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Craving for Drugs Is a Consequence  
of Evolution

Arthur Saniotis and Maciej Henneberg

Evolution of Human Behaviour

Traditionally, studies of the brain evolution of fossil 
hominins were focusing attention on the increase of 
brain size, either in absolute terms or in terms of en-
cephalisation as an indicator of increasing through 
Pleistocene complexity of human behaviours.1 
Studies of artifacts, butchered animal bones, living 
sites, and the use of fire also contributed to the pic-
ture of increasing repertoire of human behaviours.2 
Special interest focused on those intellectual quali-
ties that could be directly related to sophistication 
of technologies and interactions with the environ-
ment (Stiles 1991; Harmand 2007). Much less at-
tention has been paid to such qualities of humans as 
emotions, interpersonal relationships, and the influ-
ence of external stimuli on internal feelings (Dar-
win 1871; Harris and Pashler 2004). Of course, it 
is more difficult to find objective indicators of these 
phenomena and to quantitate them in the manner 
comparable with the measurements of cranial ca-
pacity or encephalisation.

The artefactual evidence of emotions and inter-
nalised feelings before the beginning of the Upper 
Pleistocene is scarce, limited to some burial prac-
tices (Solecki 1971; Duarte et al. 1999). It was only 
the proliferation of the evidence of art, body deco-
ration, and dwelling construction from the Upper 
Pleistocene onwards that could be directly interpret-
ed as an indicator of complex internal workings of 
human consciousness (Renfrew and Morley 2009).

Variation in the size of the modern human brain 
is not related to its quality – any attempts at find-
ing a relationship between brain size and variously 
measured mental aptitude turned out at best very 
weak correlations (Henneberg et al. 1985). It can 
also be argued that during hominin evolution brain 
size changed in unison with body size (Henneberg 
1998; Henneberg and Saniotis 2009). It is, therefore, 
more likely that the functions specific for human 
brain evolved as a result of physiological and bio-
chemical changes related to the operation of neuro- 
transmitters and to the neurohormonal regulation 
of body functions (Previc 1996, 2002, 2006, 2009).

  1	 Tobias (1971); Martin (1998); De Miguel and Henneberg 
(2001); Henneberg (1987).

  2	 Mellars and Gibson (1996); Petraglia and Korisettar (1998); 
Lewin and Foley (2004).

Neurohormonal regulation of the body and the 
distribution of neurotransmitters in the brain and 
their levels, strongly influence our emotional states, 
feelings, and consciousness. Alterations of feelings, 
attitudes, and even states of human consciousness 
by various substances, either introduced from out-
side or produced in the body as a result of physical 
exercise, are well known and widely used in practi-
cally all human cultures. It can be argued that this 
arose in evolutionary perspective through inherited 
animal interactions with ancient psychotropic plants 
(Saah 2005). Widespread of shamanistic practices is 
but one example (Saniotis 2002; Henneberg and Sa-
niotis 2009). Use of synthetic neurotransmitters in 
treatment of psychiatric disorders is equally wide-
spread now.

It can be said, that the abundant imagery occur-
ring in conscious minds of humans, together with 
the complexity of their emotional states can be regu-
lated, enhanced, or dampened by alterations in brain 
physiology. Similar to animals, whose behaviours 
are driven by neurohormonal and neurotransmitter 
states, humans seek satisfaction of their emotions. 
In the majority of cases this is achieved by reacting 
to external stimuli (views, sounds, smells) and seek-
ing interactions with other individuals that satisfy 
emotional needs. Since, however, humans learned 
to manipulate their external environment, they also 
produce a number of substances that are neuroac-
tive. The introduction of those substances into the 
human body changes emotional states or states of 
consciousness without a need for often complex 
interactions with natural, cultural, and social sur-
roundings. In order to “feel good” one can either 
engage in social interactions that may become com-
plex and lead to stresses rather than to good feel-
ings, or one can “take something” with an immedi-
ate pleasant effect. This is why many people drink 
alcohol. The drive to obtain emotional, mental sat-
isfaction concentrates on immediate effects without 
much attention to future dangers. Thus, use of vari-
ous substances that alter states of mind is a natural 
consequence of the evolution of human brain func-
tion. Like with many other human activities – use 
of technology to alter, and ultimately destroy, nat-
ural environment – use of mind altering substanc-
es, though immediately beneficial, has detrimental 
long-term consequences in the present-day situation 
when the operation of natural selection has been 
beneficially replaced by human actions. 

