Moore 1965, 52).

On the whole, compared to Turkey, Bourguiba and his pro- secular faction 
faced a more conservative and better organized opposition under Ben Youssef 
and had to rely on military and political organizations outside of their control 
to deflect this opposition. As a result, even after Bourguiba won against the Ben 
Youssef faction, he proceeded more carefully compared to the Republican Party 
in Turkey. On the one hand, he secularized family law, the education system, and 
courts, and nationalized habous lands. On the other, he had to make some con-
cessions in the area of inheritance law and the recognition of Islam as the state 
religion. Subsequently in the 1960s, he also tried to implement other secularizing 
reforms including one that opposed fasting during Ramadan as contradictory 
to the economic and political goals of the country (Moore 1965, 56, 57). These 
attempts, however, did not go far both because it was not possible to persuade 
even the pro- reform ulema to accept his reasoning and because the attempt trig-
gered mob violence in areas with former links to the Ben Youssef faction (Moore 
1965, 59, 65).

Conclusion
This chapter delved into cases that developed secular institutions but adopted 
a relatively accommodating approach toward organized religion. The United 
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Kingdom displays a number of theoretically relevant characteristics such as early 
influence of Enlightenment ideas, the emergence of civil society organizations 
with a secularizing agenda, and increasing tension between secular reformists and 
the established church in the first two decades of the nineteenth century. This 
tension, however, got resolved and gradually resulted in institutional seculariza-
tion that stopped short of full disestablishment for reasons that are compatible 
with the argument of this book.

The first reason had to do with the timing of religious reformism. Unlike in 
France where the Vatican suppressed leading Catholic reformers like Lamennais, 
in the UK the leaders of the Anglican Church did not rigorously suppress reform-
ist trends. Thus, there were reformist or Liberal Anglicans who agreed with some 
reforms and steps toward secularization while defending the established church. 
In this approach, the Liberal Anglicans were in agreement with some of the 
dissenting sects such as the Wesleyan Methodists, who supported secularizing 
reform such as abolishing the church rate but not full disestablishment until the 
1880s. Second, the organizational and ideological divisions among pro- secular 
groups (within the dissenting community as well as between the dissenters and 
the working class movement) also played a role by preventing these groups from 
forming a majority block that could push for disestablishment in critical periods.

This analysis of the UK has theoretical implications for other contexts with 
multiple Protestant sects such as the United States. Due to the organizational 
characteristics of Protestantism, including the Anglican Church, the religious 
leaders in the UK did not effectively suppress liberal factions within their orga-
nizations. As a result, the UK avoided the clear dividing line between religion 
and pro- secular reform movements that emerged in France as well as Spain. In 
this context, the early emergence of pro- secular ideas and groups still eventually 
led to secularization but the outcome was one that was relatively accommodating 
toward religion. In the early American context, one finds a similar trend of some 
religious leaders adopting a pro- reform approach and forming alliances with sec-
ularizing leaders (Hatch 2007). For example, John Leland, who was one of the 
leaders of the Virginia Baptists in 1780s, petitioned the legislature in support of 
Thomas Jefferson’s bills on religious freedom and on ending the predominance 
of the Episcopal (Anglican) Church (Hatch 2007). Moreover, in addition to the 
deist Jefferson, liberal Anglicans such as James Madison also supported and con-
tributed to the separation of church and state in the United States (Graham 1940, 
98– 101). The American leaders, of course, disestablished the Anglican Church, 
which unlike in England did not constitute the majority sect, but they still 
adopted a version of secularization that allowed for a symbolic role for religion in 
public space (Kuru 2009).
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The case of Tunisia represents a context in which the conditions that pro-
mote institutional secularization (arrival of secular ideas and formation of secular 
movements) were significantly more robust than in Morocco but not as robust as 
in Turkey. Unlike Morocco, Tunisia had cultural links to the Ottoman Empire 
that allowed it to have early access to reform ideas and educational institutions 
outside religious control. When colonization arrived, the Tunisian elite was also 
comparatively better positioned to take advantage of the French lycées and edu-
cational opportunities in France. By the mid- 1930s, Tunisia boasted a dominant 
political party, Neo- Destour, whose leadership largely comprised graduates of 
the modern schools, whereas in Morocco the main political party was Istiqlal, 
whose leaders tended to come from the religious Qarawiyyin University. The 
Istiqlal nationalists in Morocco considered Islam as a defining feature of the new 
political system. By contrast, in Tunisia the Neo- Destour leader Bourguiba used 
Islam tactically and then turned against it.

There were also noteworthy differences between Turkey and Tunisia that help 
explain the relatively constrained version of institutional secularization that pre-
vailed in the latter context. Neo- Destour in Tunisia emerged some forty- five years 
after the CUP and eleven years after the RPP in Turkey. From the beginning, the 
Neo- Destour leaders operated in a global context in which Islamist nationalism 
had already emerged as a significant ideological alternative to secular national-
ism. As a result, Neo- Destour included deeper ideological divisions within its 
leadership compared to the republican leaders in Turkey and these divisions 
generated intra- party violence that threatened Neo- Destour as an organization 
and Bourguiba as a leader. Furthermore, to suppress the opposition from within 
his political movement, Bourguiba had to rely on the coercive capabilities of the 
French and the organizational might of the UGTT, both of which lay outside his 
control. Given these relative weaknesses compared to his Turkish counterparts, 
Bourguiba proceeded in a more cautious and accommodating manner vis- à- vis 
the religious establishment.
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Conclusion

This chapter concludes by summarizing the main contributions of 
the book around four themes: (1) the existence of multiple types of reformism; 
(2) the role of ideas and their dissemination; (3) the role of civil society organiza-
tions; and (4) the salience of timing, sequence, and path dependence. In each 
section, I outline the specific theme, its role in the argument of the book, and the 
empirical evidence that pertains to it. I then discuss the broader implications of 
each theme for theories of political institutions, state formation, and moderniza-
tion and change.

Multiple Types of Reformism
The theoretical framework and empirical analysis in this book highlight a substan-
tively important but overlooked phenomenon: the existence of different types 
of reformists within traditional political systems. Specifically, I have focused on 
secular and nonsecular reformists. The former seek to remove the official influ-
ence of religion from the public and private lives of individuals, whereas the latter 
either advocate reform that does not change the nature of throne- altar relations 
or actively seek changes that would further tighten the relations between religion 
and state.

The existence of reformists with substantively different agendas has important 
theoretical implications for the literature on modern state formation. According 
to the prevailing argument in this field, the historical process that results in the 
emergence of modern states goes as follows. In an effort to enhance revenue col-
lection, traditional leaders establish thick institutions that routinize taxation, 
collect detailed information about their subjects, and, through public educa-
tion, instill a unifying identity in their populace.1 The extent to which the leaders 
attempt and succeed at this type of bureaucratization also determines whether 
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a state with the capacity to police, monitor, conscript and provide fundamental 
public services emerges in a given context. From the perspective of this book, the 
most relevant part of this causal story is its indifference to the type of reformist 
that appears within the parameters set by the theory. Put briefly, there is noth-
ing inherently secular about the goals of taxation, record- keeping, and ideologi-
cal indoctrination. States can achieve these ends by recruiting clergy as salaried 
agents responsible for registering demographic information and/ or disseminat-
ing a streamlined version of religious doctrine as the basis for state ideology. One 
could even argue that from the perspective of a ruler whose goal is to increase 
revenue collection, the path to state formation that uses the existing institutional 
infrastructure is more efficient than a path that jettisons the existing setup and 
replaces it with an entirely new one. Not surprisingly, traditional elites in a vari-
ety of historical contexts such as Denmark, Sweden, the Russian Empire, and the 
Austro- Hungarian Empire as well as in contemporary states such as Saudi Arabia 
have established close collaboration with religious organizations for these pur-
poses (Sanders 2015, 96; Kaspersen & Lindvall 2008; Szeftel 1978; Fichter 2017, 
78– 79; Al- Rasheed 2013).

This book contributes to the standard state formation literature by distin-
guishing between different types of reformists and developing a theory of how 
secular reformists emerge. Such a contribution is far from trivial. The types of 
reformist groups that emerge and dominate in a given context has far- reaching 
implications for the political and social power balance between the members of 
majority and minority religions, the adherents of established religions and syn-
cretic belief systems, the religiously conservative and those who carry their beliefs 
light, men and women, as well as heterosexuals and non- heterosexuals. Anyone 
who cares about this political balance and its impact on individual rights should 
also care about the theoretical distinction between different types of reformists.

