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Both nation and religion tend to resist attempts at a universal and unequivocal definition. It has even been even suggested that the definitions of religion resemble a Tower of Babel. One might rightfully use a similar image to speak of the nation. The founding fathers of social science admitted that they were perplexed when faced with this notion. As Durkheim put it, the concept of the nation is beyond doubt a mystical, an obscure idea. As in the case of religion, attempts to define the nation have gravitated towards two poles. On one end of the spectrum, primordial definitions of the nation border on essentialism. On the other end, scholars opt for various shades of functionalism. The nation does not easily lend itself to unified definitions. Since it was originally coined, the notion has evolved at the intersection between complex, and at times contradictory logics. The nation imposed itself in the 19th century as a new framework of collective identification and a source of political legitimacy more in tune with modernity. Its promotion went alongside the destruction of previous constituent markers of traditional identities and the erosion of imperial logics. Thereby, the nation became a privileged site for those who wished to explore and articulate new symbols of identity and politics. Nationalism, meanwhile, appeared on European soil as a kind of "in-between." It embodied the gap that existed between the initial ambitions of "national movements" and the concrete realities produced by the instrumentalization of the mobilizing powers of the national idea in the service of the State. This led to a situation where the nation, previously a central reference in the European Movement (those who everywhere were fighting against the established Order), was used by political actors as a device to promote and sanction specific kinds of political order.

The relationship between religion and nation is far from being univocal. In history, this couple has come under many disguises. A first variant is the "religion vs. Nation". A telling example is that of Pius IX and his Syllabus. In the eyes of the 19 th century pope, both the nation and political modernity pertain to the libertas perditionis, a senseless endeavor to build a world emancipated from God. Symmetrically, "the nation" has been opposed to religion. From France's Third Republic to Kemal's Turkey, from Germany's Kulturkampf to Bourguiba's policies at the dawn of the Tunisian independence, with its lay overtones, there are many more examples of the political construction of a tension aiming at conditioning the progress of the nation upon an effort to contain religion.

There are also examples of situations where "religion" was placed in "the service of the nation," as evidenced, for instance, by the mobilization of Catholicism for the purpose of building a "Croatian national identity" in the 1990s. We may also recall the role earlier played by Catholicism as a "central socio-cultural operator" on the Polish scene. This configuration can, however, always be reversed by placing the "nation in the service of religion". In this case, the nation serves a higher purpose than a secular one.

Moreover, the relationship between nation and religion cannot be approached regardless of the environment in which it operates. For example, the definition of the Italian nation that the Catholic Church defended in the late 20th century, the Church establishing itself as the last bastion of the Unity, bore little resemblance to what the same church denounced in the middle of the 19th century, and to the nation Mussolini tried to promote in the 1920s-1930s. While today's nationalisms have remained in the continuity of the movements and ideologies which led to the First and Second world wars, it nevertheless differs significantly from their predecessors. Over the course of the 20 th century, most nations have evolved as their members have become increasingly aware of the advance of globalization, which has exhausted a mode of identification linked to the nation-state. Nations have thus become a repertoire of identification among others. Correspondingly, the fiction of the 19 th century homogenous societies has been replaced with growing awareness of the plurality induced by the settling on European soil of people whose ancestry can be traced to other parts of the world. This prospect, however, raises many resistances as exemplified by the emergence of political entrepreneurs who position themselves as defenders of the nation. In this new situation, the relationship between "nation" and "religion" has again changed. At times, religions are used as a register and a vector by the social actors who wish to argue the continued relevance of the nation. Alternatively, references to religion are served to criticize nationalism and, thereby, aimed at superseding the nation. In Europe and beyond, religion can be mobilized by identity entrepreneurs to perpetuate a reading of reality where the public space is thought as total and undifferentiated, and where the other is denied the right to the city in a nationalist mode. For example, there are several reasons why "the Muslims" have become the negative reference in which all European fears are mirrored. One reason lies in the new visibility that religious pluralism has acquired in European societies. The French law against "ostensible signs" and the Swiss vote on minarets are telling examples here. The scholars who have tried to explain that Islam in Europe constitutes primarily a resource employed by migrants and their descendants to negotiate the contours of a stable identity with the host-society have failed to alter mainstream representations.

Islam is not usually perceived as the vehicle of a "silent revolution" whereby the overwhelming majority of Muslims would integrate into European societies. Rather, the Islamic religion is mostly understood as a threat: The constant inflow of populations coming from distant and culturally different countries; and the spread of non-Christian cultures among the Christian population. In this case, identity is defined as stable, and references to Christianity play a key role in this stability.
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