Recently evolved neurohormonal regulation and 
biochemistry of neurotransmitters produced varia-
tions in biochemical balance of some human brains. 
These individuals will feel better after the introduc-
tion of some chemicals into their bodies. These are 
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people with propensity to develop drug use. Their 
situation should be acknowledged and handled in a 
way that does not disrupt normal functioning of the 
society rather than leaving them prey to unscrupu-
lous criminals.

History of Hallucinogens

Hallucinogens may be defined as exogenous sub-
stances such as plants which contain compounds 
that can produce trance states, hallucinations, and 
can lead to disorientation (Winkelman 1996: ​16). 
In contrast, psychedelic substances which may also 
cause hallucinations or “distortions” in percep-
tions often resemble psychotic states (Winkelman 
1996). The term “psychedelic,” though, as Winkel-
man points out refers to an “imprecise category of 
drugs” (Stedman 1982: ​1163).

Hallucinogenic substances have been used since 
prehistoric times, and were central to shamanic 
and traditional societies (Grob 1998). Winkelman 
(2001) suggests that humans as far back as the Up-
per Paleolithic period had an innate drive to expe-
rience altered states of consciousness via the use 
of hallucinogenic substances or through shaman-
ic practices which “enhanced serotonergic” and 
“endogenous opoid production.” Shamanism con-
stitutes the first known theological and spiritual 
system (Previc 2006; Winkelman 2004). Central 
to shamanism are altered states of consciousness 
(ASC) which provide sociobiological advantages 
such as integrating human consciousness and en-
hanced “socioemotional and self-functions of the 
paleomammalian brain” (Winkelman 2002b: ​1874). 
According to McClenon (1997), hypnotisability in 
Upper Paleolithic humans fostered a range of psy-
chophysiological advantages such as increased fer-
tility, stress alleviation, and lowering of sympathet-
ic response system. “Hypnotic suggestibility” may 
have also contributed to humans actively seeking 
altered states of consciousness through the use of 
exogenous substances.

Other scholars have suggested that hallucino-
gens were foundational to human civilisation.3 Ex-
ogenously administered hallucinogens for induc-
ing altered states of consciousness were used in 
the Indian Vedic period as far back as the fifth mil-
lennium b.c.e. (Strassman 1984). Ancient written 
accounts of using alkaloid substances have been 
derived from 4,000 year old Assyrian clay tablets, 
which mention 250 different plants including Atro-
pa belladonna, Papaver somniferium and Mandra-

  3	 Grob (1998); Wasson et al. (1978); Huxley (1977).

gora officinarum (Wink 1998). In China, 365 drugs 
were described circa 3000 b.c.e. during the reign 
of Shen Nung (Wink 1998). By 1550  b.c.e. the 
Egyptians were using alkaloid plants such as pome-
granate (Punica granatum), henbane (Hyoscyamus 
niger), and poppy (Papaver somniferium).4 The an-
cient Greeks based their pharmacopeia on Egyptian, 
Mesopotamian, and Indian traditions reaching its 
zenith with Hippocrates (460–377 b.c.e.) who criti-
cally examined “more than 200 medicinal plants” 
(Wink 1998).

Grob (1998) argues that although shamanic so-
cieties used hallucinogenic substances during reli-
gious rituals, as societies became more hierarchical 
and stratified such substances tended to be viewed 
as being detrimental to public welfare “and controls 
were placed on direct and revelatory access to the 
sacred” (Grob 1998: 8).

