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[bookmark: _Toc535227396]1. Introduction 
In our post-modern times there are little to no homogenic societies; people do not subscribe to one particular unitary moral system as much as was the case in the nearby past (Asad, 2000). We now live in a world of diversity regarding many facets of life, among those, is religious diversity. Amidst the difference there are those who adhere to different worldviews who find each other, and create interfaith or mixed families[footnoteRef:1]. When (post)Christians[footnoteRef:2] enter into a marriage with Muslims in the West, they are bound to face many challenges due to their different faiths and cultures (McCarthy, 2007). As a family, they are confronted daily with interfaith ‘management’ issues; which boundaries do we set up, which ones do we break down and how do we negotiate those choices to each other, our family and our children? [1:  A marriage between an Muslim and (post)Christian can be referred to as an interfaith, interreligious, intercultural, conjugal or mixed marriage (Arweck & Nesbitt, 2010; Collet, 2015).]  [2:  (Post)Christians are those who are raised in western countries which have Christians roots. Often times they do celebrate Christian holidays, but do not necessarily identify themselves as religiously Christian. ] 

Scholars have researched these challenges through interviewing and observing these interfaith couples (McCarthy, 2007; Sterckx, 2014) However, little research is conducted which describes the broader field these couples operate in, or as Beate Collet (2015) would describe it, ‘the fabric of modern society’.  By this she means that without a thorough understanding of the western context in which these couples reside, no clear understanding of the challenges these couples face can be developed. This essay attempts to contribute to the study of interfaith families in the West trough creating a deeper understanding of the macro dynamics which influence the study of interfaith marriage based on an examination of the ‘fabric of modern society’. Building onto Collet’s (2015) work, this essay explores ‘the two worlds’ which (un)consciously exist within a Muslim-(post)Christian marriage, of which the (post)Christian side is generally labeled secular, spiritual or ‘good’ and the Islamic side as conservative, ritualistic or ‘bad’. This also known as the ‘good versus bad’ religions debate. It focusses in particular on how this dichotomy came into existence, and reflects on the implications of this debate in Muslim-(Post)Christian interfaith marriages and the study thereof. Therefore, the central question to this essay is; how does the good versus bad religions debate influence the study of (post)Christian–Muslim interfaith marriages in the West? 
This essay starts with introducing the work of Beate Collet, who calls scholars to create a deeper understanding of macro dynamics, in order to understand mixed couples. It then explains why going into the good versus bad religions debate contributes to Collet’s call. Secondly, in order to grasp the novelty of the good versus bad religions debate, this paper describes how the debate came to be. The next section describes what the debate has meant for western attitudes towards Islam. The final section delineates four areas which require (more) attention in the field of interfaith studies, after which conclusions are drawn.
[bookmark: _Toc535227397]2. Muslim-(post)Christian Interfaith Marriages and the ‘Fabric of Modern Society’ 
Modern history is full of cultural reminders, such as the story of ‘Pocahontas’ and ‘Pride and Prejudice’, which underscore that generally, endogamous unions are favored over heterogeneous unions, be it racially, ethnically, social class wise or religiously (Rodriguez-Garcia, 2015). However, since processes as secularization, globalization, suburbanization, the declining status gap between religious groups and the decreased influence of parents on children have started to take place, mixed marriages have been on the rise (Kalmijn, 1991; Bystydzienski, 2011). 
The study of these religiously mixed couples has always been intertwined with the study of racial, ethic and social class differences (MacCarthy, 2007). Because religion does not manifest itself in a vacuum, all these social facets have to be taken into account. This is also the main point of French professor of Sociology, Beate Collet (2015) who rather than studying interfaith marriages, examined the study of interfaith marriages. Collet explains that studies concerning interfaith marriages in the West focus greatly on micro challenges faced by the couples; how they overcome personal and ritual differences in one household and in relation to their larger family. However, the macro influences, stemming from society at large, are barely to not taken into account. This is why Collet underscores that studying interfaith marriages, has to go alongside the study of ‘the fabric of modern society’; one must understand the dynamics at play between different religions, different ethnic groups, colonial pasts and attitudes towards religions in the society the studied couple resides in, as Collet sums up: 
Studying mixed couples entangles us in the intricate fabric of modern society. It turns out that individual, conjugal, and family choices are still made with respect to collective rationales, first, at an intermediary level thanks to community ties—ethnic, religious, regional, or social—that govern daily life to a greater or lesser extent depending on the moment in history and the political context; and then in turn to the logics of the State and the Nation, or even, at a supranational level, to those of the European community (Collet, 2015, p. 2). 
