Religion and public life

ABC Radio National, The Religion Report, 21 May 2008
Presenter Stephen Crittenden interviews Professor of Philosophy at the University of Warwick, Roger Trigg on the pressure to privatise religion and keep it out of public life.
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Well today on the program we're looking at religion in the public square, and the increasing pressure in many secular societies to treat religion as something to be entirely privatized.

Professor Roger Trigg of the University of Warwick has written a new book on the subject, Religion in Public Life, in which he argues that the tendency to treat all religious as equally silly actually has the effect of giving space to the mad, the marginal and the dangerous. Professor Trigg, welcome to The Religion Report. Can I get you to begin by telling us what you're arguing against, and what you're arguing for?

Roger Trigg: I've been very concerned at how people feel that religion as the sub-title of my book suggests, should be privatised. And by that, I mean that it's a matter for private life and not public life. It's almost as if people like playing golf, well that's up to them; people might like going to church, or praying with their families, that's up to them. But they mustn't bring it out into the public arena, particularly the political arena, but generally out in the public square. This was all brought home to me particularly when I was in Canada and there was an argument in Toronto a few years ago about whether a tree outside the City Hall should be a Christmas tree or a Holiday tree; it's an argument that's been replicated in this country and in the United States, and in the end it was very sensibly that in fact Well we have our traditions and we respect others, but we shouldn't give up our own. But there, very graphically, was the idea that anything with any religious connotation, should not be in the public square, and religion shouldn't be recognised. It was a private matter in a pluralist society where there are many different beliefs, you respect different beliefs by ignoring all of them.

Now I think that's dangerous. I think it's much better if they're all out in the open and we have a rational discussion about them, particularly as I believe that not all religion is the same and some religion can be harmful, some religion can be good, and we ought to be able to discuss it as responsible, rational human beings…. [full transcript available online]Hide Transcr
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