Use of Psychoactive Substances  
in Shamanic/Traditional Societies

There has been impressive anthropological research 
investigating the use of hallucinogens in shaman-
ic/​traditional societies.5 The majority of these stud-
ies examine the ritual use of hallucinogens such as 
peyote (mescaline), ayahuasca, cannabis, psilocy-
lin mushrooms, as well as other psychoactive sub-
stances. The importance of such hallucinogens to 
shamanic/​traditional cultures is central. The aim of 
taking psychoactive substances is to attain altered 
states of consciousness as part of religious based 
experiences. Winkelman presents a relevant psycho-
physiological model of their use. For instance, the 
chemical structures of some hallucinogens closely 
correspond with neurotransmitters and intervene 
in the normal functioning of the latter (Winkelman 
2002a, b); Hoffmeister and Stille 1982). Moreover, 
some of the aforementioned psychoactive agents 
“contain phenylalkylamine and indole alkaloids” 
which are similar in chemical structure to the neu-
rotransmitter serotonin (Winkelman 2002a: ​151). 
These agents have “inhibitory effects on the mes-
olimbic temporal lobe structures,” leading to “syn-
chronous discharges in the temporal lobe limbic 
systems” (Winkelman 2002a: ​151). It is postulated 
that the psychoactive agents effects on the seroton-
ergic system cause hyperactivity in the visual cortex 
regions which also produce at the same time activity 

  4	 Wink (1998); Mann (1992); Geßner (1974); Baumann 
(1986).

  5	 Winkelman (1996); Grob (1998); Wink (1998); Dobkin de 
Rios (1984); Furst (1972); Harner (1973); Myerhoff (1974); 
Saniotis (2001); Winkelman (2000).
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in the hippocampus. This may last for days or even 
for weeks (Winkelman 2000; Mandell 1980). While 
such agents affect both sympathetic and parasympa-
thetic systems, they generally incline towards para-
sympathetic dominance as characterised in trance 
states (Winkelman 2000).

Anthropological studies of the use of hallucino-
gens in shamanic/traditional societies note various 
common schemata.
1.  The central role of a guide or shaman who has 
extensive experience with the psychoactive sub-
stance. This person acts in initiating the neophyte 
via the ingestion of the entheogen, and also acts 
to interpret and corroborate the neophyte’s altered 
states experience.
2.  The entheogen is believed to reveal hidden or es-
oteric domains of knowledge. Thus, entheogens are 
also used during divination ceremonies. 
3.  The entheogen allows access to metaphysical 
realms which are inaccessible during ordinary con-
sciousness.
4.  Hallucinatory experiences often involve “the 
perception of nonmaterial” spirit beings or supra
normal entities. These may be ancestor spirits or 
animal spirits. These spirits form a crucial part of 
vision states and may act as guides, allies or guard-
ians (Metzner 1998).

We want now to examine some of the excellent 
crosscultural studies into the ritual use of entheo-
gens which will assist our understanding on their 
relationship with religion and altered states of con-
sciousness. For Myerhoff (1974), the ritual use of 
the plant peyote cactus (Lophophora williamsii) by 
the Huichol Indians in the Southwest United States 
is central to their religious pilgrimage to the sa-
cred site of Wirrikuta. The taking of peyote must 
be viewed in relation to the sacred Huichol sym-
bolic complex of the deer, corn, and peyote. Having 
reached Wirrikuta, pilgrims ingest peyote in order to 
access the Huichol deities through altered states of 
consciousness. During altered states of conscious-
ness pilgrims may achieve a state of oneness or unity 
with the Huichol deities and existence, which Myer-
hoff refers to as “universal communitas” (1974: ​40). 
In this way, ritual use of peyote fosters communion 
with the Huichol deities which cannot be accessed 
with such intensity during ordinary consciousness.

