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The practice of political theory in the post-colonies has been inseparable from 

suspicion against the liberal thought that gave rise to the very institutions 

that made the practice possible. In India in particular, postcolonial theory has 

liberal institutions and thinkers persistently leveraged liberal cultural, social, 

and political ideas to justify and entrench colonial rule, the establishment of the 

Uday Singh Mehta’s Liberalism and Empire

of liberalism from its early imperialist bent that is characteristic of Anglo-

American political philosophy, Mehta tirelessly directs and redirects us to the 

intimate relationship between liberalism and empire. A key and, of course, highly 

controversial claim of this position is the suggestion that the urge toward empire 

is implicit – tacit, perhaps inchoate, but nevertheless implicit – somehow and 

somewhere within the basic architecture of liberal thought. In the case of British 

of doctrines and practices that insensitively wreaked havoc upon “barbaric” or 

“traditional” cultures, dismissive of their unfamiliar peculiarities, steamrolling over 

them with its universalist convictions supposedly free of particularity, grounded 

as they were in objective rationality rather than merely subjective interests. 
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Obviously, no liberal theorist today condones imperialism, irrespective of the 

actual practices of self-styled liberal governments or liberal international 

institutions. A liberal-oriented political theorist working in the post-colonies, then, 

understands herself as unburdened by the requirement to justify liberal theory’s 

inherent contradictions, as would have been the case prior to the era of global 

decolonization, i.e., the centuries-long epoch of comprehensive rather than 

political liberalism. She remains merely tasked with the much lighter obligation 

styled liberal regimes and institutions contravene the basic principles of the 

theory. And naturally this gets supplemented by addressing the weaknesses 

within the theory inevitably manifests itself within the practices. The latter 

line of argumentation usually delves into the historical differences between 

comprehensive and political liberalism, muses on the Hegelian provenance of 

to a metaphysical conception, an ideal versus non-ideal theory, the right versus 

the good, and so on.

Paul Weithman’s lucid and compelling recent book in the tradition of political 

liberalism, Rawls, Political Liberalism and Reasonable Faith, spends a good deal of 

III), although his motives are far removed from those of the political theorist in the 

post-colonies. But what is most pertinent to the latter, rather, are the arguments 

I and Part IV).

religious “aspects” of liberalism. To be sure, this is not on the religious aspects of 

classical or comprehensive liberalism – that much maligned correlation of liberal 

imperialism with Christian missionary zeal, responsible for so much bloodshed 

and ethnocide in the name of civilizing backward peoples and saving heathen 

souls. That classical correlation, responsible for much of the continued suspicion 

mentioned in the opening, has been regretted by liberal theorists, condemned 

by liberal institutions, and unanimously disavowed and denounced. And yet, anti-
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liberal skeptics in the post-colonies continue to argue that the linkage between 

Christianity and liberalism was not merely a historical accident, one now corrected in, 

and its dangers diffused by, political liberalism. Rather, according to these postcolonial 

political theorists, Christian thought and values are implicit – tacit, perhaps inchoate, 

but nevertheless implicit – somehow and somewhere within the basic architecture 

of political liberalism too. What Paul Weithman’s book unintentionally serves to do, is 

Of course, Weithman’s concern with the possible religious aspect of political 

course of which the essays in Weithman’s book were composed), the formerly 

dominant status of the secularist paradigm has been undermined globally. Since 

the 1980s and early 1990s when sociologists began publishing their crucial work 

Enlightenment secular paradigm which dominated the discourse of the social 

sciences during the twentieth century has faced fundamental challenges. The 

demonstrated that it is indispensable to understand and analyse how religion 

plays a role within the political reality of contemporary societies. The ‘clash of 

consequent upon these developments, what in Juergen Habermas' scholarship 

is referred to as a ‘postsecular turn’ seems to be occurring within the political 

sciences more broadly.

Furthermore, these developments shed new light on the works of philosophers 

who had dealt with religious issues during the second part of the last century, 

and – in contrast with the secular and atheistic tendencies of modern philosophy 

– has rendered the question of religion a crucial topic for philosophy. Negligence 

of the problems concerning religion, including taking for granted the universal 

applicability of the secular paradigm in political theory, had in earlier decades 
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on the political being placed in an embarrassing position – well summarized 

other theological issues – such as political theology – continue to garner ever-

wider general interest.

