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Introduction
Daniel Warner and Lydia Amberg1
Multiculturalism and secularism are two of the essential underlying principles of modern
liberal societies. In the contemporary complex and interdependent world, the integration of
different ethnic groups and the separation of church and state are fundamental. And yet both
of these concepts are being directly challenged. Radical groups such as the Islamic State
(ISIS) are attempting to create a caliphate, which would be a return to a homogeneous
theocracy. In addition, and less radically, various nation-states sharing one unifying religious
belief have called into question the universality of values such as multiculturalism and
secularism as basic principles of their societies.2 Even in historically multicultural countries
such as Canada, the once agreed-upon multicultural concept has been called into question.3
The United States, which once called itself a melting pot of different cultures, is now referred
to as a salad bowl, unable to integrate its differing groups properly into a cohesive whole.
Overarching national identities have been broken down into competing cultural identities.
Multiculturalism and secularism are no longer easily assumed as accepted ways to organize
contemporary societies.
The end of the Cold War witnessed the termination of the ideological confrontation between
Marxist/Leninism and democratic capitalism. Francis Fukuyama, in a moment of euphoric
triumphalism, even declared the end of history.4 The euphoria did not last long. Conflicts still
occur after 1989, but for reasons other than political/economic: recent confrontations have
been along fault-lines closer to Samuel Huntington‟s clash of civilizations.5 The tragic events
of January 2015 in Paris after the publication of cartoons showing the prophet Mohammed,
disagreements over policies dealing with the wearing of veils or the construction of minarets,
the refusal of a clerk in Kentucky to marry a gay couple and the rise of xenophobia against
refugees coming from certain regions and religious backgrounds are all obvious examples of
1Dr. Daniel Warner is Assistant Director for International Relations, Managementat the Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed Forces (DCAF)
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how sensitive societies have become to the role of religion and the limits of individual
freedom.
The terms secularism and pluralism immediately evoke concepts such as freedom of
expression, democracy, freedom of the press, gender equality and freedom of religion. The list
could go on. These underlying assumptions of liberal societies raise essential questions about
the role of government. What role does a government play in guaranteeing certain rights?
How does the guarantee of these rights interact with national and individual security? How
are these different concepts related to one another? Does one presuppose another? Which are
the most basic? Can a democratic state be non-secular? Is a democratic form of government
the only form that can guarantee basic rights? What role does a written constitution have? Are
we witnessing a religious revival at the beginning of the twenty-first century? And if so, why?
While not directly answering these questions, an examination of policies in Azerbaijan and
Switzerland, as two countries similar in attitudes towards multiculturalism and secularism,
reveals many of the successes and tensions in considering the above questions. As Philippe
Lefort points out in the Conclusion, “the relation between secularism and multiculturalism in
today‟s world is neither simple nor unilateral”. But it is certainly worth interrogating.
As part of an effort to strengthen civil society in Azerbaijan and further develop international
cooperation, the Council on State Support to Non-Governmental Organisations under the
Auspices of the President of Azerbaijan (CSSN) in cooperation with the Baku
Multiculturalism Centre agreed to support funding for the Swiss-based Geneva Centre for the
Democratic Control of Armed Forces (DCAF)6 to carry out a study on “The shared values of
multiculturalism and secularism in Azerbaijan and Switzerland”.
With the assistance of the CSSN and the Institute of Federalism in Fribourg, Switzerland,
DCAFselected an expert from Azerbaijan, Professor Dr Tahira Allahyarova, and two experts
from Switzerland, Nadine Schouwey and Simon Zurich, to carry out the necessary research.
The country authors were mandated to prepare papers on multiculturalism and secularism in
their country. Historical, political, legal and social factors were examined in an attempt to
present a comparative analysis of the two countries.7 Ambassador Philippe Lefort of France,
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whose long diplomatic career has included being special representative for the European
Union for the South Caucasus, agreed to be the external expert and write the Conclusion to
the collected papers.
Although Azerbaijan and Switzerland would seem to be very different countries – different
historical roots, political systems, cultures, varieties of languages, geopolitical positions –
they do share similarities in terms of integrating foreign cultures and religions. Neither
country has a homogeneous ethnic group dominating its population. Both countries, radically
different in many ways, have several similar characteristics that are worth presenting. The
cultural identities of both have been imagined and constructed around similar principles.
It is on the basis of the specific similarities in the two countries in relation to multiculturalism
and secularism that the study was carried out. Government policies implementing these
principles and carried out by the society at large are essential for peaceful coexistence within
countries. And, hopefully, these reports can serve as examples for countries witnessing civil
strife and non-integration today which wish to move forward to implementing laws
guaranteeing multiculturalism and secularism.
It is in a spirit of pluralism and intercultural dialogue that we present this report on
multiculturalism and secularism in Azerbaijan and Switzerland.

Geneva, 1 November 2015
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Introduction
The cultural space of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries is based on new global
cultural realities. For this reason, political and ideological models and mechanisms of
intercultural relations have generated extensive debate. One of the challenges of globalization
today is the problem of preservation, along with the process of socio-cultural unification,
cultural diversity, relationships and the coexistence of separate cultural and historical
communities. In this evolving situation, cultural and political discourses gradually emerged as
a “realistic paradigm” of intercultural relations forming “multicultural, polycultural,
transcultural, cross-cultural” and related concepts and approaches.
Most modern states are characterized by numerous ethnic and religious differences. An
indicator that can be used to verify this is the growth in the membership of the United Nations
from the original 50 countries in 1945 to the present 195 member states (on 2 March 1992
Azerbaijan became the 181st member of the UN). Citizens of these countries belong to 800
ethnic minorities. If we add to this the religious and linguistic minorities, the numbers grow
even further.8 The transformation of multi-ethnic, demographically multicultural societies has
created a major challenge for policy-makers seeking to manage ethnic diversity without
exacerbating violence and conflict.
Politicians, sociologists, philosophers and writers have all developed definitions of
“multiculturalism”. Howarth and Anderouli, for example, argue that while “multiculturalism
has been a heavily debated term within Western political discourse and academic discussions”
it is now “increasingly seen as a failed project that encourages inter-group segregation”.9
Similarly, Anthias and Yuval-Davis observed: “Multiculturalism emerged from the
realization... that the melting pot doesn‟t melt and that ethnic and racial divisions get
reproduced from generation to generation.”10
Diversity, it may be argued, is one of the most important elements for states and their
communities. States must be able to protect and develop this diversity. Coexistence in terms
8
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of cultural diversity can create opportunities for the development of human rights. Today, in
many countries democracy is based on unity and diversity – but an increasing number of
supporters of a newly formed conception of “a crisis of multiculturalism” are questioning this
formula.
As a descriptive term, multiculturalism refers to cultural diversity where two or more groups
with distinctive beliefs/cultures coexist in a society. It can also refer to government policy as a
formal recognition of the cultural distinctiveness of particular groups. Multiculturalism can be
viewed as a form of identity politics to advance the interests of particular groups in the face of
perceived or actual injustice. It seeks to raise awareness by focusing on a collective identity
and common experience, and gives people a common identity and sense of distinctiveness.
Minority or multicultural rights are separate from a liberal view on rights because they belong
to the group rather than to an individual. Hence, multiculturalism is essentially collective and
communitarian.
In terms of ethnicity, ethnic groups are seen as descending from common ancestors, making
the ethnic group an extended kinship group. In her analysis, Christine Inglis distinguishes
three types of concepts of multiculturalism: the demographic-descriptive; the ideologicalnormative; and the programmatic-political. She also raises further questions. What are the
social changes which are driving the search for new policy responses to diversity? How have
such changes affected contemporary forms of multiethnic societies? What are the existing
policy models used by states in managing ethnic diversity?11
In our opinion, the main question is how can cultural and religious diversities of states
become the driving factors for the progress of, rather than an obstacle to, the state? While
attempting to answer this question, new ones arise. Are there “successful” models of
multiculturalism? What factors lie behind the recently formed conception of “a crisis of
multiculturalism”? How can multiculturalism be combined with democracy? What
conclusions can be drawn from a comparative analysis of reality to find a promising model of
multiculturalism?
Today, the views on the prospects of multiculturalism are diametrically opposed. Some
believe that multiculturalism is a fundamental condition for the coexistence of cultures.
Others argue that the idea of multiculturalism in principle carries with it a risk of a loss of
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cultural identity, while a third group believes that multiculturalism in modern conditions is a
new type of modernized discrimination in the process of globalization.

Some researchers believe that the term multiculturalism is most often used in connection with
the concept of “nation-states” which reached a common national identity in the era of late
modernity, when nationalism transformed the way Europeans thought about the state. Existing
states and borders were destroyed and new ones created. In this sense, “multiculturalism” in
Europe is sometimes used to describe the changes in the cultural composition of populations.
While in the 1960s the population in Europe was fairly homogeneous, with a relatively low
number of immigrants, today that number has considerably risen. In most European capitals a
quarter or a third of residents are from foreign countries, and a significant proportion of them
from developing countries. Today, due to the processes of globalization, demography and
migration, different cultures and religions coexist in society. It can be argued that two major
models of multiculturalism exist: the European nation-state model; and the traditional
migration countries, such as the United States, Canada and Australia. Their creation depended
on historical and geopolitical conditions.
Interestingly, in some states where multiculturalism had been part of society for a long time,
there is now a tendency to retreat from it. This has been observed over the past years in some
European countries, where nationalism and xenophobia have increased.
Despite the complexity of these issues, the policy of multiculturalism is founded on respect
for individual human rights and a civic definition of citizenship, rathan than on ethnic and
cultural communitarianism. With regards to the idea of a perceived collapse of
multiculturalism, it should be noted that such crises often appear in societies: growth and
decline cannot be perpetual, and thus are characteristic of transitional processes. One can only
hope that such crises eventually lead to new forms of coexistence.

Are multiculturalism and secularism inseparable concepts?
When examining the relationship between multiculturalism and secularism, the first step is to
determine the role of a “secular” state. One of the main questions arising during this is does
secularism constitute the only viable paradigm for the organization of contemporary
multicultural, multifaith societies?
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Secularization is generally understood as a social process whereby religion and religious
institutions gradually lose their dominant role in society with regards to expressing collective
beliefs in the broadest sense of the word, defining values and contributing towards forming
the identity of the individual. The essence of secularism rests on two basic principles: the
separation of religion from politics (freedom of religion and freedom from religion), and
religion as the purely private affair of individuals.
Every society has a dominant culture, which usually includes a religious element. Modern
secular states are societies with different cultures; however, depending on their socio-political
system, cultural diversity can be either accepted or denied. For example, despite its secular
character, the Soviet Union endorsed the concept of “Soviet people”, while talk of other
cultures and nationalities was forbidden. Freedom of religion is a cornerstone of any secular
state and of a free society. In secular societies, according to the typology developed by Iain
Benson, interrelations between the state and religion can be as follows: neutral secular – the
state is expressly non-religious and must not support religion in any way; positive secular –
the state does not affirm the beliefs of any particular religion but may create conditions
favourable to religions generally; negative secular – the state is not competent in matters
involving religion but must not act so as to inhibit religious manifestations that do not
threaten the common good; or inclusive secular – the state must not be run or directed by a
particular religion but must act so as to allow the widest involvement of different faith groups
as possible, including non-religious groups.12
A comprehensive definition of multiculturalism actually requires a definition of the meaning
of secularism. The question about the relationship between multiculturalism and secularism
“simply becomes a more specific version of the question of the relationship between
multiculturalism and liberalism. Some understanding of secularism means that secularism is
the liberal view of what the relationship should be between politics and religion.”13
In his typology of secularisms, Taylor draws a distinction between two types. The “common
ground secularism” emphasizes peaceful coexistence and political order (soft secularism).
Such secularism supports state neutrality with respect to different religions and their
practitioners, with an appropriate divide between the state and religion. The “independent
political ethic secularism” requires the state to distance itself from all forms of religion and to
12
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refrain from giving religious expressions any form of official status (hard secularism). Taylor
argues that this could lead to the risk of secularism becoming the dominant philosophical
tradition at the expense of others.14
Potential conflicts between multiculturalism and secularism are a new version of the so-called
“progressive‟s dilemma”.15 Progressives are in favour of social justice and multicultural
policies, and are therefore opposed to nationalists and assimilationists who reject
accommodation of minorities.
Habermas and Ratzinger use the term“post-secular age”, where religion approved in a secular
environment and modernization cover both the religious and secular mentality and transform
them reflexively.16According to A. T. Kuru: “One of the interesting questions is: Why do
secular States pursue different policies toward religion? There exist two models of statereligion relations: ‘Passive secularism‟, which requires the State to play a passive role, by
allowing public visibility of religion, and „Assertive secularism‟ which demands that the State
play an assertive role in excluding religion from the public sphere.”17
Critics of secularism argue thatit has not always been regarded as a universal good;
secularism and atheism being viewed as the sources of “all society‟s ills”. According to them,
abandoning atheistic secularism in favour of an explicitly theistic and religious basis for
politics and culture would produce a more stable, more moral and ultimately better social
order. This debate raises new questions, such as does secular fundamentalism exist?
With regards to values, Habermas and Ratzinger argue that the solution for the West is to
rejoinsecular rationality with its religious heritage through respectful dialogue.18 Secularism
should be understood as an institutional arrangement set up to create civic peace within a
specific historical context.Others attempt to show how the integration of other religions into
liberal Western societies does not give rise to a conflict between liberal values and other
values, but rather a conflict within and between liberal values themselves.19
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History/tradition of secularism in Azerbaijan
Traditions of coexistence in different countries have been formed over centuries. Historical,
political and social conditions in different countries are key factors in this issue. Other
features are connected with time and space, and the geographical location of countries.
Azerbaijan is often viewed as country at the crossroads of, or a bridge between, civilizations.
Peoples and nationalities living on its territory have their own areas of residence that have
been historically assigned to them.
Understanding multiculturalism and secularism in a particular country requires examining the
peculiarities of the formation of the historical tradition of coexistence. In this regard, when
looking at Switzerland and Azerbaijan, a starting point for analysing their differences would
be to view multiculturalism in Azerbaijan as a “unity in diversity” paradigm, as a lifestyle that
evolved over the centuries. Another important difference between the two countries is that
Switzerland is a federal state whereas Azerbaijan is a unitary state. In Azerbaijan diversity has
existed for centuries in an intercultural and interreligious landscape with multiple polyethnic
minorities living together. In Europe multiculturalism is more pronounced in the legal context
of human rights and freedoms, as well as in the context of liberal ideology.
In some countries multiculturalism was achieved through mandatory legal sanctions. In other
countries coexistence and tolerance had already become a strict tradition over the centuries,
and this tradition finally reached the level of moral sanctions for every member of
society.Legal sanctions of multiculturalism are based on mandatory restrictions. In contrast,
moral sanctions, without any obligation per se, are applied by everyone voluntarily. In this
regard, multiculturalism in Azerbaijan is not only regulated by law, but has also become a
tradition. Azerbaijan is a country where different peoples in their daily life are guided
primarily by these moral sanctions.
Azerbaijan is not an immigrant society in any traditional sense of the term. At all times in its
history immigrants were by and large temporary workers. Within the last century the
migration situation in the state of Azerbaijan has been shaped by the influences of the First
and Second World Wars, foreign interventions and migration processes. The country was also
an arena of realization of different empires‟ migration policies for geopolitical purposes.
When speaking about migration processes it is important to mention the resettlement policy of
Tsarist Russia, as a result of which tens of thousands of persons of Armenian nationality were
resettled to historical Azerbaijani lands. Occupying a beneficial strategic and geopolitical
16