Similarly, for the Navajo peyote is used during 
religious rituals and is considered to have positive 
psychotherapeutic benefits for practitioners such as 
maintaining psychophysiological integration. Ac-
cording to the Navajo, peyote is a medicinal plant 
which is endowed with personality or spirit which 
is omniscient (Calabrese 1994). Peyote plays a cen-
tral part in Navajo healing symbolism and is used 

in conjunction with other symbols such as the moon 
and tipi. Navajo believe that peyote enables them to 
become receptive to the “teachings of Peyote,” and 
fosters “corrective reflexivity” and “contemplative 
reflexivity” (Calabrese 1994: ​505). The psycholog-
ical process attached to the peyote ritual enhances 
symbolic healing and “allows unconscious and so-
matic processes to be controlled by symbolic com-
munication” (Calabrese 1994: ​506).

Among South American indigenous people such 
as Jívaro, Shipibo-Conibo, Quijos, and others, aya-
huasca or yagé vine (Banisteriopsis caapi) is used 
as a hallucinatory beverage in order to trigger al-
tered states of consciousness. Oberem states that 
Ecuadorian ayahuasca-using shamans had told him 
that they “have the power to go to a place beneath 
the earth, beneath Hell, from which they are able to 
bewitch somebody” (Oberem 1958: ​80). An inter-
esting aspect of ayahuasca is the homogeneity of 
visions amongst South American tribes. For exam-
ple, commonly reported visions are of snakes, py-
thons such as the anaconda, and jaguars. Among the 
Jívaro, visions of fighting snakes and jaguars are 
common (Harner 1962). Alternately, Reichel-Dol
matoff (1960) suggests that among the Noanamá 
and Emberá ayahuasca is used for divination pur-
poses; as a way of identifying personal enemies, to 
commune with the ancestral spirits and the spirits of 
predator animals, and to locate the place of lost or 
stolen items. Ayahuasca ceremonies usually involve 
small groups who sit in a circle or in semidarkness. 
During this time the shaman usually sings as part of 
the healing ceremony. Metzner (1998: 5) notes that 
the shamanic songs “have a fairly rapid rhythmic 
pulse” which probably triggers the sympathetic sys-
tem and enhancing hallucinatory experience. Sha-
mans may also use “sucking” methods for “extract-
ing toxic psychic residues.” 6 

In Africa, various cultures also have used hal-
lucinogenic plants to attain altered states of con-
sciousness. Johnston’s study of the Tsonga people 
in South Africa provides a revealing account of the 
ritual use of hallucinogens. The major plant ingest-
ed by the Tsonga is Datura fastuosa. The plant is 
used in two core Tsonga rituals. The first ritual is 
the khomba, which is the girl’s initiation ceremo-
ny (a structured set of fertility rites) held annually 
after the May harvest. The second ritual is called 
the mancomane or the Tsonga exorcism rite, held 
during January–March and is used for the expelling 
of spirits from possessed people (Johnston 1977: ​
217). During the khomba, the administering of Da-

  6	 Metzner (1998: ​5); cf. Luna and Amaringo (1991); Dobkin 
de Rios and Grob (1994).
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tura fastuosa is preceded by a series of energetic 
dances and mimes. The dancing is accompanied 
by loud and rhythmic drumming. During the ritual 
the female initiates “wear blue-dyed salempores” 
and paint their faces blue, and “erect a blue flag” 
(Johnston 1977: ​221). The symbolic significance of 
the colour blue correlates with the bluish-green vis-
ual spectrum which the drugged initiates see and 
which is associated with the fertility deities (John-
ston 1977: ​221). The powerful and rhythmic move-
ments of the initiates during dancing compound the 
hallucinogenic effect. On this note, Neher states 
that “violent dancing and gestures make hyperven-
tilation a possibility and increase the production of 
adrenaline” (1962: ​157). Additionally, the increase 
in adrenaline production via the aroused sympathet-
ic system “increases susceptibility to tapping of the 
basic brain rhythms” (Neher 1962: ​157).