2004). Habermas’ “postsecular turn” generated an especially intensive reaction by 

a community of post-Enlightenment scholars who seemed to be betrayed by their 

theory of religious dispersion in modern culture and speaks about the ambivalence of 

ever could have been the only alternative for building societies in the contemporary 

having written his anti-secular manifesto much earlier than Western scholarship 

would begin to embrace the idea of a “new religious pluralism” or “radical pluralism.” 

to represent Islam as the ‘other’ of modern Western secular culture, the uniqueness 

United States, both in scholarship and in democratic political life, the “religious factor” 

continues to retain its vital role. 

and new forms of religious consciousness is a widespread phenomenon. However, 

this general religious impact on the political is to be differentiated from the question of 

how the insights derivable from different religious outlooks could be – or, alternatively, 

why they perhaps should not be – introduced into the public life of democracies, on 

the one hand, and within the purview of political theory, on the other. 
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This latter question has been taken up saliently and in depth in the work of Juergen 

Habermas, for whom the postsecular environment has long been haunted by the 

ominous notion of political theology. 

Habermas’ attempt to harness the “inspiring energy” potential of religious 

traditions into a political-theoretical framework occurs within the backdrop of 

political theology, which seems to him to threaten the fundamental rationality 

and freedoms of modernity. In his account, the secular should assimilate the 

religious like a blood infusion, becoming more vibrant and stronger, but not losing 

unleashes an inspiring energy for all of society….In short, postmetaphysical 

thought is prepared to learn from religion, but remains agnostic in the 

process. It insists on the difference between the certainties of faith, on 

the one hand, and validity claims that can be publicly criticized, on the 

The postsecular problem thus lies in how best to preserve the secular democratic 

institutions and keep them from being violated through religiously motivated 

Religious traditions have a special power to articulate moral intuitions, 

especially with regard to vulnerable forms of communal life. In the event 

of the corresponding political debates, this potential makes religious 

speech a serious candidate to transporting possible truth contents, 

which can then be translated from the vocabulary of a particular 

religious community into a generally accessible language. However, the 

institutional thresholds between the ‘wild life’ of the political public sphere 

allows only secular contributions to pass through. In parliament, for 
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This rich paragraph is replete with suggestions but I will just draw out a couple. 

secular language) serves the threshold protecting institutions like parliament from 

in this respect) have pointed to an unfair burden on religious persons, who, when 

they enter the political public sphere, are required to translate their reasons and 

he does not think that “we, as Europeans, can seriously understand concepts like 

morality and ethical life, persona and individuality, or freedom and emancipation, 

without appropriating the substance of the Judeo-Christian understanding of 

concepts of the modern theory of the state are secularized theological concepts” 

shift that burden from off of some religious groups and place it on to others, 

namely, onto those from a non-Judeo-Christian religious background?

And the problematic nature of Habermas’ “We…Europeans” also refracts through 

the second point, where Habermas provides the Speaker of parliament with a 

parliamentary discourse, with a religious seed planted in the minds of the 

debaters. This bears far-reaching impact, as granting the Speaker the power 

to abort that religious seed necessarily precludes plural legal systems such as 

those operative in India or Israel, as discussed further below.   
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allows the state to preserve its earlier legitimacy – and preserve state sovereignty 

religious vitality. It seems that everything would hang upon the effectiveness of 

political theology? Habermas’ long-standing implicit preoccupation with political 

8  

do not stand, as a painful reminder of these facts. This is why Habermas requires 

the postsecular to be realized wholly upon the terms set by the secular. We open 

ourselves to the religious in good faith and wish not to be violated. Europe, as 

it is, is already suffering under pains of contraction and miscarriage, and thus 

vulnerable, according to Habermas. For, as he describes in the closing paragraph 

of the loss of its empire…with the loss of colonial territories. With the 

growing distance of imperial domination and the history of colonialism, 

the European powers also…could learn from the perspective of the 

defeated to perceive themselves in the dubious role of victors who are 

called to account for the violence of a forcible and uprooting process of 

Habermas’ watershed essay “Religion in the Public Sphere” was also partly inspired 

by the fact that, to quote from his opening page, “In several Muslim countries, 

and in Israel as well, religious family law is either an alternative or a substitute 

Habermas envisioned parliamentary and legislative debate surrounding the 

framing and adopting of such laws, considering that religious statements and 
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could the Israeli Knesset, the Indian Lok Sabha or the Pakistani Majlis-e-Shoora 

function under the constant erasure of religious statements?  

A ‘postsecular’ society must at some point have been in a ‘secular’ 

state. The controversial term can therefore only be applied to the 

New Zealand, where people’s religious ties have steadily or rather quite 

Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam over a dozen times in this same essay, nor does 

it dissuade him from opening his 2009 talk on Political Theology in New York with 

pithy remarks on China.1 But why even speak of phenomena in these areas if 

resurgence of religion, which characterizes the postsecular condition Habermas 

 non sequitor.

from the Schmittian dogma claiming an irreducible and fundamental theological 

1 Minute 13, SSRC website – 22 October 2009.  He moves on from China to the September 11 attacks, 
then to US President George W. Bush and Afghanistan.
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state. Quite the contrary, it aims rather to separate religion and democracy as far 

The renewed visibility of religion has illustrated the inability of secular reason to 

vanquish religion to the realm of superstition. But this is not even what political 

of a minimalistic anthropology, discussed further below) with a comprehensive 

content. 