Beyond the standard state formation literature, there are also other existing 
arguments that draw a direct connection between the emergence of the modern 
state and the secularization of state institutions. The empirical evidence in this 
book does not provide significant support for such approaches. Perhaps the best- 
known is Alexis de Tocqueville’s argument on the French Revolution, which in 
a nutshell suggests that the Catholic Church became a prime target during the 
Revolution because it was both complicit with the old regime and a vulnerable 
target within it (Tocqueville 1856 [1983]). In this causal story, the revolutionaries 
act out of a vengeful desire to go after the elite who formed the basis of the previ-
ous political system and who now happen to be devoid of defense.

As Chapter 3 outlined, however, the literature on the Catholic Church in 
France before and during the Revolution as well as on the Catholic Church else-
where in Europe shows that divisions within the Church were historically the 
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rule rather than the exception. These divisions manifested themselves between 
those who advocated a more austere life for the clergy and those who sought to 
keep the higher clergy’s privileges intact as well as between those who advocated 
for closer relations with the state and those who preferred to guard the Church’s 
primacy and autonomy. These divisions are theoretically relevant as they show 
that it would have been possible for the revolutionaries to pick sympathetic 
clergy as their partners in state formation while exacting revenge on those who 
were opposed to the new regime. Indeed, Chapter 3 provided evidence that up 
to the end of 1790, pro- revolution clergy and their allies pushed for and almost 
achieved this type of compromise. The compromise did not hold, as the secular 
reformists in the form of Jacobins were sufficiently organized to block it. Based 
on this historical evidence, I suggest that, even for contexts with close throne- 
altar relations, we need to problematize and explain rather than assume the emer-
gence of secular reformism and its success.

The other potential argument that draws a link between modern state for-
mation and secularization is the idea that increased bureaucratization and cen-
tralization require an understanding of scientific principles and technological 
progress, which inevitably results in secularization. This idea can be seen as one 
version of what Charles Taylor critically labels “subtraction stories,” in which 
rationalization and modernization inexorably result in the decline of religion and 
superstition at the same time (Taylor 2007; also see Calhoun 2008 for a critical 
summary). Yet, as Taylor himself shows at length, many early religious reformists 
in fact offered to unify populations around a puritanical and codified version 
of religious doctrine and were often highly averse to popular and idiosyncratic 
versions of religious tradition that generated diversity in the population. While 
Taylor focuses on Christianity, as the Moroccan case in Chapter 4 shows, within 
Islam salafists also follow a religious ideology that seeks to codify religious doc-
trine while suppressing alternative interpretations of it. In that sense, the political 
agenda of these actors is equivalent to state- forming reformists who desire to cen-
tralize and streamline state institutions. Therefore, one cannot take it for granted 
that state formation will automatically lead to the secularization of minds and 
eventually institutions.

Nevertheless, this book outlined one pathway through which modern-
izing leaders might have, albeit unintentionally, contributed to the emergence 
of elite groups with secular ideas when they established modern schools that 
allowed their students access to Enlightenment literature. The empirical evidence 
from Chapter 2 suggests that this is but one mechanism through which secu-
lar ideas took hold and, compared to printing, it is by no means the dominant 
one. Furthermore, one of the main arguments of the book is that the appear-
ance of some individuals with secular ideas neither automatically results in 
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secular political organization nor does it necessarily culminate in secular success. 
Understanding these steps requires a different approach that takes into account 
the timing and relative organizational strength of both secular and religious 
factions.

Finally, Taylor himself alludes to another potential link between state forma-
tion and secularization when he argues that the process of rationalization of reli-
gion itself allowed space for the secularization of the mind and, eventually, the 
public sphere. While meant as a critique of classical secularization theory, this 
argument also suggests a potential mechanism that links early state formation to 
rationalization of religion and, eventually, secularization. In this story, reformists 
progressively become secular due to their disenchantment with religion and the 
resulting proliferation of alternatives such as deism (the “nova effect” in Taylor’s 
terms) (Taylor 2007, 300– 321; 374– 376). The difference from secularization the-
ory is that, in this version, it is the rationalization and codification of religion 
rather than scientific progress and empiricism that rob religion of its rich cultural 
content and allow for the emergence of secular alternatives. Like the seculariza-
tion theory it critiques, for the purposes of this book, this mechanism also proves 
inadequate for two reasons.

First, this approach treats the long historical periods during which modern-
izing state leaders partnered with religious organizations as transitory phases 
destined toward eventual secular systems. Yet as the examples in this chapter 
as well as the empirical case studies in Chapters 3 and 4 suggest, these periods 
can last for decades and, in the case of some predominantly Islamic countries, 
they are in place today without notable signs of institutional secularization. 
This book treats such periods and contexts as standalone “nonsecular” institu-
tional arrangements rather than as transitional phases necessarily on their way 
to secularization.

Second, even if it is true that rationalization of religion contributed to 
the proliferation of alternatives, one has to still ask why such alternatives 
were more readily available in some contexts rather than others and why they 
resulted in more successful political organization in some contexts compared 
to others. Prior to Taylor’s work, an impressive array of scholars who study 
early modern European institutions and philosophy had already highlighted 
print capitalism and informal/ formal hubs as critical factors in the emer-
gence of groups that believed in Enlightenment ideas (Hazard 1953 [2013]; 
Gay 1966 [1995]; Febvre & Martin 1976; Darnton 1979; Eisenstein 1983 
[2012]; Israel (1999); Israel [2001]). Intellectually, this book offers a theo-
retical approach inspired by these historians and philosophers, who delineate 
causal mechanisms that result in the varying strength of secular ideas in dif-
ferent contexts.
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The Role of Ideas and Their Dissemination
If neither the dominant state formation literature nor its Tocquevillian or other 
variations can sufficiently account for the secular form of reformism, what kind 
of theoretical approach can? The answer in this book is that the dissemination 
of ideas affiliated with the Enlightenment played a critical role in the emergence 
of robust secular groups. The first such idea was empiricism, epitomized by the 
publication of the Encyclopédie in eighteenth- century France, which both indi-
rectly weakened the religious monopoly over knowledge and directly threatened 
church authority by questioning conventional religious narratives. The other was 
the idea that established religion was not a prerequisite to an orderly and moral 
society, which of course directly challenged the legitimacy of state authority 
based on any organized religion.

Scholars trace the appearance of the latter idea in Europe to the translation 
of ancient Greek texts, which offered various examples of “virtuous pagans” who 
acted in ways that seemed ethically worthy of emulation (Gay 1995 [1966]; Van der 
Wall 1999). The debate around the morality of pagans went beyond the already 
existing debate on how to govern societies in which multiple religious traditions 
coexisted. The potential solutions to the problem of religious heterogeneity, 
which precedes the Reformation, typically varied from deportation (Huguenots 
in seventeenth- century France, Jewish and Muslim populations in fifteenth-  and 
seventeenth- century Spain) to the provision of limited but well- defined rights for 
established minority religions (the Dutch Republic in the seventeenth century 
or the millet system in the Ottoman Empire until the mid- nineteenth century). 
The idea that pagans or nonbelievers could contribute to a moral order opened 
the door to the possibility of political systems that would not only accommodate 
diversity in established religions but also diversity in religiosity.

It is of course one thing for ideas to emerge and another thing for them to gain 
a significant number of followers who are aware of and in communication with 
each other. The interesting dimension of the history of Enlightenment is that the 
traditional states in Europe, which typically collaborated with religious authority 
on censorship, could not collude with each other to stamp out the novel ideas 
before they could take hold in the minds of the literate elite. The argument in 
this book is that this inability was a result of both print capitalism and variation 
in the censorship systems and targets of European states. Printing exponentially 
increased the volume of literature that the state- religious censorship mechanism 
had to monitor and made it more difficult for this bureaucracy to suppress ideas. 
As a result, though print capitalism boosted the circulation of both religious 
and Enlightenment texts, it significantly increased the share of the latter in the 
existing pool of books, pamphlets, and journals. The presence of European states 
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with varying degrees and targets of censorship also meant that Enlightenment 
ideas could take hold in some contexts earlier. Additionally, as Chapter 3 showed, 
those writers and printers who were harassed in one context could travel to other 
countries with more lenient laws and, to the extent that they were geographi-
cally proximate enough, they could still influence the intellectual debates in their 
country of origin.

This argument about ideas and their dissemination has clear implications 
both for the state formation literature and for the modernization theory of secu-
larization. Consider first the scholarship on state formation. As discussed in the 
previous section, the standard approach to state formation, while convincing in 
many ways, puts aside the question of why and how leaders settle on different 
paths of reformism (secular vs. religious) that could potentially produce the end 
goal of a centralized state with high capacity. The argument in this book broadens 
the scope of the state formation literature by providing and evaluating an argu-
ment that links specific ideas and their dissemination to the emergence of state 
builders with a secular agenda.