position, Azerbaijan became the arena of struggle for domination between the Iranian,
Russian and Ottoman empires from the end of the eighteenth century until the first third of the
nineteenth.20
Some may argue that multiculturalism is more common in advanced democratic countries –
although the declarations of some European political leaders about this issue show the
opposite. In modern Europe multiculturalism involves primarily the inclusion in its cultural
space of elements of the culture of immigrants from the countries of the “third world”
(including the former colonies of European countries).
In Azerbaijan the term “multiculturalism” is relatively new – previously the concept was
mainly understood only in terms of cultural diversity. However, “cultural diversity” or a
“philosophy of unity in diversity” has existed for centuries. Azerbaijan is traditionally a
multinational, multicultural country. It may be stated that ethnic multiplicity has been
preserved in Azerbaijan to the present day. Cultural diversity is a daily fact of life in
Azerbaijan. It is:
a natural environment which was formed over centuries and millennia. The territory
of modern Azerbaijan has always been inhabited by people of different religions
and origins. And throughout our history we have always lived in peace with the
peoples living in our country, regardless of the political situation or the system in
which we lived. This was the case before Azerbaijan became part of the Russian
Empire, during it, then during the Soviet Union, and the tradition of
multiculturalism, speaking in contemporary terms, strengthened further in the
period of independence. So for us it is a natural way of life and we can‟t see it
differently. At some point we realized that this was not the case elsewhere and were
very surprised.21
As for the history of secularism in the modern sense, the secular national State of Azerbaijan
was created in 1918. The Azerbaijani political, e.g. civil, nation was formed in the course of
the twentieth century. The history of Azerbaijan includes several noteworthy events: it was
the first national, secular, democratic and legal state and parliament in the East and in all the
Turkish and Islamic world; and it had the first extension of suffrage to women, which made
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Azerbaijan the first Muslim country where men and women were politically equal.22 The
opening of Baku State University in 1919 is another remarkable stage in the history of the
Azerbaijani people, as is the first opera in the East, the first secular school for girls, etc. The
latter was the first school of its type not only in the Russian Empire but throughout the
Muslim world.23On 27 May 1918 the members of the Muslim Council of the Transcaucasia
held a special meeting in Tbilisi and declared the independence of Azerbaijan. On 28 May
1918 the Azerbaijan Democratic Republic (ADR) declared its independence; in the
declaration we read that the “Azerbaijan Democratic Republic guarantees the compliances of
political rights of all citizens not depending on their ethnic, religious, gender identity”. 24
The social and political events of the early twentieth century in Azerbaijan marked the most
dramatic and bloody time. The March actions of the Bolsheviks and Dashnaks in Baku led to
the closure of the first secular school for girls. The first national and secular state lasted only
23 months: it fell on 27 April 1920, as a result of the intervention of the Eleventh Red Army,
and Azerbaijan became part of the Soviet Union.
An overview of the history and impact of the first secular state and institutions leads to
several significant conclusions: secular reforms in Eastern societies are possible, but they
should be promoted from inside the society; and secular institutions and liberal education with
equal opportunities are fundamental in any state. In this sense, Azerbaijan can be seen as an
example of secularism in the Muslim world.
The essence of the secular state reveals an interrelation between the state andreligion. The
particular characteristics of secularism in different Soviet states during the Soviet period show
that secularism can take many different forms and manifestations.The Soviet state addressed
religious issues based on the Marxist understanding of freedom of conscience and the
theoretical position of smashing the “old bourgeois state machine”, including the elimination
of political relations between church and state (more precisely based on Karl Marx‟s views on
religion as “the opium for the people”). Lenin shared the views of Marx and Engels, and
believed that “the State should not be the case to religion; religious society should not be
linked with the government”.25

22
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The peculiarity of the Soviet period of state-religion relations is that, on the one hand, in the
initial stage there were all the signs of separation of church and state, i.e. the creation of a
secular state. On the other hand, state-religion relations evolved in the direction of a hard
demarcation between religious groups and the state, i.e. towards the creation of an atheistic
state. “During the Soviet period, Islam was subjected to much pressure and repression from
the authorities. In order to try and control this part of the religious space, „Red Mullahs‟ who
„preached a form of Islam that was complemented with socialist ideals of state ideology‟ were
supported. However, the unofficial version of Islam was never completely eradicated.”26
These theoretical principles formed the basis of the religious policy of the Soviet state and
were embodied in a series of acts, including Decree 1918 On the Separation of Church and
State and the School from the Church. Later on, this principle was reflected in the Soviet
constitution. There is no doubt that at the heart of the religion policy of the Soviet state lay the
conceptual idea of Marxism-Leninism on the incompatibility of socialism and religion. The
implementation of the main tasks of the Soviet state – building a socialist and then communist
society – did not leave any space for the existence of other ideals, including religion. In other
words, religion had to be separated not only from government, but also from all government
agencies and from the whole of society.
Seventy years of membership in the USSR marked a new and important stage in Azerbaijani
statehood, during which Azerbaijan achieved considerable success in social, economic and
cultural development as a secular state. At the same time, during the Soviet period of
development, as in the entire USSR, there were many negative tendencies in Azerbaijan. In
the cultural sphere, as a result of the change of alphabet from Latin to Cyrillic, the links to the
written sources of spiritual culture of the Azerbaijani people were lost. The Soviet regime did
everything to suppress any attempt of the Azerbaijani intelligentsia to show national origins
and study the true history of the country. If in Western society state-religion relations are an
important element of public policy, in Soviet Russia there was widespread atheistic
propaganda and repression of religion in all spheres of society.
For decades the USSR did not adopt any document relating to fundamental issues on statereligion relations. In the years 1958–1962 the Communist Party of the Soviet Union Central
Committee adopted a number of resolutions in which an attempt was made to strengthen the
position of atheistic achievements and state bodies exercising administrative measures to
26
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close a large number of churches, religious communities, parishes, monasteries and religious
schools. Periodically the Central Committee adopted resolutions aimed at enhancing atheistic
work, thus ignoring the practical article in the constitution on the separation of church and
state and invading the sphere of religious associations. However, only with the removal from
power of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 1991 was the implementation of the
principle of separation of religion and state made possible, with the rights of citizens to
freedom of conscience in a truly democratic understanding of these terms.
During the years of Soviet power it was forbidden to talk about the national-historicalroots of
people, religious-moral values or culture. Members of the Azerbaijani intelligentsia
expressing national, religious, literary and philosophical thought became victims of repression
or were exiled. Scientific literary works which emphasized the philosophical and national
character or the religious roots of the people were banned. This historical tradition was
suppressed during this period, and “socialist realism” became the official policy. The Soviet
system sought to reverse the cultural differences of the ethnic republics, only allowing
manifestations of folklore originality.
On the other hand, during the Soviet era secular science, education and culture evolved
considerably. The foundation of the Azerbaijan Academy of Sciences in 1945, for example,
gave an impetus to the development of science.
Azerbaijan can rightly claim to be among the most progressive and secular Islamic
societies. Aside from having been the first Muslim country to have operas, theatre
plays, and a democratic republic, Azerbaijan today is among the Muslim countries
where support for secularism is the highest, and where radical ideologies have met
only very limited interest. This is all the more remarkable as Azerbaijan has by no
means been peripheral to the world of Islam. It was invaded by Islamic armies only
decades after the death of the Prophet Muhammad, and was subsequently gradually
Islamized. It was an Azerbaijani dynasty, the Safavids, who made Shi‟a Islam the
state religion of Iran. Yet even before Soviet atheism, Azerbaijan saw the rise of a
secular intelligentsia that had little interest in religion aside from a marker of
cultural identity.27
According to Soviet data, 100 per cent of males and females (aged nine to 49) were literate in
1970. According to the UN Development Programme Human Development Report 2009, 98.2
27

Cornell E. Svante, “The politicization of Islam in Azerbaijan”, Central Asia-Caucasus Institute, Silk Road Studies Program,
2006, p. 8, www.silkroadstudies.org/resources/pdf/SilkRoadPapers/2006_10_SRP_Cornell_Islam-Azerbaijan.pdf.

20

per cent of the population in Azerbaijan are literate.28 Azerbaijan has the highest secondary
education in the Turkic world. Cultural and social movements caused a shift to new
European-style education instead of traditional education, and to the foundation of schools,
mass media, theatres, trade unions, libraries and a new genre of literature (“socialist realism”)
and cultural ideas.
The socio-cultural changes and the development model in the twentieth centuryled to a
transformation from an empire state model to a democratic republican nation-state. Tens of
higher education institutions and vocational schools, and thousands of high schools, colleges
and numerous religious schools are the result of this new educational system.
In 1991 Azerbaijan restored its independence and, continuing the ideas of the Democratic
Republic of Azerbaijan, established the new independent Republic of Azerbaijan. Today
Azerbaijan remains a genuine secular model in the Islamic world.