In India, cannabis as an entheogen has been 
used by Hindu and Sufi mystics for centuries. Can-
nabis has been cited in the Hindu Vedas (2000–
1500 b.c.e.) and in the Atharvaveda, and is referred 
to by Hindus as the “food of the gods” (Abel 1980). 
Saniotis (2001) provides a seminal study of North 
Indian Sufis and their ritual use of cannabis. The 
use of cannabis is central to the ritual performance 
of nara – “a kind of poetic utterance or expletive 
that is endowed with profound religious mean-
ing” (Saniotis 2001: ​362). Before and during nara 
Sufis smoke cannabis which is placed in a small 
pipe and is called chillum. The chillum is usually 
shared between Sufis. It is common when smok-
ing chillum that Sufis shout the name of Ali (cousin 
of the prophet Muhammad and fourth caliph of Is-
lam). The uttering of his name spiritualises the act 
of smoking chillum. The smoking of chillum com-
bined with the “paroxysmal quality” of nara ena-
bles Sufis to attain altered states of consciousness 
(Saniotis 2001: ​364).

The widespread use of hallucinogens in shaman-
ic/​traditional societies may point to a human need of 
experience of altered states of consciousness. While 
it is not known whether such a craving is an evolu-
tionary by-product of our intense consciousness, it 
does suggest that humans possess a predilection to-
wards polyphasic states. Perhaps, the use of halluci-
nogens may indicate the human need to understand 
the multifaceted nature of consciousness.

Endogenous Neurohormonal Agents  
Producing Altered States of Consciousness

In this section we will provide an overview of the 
neurohormonal basis of shamanic and mystical 

states and the techniques which are used to produce 
endogenous neurochemicals and opioids. According 
to various authors,7 the human brain is neurologi-
cally and neurohormonally predisposed towards at-
taining altered states of consciousness without the 
need of hallucinogens. The neurognostic features 
of the human brain allow it to “encounter with the 
transcendental nature of itself and the external envi-
ronment” (Laughlin 1996: ​23). As Laughlin (1996: ​
23) notes:

The brain is prepared by virtue of its neurognosis to both 
come to know the self and the world, and to experience 
the transcendental nature of reality in ways that surpass 
the normal limitations of either the senses or rational 
thought.

In Winkelman’s (2002a, b) terms the neurognos-
tic features of the brain are universal, and, therefore, 
have given rise to ubiquitous shamanic and mystical 
experiences. Both Mithen (1996) and Winkelman 
(2002a, b) concur that the universality of shaman-
ism and altered states of consciousness is a by-prod-
uct of cross-modal integration in the brain. Laugh-
lin et al. (1990) and Winkelman (2002a, b) contend 
that prehistoric shamanism involved the integration 
of consciousness and that this drove shamans to pro-
ject more advanced states of development than other 
people. Such projections included the production of 
alternate modes of thinking about the environment 
and of the self’s socio-cognitive adaptation (Win-
kelman 2002a, b). A central feature of shamanism 
is a penchant towards altered states of conscious-
ness which from a neurological viewpoint produc-
es strong “coherent brain patterns that synchronize 
the frontal areas of the brain” and “integrating non-
verbal information into the frontal cortex” (Win-
kelman 2002b: ​1878). The psychic integration of 
altered states of consciousness elicits endogenous 
opioids and serotonergic functioning which access-
es “repressed emotional dynamics” and fosters so-
cial bonding (Winkelman 2002b: ​1878).

Newberg et al. (2002: ​115) argue that both fast 
and rhythmic body movements which often ac-
company religious rituals can produce in the brain 
a unitary state. “In each case, rhythmic behaviors 
can lead to unitary states by causing the orientation 
area to be blocked from neural flow.” The intensity 
of such unitary states depends on the level of neural 
blockage. A total blockage may eventually lead to 
a “unitary continuum” (Newberg et al. 2002: ​115).