The argument on ideas and their dissemination also has implications for how 
modernization relates to secularization of institutions. The relevant literature 
suggests two potential causal paths. The functionalist version suggests that secu-
larization is a result of increasing state capacity that follows economic and tech-
nological development.2 According to this approach, states with more advanced 
economic capacity take over functions such as poor relief and public education 
that used to belong to religious organizations, and this process diminishes the 
society’s need and attachment to organized religion. This book departs from 
this approach, as it suggests, and empirically observes, that states with increased 
capacity do not need to necessarily replace religious organizations. Instead, they 
can collaborate with them by turning religious actors into state functionaries who 
aid centralization and endorse a religiously inspired nationalist ideology. Hence, 
instead of assuming a link between increased state capacity and secularization, 
one should explain how organized groups who seek to take the secular path to 
state building emerge and under what conditions they fulfill their goals. The 
findings in this study show that the dissemination of ideas constitutes a key to 
answering the initial question on the emergence.

The second type of argument that links modernization to secularization goes 
through science and its impact on the pre- modern religious monopoly on knowl-
edge and understanding of suffering. The causal story, which overlaps with the 
notion of empiricism discussed earlier, is that scientific findings can erode people’s 
belief in and attachment to religious texts and narratives. The argument in this 
book agrees with the notion that the contrast between scientific findings and reli-
gious dogma could have shaken the belief of some individuals formerly invested 
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in established religions. On its own, however, this argument is far from explain-
ing why and how secular political movements emerge. To begin with, the story 
of empiricism was only one of the ideas in circulation during the Enlightenment 
that could have influenced individuals’ approach to religion. Other aspects such 
as the concept of nonbelievers or pagans as proper citizens was probably just as 
relevant. To continue, the critical question about ideas is not whether and how 
some people became more skeptical of religion but why, once they did so, they 
were able to disseminate their ideas and recruit sympathizers. By highlighting the 
role of printed material and civil society associations in this process, this book 
provides a more precise theory that links empiricism and other Enlightenment 
ideas to the emergence of secular groups with political goals.

A natural question that follows from this discussion is what the argument 
of the book implies for newer technologies such as the internet. For instance, to 
what extent can the internet boost the share of secular ideas in circulation and 
inspire the establishment of secular political groups in contexts such as contem-
porary Saudi Arabia? Given the relatively recent development of this technol-
ogy, there is an ongoing lively debate on whether or how it affects authoritarian 
contexts, with earlier studies suggesting a role that empowers dissidents and 
later ones adopting a more skeptical approach (Rød & Weidmann 2015; Bunt 
2018; Denardis 2014; Simon 2015). This study is not theoretically or empirically 
equipped to weigh in on this debate. Nevertheless, it can offer food for thought 
on the extent to which the role of the internet today can be comparable to the 
role of printing technology in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

There are a number of reasons to be cautious about the comparability of the 
historical role of printing and the contemporary role of the internet. The capacity 
of even middle- income countries today far exceeds the capacity of states in Europe 
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Therefore, one would also expect 
these states to be better equipped to identify, track, and penalize those actors who 
publicly disagree with the role of religion in the state. Additionally, compared to 
printing in the past, the nature of internet technology enables states to identify, 
censor, and punish nonconformists more precisely. While both historical and 
contemporary states could in theory apply censorship by closing printing houses 
or banning websites, the latter can potentially trace the individual computers that 
have accessed the websites, whereas the former could not hope to trace individual 
buyers as efficiently. This precision not only allows contemporary states to tar-
get individuals more effectively but it might also suppress the number of overall 
attempts to circulate and access secularizing material due to self- censorship.

Finally, one also has to consider how timing and history influences the impact 
of secular ideas, regardless of technology. In particular, the original encounter of 
seventeenth- century individuals with empiricism and the idea of the “virtuous 
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pagan” might be different from the encounter of individuals with secular ideas 
in today’s world. In the former context, secular ideas were novel; and established 
religions, which enjoyed a comfortably dominant position in politics and soci-
ety, had not yet developed effective counter- narratives. The world today already 
hosts various forms of secularized states; moreover, religious organizations have 
developed sophisticated counter- narratives that combat secularism and combine 
religious doctrine with science and technology. Therefore, the initial impact of 
secular or anti- clerical ideas on the formation of secular organizations might 
be more difficult to replicate in the contemporary era. In the last section of this 
chapter, I revisit the question of timing and history in more detail.

Civil Society Organizations
This book identifies two ways in which civil society organizations can influence 
the chances of institutional secularization. The first relates to the initial emer-
gence of political movements with secularizing goals and suggests that associa-
tional hubs allow initial clusters of secular elite to expand their network and form 
a tighter organization. In practice, these associational hubs include a diverse set of 
arrangements that vary from regular but informal gatherings in cafés, pubs, salons, 
and bookstores to formal groups that emerge around reading societies, alumni 
associations, regional or neighborhood clubs, as well as state- sponsored institu-
tions such as thematic academies, translation bureaus, and schools. The argument 
in this book is that these types of organizations allow initial participants to meet 
each other, exchange ideas, and expand their network to others who might be 
open to their beliefs. In this manner, they evolve from a small cluster of atomized 
individuals with similar ideas to an increasing number of organized individuals 
with shared beliefs and commitments about how to reform the political system.

The second way in which civic associations play a role relates to the conditions 
under which secularizing political movements or parties become predominant 
enough to implement their political agenda. The book’s argument starts from 
the theoretically guided premise that political parties with a grassroots religious 
agenda enjoy significant comparative advantages relative to secularizing parties. 
In short, populist religious parties can capitalize on a preexisting network that 
geographically extends to not only urban centers but also the rural periphery. 
Additionally, this network comes with easily identifiable focal points for loca-
tions (i.e., religious buildings) and times of gathering (i.e., worship times) as well 
as with familiar individuals (i.e., priests, imams, pastors, leaders of religious broth-
erhoods) who can disseminate the message using familiar religious concepts. 
Because they lack this advantage, secular parties have a difficult time competing 
with religious ones, particularly if they cannot rely on nonreligious associations 
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that can afford a similar network. Such associations would ideally include formal 
ones with geographical reach akin to religious organizations, but even those that 
are more limited in scope such as trade unions or business associations, as well as 
the types of informal and formal associations already discussed, can improve the 
chances of secularizing parties.

Together these arguments both build on and extend the theoretical intuitions 
of two strands of literature in comparative politics. The first is the one that high-
lights the impact of civil society organizations on the formation and electoral 
strength of political parties. These approaches focus particularly on grassroots 
religious organizations and their impact on Christian Democratic or other reli-
giously inspired parties and on trade unions and their influence on left- wing 
parties (Kalyvas 1996; Przeworski & Sprague 1986; Altinordu 2010; Wittenberg 
2006; Bartolini 2000). This book argues that the logic that links civic associa-
tions to political parties is also applicable to secularizing parties, which typically 
include not only left- wing movements but also a variety of liberal, republican, and 
radical parties. As the empirical section shows, secularizing political movements 
and parties rely on a compendium of formal and informal associations both at the 
formation stage and at the stage of electoral competition. If they do not build suf-
ficient organization on the ground (as in the case of Spain in the 1870s or France 
in 1848), their attempts to take over the political system and implement secular 
laws do not succeed. If the seculars do have the sufficient organization (as in the 
case of France in the 1790s and 1870s and Spain in the 1930s and 1970s), they 
become likely to access power and fulfill their goals.

The second literature relates to theoretical approaches that connect civic asso-
ciations and quality of democratic governance. Robert Putnam’s seminal work on 
Italy and the United States suggests that civic associations without overt political 
goals such as choral societies, hiking clubs, neighborhood associations, or literary 
circles allow their participants to develop political sophistication, interest in pub-
lic affairs, social trust, and cooperation skills, which in turn improves the quality 
of governance (Putnam et al. 1993; Putnam 2000).3 While the outcome of inter-
est in this book is different, the causal mechanisms of trust, political engagement, 
and networking skills are directly applicable to how secular reformists formed 
political parties and improved their competitive capacity. Both the results of 
the cross- national analysis in Chapter 2 and the case studies in Chapters 3 and 4 
support the notion that the existence of civil society organizations increased the 
chances of success for secularizing parties. In particular, Chapters 3 and 4 suggest 
that seemingly nonpolitical social hubs (reading clubs, schools, cafés, etc.) can 
indeed become instruments for the pollination and dissemination of anti- status- 
quo ideas. Additionally, the analysis in these chapters shows that even parts of 
state bureaucracy such as the Translation Bureau in the Ottoman Empire or Royal 
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Academies in France could serve the same type of function. Ultimately, however, 
whether or not the secularizing parties achieved their goals turned not only on 
their own organization but also on the timing and organization of pro- religion 
parties. It is to this question of timing and sequence that the next section turns.