History/tradition of multiculturalism in Azerbaijan
Generated in the framework of Western liberalism, the principle of ethnic and religious
tolerance cannot be a universal principle of stability of interethnic and interfaith relations
without taking into account the conditions and the specifics of each country. As previously
mentioned, Azerbaijan is a country at the crossroads of numerous cultures, religions and
civilizations. Since antiquity this land was known as a bridge between Europe and Asia. In the
second millennium BC Azerbaijan was located on the path of migration of Caucasian and
Indo-European peoples. From the fourth century BC to the seventh AD it was an important
centre of Zoroastrianism. Starting from the first and second centuries AD, Christianity was
brought to the north of Azerbaijan. In the seventh century Islam was introduced by Arab
conquerors.
We can say that Azerbaijan became the centre of cultural diversity after it became part of the
Silk Roads. The Silk Roads – caravan ways from China to Europe – played an important role
in the intercultural exchange in the region. “The present-day territory of Azerbaijan has been
inhabited by Zoroastrians, Sunni Muslims, Shia Muslims, Caucasian Albanian Christians,
Russian Orthodox Christians, Molokans, (European) Jews and „Mountain Jews‟, among
others. A large majority of the present-day population identifies, in some way, with
Islam.”29Azerbaijan is one of the most polyethnic and polyconfessional countries in the world.
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Besides Azerbaijani Turks, representatives of Mountain Jews, Tats, Talysh, Kurds, Molokans,
Ingiloys, Tsakhurs, Avars, Lezgins, Khynalygs, Buduqlus, Grysz and other ethnic groups
consider themselves Azerbaijanis, but each group has retained distinctive elements of its own
culture.
Building the state of Azerbaijan has represented and still represents the unity of knowledge,
abilities and experience of peoples who have lived in Azerbaijan for centuries. “The State
becomes richer if it is populated by many peoples because all of these peoples bring their own
contribution to the world culture and civilization.” This statement by the country‟s national
leader, Heydar Aliyev, reflects the very nature of modern Azerbaijani statehood, and the
political, psychological and ideological-cultural origins of the policies of the modern
Azerbaijani state.
Not only does Azerbaijan have a wide range of ethnic cultures, it also maintains the customs,
traditions and values of each culture in all spheres of life. The common creation and
acceptance of this cross-cultural space includes respecting all cultures. Ethno-confessional
variety in Azerbaijan is a result of centuries-old coexistence within its historical and cultural
life.
Despite unresolved conflicts with Armenia, there is an Armenian church standing in
the centre of Baku. Unlike many places of worship that were subject to demolition
throughout the Soviet Union in the 1920s and the 1930s, St. Gregory the
Illuminator‟s Church was the only Armenian Church that was not demolished. In
1990, during the exodus and deportation of the entire Armenian population from
Azerbaijan (as a result of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict), the church was closed
down and damaged, and is no longer open to the public. From 1990 until 2002, its
future status remained undetermined. The library of the church consisting of 5,000
books and manuscripts has been preserved. In April 2010 the church was visited by
guests of a World Religious Leaders Summit, including Patriarch Kirill I of

Moscow and the head of the Armenian Apostolic Church Garegin II.30
Legal aspects of secularism in Azerbaijan
Constitution of the Republic of Azerbaijan – Symbol of secular statehood
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Azerbaijan is a multiethnic and polyconfessional country where national policy is planned and
carried out in the spirit of traditional tolerance and harmonic coexistence of different ethnic
and religious groups. The equality of all citizens without any ethnic, national, religious or
linguistic bias is guaranteed by law. According to its constitution, Azerbaijan is a democratic,
legal, secular and unitary republic in which state power is based on a principle of separation
of powers.
During the short period of independence (1918–1920) of the ADR, a parliamentary system of
government was developed for the first time in the Muslim world. In this, besides the
Azerbaijani majority, representatives of Armenian, Russian, Polish, Jewish and German
minorities gained seats in the parliament. In the first ADR parliament there were 80 Muslims,
21 Armenians (out of 120 seats), 10 Russians, two Germans and 12 Jews. The law adopted by
the National Council on this issue shows that all the national minorities were represented in
parliament. Despite existing for only two years, “the multi-party Azerbaijani Parliamentary
republic and the coalition governments managed to achieve a number of measures on national
and state building, education, creation of an army, independent financial and economic
systems, international recognition of the ADR as a de facto state pending de jure recognition,
official recognitions and diplomatic relations with a number of States, preparing of a
Constitution, equal rights for all, etc. This has laid an important foundation for the reestablishment of independence in 1991.”31 The short-lived ADR did not have time to develop
and adopt a basic law of the state; thus, the history of Azerbaijan‟s constitutional development
is concentrated in the period when the country was part of the Soviet Union.
After Azerbaijan gained independence in 1991, the Constitutional Commission was
established under the leadership of President Heydar Aliyev and the first constitution of
independent Azerbaijan was adopted on 12 November 1995. Aliyev declared the parameters
of the constitution: “We should adopt such a constitution, which will be the main law, the
historical document assuring the existence of the independent Republic of Azerbaijan on the
basis of democratic principles for a long time. This is why our duty is honourable and at the
same time very difficult... Our constitution should provide a basis to build a democratic, legal,
secular, civil state in Azerbaijan, by the main law.”32
The Constitution of the Republic of Azerbaijan does not declare an official religion but the
majority of people adhere to the Shia branch of Islam, although Muslim identity tends to be
31
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based more on culture and ethnicity rather than religion. Azerbaijan is one of the most liberal
majority-Muslim nations. Article 48 of the Constitution ensures freedom of conscience to
everyone. According to paragraphs 1–3 of Article 18 of the Constitution, religion is separated
from the government and each religion is equal before the law. Religious propaganda stifles
human personality and is against the principles of humanism. The Law of the Republic of
Azerbaijan on Freedom of Religious Belief declares the right of everyone to determine and
express their view on religion and to fulfil this right. The existence of different religions in
Azerbaijan is due to its historical development, geography and the ethnic make-up of the
population. Buddhism, Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam and many other religions
existed in the country at different times and influenced each other. Currently there are more
than 510 registered religious communities in Azerbaijan, among which 32 are non-Islamic.
The existence of religious communities of different faiths in Azerbaijan reaffirms the freedom
of religion in the country. Despite difficulties due to unresolved armed conflicts with
Armenia, Azerbaijan continues to pursue a policy towards protecting minority rights. National
minorities constitute 9.4 per cent of the population of Azerbaijan today.
The Constitution of the Republic of Azerbaijan adopted in 1995 guarantees respect for human
rights and freedoms regardless of ethnic origin, religion or other distinctions. According to the
Constitutional Act on State Sovereignty of the Republic of Azerbaijan, all citizens have equal
rights before the law. According to Article 25 of the Constitution, the state guarantees
equality and respect of rights and freedoms for all persons regardless of nationality, religion,
language, ethnic origin or other distinctions. Restriction of rights and freedoms of citizens
based on racial, religious or ethnic discrimination or on grounds of ethnic, political or social
origin is prohibited.
In accordance with Article 44 of the Constitution, “everyone possesses the right to maintain
his or her national identity. No one can be forced to change his or her national
identity.”Article 11 of the Law on Culture mentions assistance for a national culture: the state
guarantees development and preservation of a national culture of the people of Azerbaijan,
including the cultural originality of all national minorities living in Azerbaijani territory.
According to Article 6 of the Law on Education adopted on 7 October 1992 and Article 3 of
the Law on Official Language, education may be carried out in the different languages of
national minorities.
Azerbaijan has been a state party to the Framework Convention for the Protection of National
Minorities since 2000, and signed the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages
24

in 2001. Furthermore, Azerbaijan has joined the Council of Europe‟s Campaign for Diversity,
Human Rights and Participation “All Different – All Equal” National Campaign Committee
involving non-governmental organizations, authorities, media, etc. This was set up to develop
and implement a national campaign programme in cooperation with the Council of Europe.
Encouragement is given to minorities in terms of education, and to establish their own
national cultural centres, associations and other organizations. For example, in the northern
district of Zakatala there are members of 22 different ethnic groups. There are 12 schools
teaching in the Avar language, six schools in Tsakhur and two schools in Ingiloy, where in
grades 1–4 mandatory training in their native language is delivered.
After gaining its independence, Azerbaijan reached a high level of human development,
economic development, standard of living and literacy as well as a low rate of unemployment
and homicide compared to other Eastern European and CIS countries.
Whereas in 1976 there were 16 registered mosques and one Islamic school in
Azerbaijan, there were at the end of the Soviet period already about 200 mosques,
and until today this figure has increased explosively to more than 1,300 mosques,
innumerable Islamic schools, a working Islamic university, theological faculty.
There is a phenomenon of a “religious renaissance” taking place in parallel with a
“national rebirth”. The Islam University gained its university status in 1992. It was
founded with the aim of preparing a new generation of well-educated religious
personnel to replace self-declared ones. Currently, about 200 students (mostly men)
study at the Islam University the traditional Islamic sciences, world history and
foreign languages (Persian and English).33
There are dozens of national cultural centres in Azerbaijan today, and over 20 different
cultural communities in Baku alone. Among them are Russians, Ukrainians, Kurds,
Varnishes, Lezghins, Slavs, Tats, Tatars, Georgians, Ingilois, Talysh, Avars, Meskhetian
Turks, European and Mountain Jews, Germans and Greeks. There are currently seven
synagogues in the capital of Azerbaijan and in the cities of Guba and Oguz. In 2003–2012 the
government funded the building of two new synagogues, which are among the largest in
Europe and are remarkable for their architectural features. The national and local radio
stations in regions organize broadcasts in different languages.
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In the state structures of Azerbaijan, different national minorities are widely represented.
Representatives of national minorities hold leading positions in local authorities, institutions
of local government and other structures, and are chairs or deputy chairs of some standing
commissions of the MilliMajlis (parliament).

Political aspects of multiculturalism and secularism in Azerbaijan
The analysis of the historical experience and characteristics of interrelations in Azerbaijan
shows that there is a state policy and a strong historical-traditional basis for ethnic tolerance
owing to the proximity of cultural traditions and nationalities in the country. Political and
economic reforms nowadays are based on the traditions of democracy and secularism. Today
Azerbaijan has created all the necessary political and social conditions for developing and
strengthening the traditions of multiculturalism.
As noted above, the extension of suffrage to women made Azerbaijan the first Muslim
country where men and women were politically equal, preceding even the UK and the USA. It
was at that time that the opera and ballet (the first of their kinds in the Muslim world) and
Baku University were established in Azerbaijan. Today, after two decades of independent
political life, Baku looks ahead with optimism, enjoying many cultural resources.34
For the past few years Azerbaijan has had among the fastest economic growth rates in the
world. This allows the development of the country, including implementing essential social
programmes by paying special attention to healthcare, education and culture. Representatives
of different religions in Azerbaijan live together without any problems, and also participate in
each other‟s social and cultural life. Jews and Muslims sincerely congratulate each other on
religious holidays of both religions. Muslims (Sunnis and Shiites) pray together. For example,
in Gakh Muslims and Christians together celebrate Kurmukoba; and in Guba representatives
of the Sunni and Shiite communities pray in the same mosque.
The fact that the Azerbaijani government initiates and sponsors the construction and
rehabilitation of not only mosques but also churches and synagogues – an example of
tolerance for the world – attracts a lot of attention. The Baku Summit of World Religious
Leaders is one example of this, when some 150 religious leaders from more than 30 countries
around the world gathered in Baku on 26–27 April 2010.35One important feature of
34
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multiculturalism is minority rights, as well as freedom to use minority language in schools,
media, etc. The situation of ethnic minorities‟ rights in Azerbaijan is analysed in detail in a
2014 research paper by Human Rights Without Frontiers International.36
Azerbaijani is the official language of the Republic of Azerbaijan and a major means of
communication to different nationalities living in the country. The history of the Azerbaijani
language is a part of history of Turkic language. According to information in Ethnologue
Languages of the World,Azerbaijani is the statutory national language (1995 Constitution,
Article 21(1)), while Russian, Talish, etc. are de facto national working languages.
The language situation in Azerbaijan as follows.37
Official name: Republic of Azerbaijan, AzerbaycanRespublikasi.
Population: 9,417,000 (2013 UNDESA).
Principal languages: North Azerbaijani, Russian.
Literacy rate: 100% (2010 UNESCO).
Immigrant languages: Assyrian Neo-Aramaic (1,230), Belarusian (5,210), Dargwa (860),
Erzya (1,150), Georgian (16,300), Iranian Persian (1,200), Karachay-Balkar (180), Korean
(1,000), Lak (1,210), LishánDidán (100), Ossetic (2,520), Polish (1,260), Pontic, Romanian
(1,400), South Azerbaijani (248,000), Tabassaran (280), Tatar (31,800), Turkish (18,000),
Ukrainian (32,000).
General references: Kibrik 1991; Salminen 2007; Sebeok 1963.
Language counts: The number of individual languages listed for Azerbaijan is 17. All are
living languages. Among these, three are institutional, two are developing, two are vigorous,
nine are in difficulty and one is dying.
Azerbaijani served as a lingua franca throughout most parts of Transcaucasia (except the
Black Sea coast), Southern Dagestan, Eastern Turkey and Iranian Azerbaijan from the
sixteenth century to the early twentieth century. 38When talking about post-independence
policy and the legislative framework for the regulation of language, it should be noted that in
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the years immediately following Azerbaijan‟s independence the language policy of the
Elchibay government was both nationalistic and pan-Turkic.39
After coming to power in 1993, President Heydar Aliyev declared this political position as
having exacerbated ethnic instability in the country.According to a study on this topic: “This
policy mainly has avoided potential problems by emphasizing the symbolic aspects of
language, not mandating changes in linguistic behaviour; while the government framed the
Azerbaijani language as a symbol of the independent Azerbaijani state and nation.” The
current president of Azerbaijan, IlhamAliyev (2003–present), has largely continued such
policies. This approach is consistent with the rest of Azerbaijan‟s language policy: the
government has largely avoided getting involved with matters of everyday language use. The
glaring exception to this rule – the adoption of Latin script – was itself almost entirely
symbolic, designed to show a clear break from the Soviet past. Such a symbolic policy has
allowed the Azerbaijani government to portray itself as being a supporter of both Azerbaijani
nationalism and the minority languages of Azerbaijan, while ethnic Azerbaijanis‟
demographic dominance has ensured a gradual shift towards the national language. As a
result, Azerbaijan has avoided conflicts while beginning the process of unifying the state
under the Azerbaijani language.40
The development and promotion of tolerance and multiculturalism in the contemporary period
are conducted at the level of state policy. Since 2011 this activity has taken two directions: the
Baku International Humanitarian Forum was established in Azerbaijan, and in parallel the
World Forum on Intercultural Dialogue. The Baku International Humanitarian Forum is now
a tradition: this annual event gathers important representatives of political, scientific and
cultural élites of the world community, famous statespersons, Nobel Prize winners in various
fields of science and leaders of influential international organizations to hold dialogues,
discussions and exchanges of views on a wide range of global issues in the interest of all
humanity. It is no accident, given the importance of the global issues discussed in the forum,
that the participants called it a “humanitarian Davos”.
One initiator of the forum in 2010 was President IlhamAliyev, and one of its main purposes is
drawing up a humanitarian and multicultural action map for the future. 41The forum organizers
39

John Clifton, “The future of the Shahdaghlanguages”, International Journal of the Sociology of Language, No. 198 (2009),
pp. 33–45.

