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1) Central Quotation “Religious cleavages are intrinsically less permanent than ethnic cleavages in that they can be eroded by conversion or the growth of agnosticism.”

2) Argument In discussing the various types of nation-building activities, one of the possible measures mentioned by Birch is the national government initiated reduction of the impact of ethnic, religious or linguistic cleavages in society. Thus, the concepts of ethnic, religious and linguistic cleavages are central in this article. Birch argues that whereas ethnic identity is fixed, permanent and unchangeable (though they may become less salient to people over time), religious affiliation is definitely more flexible. To stress this, Birch is quick to point out that many states – at different stages in their development - have discouraged minority religions (18th Century England where only members of the Church of England were enfranchised; forced exile of Mormons in the Rocky Mountains of the US; etc.). These practices resulted in people changing their religious affiliation and subsequently reduced tensions and political problems. 

3) Question In my opinion, Birch’s analysis of religious faith and cleavages was incomplete in the sense that it lacked a more thorough look at the non-western societies. Birch makes a good point of indicating that religious faith in western societies has been greatly affected by the growth of industrialization, urbanization and affluence – all of which have resulted (or brought about) a rapid erosion of religiosity and decrease in tensions. He also discuses such instances where religious faith and affiliation still play a huge role (United States, Canada - to a lesser extent), as well as countries where religious cleavages are to this day powerful enough to create substantial political problems (Northern Ireland especially). However, his discussion of issues in the Middle East is rather vague and incomplete in many respects. Having lived in the Arab world most of my life (14 years in Kuwait), it is difficult for me to accept Birch’s analysis of the religion issues in the Middle East simply as that of a “conflict between Sunni Muslims and Shi’ite Muslims” and that in these situations of conflict governments can do nothing more than “move away form politics into more innocuous activities like festivals”.
 I believe that Islam is a type of religion that, for the most parts, would go counter to Birch’s argument on religion being less permanent than ethnicity. In my experience, concept of ethnicity in this part of the world goes hand in hand with religious affiliation – almost to the extent where ethnicity is “defined” by the religion of Islam.

4) Experiential Connection Originally part of the Hungarian minority in Slovakia and having lived in numerous places of the world (Northern Africa, Middle East, Europe, and Canada), the notions brought forth by Birch with respect to ethnic and religious cleavages are very familiar to me. Although, for the main part, I have observed patterns in societies that are in accord with his argument of fixed ethnicity versus flexible faith, I have witnessed instances which disprove the flexibility of religion (Middle East - due to the reasons mentioned above). 

5) Textual Connection Shills states that “every society is constructed of a set of spheres and systems: domestic and kinship, the political system, the economic system, the religious sphere, etc” and he points out that “different types of societies are characterized by the preponderance of one of the systems or spheres over the other”.
 This point elaborates on Birch’s argument in that it clarifies the possible reasons behind observed differences in religious faith of societies in the world – even segments of society within a particular country. 
6) Implications With respect to national integration, Birch’s argument implies that national governments, when taking steps to reduce the impact of ethnic, religious or other cleavages in society, can be a lot more effective in the arena of religious matters, as ethnic cleavages cannot be directly reduced by governmental action (although insistence on unsegregated schools and legal bans on ethnic discrimination should be a fundamental part of any government curriculum). However, appropriateness of such techniques will vary from state to state, and will essentially depend on the religion and culture. As I have pointed out previously, practices based on such implications would fall short of success in most of the countries where Islam is the religion of choice and practice.
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