Timing, Sequence, and Path Dependence
The argument of the book also underlines the importance of timing in the pro-
cess that leads to (or prevents) institutional secularization. In a nutshell, the 
theory and the findings indicate that those secular parties that emerged earlier, 
particularly before the advent of mass politics, had a marked advantage in achiev-
ing their aims compared to secular parties that emerged after the emergence of 
mass politics. Additionally, the book proposed and tested two causal mechanisms 
that account for this relationship, one more prominent than the other.

The first and empirically less potent causal mechanism relates to ideological 
divisions within the secular camp. I have argued that once competing secular 
political movements such as socialists, communists, or secular minority parties 
emerge, they have the potential to divide and weaken the unity of the secular 
camp vis- à- vis their pro- religion rivals. Particularly, if these new parties carve out 
significant amounts of support from the earlier ones without becoming the dom-
inant secular force, then they could hinder the extent to which the pro- secular 
voters can coordinate on the same party. The existence of secular parties with oth-
erwise conflicting agendas also renders post- election political coalitions within 
the secular camp difficult.

Timing matters in this causal story as the first minority nationalist and social-
ist parties emerged toward the end of the nineteenth century. Hence, those par-
ties with a secular agenda that were established in the preceding period could 
build their organizational strength without worrying about parties to their left or 
minority parties. The evidence for this mechanism in the book primarily comes 
from the historical comparisons. Chapter 3 demonstrates that within- secular 
divisions provide an explanation for the over- time variation in the success of 
secular parties in Spain as well as the relatively successful performance of secular-
izing parties in France compared to Spain. Chapter 4 shows that the post- 1990 
divisions among pro- secular political groups in Turkey played a role in the rela-
tive relaxation of secular institutions since then. Additionally, the analysis of the 
United Kingdom in Chapter 5 finds that ideological and organizational divisions 
within pro- secularization groups (between the dissenters and the working class 
movement) influenced the comparatively softer version of institutional secular-
ization that emerged in this context.
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The second, and more central, causal mechanism that the book identifies 
relates to the emergence of pro- religion political parties that adopt a populist 
political platform and do not shy away from establishing a grassroots organiza-
tion. The first example for such organizations are the Christian Democratic par-
ties that emerged in Europe toward the end of the nineteenth century. Examples 
also include nationalist parties that adopt a religiously based national ideology, 
(such as Istiqlal in Morocco, as well as parties with a primarily pro- religion plat-
form in predominantly Muslim countries, such as the various branches of the 
Muslim Brotherhood in the Middle East. Regardless of the specific background, 
what mainly distinguishes these parties from run- of- the- mill conservatives is their 
active emphasis on including the masses in politics. Since they advocate a pro- 
religion agenda that is populist or republican, these religious reformist parties 
have no compunction relying on the existing religious infrastructure to cultivate 
grassroots support. Put otherwise, unlike the conservatives who are constrained 
by their pro- elite concerns, the populist religious parties readily use their organi-
zational advantages vis- à- vis the secular parties as much as possible. Hence, those 
secular parties that begin to operate and make organizational headway before the 
entry of popular religious parties to politics enjoy a better chance of overcoming 
their comparative disadvantage.

Both the empirical analysis in Chapter 2 and the historical comparisons, par-
ticularly in Chapter 4, support this causal mechanism. Chapter 4 shows how in 
Turkey pro- secularization parties (first the CUP and then the Republican Party 
in Turkey) significantly preceded populist religious parties. This early- mover 
advantage allowed them to garner support among the elite and change the rules 
of the game long before they faced substantial pushback from religious populist 
parties. Even after such parties did emerge after the introduction of multiparty 
rule in 1950s and became electorally dominant after 2000, they have not advo-
cated a return to any type of sharia rule. In the case of Morocco, where secular 
movements emerged only after the 1970s, these movements have been forced to 
contend with not only opposition from the established nationalist- religious par-
ties such as the Istiqlal but also from populist religious movements that emerged 
around the same time. Not surprisingly, the secular movement in Morocco, even 
after it received unequivocal support from left- wing parties, has not been able to 
overcome the formidable religious resistance to its policy platform.

Timing is critical to the argument of this book as it has implications for 
whether secularizing parties manage to overcome their comparative organiza-
tional handicap. The analysis also takes a step further and investigates the histori-
cal roots of the timing of populist religious parties in Europe. In particular, the 
analysis is interested in why there was a significant delay in the emergence of pop-
ulist religious reformism in this context. Why, for example, do we not observe 
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Christian democratic parties in Europe in the 1830s or 1840s? Why did the pro- 
religion elite in this context wait until the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries and award secular parties with decades to establish themselves? Why 
did they not use the organization of the Church on the ground earlier to coun-
ter the secular agenda? Once these parties did emerge, they were able to garner 
notable electoral success despite the existence of established secular parties that 
competed with them. Thus, it is not a stretch to imagine that if the pro- religious 
elite had acted earlier, they could have blocked the secular agenda completely.

The empirical analysis here suggests that a type of path dependent process 
that scholars label “reactive sequence” can account for this crucial historical delay 
in Europe (Mahoney 2000; also see Pierson 2004). A reactive sequence is a pro-
cess in which a critical historical event triggers a powerful reaction that sets in 
motion a chain of causally related steps that eventually result in the outcome of 
interest.4 The key element is that certain characteristics of the initial event and 
the reaction to it reduce the multiple paths that could have been historically pos-
sible before the event to the one path that progressively emerges after it. For this 
study, the outcome of interest is the delay in the emergence of religious populist 
or Christian democratic parties in Europe, and the critical event is the anti- cleri-
cal turn that the French Revolution took after the summer of 1792. As discussed 
in Chapter 3, after the initial revolutionary period, the Jacobin party successfully 
pushed for policies that first excluded Catholicism from public life and, during 
the period 1793– 1794, turned to explicit dechristianization. In the minds of the 
Church hierarchy, this period attached the idea of popular political participa-
tion to anti- clericalism and decoupled it from religious belief and doctrine. In 
the years following the defeat of France, consecutive popes increasingly elimi-
nated reformist attempts to reconcile the Catholic Church with populist ideas 
and tightened their bonds with the conservative monarchists in Europe.

As in other path- dependent approaches, it is difficult to evaluate this argu-
ment with cross- national statistical analysis. Instead, following the existing meth-
odological practice, this study presented evidence that supports the plausibility 
of counterfactual paths that could have been if the Revolution had not taken a 
radical anti- clerical turn. Chapter 3 shows that if one takes into account the his-
tory of the Catholic Church in Europe before, during, and after the Revolution 
up to the 1830s, populist religious reformism as a political movement appears 
to be a plausible counterfactual scenario. The chapter shows that between 1789 
and the early 1830s, there were significant actors within the Catholic Church 
that favored versions of liberal and democratic ideas. Leading Jansenists in 
France as well as Italy and Belgium sympathized with the Revolution in its early 
stages (Van Kley 2008). Within France, Jansenists were involved in the drafting 
of the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, which turned the clergy into salaried 
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employees of the state. Even after 1815, populist reformism within the Church 
did not disappear completely. Both in France and Spain, leading religious figures 
who were sympathetic to constitutionalism and liberal ideas existed into 1830s. 
The last and most prominent example was Robert de Lamennais, who in 1832 
attempted to convince the pope to reconcile the Church with democratic ideals. 
In response, the pope issued Mirari Vos (1832) and Singulari Nos (1834), which 
rendered Catholicism incompatible with liberal ideas and deterred potential fol-
lowers of Lamennais for decades to come. Notably, Chapter 5 shows that in the 
United Kingdom, where the established church did not suppress internal debate 
and reform as rigorously, a Christian Socialist movement partially influenced by 
Lamennais did emerge in the 1840s. This movement in turn contributed to a ver-
sion of liberalism and later on a workers’ movement that was not antagonistic to 
religion.

These arguments on timing, sequence, and path dependence have broader 
implications for the future and popular understandings of institutional secu-
larization. Consider first the future prospects of secularization. This study finds 
that the more time secular parties have before the advent of populist religious 
parties, the more likely they are to succeed in their endeavors. Among countries 
that boasted secular institutions by the end of the twentieth century, the secular-
izing parties had preceded religious populists by an average of sixty years. Among 
countries that had not yet adopted secular institutions by the same date, the secu-
larizing parties preceded the religious populists by a mere six years. Put other-
wise, compared to those countries that have already adopted secular systems, the 
secularizing political parties that aim for future reform in nonsecular contexts 
are at a distinct disadvantage because they have not had as much time to prepare. 
Furthermore, this disadvantage is not one that they can easily remedy or reverse, 
as it results from an historical sequence that has already occurred. Now the argu-
ment in this study does not only depend on timing and sequence; it also takes 
into account the type of civil society organizations in existence and such organi-
zations could evolve in a manner that is favorable to pro- secularization parties in 
these contexts. Overall, however, the comparison I have drawn suggests that the 
spread of institutional secularization around the world is likely to stagnate in the 
foreseeable future.