Kyle L. Marquardt, “Nation-building and language policy in post-Soviet Azerbaijan”, Online Analytical Input
from Azerbaijan Diplomatic Academy, Vol. 3, No. 19 (2010),
http://biweekly.ada.edu.az/vol_3_no_19/Nation_building_and_language_policy_in_post_Soviet_Azerbaijan.htm
41
See Baku International Humanitarian Forum website for more information: www.bakuforum.az.
40

28

and participants are representatives of the natural and social sciences and cultural élites of the
world, and have the ambitious task of forming a new humanitarian agenda with the aim of its
further consideration on the world scale. Bringing together representatives of all spheres of
human activity can indeed lead to fruitful discussions on different issues that affect the world.
The positions of the forum – taking humanitarian problems into consideration in an era of
globalization and reflecting the voice of the heart of humanity – are described in the Baku
Declaration. The forum‟s goal is to build a dialogue through round-tables, and its task is
forming a ground for constructive debates, discussions and exchange of ideas and theoretical
and practical knowledge. Its outcomes are embodied in recommendations and calls to
international organizations, state leaders and all individuals.
Multiculturalism is one of the directions of state policy in Azerbaijan, and the country pays
special attention to it. Efforts have been made, such as the establishment of the State Council
on Inter-ethnic, Multicultural and Religious Affairs of the Republic of Azerbaijan by order of
the president on 14 February 2014, and the State Adviser‟s Service on Multinational,
Multicultural and Religious Affairs on 28 February 2014. President IlhamAliyev signed a
decree on the establishment of the International Multiculturalism Centre in Baku on 15 May
2014. The executive director of the centre, Azad Mammadov, stated: “Azerbaijan is a country
with centuries-old traditions of multiculturalism and tolerance. Choosing Baku as a venue for
establishing an International Multiculturalism Centre is natural. Azerbaijan is open and ready
for cooperating in the field of an intercultural dialogue with other countries.”42
Azerbaijan multiculturalism has much to offer to a universal value system. The third Baku
International Humanitarian Forum, which took place on 31 October 2013, mostly discussed
multiculturalism. The Baku International Multiculturalism Centre implements several
projects, both within the country and abroad. It has prepared two training programmes: one is
a course on “Introduction to multiculturalism” for undergraduates, while the other is a
master‟s course on “Azerbaijan multiculturalism”. These programmes are designed for
students of both Azerbaijani and foreign universities. Some well-known universities in
Russia, Lithuania, Italy, Georgia, Turkey and Bulgaria have already agreed to teach the
“Azerbaijani multiculturalism” course: St KlimentOhridski University of Sofia, Tbilisi State
University, the branch of the Ural Federal University in Ekaterinburg (Russia), Lithuania
Pedagogical University, Charles University in Prague, Sapienza University of Rome and
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Belarusian state universities.Currently the Baku International Multiculturalism Centre holds
preparatory classes with experts to teach the new subject, and course instructors will be sent
here. Extensive preparatory work is being conducted in that direction.
The Baku International Multiculturalism Centre organized a summer school entitled
“Multiculturalism as a lifestyle in Azerbaijan: Learn, study and share” for students of local
and international universities. The participants visited different regions of Azerbaijan and
were familiarized with the customs and traditions of different ethnic groups as well as
acquiring knowledge of the history, language, ethnography and culture of Azerbaijan, which
enabled the students to strengthen their practical knowledge on Azerbaijan‟s multiculturalism.
The centre holds regular round-tables on various topical issues for national and international
representatives of political, scientific and cultural élites, including well-known public figures
and heads of international organizations; and virtual round-tables have been held on “Socioeconomic and spiritual development in harmony in present-day Azerbaijan”, “Multicultural
security” and “Teaching multiculturalism at universities abroad: Challenges and
perspectives”.
Started in 2004, the Heydar Aliyev Foundation has actively participated in strengthening a
tolerant and multicultural society. The president of the Heydar Aliyev Foundation is
Azerbaijan's First Lady, UNESCO and ISESCO Goodwill Ambassador MehribanAliyeva.43
One of the foundation‟s main goals is the promotion of religious tolerance, supporting civil
society in preserving cherished national values given the ongoing globalization processes,
promoting the cultural heritage of Azerbaijan and supporting the efforts aiming at protection
of one of the country‟s most cherished values: cultural diversity. MehribanAliyeva‟s attention
to cultural diversity is considered to be a shining example in Azerbaijan. The Heydar Aliyev
Foundation greatly supports the activity of the Baku International Multiculturalism Centre,
and funds projects aimed at promoting intercultural dialogue.
The success of the state policy on multiculturalism is evidenced by the fact thatthere has never
been a court case between Azerbaijan and the European Court of Human Rights based on
national, language, religious or other discrimination.44
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Is there a future for multiculturalism, or could there be an alternative to or replacement for
multiculturalism? Some people think that there is no alternative. “Different models should be
responsive to the different contexts in which they are applied. There is no universal model.”45
Some believe that multiculturalism may be replaced by a new concept, interculturalism, the
essence of which is not to promote ethnic and cultural closeness between various groups, but
to have the ability to communicate with other groups.46 We believe there is always an
alternative, but it cannot always be considered acceptable. For example, well-known
alternatives to multiculturalism are “assimilation”, xenophobia, islamophobia and fascism. To
paraphrase Churchill‟s description of democracy, we can say that “multiculturalism is evil,
but everything else is worse”. Culture itself implies pluralism: “Live and let live.”
The main question is what kind of multiculturalism is appropriate in different societies?
“Indeed, in reality, the future of Western-style multiculturalism will largely depend on the
dialogue between religious and secular values. This is the only panacea. It is only in a tolerant
society that multiculturalism may thrive by mutually complementing the cultures and
bolstering the system of values embracing different peoples.”47For a country like Azerbaijan,
the alternative would mean the loss of its traditions. If multiculturalism were to disappear, the
world would most likely turn into a battlefield between different ethnic and cultural-religious
groups. Multiculturalism, on the other hand, can lead to the unity of diversity. Only respect
for ethnic, religious and other differences can lead to such a result.
The official position and state policy of Azerbaijan on this question are as follows:
Some believe that multiculturalism has failed. Politicians in some countries have
openly talked about that. Unfortunately, sometimes political statements do not
contribute to the development of inter-civilizational dialogue. Instead, they give
way to discrimination. Therefore, the responsibility of politicians and public figures
is of great importance here. Any idea expressed anywhere in today‟s globalizing
world and in the Internet era may immediately reverberate in the world. There is
practically no alternative to multiculturalism. The alternatives of it are
discrimination, xenophobia, racism and fascism. I believe that in the 21st century
progressive people should be more active in preventing these negative trends. This
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activity should be complemented in a variety of forms. I believe that we should
apply the positive experience even more broadly.48
We believe that the basis for this optimism is the historical truth, that tolerance towards
otherreligions, cultural values and humanism are inalienable characteristics of all the
world‟s religions.

Challenges/threats to multiculturalism and secularism
Azerbaijan is located in a geopolitically complex region, and today its main challenges are
instability, armed conflicts, growing radicalism, terrorism threats, etc. The South Caucasus
region is of great geopolitical importance and has great potential for development. “Despite
the fact that Azerbaijan embraced a secular ideology, its other Islamic neighbours were of a
different state of mind. For these countries, the independence of Azerbaijan meant an
opportunity to spread their religious ideologies and expand their influence. As a result of such
strong foreign influence and growing socio-economic problems, Islamic influences began to
spread over the country, challenging the post-Soviet governments.”49Unresolved territorial
issues such as the Armenian-Azerbaijani Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, the GeorgianAbkhazian and South Ossetia conflicts, and the Russian-Ukrainian conflict set the ground for
destabilization of the situation. These conflicts pose immediate threats to regional
security.Uncontrolled territories, the so-called “grey zones”, are ideal places for the spread of
international terrorism, drug trafficking, illegal arms trafficking and other problems. Given
that neighbouring countries face a similar situation, it is difficult to speak of strong regional
security and stability.But despite the challenging geopolitical situation, political powers have
managed to turn Azerbaijan into a strong, prosperous and stable developing country over the
years of independence.
However, time after time various forces have tried to aggravate the internal situation in
Azerbaijan and undermine its political stability. There are also attempts to destabilize society
using religious factors to create a sectarian clash in the country. “The traditional division of
the Muslims between Sunnis and Shiites is now added to by influences of revival movements
from other Muslim countries like Iran and Turkey. While members of the political elite
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continue to propagate the „sacred‟ idea of the secular state, they also support „good‟
(traditional) Islam as an important part of the national ideology.”50
More than 300 people in Azerbaijan are serving sentences for crimes related to religious
extremism. The secret services take precautionary measures, and from 1994 to the present
time terrorism has been limited – but anything might happen. Another factor that should not
be forgotten is the links to the North Caucasus area: 250 attacks were committed in one year
in Dagestan alone. Taking into account the homogeneity of the population on both sides of the
Azerbaijani-Russian border, this cannot be removed from the list of threats. But most
importantly, once again, the situation is under control.51According to information from the
Ministry of National Securityof the Republic of Azerbaijan, during 2014 26 Azerbaijani
citizens were arrested as a result of search operations carried out by the ministry. They were
detained over the establishment of armed formations or groups, which is forbidden by the
legislation of the Azerbaijan Republic, as is participation in their creation and activity, and
supplying them with weapons, ammunition, explosives, military engineering or military
equipment.52
To prevent situations like this, in 2014 amendments were made to the Criminal Code on the
punishment of persons for participation in foreign armed groups prohibited by Azerbaijani
law.The legislation envisages 20-year or life imprisonment for persons found guilty of
creating armed groups which are not permitted by the Azerbaijan Republic, participating in
their activity, supplying them with weapons, etc. It also applies to terrorism (commitment of
explosions, etc.), and involving Azerbaijani citizens and stateless persons permanently
residing in Azerbaijan in armed conflicts outside the country with a view to spreading
religious beliefs and under the guise of performing religious rites, or in combat training in this
regard.
Religious radicalism and home-grown terrorism are threats to the entire world. Time after
time, certain forces have tried to aggravate the internal situation in Azerbaijan and undermine
political stability in the country. But the Azerbaijani people‟s commitment to the traditions of
tolerance and the idea of multiculturalism, and the government‟s deliberate policy on this
front are a real barrier to the spread of religious radicalism in Azerbaijan. The Azerbaijani
people and their leaders will never allow the substitution of a secular state model with a
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religious one, and this policy will be continued. Having a secular state is a great historical
wealth and heritage.

Conclusion
Terrorist attacks (9/11 and Charlie Hebdo, to cite just two) have shown that developmentand
security in the modern world depend not only on economic and military power and other
factors, but also on the level of tolerance – in other words, multicultural security.In today‟s
interconnected and interdependent world, the interaction of culture and society, and of
different cultures, plays a crucial role. Culture, eventually forming a single socio-cultural
body in modern society, is part of the process of integration considered in this chapter.
It can be argued that modern societies should be secular and multicultural. For all the
complexity and heterogeneity of the concept of “multiculturalism”, its essence is the
recognition by society of cultural diversity, cultural legitimization of the majority of the
population and the protection the rights of these groups by the state. Contemporary
multiculturalism is determined by two main factors: on the one hand the existence of different
cultures in the heart of society, and on the other a geographical area that is home to the bulk
of the population and in which constantly migrate.
The example of developed European countries with political and legal mechanisms for
regulating migration processes but without sufficient political will to handle this issue can be
very instructive for a number of countries facing problems. There is no doubt that genuine
multiculturalism is a precondition for the cultural development of modern society as well as
for its progress and prosperity. “Let a hundred flowers bloom” – an ancient Chinese saying
about cultural identity – implies that each culture not only flourished itself but also enriched
other cultures in a vast country. These are wise words that can today serve as a motto of
multiculturalism, based on respect for identity and cultural identity, in forming an integral and
harmonious socio-cultural space.
Azerbaijan is known worldwide not only for its oil and gas resources, but also for its rich
cultural heritage and diversity. Its experience shows that in a Muslim country it is possible to
build a modern, secular society – a society that respects other traditional religions and is based
on universal values. Multicultural security in the country has been fully provided for, and
attempts against it have been successfully overcome by the state. Azerbaijan hosted the
inaugural European Games on 12–28 June 2015, and in 2017 the country will host the Islamic
Solidarity Games. This is a clear example of a modern Muslim country which combines
34