Since the liberal postsecular viewpoint must remain agnostic with respect to 

religion, political liberalism has no option but to determine and articulate the 

rules of cohabitation, rules of translation, between public or political reason 

and private religious views. But is there, then, no political theology of political 

liberalism? This has been the staple position of political liberals for the most part. 

With the appearance of Weithman’s book, however, the thin edge of the wedge 

has been introduced. 

gain a very different perspective on this. Rawls, to state the obvious, has never 

been regarded as having made a contribution to the understanding of human 

we put aside and rely on a political conception of persons as citizens instead” 

By this political conception is understood what is an abstraction from the typical 

characteristics of a person as incarnate. Instead, Rawls provides a minimalistic 

We think of persons as reasonable and rational, as free and equal citizens, 

with the two moral powers [– the capacity for a conception of justice and 

the capacity for a conception of the good – ] and having, at any given 

moment, a determinate conception of the good, which may change over 
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This conception has become the mainstay of political liberalism. Charles Larmore 

“relies on our being able to abandon ‘the cult of wholeness’ and to embrace a 

certain differentiation between our role as citizens, free of status and ascription, 

and our other roles where we may be engaged with others in the pursuit of 

substantial ideals of the good life.” Thus, Larmore admits that there is some sense 

Within this account of the person, however, there could be no mention of evil, not 

even a hint – it is, after all, a political and not theological conception of the person. 

What is interesting, though, is that the earlier we go back in Rawls’ thought, the 

more prominent are the theological motifs to be found within his representation 

of human nature, at least with respect to a robust conception of evil. There is 

a surprising but neglected passage from the end of A Theory of Justice on the 

distinctions between the unjust, the bad, and the evil man. Rawls states there, 

and humiliation of those subject to him and he relishes being recognized by them 

in Rawls’ writings – at least, not in his early writings. In his senior thesis from 1942, 

entitled A Brief Inquiry Into the Meaning of Sin and Faith, the term “evil” appears 

A Theory of 

Justice, we go down to only 4 in his later work Political Liberalism. In the latter, 

Rawls mentions “evil” twice in speaking of American slavery and the Civil War, 

which resulted in the death and destruction of many lives in the young nation, 

and then twice in speaking of Hitler and the Shoah. Finally, in his last book, The 

Law of Peoples

Holocaust, the Luftwaffe of the Third Reich, and Jewish ghettos in the 16th century. 

It appears, then, that in Rawls’ later works, evil is seen as radical, a thing of the past 

without hope. This is because the idea of evil, so prominent in early Rawls, has 

totally disappeared from the scene as a historical moment of no contemporary 

consequence in relation to his discovery of the minimalistic, political conception 

of the person as citizen – that is, as being fully reasonable and rational rather 
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than tending toward the misdeeds consistent with the earlier theological 

representation of his nature.

This is important in relation to the claim of the free standing position of political 

liberalism, and its disavowal of all controversial metaphysical dogma. Rawls 

to draw solely upon basic intuitive ideas that are embedded in the political 

institutions of a constitutional democratic regime and the public traditions of 

free of a religious aspect. 

to touch upon something hard to deny. Indeed, it might be right there for everyone 

to see in the genealogy of political liberalism that Rawls himself provides in the 

introduction of Political Liberalism. There, Rawls sketches the historical origins of 

the success of liberal constitutionalism came as a discovery of a new 

pluralist society. Before the successful and peaceful practice of toleration 

in societies with liberal institutions there was no way of knowing of that 

possibility. It is more natural to believe, as the centuries-long practice of 

agreement on a general and comprehensive religious, philosophical, or 

moral doctrine. Intolerance was accepted as a condition of social order 

here of the numerous historical non-Western traditions of “harmonious and 

The Indian subcontinent is called “the world’s oldest and most interesting 
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the end of the eighth century CE. This diversity also included streams of 

occasional and sometimes persistent clashes between communities, but 

systematic persecution and oppression on the basis of comprehensive 

De Roover concludes, therefore, that “Rawls’ claim that the success of liberal 

if 

and only if all plural societies are variations on the structure of post-Reformation 

Postcolonial political theorists have long argued that Christian thought and 

values are implicit somehow and somewhere within the basic architecture of 

political liberalism. While it was in no way intended – with the postsecular and 

especially the postcolonial being topics totally alien to the scope of his book – 

somehow

somewhere, that where is starting to seem like it might be every work of Rawls, 

from the 1942 Thesis up to the Law of Peoples.
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