The findings on timing, sequence, and path dependence also have implications 
for the popular understandings of religion and politics. Journalistic or popular 
accounts tend to rely on religious doctrine and tradition to explain the variation 
in the type of institutional relationship between religion and state around the 
world. At first glance, it is true that the dominance of specific religions (especially 
Islam) in the population tends to correlate with relative lack of institutional secu-
larization. Yet the empirical analysis in Chapter 2 raises questions about this easy 
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conclusion. The results show that, when controlling for other relevant factors, 
countries with Muslim majorities were not systematically different from those 
with other types of majorities in terms of their inclination toward institutional 
secularization. The historical argument and evidence presented in this book offers 
a two- step alternative explanation for the observed correlation between religious 
tradition and institutional secularization. First, it suggests that the roots of the 
institutional difference between Muslim and Catholic contexts can be found in 
the relative timing of competing secular and religious populist parties. Second, it 
shows that a major cause of this difference in timing and sequence is the delay in 
the formation of Christian democratic parties in Europe, which opened a win-
dow of opportunity for pro- secular groups in Catholic countries that has not 
been available in most Muslim contexts.

Finally, the role of timing and path dependence in this book also has impli-
cations for the modernization theory of secularization. Modernization theory 
implies that the historical conditions that result in the emergence of secular state 
institutions should roughly repeat themselves in different parts of the world 
depending on their level of socioeconomic development. This book finds that 
certain aspects of technological and institutional modernization, such as print-
ing and modern elite schools, do play a role in the emergence and organization 
of secular movements. However, when it comes to whether such movements suc-
ceed, the arguments that emphasize modernization have less to offer. Instead, the 
evidence from this study suggests that the success of institutional secularization 
in relatively developed contexts such as Europe was largely dependent on spe-
cific historical events that opened up breathing space for secular parties. Since 
such breathing space is not readily available elsewhere, a world of increasingly 
developed states would not necessarily give rise to a world of increasingly secular-
ized ones.
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Appendix 1

List of Secular Countries 1800– 20001

(Coding used in all models in Chapter 2 except in the models presented in Table 2.5).

United States
Canada
Cuba 1918– 
Haiti
Dominican Republic up to 1847; 1916– 1954; 1963– 
Jamaica
Mexico 1917– 
Guatemala 1837– 1839; 1894– 
Honduras 1898– 
El Salvador 1880– 
Nicaragua 1894– 
Costa Rica 1884– 
Panama 1917– 
Colombia 1853– 1855; 1991– 
Venezuela 1904– 
Guyana
Ecuador 1902– 
Peru 1930– 
Brazil 1977– 
Bolivia 1932– 
Paraguay 1991– 
Argentina 1954– 1955; 1987– 
Uruguay 1907– 
United Kingdom 1857– 
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Ireland 1996– 
Netherlands
Belgium
Luxembourg
France 1800– 1815; 1884– 
Switzerland 1875– 
Spain 1932– 1938; 1981– 
Portugal 1910– 1939; 1976– 
Germany (including GDR and GFR) 1874– 
Poland 1945– 
Austria 1938– 
Hungary 1894– 
Czech Republic (including Czechoslovakia)
Slovakia
Italy 1971– 
Albania 1929– 
Macedonia
Croatia
Kingdom of Serbia/ Yugoslavia 1946– 
Bosnia
Slovenia
Greece 1983– 
Cyprus 1990– 
Bulgaria 1945– 
Moldova
Romania 1948– 
Russian Empire/ USSR/ Russian Federation 1917– 
Estonia
Latvia
Lithuania (not secular during interwar period)
Ukraine
Belarus
Armenia
Georgia
Azerbaijan
Finland
Sweden 1951– 
Norway 1909– 
Denmark 1922– 
Iceland 1923– 
Côte d’Ivoire 1964– 
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Guinea 1983– 
Burundi
Rwanda
Tunisia
Ottoman Empire/ Turkey 1926– 
Turkmenistan
Tajikistan
Kyrgyzstan
Kazakhstan
Uzbekistan
Philippines up to 1950
Australia
New Zealand
Fiji
Cape Verde
Seychelles
São Tomé and Príncipe
Bahamas
Barbados
Belize
Dominica
Grenada
St. Lucia
St. Kitts and Nevis
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Appendix 2

Sources Used to Code 
Institutional Secularization

I primarily relied on the sources available at www.heinonline.org/ HOL/ 
COW?collection= cow. The heinonline catalogue includes the following types of 
documents:

 1. Digital versions of all current as well as, in most cases, historical versions of the con-
stitutions in the world. The sources, available through the website, that were most 
heavily used for the historical versions of the constitutions were:
Peaslee, Amos J. 1950. Constitutions of Nations. 3 vols. Concord, NH: Rumford 

Press, 1950.
Dodd, Walter Fairleigh. 1909. Modern Constitutions. University of Chicago Press.
Glynn, George. 1894. Foreign Constitutions. Albany: Argus Company.
British and Foreign State Papers (1812– 1968).

 2. Digital versions of the following documents that include information on constitu-
tions and/ or family laws of countries;
 a. Annual Human Rights Reports Submitted to Congress by the U.S. Department 

of State (1976– current).
 b. Modern Legal Systems Cyclopedia.
 c. World Fact Book (1981– current).

 In cases in which the sources available through the “heinonline” catalogue did not pro-
vide the needed information, I used alternative sources. The main additional sources are 
listed according to region:
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Appendix 3

Additional Robustness Checks
 

Table A.1 Institutional Secularization 1850– 2000   
(Additional Robustness Checks)

Model 19 (Cox 
Hazard Model  
— hazard ratios 
reported)

Model 20 (Cox 
Hazard Model  
— hazard ratios 
reported)

Model 21  
(year fixed 
effects logit)

Model 22  
(year fixed 
effects logit)

Muslim 1.39
(1.33)

1.20
(1.18)

1.14*
(0.60)

0.78
(0.56)

Protestant 65.6***
(102)

8.74
(13.9)

1.22
(0.79)

−0.12
(0.86)

Catholic 2.08
(2.48)

0.47
(0.66)

1.19**
(0.57)

−0.05
(0.72)

Orthodox 5.35
(8.24)

0.76
(1.30)

3.42***
(1.05)

2.97***
(1.03)

Secularizing party 
before 1900

— 21.46***
(29.7)

— 2.62***
(0.73)

Relative timing of 
secularizing party 
(compared to reli-
gious reformists)

1.02*
(0.01)

— 0.03***
(0.006)

Civil society   
freedom

1.24
(0.33)

1.18
(0.32)

0.31**
(0.16)

0.16
(0.16)

Distinct party 
platforms

1.13
(0.28)

1.01
(0.24)

−0.09
(0.17)

−0.14
(0.17)
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Model 19 (Cox 
Hazard Model  
— hazard ratios 
reported)

Model 20 (Cox 
Hazard Model  
— hazard ratios 
reported)

Model 21  
(year fixed 
effects logit)

Model 22  
(year fixed 
effects logit)

Throne- altar 1.02
(0.81)

1.25
(0.96)

0.1
(0.48)

0.07
(0.48)

Democracy 0.95
(0.69)

1.08
(0.78)

−0.58
(0.48)

−0.52
(0.49)

Adult literacy 0.98
(0.014)

0.98
(0.013)

0.01
(0.008)

0.01
(0.008)

Population 1.00
(0.00004)

1.00
(0.00004)

−0.00002
(0.00003)

−0.00004
(0.00002)

Urban population 1.00
(0.0001)

1.00
(0.0001)

0.0005
(0.00008)

0.0001*
(0.00008)

GDP per cap 1.00*
(0.00005)

1.00
(0.00005)

0.0001*
(0.0006)

0.0001**
(0.00006)

Secular neighbors 0.68
(0.52)

0.77
(0.61)

1.28***
(0.44)

1.02**
(0.46)

Independence date 1.00
(0.003)

1.00
(0.003)

0.003*
(0.002)

0.003
(0.002)

Nonsecular years N/ A N/ A −1.01***
(0.09)

−1.06***
(0.10)

Cubic splines 
included

N/ A N/ A yes yes

N 2,067 2,067 5,736 5,736

Note 1: *p<0.1, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01 
Note 2: The models only include countries in which a secularizing party emerged at some point 
in the past.

Table A.1 Continued
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Notes

I n t r o d u c t i o n

 1. On this point, see Wald and Wilcox (2006); Philpott (2009); Grzymala- Busse 
(2012); Fox (2015, 25); Fabbe (2019, 5).

 2. The following section in this chapter provides a detailed discussion of the concep-
tual definition of institutional secularization that the rest of the book uses. Briefly 
put, Figure I.1 depends on a definition of institutional secularization that includes 
contexts in which basic political rights and the legal system (including family law) 
are free of official religious interference.

