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In the past four decades, European and 
American mosques have increasingly 
demanded the right to use loudspeakers for 
the adhān, the Muslim call to prayer. While 
municipalities and governments in the United 
States, Canada, Germany, the Netherlands, 
Sweden, and the UK have allowed weekly 
and even daily amplification, Switzerland 
has become notorious for its 2009 minaret 
ban and France banned outdoor praying in 
2011. In countries with few or relatively recent 
arrived Muslim (post)migrants such as Poland 
and Italy, mosques are allowed but the call 
for prayer is seen as a red line that should not 
be crossed. Even in the Netherlands, where 
Muslims have lived for decades, mosque 
construction has sometimes been accepted 
on the condition that local Muslims agree 
not to broadcast the adhān or only once 
a week, turning the adhān into a tolerated 
weekly intrusion into what is conceived as the 
ordinary state of affairs.

In Religion Out Loud: Religious Sound, 
Public Space, and American Pluralism, Isaac 
Weiner makes the interesting observation 
that religious sounds, which at one time 
went unnoticed, can become problematic 
when religious newcomers decide to amplify 
their calls to prayer. Indeed, demands of 
Western mosques to use loudspeakers 
have sometimes shifted attention to 
otherwise unnoticed church bells. One of 
Weiner’s arguments, namely that the power 
of sounds to fade in the background is 
telling of the politics of belonging, recalls 
Patrick Eisenlohr’s (2011) observations 
about religious media as successful when 
the process of mediation goes unnoticed. 
Unnoticed mediation is experienced as 
immediate and turns religion into something 
distinct from media for worshipers, whereas 
both Eisenlohr and Weiner describe religious 
practices as media, not by privileging 

sensational forms over content and dogma 
but by arguing for their deep connection. 
We may transpose these thoughts to recent 
scholarship on public religion in the West, 
which has sparked renewed interest in how 
controversial relations between Protestants, 
Catholics, and Jews played out in an 
intolerant past. The perils of the religious 
present have made the past more noticeable. 
Not only the visible but also the audible 
presence of American and European Muslims 
has resulted in a greater need to understand 
the past for interpreting the present, which is 
suffering from what Martha Nussbaum (2012) 
calls the new religious intolerance.

Weiner has made a great contribution to 
the debates on public space and religious 
pluralism, offering a rich history of religious 
soundscapes in the United States. While 
Religion Out Loud does not have an archival 
and empirical density comparable to Alain 
Corbin’s (1998) work on church bells in 
France, this allowed the author to write a clear 
and convincing, very readable, and concise 
historical narrative. The book consists of three 
parts, each containing two chapters: “From 
Sacred Noise to Public Nuisance,” “Church 
Bells in the Industrial City,” “A New Regulatory 
Regime,” “Sound Car Religion and the Right 
to Be Left Alone,” “A New Constitutional 
World and the Illusory Ideal of Neutrality,” and 
“Calling Muslims—and Christians—to Pray.” 
Interpreting nineteenth and twentieth century 
church bell controversies, the sound car 
religion of Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Muslim 
calls to prayer, Weiner explains why religious 
sounds can be experienced as particularly 
annoying, “spilling over and across imagined 
boundaries between public and private, 
between self and other, and among discrete 
religious communities in ways that have often 
felt uncontrollable and uncontainable” (p. 2). 
He describes how the rise of the industrial 
city changed opinions about religious sounds, 
from Protestant perspectives that viewed 
church bells as annoying, inessential to 
true religious faith and tied to anti-Catholic 
sentiments, to romanticized notions of church 
bells in preindustrial life.