It is with Collet’s call for the holistic study of interfaith marriages in mind, that this essay continues to further investigate the social context in which interfaith marriages in the West reside in, and what this does or does not mean for the (future) study of interfaith couples. This is done through examining, what thus far has not been brought into relation with the study of interfaith marriages, namely, the good versus bad religions debate. 
[bookmark: _Toc535227398]3. Good versus Bad Religion Debate
This section briefly introduces the good versus bad religions debate, from its origins to its contemporary manifestations. 
To grasp the nuances of this debate, and to equip one to evaluate the criteria of good and bad religions, it is necessary to take a short step back in history and explore the establishment of ‘western’ or ‘secular’ taught, from which this debate developed. The latter words are written in parentheses, because naturally, not all perspectives in the West are identical. However, when examining the work of Emmanuel Kant, it becomes evident that in the West, one is generally inclined to reason from a secular epistemic framework. Through Kant’s work we became familiar with rationality and autonomy of thought. In other words, the idea that people do not need anyone, especially not a transcendent being, but themselves to have access to knowledge. This idea is clearly demarcated from faith; humans themselves are able to make up their own mind, and don’t need instructions from any (organized) religion (Mavelli, 2012; Asad, 2003). 
What Kant described in 18th century is examined in the context of the 20th century by Hill et al. (2000) who studied the difference between spirituality and religion. They found that something interesting had occurred during the last 50 years, for which Kant had already prepared society. Due to a number of social processes, such as the (further) disillusionment with religious institutions, secularization, an increase of rationality and the increased cultural pluralism which showed a variety of ways to live one’s life, which consequently made monopolistic worldviews less attractive, caused people to become more suspicious of religion. A good example of a consequence of these processes are the baby boomers who left the Church in massive numbers around 1965 (Hill et al., 2000). The at that time wide held skeptical view of religion gave rise to a process during which religion and spirituality started to split from one another. Where religion used to include different forms of spirituality and the two were generally perceived as one and the same concept, since approximately the 60tees, the definition of religion has become increasingly narrow and distinct from spirituality. Marty and Appelby found that “religion became associated with stipulating behavioral patterns which spirituality does not support or even rejects” (1991 as cited in Hill et al., 2000). Hill et al. suggest that this dichotomy symbolizes the good versus bad religions debate; religion is perceived as institutional, structured or in other words ‘bad’, while according to Pargament, “the term spirituality is increasingly reserved for the more loftier/functional side of life” (as cited in Hill et al., p. 10, 2000). Interestingly, Hill et al, (2000) emphasize that this distinction is not a natural given; the separation between religion and spirituality is a relatively recent process which came into being in de last 50 years, specifically in the West. It is even said that spirituality is a ‘megatrend’, indicating its (post)modern tendency. This shines an interesting light on the good versus bad religions debate, indicating that the distinction between good and bad religions is a contemporary and context dependent debate. It is while keeping how Hill et al. (2000) hinted upon the good versus bad religions debate by signaling the increasing separation between spirituality and religion, that the good versus bad religions debate will be unpacked further. 
Peter Vardy, an influential British theologian and writer, attempted to map out the good and bad religions discussion with his book Good and Bad Religions published in 2000.  Vardy describes four criteria which constitute ‘good religions’. In a nutshell, the first criteria is based on the use of text and authority; good religions give people a reason to be good, and thus both texts and the use of authority should incite good behavior. He acknowledges that what is considered good behavior is context dependent, and is therefore to be derived from continues cross-cultural debate and discussion. The second criteria is about the relationship between science and justice; a good religion responses positively to scientific reason and integrates its findings with religious beliefs, while bad religions denounce scientific findings. The third criteria notes that good religions do not discriminate of the basis of gender, sexual orientation or religious beliefs, while bad religions do. Vardy’s  final criteria for good religions is that they promote human freedom and are open to alternative viewpoints to life. These four criteria are centered around the idea that good religion allows humans to live up to their personal potential, allows them to flourish and therewith offers a way forward in terms of personal and societal growth (Vardy, 2000). On a more grassroot level, Adrian Portmann and David Pluss (2011) conducted qualitative research in Basel, Switzerland. They examined how distanced Church members[footnoteRef:3] view religiosity, both their own Christian tradition, as well as how they view other religions. The results show nine patterns of interpretation as depicted in table 1.  [3:  Distanced Church members are people who who belong to a church but do not, or hardly, participate in the activities of their congregation (Portmann & Pluss, 2011, p. 2). ] 