 3. For summaries of these expansive literatures, see Boix and Stokes (2009); Greenfeld 
and Eastwood (2009); Geddes (2009); Spruyt (2009); Wimmer and Feinstein 
(2010); Stasavage (2016); Haggard and Kaufman (2016). For studies that specifically 
explore the religious origins of state institutions, see Gorski (2003); Blaydes (2017); 
Kuru (2019); Grzymala- Busse (2020).

 4. For example, the Oxford Handbook of Comparative Politics devotes Part III to state 
formation and Part IV to political regimes but remains silent on religion and politics 
in general and religion and state institutions in particular (Boix & Stokes 2009).

 5. For notable exceptions, see Kuru (2009); Grzymala- Busse (2015); Başkan (2014); 
Gill (2008); Fox (2008); Fox (2015); Ansell and Lindwall (2013).

 6. For the original arguments, see de Tocqueville (1856); de Tocqueville (1835); for 
extensions of his arguments in recent work, Kuru (2009); Grzymala- Busse (2015); 
Casanova (1994).

 7. See, for example, Gill (2008); Gill (1998); Sarkissian (2015).
 8. See for example, Bruce (2009); Dobbelaere (1999); Wilson (1982); Norris and 

Inglehard (2004); Karakoç and Başkan (2012).
 9. For another study that highlights the importance of religious- secular competition, 

see Fox (2015).
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 10. This core characteristic of institutional secularization, that is, an institutional struc-
ture that enables individuals to lead public and private lives that are free of religious 
dictates, corresponds to what Goertz (2006, 6) calls the “basic” or “cognitively cen-
tral” level of the concept.

 11. Swedish citizens were also not allowed to leave the Lutheran Church of Sweden up 
to 1873 and up to 1951 could only leave the official church for another state- recog-
nized denomination (Gustafsson 2003).

 12. The question of why the establishment of secular institutions takes a more tolerant 
or softer approach toward religion in some contexts is interesting in its own right. 
For works that specifically focus on types of secularization or different configura-
tions of state- religion relationship, see Kuru (2009); Fabbe (2019). Kuru (2009) 
in particular focuses on the distinction between “assertive” secularization, which 
aims to completely exclude religion from public space, and “passive” seculariza-
tion, which leaves room for the visibility of religion in public space. In this book, 
Chapter 5 focuses on how the argument can account for why some contexts adopt 
a softer version of institutional secularization.

 13. Tocqueville (1856); also see Tocqueville (1835) for his other classical work on reli-
gious freedom and religiosity in America.

 14. Since the observations in the dataset are country- years, this statistic includes cross- 
national as well as over- time variation.

 15. For the broader literature that adopts the religious market thesis to explain social sec-
ularization, see Iannaccone (1991); Stark and Finke (2000); Finke and Stark (2005).

 16. For historical levels of urbanization and literacy in Turkey in 1920s, see Öztürk 
et al. (2018); Sayilan and Yildiz 2009. For the historical levels of urbanization and 
literacy in Albania, see Gjonca et al. (1997). For contemporary levels in Pakistan 
and Morocco: https:// www.stati sta.com (accessed in March 2020).

 17. This book is intellectually indebted to the rich and inspiring literature that histori-
ans have developed on printing and its impact on the circulation of ideas. See, for 
example, Eisenstein 2012 (1983); Febvre and Martin (1976); Israel (2001); Darnton 
(1979); Hazard 2013 (1953). Chapter 1, which presents the theory in detail, goes 
deeper into this literature. Also, for an edited volume that explores the role of ideas 
and elites on the secularization of public life in the United States, see Smith (2003), 
particularly Beyerlein (2003) and Garroutte (2003) in the volume.

 18. On this topic, see Przeworski and Sprague (1986); Kalyvas (1996); Bartolini 
(2000); Chandra (2004); Wittenberg (2006); Boix (2009).

 19. I discuss the role of associational hubs and civic organizations in Chapter 1, which 
presents the theory in detail.

 20. For the details on Historical V- Dem, see Knutsen et al. (2019); for the details on 
FBTEE, see Burrows and Curran (2012).

 21. Another approach that emphasizes religious differences is the “Judeo- Christian 
secularism” argument, which suggests that Islam displays a “unique, culturally 
rooted and irrational commingling of religion and politics that is distinct from the 
Judeo- Christian separationist approach to religion and state.” (Hurd 2008, 126; 

https://www.statista.com
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also see Lewis [2004] for an articulation of this argument). This argument has been 
criticized by Hurd herself as well as by other scholars who emphasize the substan-
tial diversity in the history of state- religion relations in Islamic societies, including 
significant periods of separation between religion and state (Kuru 2019; Fish 2011; 
Hashemi 2009; Hurd 2008; Halliday 1996; Lapidus 1975).

 22. Slater and Ziblatt (2013) convincingly argue that, along with controlling for rel-
evant arguments, the representativeness of the variation among the chosen cases 
is key to the generalizability of controlled case comparisons. Slater and Ziblatt’s 
suggestions on case selection also generally correspond to the “most- similar” sys-
tems research design (Mill’s “method of difference”) (Przeworski & Teune 1970; 
Mill 1843, 454– 455). In this study, the generalizability of the findings is enhanced 
by case selection that follows this advice as well as the historical cross- national 
analysis.

 23. The doctrinal differences might explain some of the variation among those coun-
tries with different dominant monotheistic religions (Grzymala- Busse 2012; Kahl 
2005). Chapter 2, which includes the statistical analysis, briefly discusses the role 
of different religious doctrines and introduces the specific dominant religion as a 
control variable in the analysis.

 24. This criterion also applies to Judaism.

C h a p t e r  1

 1. Since these were premodern contexts in which public primary school education 
was not widely available, the typical elementary education, if it existed, involved the 
local priest, pastor, or imam teaching children the basic tenets of religious doctrine.

 2. As discussed in the Introduction, the research design takes into account the varia-
tions between contexts with different doctrinal backgrounds by controlling for the 
dominant religion both in the cross- national analysis and in the comparative his-
torical analysis.

 3. In fact, early Salafists such as Jamal Al- Din Al- Afghani compared themselves to 
Protestant reformers such as Martin Luther (Saeed 2013, 31).

 4. Tolerance toward some monotheistic religions, while still controversial in 
seventeenth-  to eighteenth- century Western Europe, had been established practice 
in the Ottoman Empire (Barkey 2008, 109– 113; Aktürk 2020). Thus, the practice 
of tolerance toward some organized religions was not without an example at the 
time. But, of course, the millet system in the Ottoman Empire exclusively applied 
to selected organized religions and was never expanded to those with syncretic 
beliefs, let alone nonbelievers. Thus, in the seventeenth century, it was the idea of 
including nonbelievers and deists as potentially good citizens that was ideologically 
and practically original.

 5. Note that the Paris Parlement and the provincial parlements were appellate courts 
rather than historical counterparts to parliaments.
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 6. Like their more refined role models, these popular authors were also usually under 
police surveillance and their products often had to be sold clandestinely. In fact, 
one characteristic that seems to have united the philosophes and the writers of popu-
lar works is that both often published their works anonymously for fear of retalia-
tion by the authorities.

 7. The Jacobin political organization was first established in 1789 as the “Society 
of the Friends of the Constitution” and acquired its better known name in 1792. 
Chapter 3 provides a more detailed discussion on the Jacobin club.

 8. According to Wilken (2019, 186, 190), Jefferson and Madison were both influenced 
by English and Scottish Enlightenment thinkers including Milton, Locke, Adam 
Ferguson, and Joseph Priestley. Their own conception of religious liberty, however, 
was more expansive than some of these thinkers, as it included entitlement to “full 
and free exercise of religion according to the dictates of conscience” and not just 
tolerance of it (Wilken 2019, 185, 186).

 9. In Febvre and Martin’s words, “Book production in the first decades of the 16th cen-
tury shows a clear line of development compared with the earlier period. Religious 
works were still preponderant, and in fact more were probably printed than in the 
15th century, but with the overall increase in production the proportion of religious 
works decreased markedly, while the constantly growing quantity of classical texts 
produced is striking. More than 50 per cent of all books printed in Strasbourg in 
the 15th century were religious, while fewer than 10 per cent were classical authors. 
From 1500 to 1520, 33 per cent were either Latin and Greek texts or works by con-
temporary humanists and only 27 per cent were connected with religion” (Febvre 
and Martin 1976, 305). On page 306, the authors also include a table of books 
printed in Paris between 1501 and 1549, showing that in 1501 out of 88 publications, 
53 were religious works and 25 were books by “Latin, Greek, and Humanist authors,” 
whereas in 1549 out of 332 publications, 56 were religious works and 204 were books 
by “Latin, Greek, Humanist authors.” The rest of the books fell in neither category 
and could include entertaining as well as scandalous material.