The role of the neurotransmitter dopamine is 
also important in the reaffirmation of supernatural 

  7	 Winkelman (2002a, b); D’Aquilli and Newberg (2000); 
Laughlin et al. (1990); Laughlin (1996).
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or paranormal events which are found in shaman-
ic and world religions. Such events are associated 
with believers’ power to control them via healing 
and divining. Dopamine is significant due to its abil-
ity to induce in a person a sense of control over ex-
ternal situations and goal-directed activities (Previc 
2009: 46). It can, therefore, be hypothesized that 
the role of dopamine plays a central aspect in reli-
gious belief and the need for existential control over 
external forces and circumstances. In this way, it 
may be suggested that shamanic and traditional re-
ligious practices, such as chanting and meditation, 
trigger the dopaminergic circuit which regulates 
the neurohormonal, autonomic, and hypothalamic  
systems.

This complex has a decisive impact on one’s 
ability to respond to stress (McNamara et al. 2006). 
The stress managing penchant of the dopaminergic 
system may be a major reason why dopamine is so 
important to the formation and maintenance of re-
ligious beliefs. Religion’s impact on human health 
may also be due to “dopaminergic modulation” of 
the autonomic and hormonal nervous systems (Mc-
Namara et al. 2006: 2). Thus, it can be argued that 
the humans crave dopamine for its stress alleviation 
which in turn enhances religious belief and gives 
health benefits.

The link between altered states of consciousness 
and endogenous opioid production has been further 
elucidated by Jilek (1982) in his informed study of 
the Salish Spirit Dance and the Sioux Sun Dance 
found in North American Indian societies. These 
religious ceremonies involve initiates who must 
undergo a series of psychophysical ordeals such 
as hypermotility, hypoglycemia, and dehydration, 
pain stimulation, temperature stimulation, acoustic 
stimulation, visual-sensory deprivation, and seques-
tering without mobility. Jilek speculates that these 
ritual elements induce opioid agents beta-endorphin 
and enkephalin, as well as neuroendocrine peptides, 
such as bradykinin and neurotensin (1982: ​339). 
Furthermore, the neuroendocrine opioid system is 
intrinsically connected to visual, kinetic, and audi-
tory functions as evident in the Salish Spirit Dance 
and the Sioux Sun Dance. “Endogenous polypep-
tides with opioid activity appear also to be involved 
in emotional reactions to pain stimuli and in the 
control of affective states associated with food and 
fluid intake” (Jilek 1982: ​339; Cleghorn 1977). The 
extensive ritual elements of both dance complexes 
reaffirm the tie between the central nervous system 
and the neuroendocrine opioid system.

Meditation, Endogenous Agents,  
and Altered States of Consciousness

Meditation has been subjected to numerous sci-
entific studies.8 It has been discovered that during 
meditation there is a relative increase in the neuro-
transmitters dopamine and acetylcholine. Medita-
tion leads to an increased activity in the parasym-
pathetic autonomic systems, which is reflected in 
lowered heart rate and blood pressure. Furthermore, 
dopamine seems to be important in parasympathet-
ic tone and functions (Previc 1996; Oppenheimer 
et al. 1992).

Some meditational studies reveal that EEG shows 
a decrease in alpha and theta brain wave patterns 
during meditation which aids in overall relaxation 
(Winkelman 2004). These results strengthen “the 
hypothesis that meditation induces significant reor-
ganization of frontal hemispheric activity” which is 
related to increases in alpha and theta brain patterns 
(Cahn and Polich 2006: ​201). Newberg et al. (2002) 
assert that there was increased activity in the infe-
rior parietal lobe during meditation which mediates 
the self’s orientation in space.