global and inter-civilization traditions and values, and makes a practical contribution to the
development of multiculturalism.
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Introduction
We decided to take the Canadian Multiculturalism Act53 as a starting point, to define what
multiculturalism is to us. Switzerland and Canada present particular similarities worth noting,
namely multilingualism, federalism and the fact that both countries have significant levels of
immigration. Above all, we found it very interesting that a country had decided to adopt an
act specifically on multiculturalism, and therefore we will start with a few comments based on
this act. As Switzerland does not define multiculturalism, the point of this preliminary
examination is to look at the conceptual grounds of multiculturalism to shape our own
understanding of the term.
The Canadian Multiculturalism Act originates from the right to equal protection and
protection against discrimination. The legislator underlines that “everyone has the freedom of
conscience, religion, thought, belief, opinion, expression, peaceful assembly and association
and guarantees those rights and freedoms equally to male and female persons”. Evidently,
multiculturalism has deep roots in the preservation of individual freedoms and rights. The
Multiculturalism Act confirms this when stating that the government shall “ensure that all
individuals receive equal treatment and equal protection under the law, while respecting and
valuing their diversity” (Article 3.1(e)). Moreover, we find that multiculturalism requires the
preservation of rights which are closely linked to one‟s identity. Indeed, in the Canadian
Multiculturalism Act the government “recognise[s] and promote[s] the understanding that
multiculturalism reflects the cultural and racial diversity of Canadian society and
acknowledges the freedom of all members of Canadian society to preserve, enhance and share
their cultural heritage” (Article 3.1(a)). Furthermore, the executive “recognise[s] and
promote[s] the understanding that multiculturalism is a fundamental characteristic of the
Canadian heritage and identity and that it provides an invaluable resource in the shaping of
Canada‟s future” (Article 3.1(b)). To sum up this preamble, multiculturalism is directly linked
to the individual rights and freedoms which define and protect one‟s identity. This, of course,
does not preclude the fact that collective rights may be at stake in the discussions regarding
multiculturalism and that they may clash with the individual rights.
UNESCO distinguishes three interrelated, yet distinctive, referents of multiculturalism: the
demographic-descriptive usage, the programmatic-political usage and the ideological-
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normative usage.54 The first refers to the “existence of ethnically or racially diverse segments
in the population of a society or State”. It represents a perception that such differences have
some social significance”. The second concerns the “specific types of programs and policy
initiatives designed to respond to and manage ethnic diversity”. It was in this context that the
term to the “existence of ethnically or racial to replace a bicultural policy focused on the
French and English cultures, and instead organize ethnic diversity around the conception that
all cultures should be taken into account, in particular in the Native culture. The third
“constitutes a slogan and model for political action based on sociological theorising and
ethical-philosophical consideration about the place of those with culturally distinct identities
in contemporary society”.
This paper illustrates that the three referents are intertwined when addressing the question of
multiculturalism in Switzerland. Our historical context (Section I) aims to explain how
Switzerland has become a multicultural state over the centuries. We describe the coming
together of the different cantons with their different cultures in the Swiss Confederation and
their relations until present times; and we examine the growth of immigration into
Switzerland, which was until recently an emigration state, resulting in the current
multicultural society. The second section of the paper addresses the constitutional questions
related to multiculturalism. Freedom of religion, the roles of the state and the church and
linguistic regulations are of particular importance in a multicultural state. The third section
focuses on the political context in which multiculturalism is treated. Specifically, we discuss
how the question of the place of Islam in Switzerland is used in political speech and agendas,
as well as how teaching a second national language at primary school unleashes passions in
both German-speaking and French-speaking regions of Switzerland. At the end of our journey
through multicultural Switzerland, we examine the perspectives and the challenges we face.
Most of the issues addressed also concern secularism, which is “the practice aiming at
separating the political domain and the religious domain, as well as at instituting the State‟s
neutrality on the confessional level”.55 Secularism does not imply the absence of relationships
between the state and the religious domain. However, in a secular state there are no
subordination relations between the public and the religious powers. The notion of secularism
originates from France, where in 1801 on the basis of the Declaration of the Rights of Man
54
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and of Citizens, Napoléon Bonaparte recognized Catholicism as the religion of most of the
French but not as the state religion.56 In Switzerland, however, the notion of secularism is
unknown. We speak of the principle of the neutrality of the state. 57 Consequently, we use the
term of “neutrality” rather than “secularism”. The relation between the church and the state is
question primarily linked to the cantons: according to Article 72 of the Federal Constitution of
the Swiss Confederation (Cst.), the regulation of relations between the church and the state is
within the jurisdiction of the cantons (Section II.A.2). This has been reflected throughout the
history of the country and, in particular, by the history of federalism (Section I.A.1).
Moreover, as immigrants arrived, new situations emerged where the state had to deal with
faith-based organizations.
We regard multiculturalism and neutrality as closely related issues, since religion is often a
central characteristic of one‟s culture. Therefore, it is important to observe the role played by
the state when dealing with a particular culture or religion. If multiculturalism is understood
in a plainly demographic-descriptive usage, the state may be neutral or non-neutral. However,
we submit that, insofar as multiculturalism has a programmatic-political or an ideologicalnormative usage, a state should be neutral to enable different cultures to express their
respective faiths freely if they wish to do so.
By way of background, the Swiss Confederation unites 26 cantons in which 8,139 million
people live.58 Of these, 23.8 per cent are foreigners, who are mainly young people (33.2 per
cent of foreigners are aged 20–39 years, and 24 per cent are aged 0–19 years).59 The
migratory balance reached 89,500 immigrants in 2013.60 Most of the inhabitants (5,997
million) live in urban areas. In terms of language, 64.5 per cent declare German or SwissGerman as their main language, 22.6 per cent declare French, 8.3 per cent Italian, 0.5 per cent
Romansch, 4.7 per cent English, 3.5 per cent Portuguese, 2.6 per cent Albanian, 2.5 per cent
Serbo-Croatian, 2.2 per cent Spanish, 1.1 per cent Turkish and 0.5 per cent Arabic.61 The
religious landscape is also varied. The main religion is Roman Catholicism (38 per cent),
followed by Reformed Evangelicals (26.1 per cent).62 Interestingly, in 1970 there were more
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Reformed Evangelicals in Switzerland, but immigration turned this trend. Islamic
communities constitute 5.1 per cent of inhabitants, Jewish communities 0.2 per cent, and 22.2
per cent declare having no faith.

Historical context: Coming-together type of federalism in a new
immigration state
Federalism and immigration have shaped both the understanding of multiculturalism and the
state‟s neutrality in Switzerland. We outline the construction of the federal state, as well as
certain noteworthy events in the history of the country‟s immigration.
A. Federalism – From the AncienRégime to the 1848 Constitution
Federalism is a concept of political organization requiring the concentration of certain
competencies on the federal level and the division of others on the cantonal level.63 In
Switzerland the division of the subnational units follows the principle of territoriality, using
pre-modern areas based on languages, faiths, socio-economic segmentations and political and
administrative borders.64
Under the AncienRégime65 the bond between the different cantons was already very strong, as
it rested on alliances to which they had freely committed. This led to the foundation of
thecoming-together federalism evident in Switzerland, in the sense that the cantons decided
on an autonomous basis to enter into a confederation. Firstly, the Swiss Confederation is most
important regarding external relations with surrounding states. The union of the different
cantons enables them to have more weight in the international arena. In internal relations
between the cantons, they cherished – and keep cherishing – their independence and freedom.
Consequently, the integration of the cantons into the Confederation was a very long process
and questions regarding border controls and tolls, weights and measures and currencies were
touchy for a considerable time.
A new and brief period of a centralized state started with the proclamation of the
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Républiquehelvétique66 in 1798 following Napoléon Bonaparte‟s invasion. During this time,
federalism claimed to unite opponents to the new system. According to them, a federalist
system would better suit the different needs and desires of the cantons. Their claims were
largely taken on by Napoléon during the drafting of the Mediation Act signed in 1803. This
Act aimed to end the conflict between unitarists and federalists under the Republic by
entrenching the sovereignty of the cantons.67 The Federal Act followed the cantonal
constitutions and granted diverse competencies to the Confederation, for instance the
organization of a federal army in case of war and foreign relations, as well as rights such as
minimal equality between Swiss citizens and the freedom of commerce and industry. 68
The Federal Pact followed the Mediation Act in 1815. It reflected the “profound divisions”
between the cantons in matters of religion, culture, politics and economy, but the consensus
reached did not satisfy the parties.69 The main difficulty laid in the fact that the modalities of
an intervention by the Confederation are not defined in the pact. 70 The new order created by
the Industrial Revolution – a powerful industrial elite, proponents of the freedom of
commerce and industry – destabilized the social and political forces which were at play
during the negotiation of the pact.71 In particular, they argued for the quick development of
transportation and communication in Switzerland, which was becoming an “island of
slowness in the middle of Europe” due to the political difficulties which prevented
investments in better networks.72 In the first half of the nineteenth century three major
evolutions on a social and economic level modified the political forces between cities and
subjected countryside. Firstly, land drifted from urban elites – public and religious authorities
– to farmers; secondly, agricultural communities accessed financial capital, which contributed
to the constitution of a broad class of independent, and sometimes wealthy, farmers; thirdly,
the traffic of goods and persons increased.73 This era saw a growing political contestation, led
by liberal-radical forces which rapidly opposed the conservative cantons.74 As a reaction to
the liberalism advocated by the liberal-radical contestation, the conservatives imposed a
strong religious point of view – be it Catholic or Protestant – on the social order of their
cantons. At the end of this era two worlds faced each other, disagreeing on politics,
66
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economics and religion.75
This opposition led to the Sonderbund War – the last war on Swiss territory. In 1839 an
armed putsch overthrew the liberal government in Zurich.76 An economic crisis in the early
1840s caused prices and the unemployment rate to increase. The radicals used the situation for
their political purposes and accused the Catholic Church of being responsible for the
poverty.77 In 1841 the conflict became more and more centred around religion, leading to the
closure of all the Catholic convents in the canton of Aargau. A further episode was the
collaboration of the conservatives with the Jesuit order in the Catholic cantons, which was
then exploited by the radicals to turn the Protestant population to their cause.78 On 8
December 1844 radical troops tried to overthrow the conservative government of Lucerne. 79
In December 1845 the Catholic cantons of Luzern, Uri, Schwytz, Unterwald, Zug, Fribourg
and Wallis joined their armed forces in an alliance called the Sonderbund; this alliance
violated the Federal Pact. The conflict should not, however, be interpreted as solely a
religious matter, as some Catholic cantons (such as Solothurn and Ticino) did not get
involved.80 The roots of the conflict can also, to some extent, be found in the definition of the
federal state, as well as the prerogatives of some cantons and some social classes within those
cantons. Following military operations on 3–29 November 1847, the conservative forces
surrendered.81
After this clash, the necessity for renewal was clear. The process of drafting a new
constitution started in February 1848, in the hands of the Diètefédérale, the assembly of the
cantons‟ deputies. Respectful of the federalist spirit, the centralizing movement remained
quite restrained: all fields which were not explicitly delegated to the Confederation fell within
the cantons‟ jurisdiction.82 The losers of the SonderbundWar, the conservative camp, gained
satisfaction in the bicameral construction of the political system, which counterbalanced the
representative democracy in favour of the small conservative cantons of central Switzerland.
If the new constitution were put to a referendum, the cantons of the Sonderbund would refuse
it, Fribourg would not organize a referendum and Luzern would trick its citizens into
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accepting it.83
The preamble of the Constitution is an excellent example of the results of the federal
construction. The Swiss people and the cantons are “determined to live together with mutual
consideration and respect for their diversity”. They are “resolved to renew their alliance so as
to strengthen liberty, democracy, independence and peace”. In this regard, the two most
significant terms are “peace” and “diversity”. The cantons recognize that they are different as
regards religion, languages and cultures, and that their union aims to create peace after the
Sonderbund War.
B. Immigration
Since the first Constitution and until 1880, Switzerland welcomed refugees whose actions
were consistent with its national values.84 From being a land of refuge, it has become
primarily a land of immigration since the second half of the nineteenth century, following not
only the development and diversification of many industries (metallurgy, mechanics,
aluminium, electricity, chemistry, food, textiles, building…) but also of tourism and the
construction of a significant rail network starting in 1950.85 This evolution required foreign
help, including that, for example, of Germany and Italy.
Immediately following the 1848 European revolutions, an estimated 12,000 Germans,
Italians, Austrians and Hungarians migrated to Switzerland – the equivalent of 0.5 per cent of
the entire Swiss population.86 Their stay on Swiss territory was rather short, as the
government organized their voluntary relocation or expulsion to neighbouring countries; by
1851 only 500 were left.87 Only refugees whose lives were being threatened in their countries
of origin were granted long-term asylum. After the defeat of the Polish insurrection of 1863–
1864, about 2,000 Poles travelled through or stayed in Switzerland.88
During the nineteenth century Switzerland welcomed a large number of political refugees
from the German, French, Italian, and Russian elites. Universities took advantage of this
cultural addition to enhance their student bodies and faculties.89 For the foreigners,
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Switzerland offered both job prospects and the possibility of gathering in relative peace, due
to its freedoms of opinion, press and association – and this appealed to the groups of socialist
and republican expatriates.90
At the beginning of the twentieth century the issues of integration and assimilation of
foreigners, along with their access to Swiss nationality, started to be debated more frequently
among the Swiss population.91 When the First World War started, Switzerland remained true
to its traditions of neutrality and asylum by welcoming injured prisoners of war; in January
1916 a total of 67,000 were cared for in Switzerland.92 However, the division between the
Swiss-German majority and a French-speaking part of Switzerland led to a growing hostile
public opinion regarding war prisoners. Consequently, Bern strengthened its immigration
policy in 1917.93
The end of the First World War did not mark the end of the political discourse surrounding
“foreign overpopulation”.94 The make-up of that foreign population was mainly men,
Germans (injured and immobilized soldiers, rich bourgeois and industrial workers in search of
a more stable social and economic status than their country of origin could provide) and
Italians (soldiers and workers).95 At that time, people believed that Switzerland needed to be
“protected from undesirable people” perceived to be made up mostly of the unemployed and
agitators.96 The German nationalist tendency generated an overwhelming “Germanophobic”
nationalist tendency generated.97 In 1921, despite the strength of the economy before the war,
its rapid development was drastically slowed, leading to a creeping economic depression.98 In
that context, foreign workers became the main priority in terms of political discourse. From
1924 immigrants were classified according to a new criterion based on whether or not they
were seeking Swiss residency. Following the crash of the stock market of 1921 the foreign
population in Switzerland plummeted, from 15.4 per cent in 1914 to 5.2 per cent in 193499
(right after the First World War, Switzerland had faced a shortage of labour linked to the
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growth of national and international demand100).
During the Second World War asylum was granted to Jews on the basis of the political
immigration principle, “for reasons of race”.101 To this day, the debate surrounding the
hosting of Jewish immigrants remains one that divides the nation. After the war Switzerland
signed agreements with Italy to recruit the labour the country needed for its growing
economy.102
In the 1960s and 1970s the government put in place new regulations (including but not limited
to quotas, employment rules and bilateral agreements with Germany and Italy) to manage the
number of foreign workers and match the need for foreign labour to the economic demand. It
is during that period the status of saisonnier (seasonal worker) was created, which implied
that the person should return to his country after the period for which he was engaged. 103 In
1955 Switzerland approved the Geneva Convention preventing the expulsion of people whose
lives would be threatened in their country of origin,104 and it implemented its first federal law
on asylum in 1979.105 From the early 1980s onwards, refugees from third world countries as
well as war zones have been able to find shelter in Switzerland for as long as they were
exposed to “serious prejudices or were legimitately afraid for their safety because of their
social or political influences”.106 Switzerland has welcomed, among others, a significant
number of war refugees from the Balkans; nowadays, the largest refugee population comes
from Eritrea.107