 10. Rubin (2017) argues that the political fragmentation of Western Europe also made 
it easier for printing to spread across this region early compared to the Ottoman 
Empire, where it was significantly constrained until the early eighteenth century.

 11. For a similar argument on the decoupling of the concept of Enlightenment from 
Christianity and the role of the French Revolution in this process, see Van Kley 
(2016), 281– 285.

 12. I discuss such attempts in detail in Chapter 3.

C h a p t e r  2

 1. The main region- specific sources consulted include the following components of 
the Greenwood Historical Encyclopedia of the World’s Political Parties series: (1) 
Robert J. Alexander, ed., Political Parties of the Americas: Canada, Latin America, 
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and the West Indies (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1982); (2) Frank Tachau, 
Political Parties of the Middle East and North Africa (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 
1994); (3) Vincent E. McHale and Sharon Skowronski, eds., Political Parties of Europe 
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1983); and (4) Haruhiro Fukui, ed., Political Parties 
of Asia and Pacific (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1983). These region- specific 
sources were then complemented by country- specific ones where needed.

 2. Note that the historical involvement of clergy in the initial creation of a specific 
law would not render a country permanently nonsecular as long as the law in ques-
tion does not contradict the criteria I introduce in this section. The criterion on 
“creation” of laws merely takes into account whether clergy or established religious 
rules play an official role at a given point in time. In the context of the statistical 
analysis, the relevant unit of time is year.

 3. Most of these sources are available through an online catalogue accessible at www.
heinonline.org/ HOL/ COW?collection= cow. This website was accessed during 
the period April– September 2013. For the list of cases coded as secular according to 
these criteria, see Appendix 1. For the list of the sources used, see Appendix 2.

 4. See, for example, Norris and Inglehart (2004); Finke and Stark (2000); Karakoç 
and Başkan (2012).

 5. Fox (2008); Fox (2015).
 6. Charles Henry Timperley, A Dictionary of Printers and Printing: With the Progress 

of Literature, Ancient and Modern, Bibliographical Illustrations (London: H. 
Johnson, 1839). Available from The Making of the Modern World, accessed 10 Sept. 
2019 at http:// tiny url.gale.com/ tiny url/ BfA xa2.

 7. To the knowledge of this author, Timperley’s work has not yet been used in cross- 
national analysis, but it is regularly cited in academic works that study the his-
tory of printing business and book publishing. See, for example, Raven (2007); 
Howard- Hill (2006); Berry and Poole (1966); Musson (1958).

 8. See http:// fbtee.uws.edu.au/ stn/ interf ace/ bro wse.php?t= keyw ord&id= k0774.
 9. Michael Coppedge, John Gerring, Carl Henrik Knutsen, Staffan I. Lindberg, Jan 

Teorell, David Altman, Michael Bernhard, M. Steven Fish, Adam Glynn, Allen 
Hicken, Anna Lührmann, Kyle L. Marquardt, Kelly McMann, Pamela Paxton, 
Daniel Pemstein, Brigitte Seim, Rachel Sigman, Svend- Erik Skaaning, Jeffrey Staton, 
Agnes Cornell, Lisa Gastaldi, Haakon Gjerløw, Valeriya Mechkova, Johannes von 
Römer, Aksel Sundström, Eitan Tzelgov, Luca Uberti, Yi- ting Wang, Tore Wig, 
and Daniel Ziblatt. 2019. “V- Dem Codebook v9.” Varieties of Democracy (V- Dem) 
Project. For more detail on the coding scheme and criteria for the Historical- V- Dem 
project that focuses on the coding of variables between 1789 and the early twentieth 
century, see https:// www.v- dem.net/ en/ our- work/ his tori cal- v- dem/ .

 10. This variable comes from the V- Dem project, which in turn relies on Brecke (2001).
 11. As a reminder, this variable is used only in the regressions that include countries in 

which secular parties already emerged in the past. Therefore, for countries in which 

http://www.heinonline.org/HOL/COW?collection=cow%22
http://www.heinonline.org/HOL/COW?collection=cow%22
http://tinyurl.gale.com/tinyurl/BfAxa2
http://fbtee.uws.edu.au/stn/interface/browse.php?t=keyword&id=k0774
https://www.v-dem.net/en/our-work/historical-v-dem/
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the religious parties precede secular ones, the coding is a constant negative number 
that captures the number of years the religious party had been in existence before 
the emergence of the secular party.

 12. The coding does not include religious parties that appealed to religious groups that 
comprised less than 25 percent of a given population. This is because, given their 
demographic limits, such parties are unlikely to provide a significant organizational 
obstacle against secularizing parties. Furthermore, parties need to exist for at least 
six months to be included in the coding. The main region- specific sources con-
sulted are the same as those enumerated in note 1. These region- specific sources 
were then complemented by country- specific ones where needed.

 13. The source is Vanhanen (1997).
 14. The source is the V- Dem dataset.
 15. Based on simulations using Model 1 and keeping all variables at their mean val-

ues. Simulations were calculated using CLARIFY (Tomz et al. 2003). The baseline 
probability that a secular party would emerge in any given year is 1 percent.

 16. This model is not displayed in Table 2.1 but is available from the author.
 17. There are a small number of countries in which family law relies on customary 

systems that are not explicitly religious. Since it is problematic to categorize these 
contexts as having civic or religious family laws, they are excluded from the regres-
sions presented. However, including these observations as secular systems does not 
change the conclusions of the analysis.

 18. Most of these contexts include relatively small island nations, which inherited secu-
lar systems at the time of independence.

 19. Based on Model 7 when keeping all other variables at their mean values and using 
simulations generated by CLARIFY.

 20. These specifications are available from the author.
 21. All models also include a control for the date of independence. For countries that did 

not become independent from an existing colonial or traditional multiethnic empire 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the independence date is taken as 1600.

 22. For example, according to this definition, the United Kingdom, Denmark, Sweden, 
and Norway are coded as nonsecular throughout the dataset.

C h a p t e r  3

 1. “The French Academy in Its Origin,” Science 6, no. 131 (Aug. 7, 1885): 105– 106 
(anonymous piece).

 2. The members of Port Royal were suspected of Jansenist sympathies; the following 
sections discuss Jansenism in more detail.

 3. They were forced to do so through royal pressure (Bell 1994, 69).
 4. The phases outlined here are taken from Gumbrecht (1992), Chapter 7. Also see 

Wade (1977) for a slightly different periodization. For the purposes of the argu-
ment here, minor variations in the periodization do not make a difference.
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 5. Given the existence of significant clandestine printing activity, the actual percent-
age of religious material had probably gone down even further.

 6. In being explicit about its focus on the later literature, this book also follows the meth-
odological advice given by Lustick (1996) on using historical work in political science.

 7. It was also during this period that the famous church of Sacré- Coeur was built in 
the heart of anti- clerical Paris.

 8. Pope Leo XIII adjusted the Catholic Church’s position on republicanism in his 
encyclical Rerum Novarum in 1891. However, the Church once again tightened 
its control of Catholic Reformists after Pope Pious X came to power in 1903. The 
Church hierarchy in France, backed by the pope, was responsible for suppressing 
another popular Catholic movement, Sillon, in 1910 (Breunig 1957; Kalyvas 1996).

 9. See Kalyvas (1996, 159) for a similar point.
 10. In fact, close to one- third of the deputies who passed the Cádiz Constitution in 

1812 were members of the clergy (Payne 1984, 73).
 11. For a list of books that were put on the Index of Forbidden Books by the Roman 

Inquisition, see the list compiled by Florian Gassner and Nikola Roßbach 
at: http:// blogs.ubc.ca/ docume nta/ files/ 2017/ 05/ List- of- Ban ned- Books- 2017- 05- 
04.pdf (accessed in January 2017).

 12. Among republicans, some like Emilio Castelar shifted to a more unionist position 
after the cantonalist movement started to destabilize the republic.

 13. Unlike the Liberals, the Republicans and Socialists were not willing to hold back in 
the elections.

 14. Female suffrage was introduced after the 1931 elections by a coalition of right- wing 
deputies, who expected electoral benefit, and Socialist deputies, who seem to have 
voted on progressive principles. The Republicans, suspecting that the female vote 
would favor the right- wing parties, opposed this measure.

 15. For excellent historical accounts, see Preston (2006), Jackson (1965).
 16. For the classic theoretical treatment of this problem for Socialist parties, see 

Przeworski and Sprague (1986).

C h a p t e r  4

 1. In the heyday of the system, the janissaries were not allowed to marry until they 
retired.

 2. The permanent embassies in European capitals did not arrive until the end of the 
eighteenth century.

 3. Levy (1971) argues that for a short period, Mahmut II was also able to entice the 
lower members of the clergy by building mosques and offering them paid positions 
as pastors in the newly formed military units.