The empirical focus is especially on the 
governance of religions through a chronology 
of court cases which determined the status 
of religious sound in the United States. 
Weiner discusses how “groups such as the 
Salvation Army, the Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
and the International Society for Krishna 
Consciousness (ISKCON) all challenged 
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American law to accommodate their distinct 
styles of practice, which brashly brought 
religion to the streets, far from the confines of 
more traditional houses of worship” (p. 80). 
He weaves these court cases together as 
a continuous story, from church bells in the 
late nineteenth century to a 1948 Jehovah’s 
Witness case that “called on the U.S. 
Supreme Court to consider for the first time 
whether religious freedom might entail a right 
to make noise” (p. 13), and finally to legal 
disputes over the adhān in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s and post 9/11 demands 
to make Islam audible. This inclusive 
historical narrative is important because 
attempts to compare Catholic and Muslim 
emancipation have often been presented 
in the form of thought trains or thought 
experiments, rather than by linking these 
stories historically. José Casanova (2012) and 
Martha Nussbaum (2012), for example, have 
compared nineteenth century anti-Catholic 
nativist sentiments in the United States with 
the current xenophobia and bias against 
European Muslims. Weiner shows that this 
Catholic–Muslim emancipation analogy can 
be defended historically, pointing out how 
the legal and daily struggles of other religious 
groups can enable religious newcomers to 
create city spaces where they feel at home, 
without being immediately perceived by the 
law as “polluting” the streets, making sounds 
that are considered by non-Muslims as—
paraphrasing Mary Douglas—“sound out of 
place” (p. 4).

Weiner’s book ends with the positive 
message of an American Muslim community’s 
adhān being accepted over the years: “In 
a few short years, the adhān had come to 
“belong” in Hamtramck. Its call no longer 
seemed so out of place. It had become, 
in R. Murray Schafer’s sense of the term, 
“sacred noise,” able to be broadcast freely 
without censure” (p. 191). However, in his 
book “liberal theory and legal regulation” are 
described negatively, as “not always been 
able to keep religion quiet” (p. 7). Even though 
this claim is proven throughout the chapters 
by discussing the struggles of various 
religious groups, the negative formulation 
of liberal theory and legal regulation does 
not match with the positive side of the story 
of the governance of a plurality of religions, 
namely that under conditions of American 
liberal governance, different religions have 
been granted the right to create religious 
soundscapes without totally ignoring the 

rights of others to be left alone. Contrary 
to Talal Asad’s (2003) sweeping critique of 
secularism and liberalism, which the author 
cites without specific discussion, Weiner 
shows that a trend towards secularization 
enabled courts to reject religious arguments 
against religions that did not belong to a 
dominant Protestant morality. Only secular 
or profane arguments could be hence given 
to prohibit a religious group’s sounds. On 
the other hand, Weiner shows that despite 
constitutional disestablishment, “numerous 
state laws continued to privilege and promote 
Protestant moral precepts on expressly 
religious grounds, and several state courts 
explicitly affirmed that Christianity was part 
of the common law” (p. 28) in the nineteenth 
century and beyond. He also describes how 
principles of secularism have been employed 
to the theological advantage of certain 
groups against others. Indeed, secularism is 
a presence of power, determining with great 
precision which religious sounds can be 
made and when. On the other hand, power 
can be both oppressive and constructive. 
Weiner shows that when governance of 
religious pluralism is concerned, popular 
concepts such as “post-secularism” have 
little explanatory value. Indeed, he rightly 
does not once mention post-secularism, 
and offers an interesting critique of pluralists 
who view the Muslim call to prayer only as 
a political symbol for defending the ideal of 
unity in diversity, rather than as an exclusive, 
particularist, expression of a religion with 
its own truth claims. Weiner’s own implicitly 
stated normative defense of pluralism is 
deep and does not hush away exclusivist 
religious practices for the sake of post-secular 
reconciliation. He instead describes how 
political secularism prevails in the United 
States, treating religion “like anything else, 
entitled to a robust public presence as long 
as it remained subject to otherwise valid 
content-neutral nondiscriminatory regulations” 
(p. 152).

Whether the Muslim call to prayer will 
be truly accepted in the West, as Weiner 
suggests is happening in the United States, 
remains to be seen. In 2013, a mosque in the 
small Dutch town of Deventer acquired the 
right to amplify the adhān on a daily basis. 
But a few months later, one of its entrances 
was set on fire. The police did not catch the 
culprits, and there was no proof that the fire 
was connected to the adhān controversy. 
However, the event reinforced suspicions of 
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Muslims of being discriminated by adhān 
opponents who had also protested the 
construction of their mosque years before. 
These and similar cases in Europe and 
America show that Islam out loud, then, has 
not yet faded in the background, the ideal 
situation for any accepted religion according 
to Weiner, but has been protected and 
disciplined by secular and liberal democratic 
constitutional regulatory regimes. The 
decades to come will hopefully prove him 
right.
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