	Good
	Bad

	Autonomy. The choice to believe what one wants to believe and the ability to practice the manner in which an individual wants to practice it. One’s own will is central.
	Coercion in the form of pressure, violence, repression and the use of power or the use of a legalistic position. One’s own will is endangered. 

	Private. The privacy of the believer and his or her surroundings are respected.
	Interference.  “Every form of interference in personal matters” (Portmann & Pluss, 2011, p. 4) is considered wrong. 

	Discretion. Religion is a personal, inner affair. 
	Obtrusiveness. The public display of missionary activities is considered an attack on ones autonomy. 

	Acceptance. Other and secular traditions are equal. Tolerance towards others is central.
	Absoluteness. No tolerance towards other traditions. One traditions which claims the absolute truth.

	Beauty. Buildings and clothing that is considered beautiful 
	Ugliness. Uniformity and soberness in dress and architecture 

	Cohesion. Leaves a good impact on society and practices intra- and interreligious dialogue. 
	Dissociation. Puts an emphasis on boundaries and refuse contact with other groups. 

	A good religion is one that assimilates with the host society, in terms of clothing, architecture and the status of women. Living according to ‘your own’ rules in considered wrong.

	A good religion emphasizes helping people in need. 

	A good religion is  in line with enlightenment and holds education and critical thinking in high regard. Being able to adapt and transform is good, while being static is considered wrong. 