 4. In the case of Lycée Galatasaray, the şeyhülislam seems to have been more accom-
modating; this might be because he incorrectly considered the Lycée to be attrac-
tive mostly for the non- Muslims.

 

http://blogs.ubc.ca/documenta/files/2017/05/List-of-Banned-Books-2017-05-04.pdf
http://blogs.ubc.ca/documenta/files/2017/05/List-of-Banned-Books-2017-05-04.pdf
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 5. In public, Ahmed Riza occasionally invoked Islam but in his private correspondence 
he was very critical of Islam and its influence on Ottoman society (Berkes 1998).

 6. It was after the formation of this party that the People’s Party was renamed the 
Republican People’s Party.

 7. For example, for this view, see Shaw and Shaw (1977); Turan (2015).
 8. In his memoirs, Ali Fuat Cebesoy also says that the PRP leaders deliberately excluded 

conservative deputies even though, had the conservatives been included, the PRP’s 
parliamentary support would have been much larger (Cebesoy 2002, 115, 116).

 9. Some other leaders of the PRP, in particular Rauf Orbay and Refet Bele, might 
have been more conservative in their views. In his Speech (Nutuk), Atatürk depicts 
these individuals as conservative and supportive of the khaliphate. However, even 
in their case, the evidence is ambiguous. For example, in a speech in 1923, Refet 
Bele declared that “the power and strength of the nation must belong to the people 
not to a sultan or khaliph,” a view that was at odds with the clerical opinion at the 
time, which considered the khaliph as the leading political as well as religious figure 
(Turnaoğlu 2017, 221.)

 10. Iren Ozgur states that by mid- 1990s the percentage of imam hatip graduates who 
actually became imams had dropped to 15 percent (Ozgur 2012, 45).

 11. For these statistics, see: https:// www.reut ers.com/ inves tiga tes/ spec ial- rep ort/ tur 
key- erdo gan- educat ion/  (accessed in May 2018).

 12. Reversal of secular laws could have included introduction of a family law based on 
sharia, new rules on apostasy, or consumption of alcohol.

 13. Bianchi also shows that the rate of increase in associations far exceeded that of 
population growth (Bianchi 1984, 156).

 14. Not all sufi orders supported the NOP and its successor, NSP. Others such as the 
Nurcu preferred to support JP (Wuthrich 2015).

 15. These were not official links but took the form of the trade unions advising their 
members to vote for the RPP.

 16. According to Ozbudun (1980), “In 1973, the urban- rural gap in the RPP votes 
widened to an impressive 13.1 percentage points. Between 1969 and 1973, the RPP 
increased both its urban and rural votes. But its rural gains were rather small (3.2 
per cent of the total valid votes cast), its urban gains were much more significant 
(8.8 per cent)” (Ozbudun 1980, 118).

 17. Ahmad (1988) argues that there was a deliberate attempt by right- wing paramilitary 
organizations, with unofficial complicity from the JP, to undermine RPP rule. Note 
that these paramilitary organizations were typically related to the extreme national-
ist party rather than the NSP. There were no parliamentary elections in 1979.

 18. The June 2015 elections were repeated in November 2015 due to the JDP’s objec-
tions. The 2019 Istanbul municipal elections were also repeated when the opposi-
tion candidate for the RPP won. The JDP lost the repeated election to the same 
candidate with a much larger margin.

https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/turkey-erdogan-education/
https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/turkey-erdogan-education/
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 19. Pew Research Center, the Pew Forum in Religion and Public Life, April 30, 2013. 
“The World’s Muslims: Religion, Politics and Society.” Available at http:// www.
pewfo rum.org/ Mus lim/ the- wor lds- musl ims- relig ion- polit ics- soci ety.aspx.

 20. See comparative surveys conducted by a reputable polling agency (KONDA) in 
2008 and 2018 (available at https:// int erak tif.konda.com.tr/ tr/ Genc ler2 018/ ).   
According to these surveys, the percentage of individuals within the 15– 29 age 
group who self- identify as leading a religiously conservative lifestyle has gone down 
from 28 percent in 2008 to 15 percent in 2018. Those who prayed often or always 
also went down from 27 percent in 2008 to 24 percent in 2018, while those who 
fast often or always during Ramadan went down from 74 percent to 58 percent. 
Finally, those who expressed agreement with having their children marry someone 
from another religion went to up from 32 percent to 40 percent in the same period.

 21. The sultans of Morocco acquired the title of king after 1957.
 22. The penal code that was passed in 1962, while not explicitly relying on Islam, 

included laws that proscribed “undermining,” “offending,” or “insulting” God and 
made avoidance of Ramadan fast a crime punishable by six months’ imprisonment 
and financial penalty.

 23. Both publications faced repression in the couple of years after they emerged.
 24. The USFP emerged from within the UNFP in the 1970s and became more domi-

nant than the latter.
 25. For the repression, see: “Wave of Repression Sweeps Morocco” MERIP Reports, 

No. 57 (May, 1977), pp. 18– 19, published by: Middle East Research and Information 
Project.

C h a p t e r  5

 1. Additionally, Chapter 2 used a number of models that checked the robustness of 
the findings to varying the definition of institutional secularization.

 2. The key steps include the Repeal of Test and Corporations Act in 1828, the Catholic 
Emancipation Act of 1829, the Tithe Commutation Act of 1836, the removal of 
marriage and divorce from the jurisdiction of ecclesiastical courts in 1857, the aboli-
tion of church rate in 1868, and the Education Act of 1870.

 3. The first Education Act of 1870 included compulsory nondenominational 
Protestant religious education with a conscience clause. The state schools today are 
still required to offer religious education, but parents are allowed to withdraw their 
children from these courses.

 4. The Personal Status Law of 1957 introduced civil marriage, made polygamy illegal, 
removed divorce via repudiation, and allowed women to initiate divorce. Prior to 
these changes to the inheritance law, male relatives such as uncles would take pre-
cedence over direct female descendants such as daughters. For a detailed discussion 
of these changes, see Charrad (2001).

 

http://www.pewforum.org/Muslim/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society.aspx
http://www.pewforum.org/Muslim/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society.aspx
https://interaktif.konda.com.tr/tr/Gencler2018/


Notes230

230

 5. It is possible for Tunisian families to execute sales contracts with their children 
to ensure equal inheritance between daughters and sons (see Annual Report on 
International Religious Freedom 2006, October 2007, 110– 111 Joint Committee 
Print, S. Prt. 110– 132, U.S. Government Printing Office, 2008, Purdue University).

 6. For more detail on Milton’s approach to Catholicism and his views on the separa-
tion of church and state, see Hill (1977).

 7. Examples include the correspondence between Spinoza and the seventeenth- 
century British empiricist Robert Boyle (Colie 1963, 194). In his work Tractatus 
Theologico- Politicus, Spinoza himself made use of Hobbes’s anti- clerical ideas in the 
Leviathan, which had been translated to Dutch (Parkin 2007). For more on the 
exchange of ideas, see Israel (2001); Royle (1974, 25, 29).

 8. According to Brown (1973, 175), by 1950, 21 percent of land in French Tunisia 
belonged to colons, as opposed to 8 percent in Morocco.

 9. The Vatican adopted a sympathetic position to the working class only after 1891 
after the issuing of Rerum Novarum (Bouscaren 1949; Demker 2009).

 10. According to the 1801 Concordat between France and the Vatican, the government 
in nineteenth- century France could also nominate candidates for bishop positions, 
but these nominations were subject to approval by the pope.

 11. Ahmad Bey also attempted to implement other military reforms including a new 
type of army but, unlike the Bardo Academy, these did not survive long, nor did 
they leave an identifiable legacy (Anderson 1986; Perkins 2014).

C h a p t e r  6

 1. See, for example, Tilly (1975); Levy (1988); Tilly (1990); Herbst (2000); Centeno 
(2002); Karaman and Pamuk (2013).

 2. For a thorough summary of the functionalist approach to religion, see Segal (2010). 
For fundamental texts, see Weber (1963); Durkheim (1915). For recent applica-
tions of functionalist approach in political science, Norris and Inglehart (2000); 
Karakoç & Başkan (2012).

 3. Also see Wimmer (2020) for the role of civic organizations in the emergence of 
inclusive forms of nationalism and Bulutgil (2016) for their role in resisting extreme 
nationalism and ethnic cleansing.

 4. For an excellent description of the analytical difference between the better- known 
type of path dependence, self- reinforcing sequences (or increasing returns), and 
reactive sequences, see Mahoney 2000, 522– 526.

A p p e n d i x  1

 1. For countries that were not independent in 1800, the period includes date of inde-
pendence to 2000.
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