Legal aspects
Religion within the Federal Constitution
1. The freedom of religion
Article 15 of the Federal Constitution of the Swiss Confederation guarantees the freedom of
belief and conscience. In particular, every person has the right to choose freely their religion
and philosophical convictions, and to profess them alone or in community with others.
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Besides, every person has the right to join or to belong to a religious community, and to
follow religious teachings. To conclude, no person may be forced to join or belong to a
religious community, to participate in a religious act or to follow religious teachings.
In relation to the origin of Article 15 Cst., in the 1848 Constitution the freedom of belief was
granted only to Christian religions,108 and was then gradually expanded. The provisions
regarding religious law remained the same until the total revision of the Constitution in 1999
(except the provision banning the convents and the Jesuit order, which was removed by
popular vote in 1973109). Interestingly, before the newly revised Constitution there were
several articles dealing with religion. They handled freedom of religion and conscience,
freedom of belief, the state‟s neutrality in religious matters and the secularization of previous
ecclesiastic tasks. We can therefore consider that the revision secularized the Constitution.
The freedom of belief comprises thinking, speaking and acting according to a religious or
ideological conviction. It also includes freedom of cult in these protected behaviours. The
doctrine defines it as freedom of religion.110 The jurisprudence takes freedom of belief as a
guarantee that the state shall not intervene in an individual‟s religious expression, as it is a
domain of one‟s own responsibility and covers all kinds of representations of the relationship
between the human and the divine or the transcendent.111 Moreover, all religions are protected
by Article 15 Cst., irrespective of their quantitative diffusion in Switzerland.112 Interestingly,
ideologies are treated as religious beliefs. Atheism is taken to comprise all the convictions
related to the place of the human beings and humanity in the world, independently of their
content or origin.113 Consequently, both ideologies and religions are protected by Article 15
Cst. Conscience is defined as the capacity of understanding whether one‟s deeds should be
considered as good or bad according to an ethical measure, often based on religious
convictions.114
Freedom of belief and conscience confers the right to create, choose, change, exercise, spread
and refuse a religious conviction free from any state influence.115 This right has different
aspects. Firstly, one has a right to individual belief, which includes individual prayers,
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meditation, fasting and confession.116 Secondly, collective belief comprises services, masses,
processions, preaching, ritual dances, sacraments, religious hymns and the Friday prayers of
Muslims, as well as religious mores.117 Religious conviction can be expressed through any
means, including cinema, music, words and advertisements. An example is women of Muslim
faith wearing a veil, a burqa or any other religious clothing.118
Freedom of belief and conscience is not only an individual right, but also an objective norm,
according to which the whole state body must act (Article 35 Cst.). The state‟s neutrality in
religious matters means that it must avoid threatening the freedom of the subjects of the law
in a pluralistic society.119 It also implies that the state grants sufficient room for religious
communities to blossom.120 The state‟s neutrality is not, however, absolute, in that religious or
metaphysic elements must not be banned from all state activities.121 This objective norm has
an indirect horizontal effect, too. The state must make sure that the freedom of religion is
respected in relationships between individuals, for instance by providing efficient protection,
through criminal law, against violations of the freedom of belief.122
2. The relationship between the state and the church
Whereas Article 15 is more focused on individual aspects of freedom of religion, 123Article 72
Cst. is concerned with the relationship between the state and the church, whose regulation
falls within the competence of the cantons. This provision is the link between federalism on
the one hand and religious questions on the other, and enables different regimes and
treatments by different cantons. The preservation of public peace between members of
different religious communities may be a reason for the Confederation and the cantons to take
measures, according to the second paragraph of this article. (We come back to the issue later
regarding the ban on minarets.) This provision originates from the Kulturkampf and states,
first, that the foundation of a bishopric requires the approval of the Confederation. 124 The
cantons can autonomously regulate the relationship between both powers and need only
respect the general principle of the state‟s activity (Article 5 Cst.) and fundamental rights, in
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particular freedom of religion and conscience (Article 15 Cst.) and equality (Article 8 Cst.).125
On a cantonal level, the traditionally Catholic canton of Fribourg devotes in its Constitution a
whole title – Title IX – to regulating the relationship between the state and the churches, as
well as religious communities. The main principle of this title (Article 140 para. 1) contains
the state‟s recognition of the important role played by churches and religious communities in
society. Furthermore, the Roman Catholic Church and Reformed Evangelical Church enjoy a
public law status and, if they are autonomous, their organization is submitted to state approval
(Article 141). The cantonal Constitution also states that churches and religious communities
are entitled to organize religious education within the frame of compulsory schooling (Article
64 para. 4). The teaching shall, however, respect religious neutrality, as entrenched in the
Federal Constitution.
B. The linguistic question
The Federal Constitution recognizes four national languages – German, French, Italian and
Romansch (Article 4) – and guarantees the freedom of language (Article 18). Besides the
national languages, the Constitution determines official languages (those used by the
administration for its relationships with the citizens): German, French and Italian, as well as
Romansch for dealings with the Romansch community (Article 70 al. 1).
Article 70 Cst. foresees different competencies related to languages. Besides the official
languages of the Confederation, the cantons must define their official languages in a federalist
and multicultural approach. The provision reminds us that the preservation of harmony
between linguistic communities is an important goal, and therefore the cantons must care
about the traditional territorial division of languages and take autochthon linguistic minorities
into consideration. In Graubünden, for instance, the official languages are German and
Romansch; but there are many different idioms of this last language, so the cantonal
government decided to limit the possibility of changing the teaching language – from
Romansch to an idiom, or vice versa – during primary school. The Federal Court of Justice
ruled that this decision did not unconstitutionally limit the freedom of language. 126 Moreover,
the Confederation and the cantons must encourage mutual understanding as well as exchanges
between the linguistic communities. The multilingual cantons are supported in the execution
of their particular tasks by the Confederation. For example, in Ticino and Graubünden the
Confederation supports the measures taken to safeguard and promote Romansch and Italian.
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The details are regulated in the Federal law on national languages and understanding
between linguistic communities.127 This law was adopted quite late – in 2007. Its goals are
to strengthen quadrilingualism, which characterizes Switzerland; to consolidate national
cohesion; to encourage individual and institutional multilingualism; and to safeguard and
promote Romansch and Italian as national languages. The Confederation must prioritize equal
treatment of the four national languages, the freedom of language and the traditional territorial
division of languages.
At this stage, it is interesting to observe the realities of languages in Switzerland. According
to the last large-scale research128, the use of non-national languages spoken within the family
has increased between 1990 (13.8%) and 2000 (17.6%).129 Another interesting point is that
the use of Romansch is quite stable in the same period; however, the use of Italian has
decreased by 0.7%, despite the arrival of Italian immigrants. 130 The study also concluded that
people with a non-national language were more likely to adopt the locally spoken language
within the family when they lived in the Italian- or the French-speaking part of Switzerland
than when they lived in the German-speaking region. This can be explained mainly by two
factors: first, the learning of another Latin language may be easier for the Hispanic or
Portuguese populations; second, the fact that there are, so to say, two languages to learn in the
German-speaking part of the country.131 When comparing the data of 1990 and 2000
regarding the integration of the locally spoken language within the family, one can notice that
the integration has steadily increased, with the exception of English-speakers132.

Political aspects
A. Veils and minarets: The use of anti-Islam assertions in political campaigns
In recent years the Swiss political agenda has been overwhelmed by proposals related to
Islam. Although Switzerland is no exception in the European landscape in this regard – we
will not explore the question of the place of Islam in Europe any further – a neutral observer
will have noted the increase of Islam-related proposals. This section focuses on the political
discussions which have accompanied the voting on the minarets‟ ban at the Federal level and
127

Federal Law on national Languages 441.1.
Federal Census of 2000, available from:
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/01/22/publ.html?publicationID=1738
129
Georges Lüdi, IwarWelren, Recencementfederal de la population 2000- Le paysage linguistique suisse, p.26,
availablefrom: www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/.../publ.Document.52217.pdf
130
Ibid.
131
Ibid., p. 34 f
132
Ibid, p.36
128

