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Islam is all too frequently regarded as the other of secular 

(Western) modernity. Sometimes this perception extends to 

Middle Eastern societies, for which Islam allegedly plays a con-

stitutive role. However, secularity, the difference between 

religion and the secular, has been shaping modern societies in 

the Middle East too. Moreover, recent scholarship has high-

lighted patterns of secularity both within modern Islamic 

thought and in Islamicate history.  

The lecture  first establishes the factual secularity of modern 

Middle Eastern societies, focusing on the relation between 

religion and politics. Moving from structures to ideas, it then 

shows how modern Islamic thought conceptualized secularity. 

Examples from Islamicate history will make clear that seculari-

ty in the Middle East was not the exclusive product of colonial 

modernity, but drew also on earlier distinctions between reli-

gion and the secular. 
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