Table 1. Nine patterns of the evaluation of religions (Portmann & Pluss, 2011)
As can be derived from the abovementioned criteria, there is a clear dichotomy between what is conserved good, and what is considered bad. The following section briefly touches upon how this debate impacted the attitude towards Islam in the West.
[bookmark: _Toc535227399]4. Good versus Bad Muslims
When one is acquainted with the basics of the good versus bad religions debate, it quickly becomes clear which religions would be considered good, and which bad. Islam, as a visible, deprivatized, ritualistic, legally inclined religion will not score high on the ‘good religions’ scale (Cain, 2012).  But even within Islam, there are some nuances to be made. As Sunaina Maria (2009), Jonathan Birt (2006) and Talal Assad (2003) demonstrate, one can be (considered) either a ‘good’ Muslim, or a ‘bad’ Muslim. 
Maria (2009), discusses how gender is intertwined in the good versus bad Muslim debate in the US. She claims that colonial and racial thinking in the West has lead to the binary framing of Muslims as either good or bad. Unlike a bad Muslim, a good Muslim is loyal to the state and to democratic ideals and will testify against the oppressive and patriarchal nature of the Arab world and Islam. In mainstream media, good Muslims are often portrayed as women, who were once victims of an oppressive Islamic regime, and where saved by the freedom provided in the West. This, while bad Muslims are often portrayed as men, linked to terrorism. While Maira examined the whole US Muslim population, Birt examined a smaller part of the Muslim community and found similar results. Birt (2006), examined Imams in Britten and the public conceptions about good and bad Imams. He found that good Imams are those who are tolerant and open toward interfaith dialogue, embody civic virtues, fight against extremism and are, where possible, involved in inner city regeneration projects. This, while bad Imams promote cultural and religious alterity. In other words, good Imams ‘go with the British grain’, while bad Imams go against it. Interestingly, Birt found that the development of these categorizations are based on models of ‘civic religion’, developed by the Church of England and afterword’s adopted by the British government. Civic religion in this case, stands for privatized religions, based on an Anglican template, and describes the logic of the multifaith common good. Again, the ‘other’ is portrayed as ‘bad’ through the eyes of the western society. Furthermore, Birt goes deeper into how minority religions, such as Islam, can move into the public space, that is, on terms of the civic, secular society. The American anthropologist Talal Asad agrees with this view as he notes that “religious spokespersons have […] to act as secular politicians do, in liberal society” (Asad, 2003, p. 187). Going deeper into the work of Asad, in his book ‘Formations of the Secular’, he describes, similarly to Birt, that the only religions which are perceived as compatible with secularism are those which are persuading, rather than coercing, accept the liberal discourse, play a positive political role and are willing to engage in rational debates. Clearly, the findings of these three scholars link to the criteria of the good versus bad religions debate. The question which remains is, what does this mean for the study of interfaith marriages? 
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What does the good versus bad religions debate mean for the study of interfaith marriages? This section reflects upon the previously delineated debate and formulates four areas of attention for the study of interfaith marriages. 
First, in dealing with differences there arises a tendency to categories good from bad. As a result, Hill, et al. (2000), Vardy (2000) and Portmann and Pluss (2011), demonstrate there exists a moralized logic of what is virtues and what not. The first area of attention is rather straight forward. From the good versus bad religions debate we learn that conservative, orthodox, ritualistic forms of religion are considered bad, and should be avoided. Even though the abovementioned scholars specifically note that the criteria are not used to categorize entire religions as either good or bad, the debate seems suspiciously well tailored to categorize orthodox, ritualistic traditions, and specifically Islam, as a bad religion (Cain, 2012). Coming back to the philosopher with who this debate started, Kant, who claims that humans do not need anything ‘other’ then themselves to create reason, Mavelli highlights a problem with the idea that the human is able to gain knowledge, on its own, without a need to turn to, or consider, the ‘other’. As we are continuously living with the Kantian secular epistemological mode of thought, “the empirical other exists only as a projection of the secular self" (Mavelli, 2012, p. 6). In other words, the idea of what a bad religion is, exists only as a product of western/secularized thought. In order to solve this issue, Vardy (2000) notes that what is considered good, is to be derived from cross-cultural debate. However, it seems that in the good versus bad religions debate, the criteria for what is considered good, is derived solely from a secular/western, or according to Birt (2006), Anglican, point of view. For the study of interfaith marriages this means that there exists a general inclination to judge Islamic faith aspects as negative. The crucial point here is that the concept of good religion, good Islam or good Muslims, only exist, in Mavelli’s words, in the projection of the secular self. The model of the good versus bad religions is therefore a (post)Christian/secular construct, dealing with a non-(post)Christian, nor secular construct, Islam. Is this even possible? And is this model equipped to do so?
To further entertain this idea and to illustrate why this is  problematic, we turn to Hill et al. (2000) who demonstrated that the split between spirituality and religion is not a natural given, but has developed over the past five to six decades. This is in line with the development of the good versus bad religions debate; what is considered good and bad is a construct of modern times. It should be noted here that when studying interfaith couples, the idea that this dichotomy is a product of rational reasoning or a universal consequence of Kantian human progression, is a modern, rather than postmodern understanding of our social environment. The entire dichotomy is time and context dependent, and while studying interfaith couples, being influenced by this dichotomy might not do justice to the framework of those who come from different context, such as Islam and Muslims. A question that could be asked is; can an evaluation of Islam, in relation to other worldviews, be made on the basis of the good versus bad religions debate, if the model was not created from the perspective of Islam, but rather from a (post)Christian context? This is described by some as nothing else then a late imperial culture (Maria, 2009), which should not, but also cannot, use one’s own criteria to judge an ‘other’. While examining the challenges faced by interfaith couples, one should therefore always be mindful about the possibility that the researcher, as well as the research subjects, could be influenced by the (often salient) effects of the good versus bad religions debate. In particular, one should be aware that the criteria, on which one basis its results, might not be suited to adres Islamic issues, as one (generally) reasons from a (post)Christian or secular framework which does not necessarily encompasses such cases. 
Secondly, it becomes evident by evaluating the good versus bad religions debate that western society attempts to celebrate religious diversity and favors a pluralist approach to deal with this diversity. Even though this approach seems to promote the freedom of all forms of difference, it is slightly paradoxical. As addressed by Marianne Moyaert, the pervasive glorification of solidarity towards difference and the standardization of this moral judgement as the good and right attitude, silences minorities who do not (completely) concede with this framework of thought (personal communication, M. Moyaert, 07-01-2019). Even though the study of interfaith marriages can be perceived as a memento of studying and appreciating difference, it might be the exact pressure to appreciate difference, which censors those who think differently about that. Within the study of interfaith marriages, it should be acknowledged that the Islamic partner might not feel comfortable to bring forward his or her Islamic, perhaps exclusivist or conservative viewpoints, due to the pressure to embrace a certain type of attitude towards diversity.
Thirdly, related to the previous point is the question as to whether the study of interfaith marriages still genuinely is the study of an interfaith situation. As described by Birt (2006) and Asad (2003), in order to be considered a ‘good Muslim’, Muslims have to practice their religion, within the framework of the secular. This while Asad notes that being Muslim, encompasses much more than the liberties bestowed upon them to practice their faith by the secular society. As Asad explains:

For many Muslim minorities (though by no means all) being Muslim is more than simply belonging to an individual faith whose private integrity needs to be publicly respected by the force of law, and being able to participate in the public domain as equal citizens. It is more, certainly, than a cultural identity recognized by the liberal democratic state. (Asad, 2003, p. 187) 

In more detail, to be a ‘good Muslim’, Muslims negotiate their faith within the borders of the secular/(post) Christian framework provided for them; that is as it were, their allowed space of movement. However, if this confinement only allows Muslims to practice and express their faith, to the extend that it is similar or in agreement with the secular framework, while their faith might encompass much more than that, can we still speak of (genuine) Muslims practicing Islam (in its entirety)? And if the answer is no, the question thus becomes; do we study what we say we study? Do we study a bona fide version of interfaith couples, or do we study something else? Do we study Christianity in its true form, and due to social restrictions, only a part of Islam? In such a case, other questions that can be asked are; if an interfaith marriage is successful, is that a consequence of the couple applying superb interfaith co-existing skills? Or is it a consequence of a successful integration of the Islamic partner into the secular framework? The cause and effect chain has to be evaluated with great care in order to make conclusions. 
Finally, Maira’s (2009) work about the public image of a good Muslims being women, and a bad Muslim being men, is something very crucial to keep in mind when studying interfaith couples in the West. This is because in most of the known cases, it is a Muslim man who marries a non-Muslim/(post)Christian women (Sterckx, 2014). This would automatically mean that within a large part the study of interfaith marriages, due to the fact that most Islamic partners are male, the representation of the Islamic side might be influenced by this gender related public image. 
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6. Conclusion
This essay set out the understand how the ‘fabric of modern society’ influences the study of Muslim-(post)Christian interfaith marriages, through studying good versus bad religions debate. This essay argues that the study of interfaith marriages should be watchful of four aspects which (un)consciously influence the approach and results of studies concerning interfaith marriages. First, the construction of the good versus bad religions debate might not be suited to judge Islam, as it is constructed in a similar way as (post)Christian or secular frameworks of reasoning. Researchers must be mindful not to be influences by this. Second, paradoxically, the strongly celebrated pluralist manner to deal with diversity in society might silence the Islamic voices in the marriage which might not concede in this celebration. Third, due to the space western society allows for the practice of Islam, researchers should continuously ask themselves whether there is enough room for the Islamic partner to practice his or her faith to the extent of their wishes. Otherwise, their might be situations in which the term ‘interfaith’ should be taken under consideration. Finally, the public image of Muslim men, being linked to negative forms of Islam, should be dealt with carefully, in that the researcher should not be influenced by this image to make objective observations. Coming back to Collet and the ‘fabric of modern society’, this good versus bad religions debate is only a small part of this. By no means does this essay aim to provide a full overview of dynamics at play in society at large. However, the consideration of this debate and an awareness of its possible consequences for the study of interfaith marriages, contributes to mapping the ‘fabric of modern society’. Further research could focus on mapping the entire ‘fabric of modern society’ further, so that the study of interfaith situations can further developed on the basis of a solid understanding of societal influences in a marriage. 
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