53

on the prohibition of the wearing of the veil at the cantonal level.
1. The minaret: A symbol of domination?
In 2008 a federal initiative was submitted to ban the construction of minarets. We now
consider the political discussion which preceded the voting.
This initiative was launched by the Committee of Egerkinden, a political group uniting rightwing politicians, and supported by the SchweizerVolkspartei (SVP – Swiss People‟s Party),
the nationalist right. The idea of the initiative originated from local controversies surrounding
the construction of minarets in the region of Wangen (canton of Solothurn) and Langenthal
(canton of Bern), where inhabitants were opposed to building minarets in their municipality.
At the time of the initiative‟s launch there were only two mosques with a minaret in
Switzerland, in Zurich and Geneva, neither of which called to prayer.133
The arguments of the initiative‟s supporters were primarily based on the necessity to stop the
“Islamization” of Switzerland.134 To support their argument, proponents claimed that minarets
were symbols of Islamic domination. This point is illustrated by the initiative‟s poster, in
which minarets resemble bomb-like towers. A study conducted after the voting notes that the
argument which convinced people the most during the campaign was that a minaret is a
symbol of the domination of Islam over the territory where it is erected.135 According to this
study, even people who voted against the initiative agreed with this argument.136
Furthermore, and interestingly – in a scientific perspective – we can find in their arguments
assertions opposing Islam and Christianity, according to which Christ would have come
from southern Turkey and warned against “the intolerance of Islam”. 137 A press release from
the SVP‟s leaders noticeably starts by stating that the initiative does not violate the freedom of
religion.138 The argument of the Federal Democratic Union (UDF) does the same, establishing
as a first point that “the Muslims enjoy a large freedom of faith” and “the minarets‟ ban shall
not prevent the exercise of Islam, but only the construction of minarets”.139 Moreover, this
party judges that “multiculturalism functions only within the framework of a common
133
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reference culture”, which is the Judeo-Christian foundations of our legal order.140
During the campaign, some cities decided to forbid the posters promoting the ban. They
maintained that the poster was discriminatory and consequently should be banned, insofar as
it could threaten public peace.141 Retrospectively, this decision possibly played in favour of
the initiative, because its supporters used it in the media to denounce a violation of freedom of
expression.142 Nevertheless, it is a perfect example of the recent turn in Swiss politics, where
the question is whether freedom of expression or the protection of discriminated minorities
should prevail, and, if the latter, to what extent it should be applied. Discussion of this
dilemma is beyond the scope of this paper; but we can state with certain assurance that the
SVP has managed, through numerous initiatives related either to immigration, Islam,
naturalization or asylum and the aggressive campaigns it has conducted to support them, to
establish a tense climate.
In an analysis of the voting, the study previously cited showed that the result was not only
due to racism and resistance to a globalized world, and the resulting loss of Swiss identity.
Indeed, citizens describing themselves as willing to implement equality of chances between
Swiss people and foreigners, as well as desiring an open-to-the-world Switzerland, voted in
favour of the initiative.143 If refusal of a building considered as the representation of Islam‟s
domination was the main argument, the initiative cannot be interpreted, according to the same
study, as a general refusal to live together with Muslims: 64 per cent of the voters said they
were convinced that the Swiss and Muslim ways of life were compatible, but this positive
feeling had no effect on their way of voting.144 The vote was a big shock for Muslims living in
Switzerland and abroad, and Muslim representatives regretted the results.145
2. The ban on burqas: The protection of women’s emancipation?
In 2013 the citizens of the canton of Ticino accepted a cantonal initiative banning the
wearing of the burqa or niqab by a majority of two-thirds. The text of the initiative mentions
the burqa and niqab implicitly, as it requires that no one shall cover or hide his/her face on the
streets, in parks or on public transport.146 Moreover, no one shall force a third person to cover
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his or her face on account of his/her gender.147 The cantonal government, arguing that the
initiative was pointless because no one wears such clothes in the canton, had proposed a
counter-project. The initiative was, however, preferred by the people.148
The arguments of the initiant – an independent politician, founding member of the political
movement Ilguastafeste (“the killjoys”) – were similar to the arguments of the anti-minaret
proponents; in particular, the desire to fight fundamentalist groups Islamizing the Occident.
However, a new claim was seen among the supporters of the anti-burqa initiative: they
wanted to oppose the “sinful treatment” of women obliged to wear the burqa.149 We will not
broach here the question of the consideration of conservative circles for the defence of
women‟s rights in Switzerland. Opponents regretted that the initiative addressed a false
problem, as there were no women wearing such clothes in Tessin.150 Moreover, they claimed
that the burqa and niqab ban violated the individual freedoms of a well-integrated Muslim
community.151
A second step in the discussions surrounding the wearing of the full veil was taken by the
European Court of Human Rights (ECHR). Ruling on an appeal by a young French
Muslim woman152 who contested the French regulation banning the full veil, the court refused
to condemn France for this law. However, human rights judges did criticize the French law in
some regards – in particular, the court stated that “respect for human dignity cannot
legitimately justify a blanket ban on the wearing of the full-face veil in public places”.153 The
veil is the “expression of a cultural identity which contributes to the pluralism that is inherent
in democracy”.154 In a society “in which several religions coexist… it may be necessary to
place limitations on freedom to manifest one‟s religion or beliefs in order to reconcile the
interests of the various groups and ensure that everyone‟s beliefs are respected”.155
Nevertheless, the ECHR recognized its subsidiary role towards the democratically legitimated
national authorities, which enjoy a wide margin of latitude in these matters, and therefore
refused to condemn France. One should also note that the ECHR refused to recognize gender
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equality as a valid argument to justify the restriction.156
The next step in Swiss politics was the work of the cantonal SVP section in Wallis, which
launched a new cantonal initiative to ban the full-face veil in public schools. On its website,
the vice-president of the party starts by saying “Let‟s stay the masters at home” (“Rester
maîtres chez nous”).157 The text is full of conflations related to Islam, this “political religion”,
which wants to impose the sharia in Switzerland. If they recognize that there are no cases – or
at least very few cases – the SVP politicians want to apply the “precautionary principle” and
avoid the situation our French neighbours face, so they say. The party also recognizes that this
initiative is a means of leading a larger debate on Islam.
B. French, German, Schwiizertütsch or English: What language should we speak in this
country? The teaching of a second national language at primary school
We earlier discussed the legal regulation of languages in Switzerland. As one can imagine,
this question is particularly sensitive in a country with different linguistic communities and
strong minorities. Moreover, Switzerland is fully integrated into globalized trends, hosting
numerous multinational companies and international organizations, as well as important
migrant communities. We focus here on the question of learning a second language at primary
school. This topic is particularly symbolic of multiculturalism in Switzerland and also very
topical, as it was recently raised in the Federal Parliament following decisions to ban the
teaching of French at primary school.
The Swiss cantons had reached an agreement, the sacrosanct “peace of languages”. This
notion has been used since the creation of the modern state in 1848, and its historical use was
seen during periods of internal or external tensions.158 In 2004 the SchweizerischeKonferenz
der kantonalenErziehungsdirektoren (EDK – the Swiss Conference of Cantonal Directors of
Education), a group of the heads of education in the cantons, released a roadmap to coordinate
the teaching of languages in compulsory schooling and stimulate earlier linguistic capacities.
Among the different goals, the EDK chose to maintain the teaching of a second national
language at primary school, because it considered it important, in a multilingual country and
for political reasons, that pupils start early with the learning of a second national language.159
The formulation of the argument characterized the fact that it was a hard-to-reach compromise
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between the cantons; indeed, the EDK did not clearly state that learning a second national
language was important for national cohesion, but left space for this interpretation. Its
argument remained educational, aimed at demonstrating that the early learning of a language
eases its understanding. The need for a broad compromise followed the canton of Zurich‟s
decision to introduce the learning of English before learning French – a decision which was
followed by eight other Swiss-German cantons.160 Recently, the parliament of the canton of
Thurgau decided to ban the teaching of French at primary school.161
The debate reached another level with the submission of two initiatives at the Federal
Parliament demanding the compulsory teaching of a second national language at primary
school. The first initiative of the Commission of Sciences, Education and Culture wants to
modify the law on national languages and comprehension between linguistic communities to
compel the cantons to teach a second national language as well as a foreign language at
primary school, with the learning of a second national language starting at least two years
before the end of primary school.162 The commission‟s second initiative requires that the first
foreign language taught shall be a second national language.163

Current challenges to multiculturalism and secularism – The example of
semi-direct democracy
The Swiss semi-direct democracy is a powerful way to empower its citizens. Referenda,
initiatives and elections of their representatives allow the people to be strongly involved in the
shaping of the future of the country. However, the use of these democratic tools presents a
difficult challenge to multiculturalism, in that they may exclude those who are not entitled to
the democratic rights or who are less represented among the citizens. We now illustrate these
risks using the examples of the immigration and asylum policies and the linguistic question.
A. In the context of foreign populations
As described earlier in the historical section, Switzerland has had a multicultural society for
a long time – one could say since the early beginnings of the alliances between the first Swiss
cantons. Indeed, Switzerland was and still is a union between cantons of different cultures,
faiths and languages. Multiculturalism is, so to say, in our blood. However, it has sometimes
160

www.swissinfo.ch/fre/une-d%C3%A9cision-politiquement-incorrecte/3012806
www.rts.ch/info/regions/autres-cantons/6063545-la-thurgovie-ne-veut-plus-enseigner-le-francais-a-l-ecoleprimaire.html
162
www.parlament.ch/f/suche/pages/geschaefte.aspx?gesch_id=20140459
163
www.parlament.ch/f/suche/Pages/geschaefte.aspx?gesch_id=20140460
161

58

been difficult to accept or offer a place to newcomers, as discussed in the historical section.
This problem took a new turn recently with the increasing use of democratic rights to reduce
the numbers of foreigners in the country and curtail their rights. Popular initiatives and
referenda are increasingly linked to questions of a multicultural society.
In particular, there is a perpetual tension in Swiss politics regarding the next initiative that the
SVP could launch, and the party has succeeded in making the topic of immigration a major
issue among the Swiss people. The Baromètre des préoccupations, a tool developed by Credit
Suisse which surveys the major concerns of the Swiss population, reports that the proportion
of immigrants permanently residing is the nation‟s second most important concern, right after
unemployment.164 The growing number of people in an asylum procedure ranked the fourth
most pressing issue. One can also note that the SVP launched initiatives regarding criminal
foreigners (the number of sentenced criminals is the sixth concern), foreigners abusing social
aid (the rate of social aid is in seventh position) and the bilateral agreements with the EU (the
question of the Europeanization of Switzerland is the eighth concern). In short, one can say
that the SVP has managed to impose a significant political agenda over the last few years. We
do not believe these topics were already widespread fears among the population, but that the
right-wing party has succeeded in establishing them. One should also bear in mind that the
policies of the other parties have not always been reassuring for citizens.
B. In the context of the linguistic question
The previously described federal intervention in a domain which usually is dear to the cantons
follows a new polemic in German-speaking Switzerland regarding the teaching of a second
national language. Indeed, in many cantons we have seen parliamentary initiatives launched
to ban the teaching a second national language, mainly French, at primary school. In
Thurgau the parliament accepted a motion aiming at abandoning the teaching of French at
primary school, against the will of the government. The cantonal minister of education
deplored the “isolation of the Canton of Thurgau” and described the move as “an affront for
French-speaking Switzerland”.165 Thurgau is not an isolated case. In the canton of Nidwald
the SVP submitted an initiative to suppress one of the two foreign languages taught at primary

164

Claude Longchamp, “Gouverner, c‟est prévoir”, in Credit Suisse, Quelques orientations pour la Suisse –
Regard sur l‟avenir politique du pays, p. 7; http://publications.creditsuisse.com/tasks/render/file/index.cfm?fileid=9872FD13-99BB-CD0C-AE73AA6FB1BBFA2D.
165
www.letemps.ch/Page/Uuid/b75cd43e-22fd-11e4-9a79d749102b8541/La_Thurgovie_veut_supprimer_lenseignement_du_fran%C3%A7ais_au_primaire

59

school;166 this was rejected by a majority of 61.7 per cent of the voters. Similar initiatives are
still pending in the cantons of Luzern and Graubünden.167 This situation has brought
dissatisfaction in the French-speaking part of the country. A federal deputy wrote an opinion
in Zurich‟s Tagesanzeiger, warning that the renouncement of a second national language at
primary school would lead to a Swiss-German monoculture and thus damage the multicultural
side of the country.168
A similar question is at stake in discussions surrounding the public utility of the Swiss
Broadcasting Company (SBC). An initiative was launched to stop the usage fee granted to
the SBC, as well as to some regional private radio and TV stations.169 Thanks to internal
equalization of revenues, the SBC can finance interesting output for the linguistic minorities
in the French-, Italian- and Romansch-speaking cantons.170 This means, however, that the
German-speaking majority finances part of the French-, Italian- and Romansch-speaking
channels. With such a small market, the privatization of the audio-visual public utility would
certainly lead to the end, or at least a drastic reduction, of Swiss French-, Italian and
Romansch-speaking radio and television. The SBC has always been considered as a symbol
of multilingual Switzerland, and its dismantling would be a thorny political question for the
federal state.

Conclusion
Switzerland has a long history of multiculturalism, deeply intertwined with its federal
character. The very foundation of the country lies on multiculturalism, through the coming
together of cantons of different religions or languages as well as through immigration and the
tradition of asylum. We can now sum up the main elements raised in this paper and attempt to
paint a picture of multiculturalism and state neutrality in religious matters in Switzerland – a
picture which does not aim at being exhaustive.
First of all, federalism is a key concept in the understanding of Swiss multiculturalism. Due
to the coming together of cantons whose history, language, religion and political and
economic systems were different, the state‟s basis is fundamentally diverse in these matters.
Switzerland has rapidly become a country of asylum and immigration and now hosts a large
foreigner population: 23.8 per cent of the 8,139 million inhabitants are foreigners. Federalism
166
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and immigration are also key in understanding the questions linked to religions: for instance,
the last war on Swiss soil had religious implications, and newcomers have brought their faith
to their country of adoption, hence Muslims now compose 5.1 per cent of the population.
The legal framework of multiculturalism is voluntarily liberal, in the tradition of Swiss
lawmaking, and the core lies in the state‟s neutrality, for instance in religious matters. The
most important regulations are those based on individual human rights, such as Article 15 Cst.
which protects the freedom of religion. Most of the legal questions related to religion can find
an answer in the jurisprudence of the Federal Tribunal based on this provision, or in the
jurisprudence of the ECHR. On the federal level, there is consequently no law regarding
religion. As for the institutional aspect of religion, the regulation of the relationship between
the state and the church falls within the competence of the cantons, according to Article 72
Cst. This is again a purely federal technique, aiming at accommodating all the different
cultures. However, one should note that this system also favours the established faiths at the
expense of newly arrived religions. Moreover, in some cantons the power of the established
church may always be relatively important.
The political agenda and discussions have been impregnated with questions related to
multiculturalism, as well as the question of the relationship between the state and religion –
but mostly the question of the relationship between the state and Islam and its symbols. We
give two examples: the ban of the minarets on the one hand, and the discussions around the
burqa on the other. We also show, based on the Baromètre des préoccupations, that the main
concerns of the Swiss people are linked to the foreign population. Yet we consider that these
fears were partly created by the fierce campaigning of some political parties, which have used
the issue for electioneering purposes.
We describe how the semi-direct democracy can currently be a challenge for multiculturalism
in Switzerland. One can also note that state‟s neutrality is sometimes used as an argument
against the wearing of the burqa or the building of minarets: the state should not permit such
obvious religious symbols in the public space. In our opinion, political rights shall not be used
by an established majority to limit the rights of a minority. Political rights shall not prevail
over individual human rights.
To conclude we would like to contrast two quotes we have used. On the one hand, the UDF
said that “multiculturalism functions only within the framework of a common reference
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culture”.171 On the other, the ECHR stated that the veil is the “expression of a cultural identity
which contributes to the pluralism that is inherent in democracy”.172 In Switzerland, one
cannot claim that we have only one common reference culture. We have different cultures.
Our languages have roots in the German, French and Italian cultures, which brought us their
literature and art. Although the two main religions have common roots, they did fight each
other in the last war on Swiss soil. Moreover, the tradition of asylum and immigration has
enabled us to meet, discover and live together with cultures coming from other horizons.
Along with the ECHR, we think that this pluralism and respect for such pluralism are a
necessity in a well-functioning democracy.