The use of mantra (repetitions of verbal formu-
lae), which is found in various religious traditions, 
seems to “occupy awareness” and is a specific con-
centrative technique. Crosscultural studies of man-
tra meditation, such as the Sufi practice of dhikr 
(remembrance of God) are particularly insightful. 
During the practice of dhikr Sufis are either ar-
ranged in a circle or in lines chanting the names of 
God in Arabic. The repetitive and loud chanting of-
ten incorporates rhythmic swaying of the body and 
hyperventilation. All of these elements enable Su-
fis to attain altered states of consciousness referred 
to as hal (state). The Sufi experience of hal corre-
sponds with the “Absolute Unitary Being” (New-
berg et al. (2002). Moreover, Sufis’ state of hal is 
similar to altered states of consciousness found 
in shamanic rituals, which act on the serotonergic 
system.

The conclusion which can be drawn from here is 
that humans have craved the powerful and euphoric 
feelings, emotions, and insights which endogenous 
agents elicit. As Winkelman (2000) states the pro-
duction of endogenous agents through the auspices 
of religion enables people to share their experienc-
es, thereby enhancing group bonding. Altered states 
of consciousness are universally viewed as a way of 
identifying hidden aspects of the self.

  8	 Cahn and Polich (2006); Piron (2001); Rapgay et al. (2000); 
Kjaer et al. (2002); Kwon et al. (1996); Newberg and Iversen 
(2003); Newberg et al. (2001, 2003).
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Perhaps, the allurement of investigating esoteric 
aspects of the self, or to coin the adage “to find one-
self” is a powerful motivator in humans which is 
probably a part of our intense reflexive conscious-
ness. This same consciousness is highly curious 
about the world and its place in it. We contend that 
the experience of altered states of consciousness is 
an important way to connect in Batesonian terms 
with the wider world. Connectivity with nature has 
always been privileged in most cosmologies. Per-
haps, evolution has enabled humans to attain altered 
states of consciousness as a way to better under-
stand their place in the world. In this way, altered 
states of consciousness are cognate with an ecol-
ogy of mind.

Instead of criminalizing the use of drugs, we 
should consider to provide people with nontoxic, 
nonaddictive, minimally harmless methods of sat-
isfying their natural, evolutionary need.

This study was supported by the Wood Jones Bequest to 
the University of Adelaide.
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Secular, Secularization, and Secularism

A Review Article

Andrzej Bronk

Secularism is still a popular topic in social scienc-
es and religious studies, discussed at many confer-
ences and the title of many books. But the word 
itself and associated words “secular” and “secular-
ization” remain ambiguous, having a lot of oppo-
site and excluding meanings. So-called resurgence 
of religion in the public sphere has elicited a wide 
array of reactions and a vehement opposition to the 
very idea that religious reasons should ever have a 
right to expression in public political debate. The 
collection of 13 essays, “Rethinking Secularism,” 
edited by Craig Calhoun, Mark Juergensmeyer, and 
Jonathan VanAntwerpen,1 is a new attempt to re-
think the confusions about these categories, espe-
cially of the binary secular/religious, and a scrutiny 
of the phenomenon of secularism itself in its many 
diverse manifestations in the contemporary global-
ized and pluralized world. The volume is the effect 
of an interdisciplinary, multiyear project, sponsored 
by the Social Science Research Council (its presi-
dent is Calhoun), where prominent, leading scholars 
– coming from sociology, political science, anthro-
pology, international affairs, as well from history, 
literature, and religious studies – have collaborated 
in a reconsideration from many perspectives of sec-
ularism and secularity in the context of contempo-
rary global politics and transnational social change. 
Their aim was to take stock of the ongoing research 
on multiple forms of secularism, and to reframe dis-

  1	 Calhoun, Craig, Mark Juergensmeyer, and Jonathan VanAn-
twerpen (eds.), Rethinking Secularism. Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2011. 311 pp. ISBN 978-0-19-979668-7. Price: 
£ 12.79.
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