171
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Conclusion
Philippe Lefort

Culture is highly variable, thus comparative approaches must not fall prey to gross
generalizations about a particular pattern or trend, because it may not pertain to another
culture. As comparison is the method which makes holism possible,173 one should be also
careful not to force similarities upon different situations.
After reading the two remarkable studies by Tahira Allahyarova on Azerbaijan and Nadine
Schouwey and Simon Zurich on Switzerland, any reader would be tempted to see common
trends in the two countries and societies. Both have strong and ancient identities embedded in
the natural fortress of the mountains. Both have been challenged in their very existence by
larger competing neighbours fighting each other for local or global hegemony. Azerbaijan and
Switzerland are both corridors, occupying key positions on vital transcontinental routes. In
both cases religion (including the communist ideology) has levied civil unrest and external
interventions. From a strategic point of view, both have developed a concept of armed
neutrality as a way to survive in a dangerous neighbourhood.
This sort of comparison should still be taken with a bit of distance. Azerbaijan and
Switzerland remain two very different countries, even though they belong to the same
civilizational space as defined by the OSCE territory. With all due respect to its brilliant and
ancient past, Azerbaijan, in today‟s political and territorial definition, is a recent state.
Consequences of the tragic events that marked the rebirth and first decades of independent
Azerbaijan are visible everywhere, including the massive presence of displaced populations,
and the territorial dispute and de jure state of war with neighbouring Armenia.
Switzerland is one of the oldest states in Europe, enjoying an exceptionally long period of
peace by world standards after being able to avoid both world wars in the twentieth century.
The political system of today‟s Switzerland has strongly evolved, even though it claims a
direct affiliation with the first acts of emancipation of the cantons. Challenges to Swiss
society today do not come from possible alternative models of social organization or external
pressure, as a project of Islamic State would be for Azerbaijan, but from the need to integrate
large numbers of immigrants, coming from every corner of the earth and all with very
different traditions and behaviours, and make them accepted by the existing population.
Both works have concentrated on the specificities of each case, and this gives them their
173
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value. Reflecting upon the Azerbaijani and Swiss cases, and the way issues of
multiculturalism and secularism are addressed in these two states and societies, is really a true
way to find non-variable, common rules that could be applied in many, maybe all, situations.
A first reflection which comes to my mind is the artificial nature of collective identities.
Each human group, be it religious or cultural, tends to see the core bond which links its
members as absolutely unique and fundamental. Being what we are (Azerbaijani, Swiss,
French…) looks quite obvious and self-explanatory. The “ethnic” conflicts that marked the
post-Cold War period and their violence, quite comparable with the religious wars that tore
Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (giving birth, in a certain sense, to modern
Switzerland), illustrate the depth and strength of this collective sense of identity.
In the early 1990s, during the peak of the wars of succession of Yugoslavia, the French
government was deeply involved in the efforts to deal with the conflict. We financed
scientific research to understand why Serbs, Croats and Bosnians were killing each other
while they spoke the same language174 and looked, more or less, very like one another. One
young researcher who spent some months in Mostar, a fragile but relatively peaceful corner of
Bosnia at the time, developed a quite interesting analysis. This young scientist reported that
the local population appeared instinctively sensitive to 17 of what he called “anthropological
markers” defining multiple categories, none of them corresponding to each other. It appeared
as well that inhabitants of Mostar were blind to all but a few markers, including precisely
religious affiliation which defined their conscious identity as Orthodox Serbs, Catholic Croats
and Muslim Bosnians.
When travelling in rural France (or in any other part of Europe) with the eye of an
anthropologist, one can notice the very strong diversity of human types or behaviour in very
small territories. From a village to another people may look very different, obviously coming
from different brands of settlement from the dawn of history. My mother comes from a place
in eastern Brittany where endogamy is dominant, whereas my father was born in a
neighbouring village with exogamic traditions – a distinction considered by anthropologists as
very fundamental (which made my very existence quite a challenge…). Interestingly enough,
people are absolutely unconscious of such distinctions, although these govern some of their
174
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most important decisions in life, such as who they could or could not marry, and see each
other consciously through totally different lenses: rich or poor, bourgeois or aristocrat,
educated or not…
Distance blurs cultural differences, no matter how fundamental they may look to the
concerned people. For many Asians, as late Prime Minister of Japan Nakasone told me some
20 years ago, a common cultural background made the European Union possible, while
differences between Japanese, Koreans and Chinese are supposed to be so massive and
irreducible as to make such a development unthinkable in East Asia…
In short, history shows how people can fight to the death over differences which may be
hardly visible from a distance, or a few decades before or after. Multiculturalism is a natural
condition for all human societies, large and small. Mechanisms which lead human beings to
consider each other as peers, friends, foes or potential mates are highly complex and variable,
and most of the time and for most of us unconscious.
Conscience, combined with memory, is the central mechanism which creates coherence
between the multiple personae which compose any human being (child, teenager, parent,
citizen…). If we try an analogy between individual and collective psychology, religion could
be a good candidate as an equivalent to conscience for a society. Religion links (it is its
etymology), creates meaning, gives direction. Indeed, in many regions of the world religion
contributed to the emergence and consolidation of national identities. In the South Caucasus,
Georgian, Armenian and Azeri identities were very much modelled by their respective
religious choices. By sticking to the pre-Chalcedonian, Monophysite version of Christianity,
Armenia might have preserved itself from assimilation to Byzantinism (and the other way
round for Georgia, which could have been absorbed by its neighbour during phases of its
complicated history), while Shi‟a Islam preserved Azerbaijan from assimilation into its
Christian neighbours. Another example is Catholicism, which has been the organizing
principle of Belgium toward the Netherlands.
A crucial distinction should be made at this point between religion as an individual practice
and as a social and as a political tool. In the first case, religion is a normal human behaviour
and one of the multiple facets of individuality, mostly irrelevant for the political order. For the
greater part of European history, wars and oppressions opposed people sharing the same basic
religious beliefs. The situation is quite different when religion is taken either as the main
organising principle of the politis or as an ethnic marker. The Roman Empire was quite
tolerant towards foreign cults, but persecuted Christians precisely because they represented an
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alternative social order. The tragic case of former Yugoslavia shows how religion can be used
even to define “ethnic” identity.
As a political tool, religion should not be limited to the relation to divinity, but should include
any ideology based upon absolute values and goals: ideology and social or racial supremacy.
Writing at the dawn of the twentieth century, Gustave Le Bon foresaw how potentially
destructive the power of mobs, manipulated by ruthless leaders through religious-like
ideologies, would be.175 The wars in Yugoslavia and the murderous and destructive deeds of
Daeshin the Middle East show that such risks do not belong to the past.
Apparently, secularism and multiculturalism are the answer to such challenges and the right
recipe to keep our societies viable – including, by the way, for foreigners. Both are based
upon moderation and a logic of freedom. Under secularism, there is nothing wrong with
religion provided that it is confined to the private sphere. By the same token, cultural
differences are acceptable provided that they are not taken as a pretext for discrimination.
Nevertheless, reality is more complex. God being, in a very Aquinian definition, the absolute,
every religion may develop its own project of Civitas Dei that can turn eventually into a
murderous utopia. From this point of view, Salafism is no different to any other brand of
religious radicalism. Cultural differences, as artificial as they may be, are so present in the
human mind that they can very easily be instrumentalized and turn a peaceful society into a
state of war, especially when combined with competition for resources or political power.
From this point of view, the relation between secularism and multiculturalism in today‟s
world is neither simple nor unilateral.
Switzerland and Azerbaijan, and their respective neighbours, illustrate the paradox of this
relation. Switzerland is located on two very old cultural and religious borders in Europe: one
dating from the Iron Age, between Germanic and Celtic/Italic languages; the other, between
Protestantism and Catholicism, dating from the end of the Middle Ages. Linguistic and
religious divides do not coincide, which may explain the very existence of the country, since
any of the successive holistic principles of organization which marked the history of Europe,
from cujusregioejusreligio to the “national” state, could not be applied to this particular place.
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As is well known, there are more Azeris living in Iran than in Azerbaijan itself – a situation
seen as a potential threat by the two countries since the Anglo-Soviet crisis of 1948 around
Tabriz.176 Secularism is a logical answer to what is naturally perceived as a challenge from
the great southern regional power. Conversely, an Islamic republic could be considered as a
logical answer to the situation of Iran, a very multicultural nation where the Persian element
does not exceed 60 per cent of the population. By the same token, authoritarian regimes in the
Middle East, usually dominated by minorities (the Alawite in Syria, the Sunnis in Iraq…)
were felt by other minorities (including the Christians) as more acceptable than the potentially
abusive power of religious majorities, a fragile equilibrium shattered after the invasion of Iraq
in 2003 and the “Arab Spring” of 2010.
In others words, multiculturalism and secularism do not necessarily coincide with democracy
and respect for human rights. The general landscape in Eurasia tends rather to suggest the
contrary, as multicultural and multireligious states look relatively more fragile and vulnerable
to internal disputes or external interventions. Even in societies with a long-standing tradition
of democracy, like Switzerland, foreign cults and traditions may be seen as challenging the
existing political and social order.
Interestingly enough, demonstrative behaviours do not necessarily come from immigrants,
recent or not, and do not always pertain to specific cultural and religious roots. The integral
veil, one of the most visible manifestations of Islam in Switzerland, and more generally in
Western Europe, comes from the Arabic peninsula, not from the Maghreb or Turkey. The
logic is not necessarily one of affirmation of roots. Looking for the most radical and
indisputable path is natural to the religious mind, and integral is better that partial from this
point of view. Provocation, for a minority of individuals, may also be a reason. In a
paradoxical way, the display of religious symbols perceived as very foreign to the local
society may also be the expression of a burst of adolescent extravaganza that may have looked
quite different but just as provocative and radical some 20 or 30 years ago.
Accepting this sort of demonstrative behaviour is never easy for any society, as it can be
perceived as an open challenge to its very existence. In Azerbaijan, political Islam may be
seen as putting at stake the very existence of the country which neighbours an Islamic
republic where the Azeri population is by far larger than in Azerbaijan itself. In France, the
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Islamic veil can be seen as challenging the core values of a country fundamentally egalitarian,
assimilationist and exogamic, as it is a symbol of endogamy and a heritage of traditional Arab
tribalism where women are reserved to the cousins in a logic of reinforcement of clan
solidarity.177 My guess, after reading the work of Nadine Schouwey and Simon Zurich, is that
the debate on the minarets, as artificial as it may look, has triggered a hidden but very
sensitive chord, probably connected to the values of independence and local freedoms which
characterize Swiss identity.
My sense, as a former and recent mediator in two armed conflicts, is that the only way to keep
our societies liveable is indeed to follow a path of compromise, based upon a certain degree of
mutual tolerance together with a set of soft but powerful incentives for integration and,
ultimately, assimilation of non-autochthonous populations. Political correctness and
incantation are not enough, since multiculturalism, as nice as this concept may look, can
justify a policy of de facto discrimination, just as secularism may be used as an instrument of
excessive limitations of rights or even repression against religious minorities. True and fair
policies of secularism and multiculturalism should be based upon the joint efforts of all
segments of society, majority and minority, to understand what are the interests (what they
want) behind the respective positions (what they say), and the needs (what they need) behind
the expression of the interests. Such approaches do not always solve problems, but they can
lead to room for compromise. This is typically a responsibility for scholars and political
leaders, keeping in mind that compromise is natural neither for the religious mind (naturally
prone to the absolute) nor for those who seek political power by manipulating national or
ethnic popular symbols.
The state of law is certainly one of the best possible answers to this dilemma. From this point
of view, the wisdom, nuance and relevance of the ruling of the European Court of Human
Rights (ECHR) on the dispute on the Islamic veil can really be admired. The ruling elaborates
a very appropriate balance between the rights of minorities and the need for a government to
“reconcile the interests of the various groups and ensure that everyone‟s beliefs are
respected”.178 The ECHR has proved, once again, its relevance as a top regulator of social
debates and its capacity to understand complexity and give reasonable directions to deal with
difficult issues.
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At the end of the day, law is the natural answer of peaceful societies to regulate the complex
relation between different and potentially conflicting identities. Law formalizes consensus,
provided of course that law itself does not block society nor encourage ideological rigidity.
Law can allow the natural flow of assimilation and differentiation which is the very making of
history, against the background of the fundamental unity of humankind.
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