Religion and Political Transformation 
INTRODUCTION

Religion has had considerable impact upon politics in many regions of the world over the last few decades. The belief that societies  would inevitably secularise as they modernised has not been well-founded. Technological development and other  aspects of  modernisation have left many people with a feeling of loss rather than achievement. By undermining ‘traditional’ value systems and allocating opportunities in highly unequal ways within and among nations, modernisation can produce a deep sense of alienation and stimulate a search for an identity that will give life some meaning and purpose. In addition, the rise of a global consumerist culture can lead to an awareness of relative deprivation that people believe they can deal with more effectively if they present their claims as a group. One result of these developments has been a wave of popular religiosity, which has had far-reaching implications for social integration, political stability and international security.

This chapter provides a global perspective on the relation between religion, politics, conflict and identity, although much of the analysis is concerned with the Third World. Using a  range of cases from various parts of the world, it examines the complex ways in which religious values, beliefs and norms stimulate and affect political developments and  vice versa; the social conditions which give rise to religious movements as well as how such movements are promoted and sustained over time; the relations between religious leaders and followers; and the links between social mobilisation and the pursuit of particularist objectives.

The chapter contends that the defining characteristic of the relationship of the relationship of religion and politics in the 1990s is the increasing disaffection and dissatisfaction with established, hierarchical and institutionalised religious bodies. Contemporary religious movements seek instead to find God through personal searching rather than through the mediation of institutions. They also focus on the role of communities in generating positive change in members’ lives through the application of group effort. In this regard, the chapter argues that religion’s interaction with political issues carries an important message of societal resurgence and regeneration, which may challenge the authority of political leaders and economic elites.

The first part of the chapter provides an overview of the relationship between religion and modernisation. It surveys the contradictory effects of modernisation on social values in different cultural and religious settings. Given the uneven impact of modernisation in Third World countries, the relationship between religion and politics has always been a close one. Political power is underpinned by religious beliefs and practices, while political concerns permeate to the heart of the religious sphere. As a result, attempts in many countries to separate politics from religion have largely been unsuccessful, especially as economic crisis and global restructuring undermine previous arrangements for promoting social and political cohesion. 

The second part of the chapter examines the the political significance of identity in the context of religion. Precisely how  religious conflicts  relate to development is not clear, although, as Hettne (1995 6)  suggests, it is highly likely that ‘the differential outcome of both growth and stagnation (has) an impact’.  What is clear is that social, political and economic change in the Third World comes about as a result of a complex  interaction of both domestic and  external  developments over time.  The contemporary political importance of   religion is an  integral facet of  wider   ‘identity crises’, i.e.  serious threats to national integration and to the process of economic development, which  focuses on the existence of ‘cleavages’ within societies.  The concept of a cleavage  refers to the alignment of the population around social dimensions which are conducive to conflict. 

The final part of the chapter presents a typology of religious movements in order to demonstrate the political significance of religion as a global phenomenon. Four types of movements are highlighted based on whether religion is used as a vehicle of opposition or as an ideology of community development. Groups which link religion to the pursuit of community development are categorised as community-orientated while oppositional movements are classified as culturalist, fundamentalist and syncretistic. Threats from powerful outsider groups or from unwelcome symptoms of  modernisation largely sustain the oppositional movements; community movements on the other hand  derive their raison d’etre from state failures in social welfare development.

RELIGION AND MODERNISATION

One of the most resilient ideas about societal development after World War II was that nations would inevitably secularise as they modernised. The idea of modernisation was  strongly linked to urbanisation, industrialisation and to an accompanying rationalisation of previously ‘irrational’ views, such as religious beliefs and ethnic separatism. Loss of religious faith and secularisation dovetailed with the idea that technological development and the application of science to overcome perennial social problems of poverty, environmental degradation, hunger, and disease would result in long term human progress. With the decline in the belief in the efficacy of technological development to cure all human ills came a wave of popular religiosity with political ramifications. Examples include the Iranian Islamic revolution of 1978-80; Christian fundamentalists’ involvement in political and social issues in the United States; the recent growth of Protestant evangelical sects in Central and South America which helped to elect two ‘born again’ presidents in Guatemala; internecine conflict between Hindus and Muslims in India, between Buddhists and Hindus in Sri Lanka, and between Muslims and Christians in former Yugoslavia; the emergence in India of Sikh separatists in Punjab and of Muslim militants in Jammu-Kashmir; religious syncretistic groups in sub-Saharan Africa and elsewhere whose aim is community protection; and the impact of Jewish fundamentalist groups on Israel’s political configurations especially in relation to the Arab Palestinians.

To analyse and explain this wave of apparently unconnected developments we need to confront at the outset an issue consistently ignored in political analysis How do religious values, norms, and beliefs stimulate and affect political developments and vice versa? For example, historical analysis would point to the close relationship over time between the top hierarchy of the Roman Catholic church and successive less-than-democratic governments in Latin America, yet over the last 20 years (i.e. during periods of dictatorial rule) some Church officials emerged as champions of democracy, vocal in opposing military dictatorships. Senior members of the Roman Catholic hierarchy, on the other hand, retained their roles within the ruling triumvirate along with senior military figures and big landowners and capitalists. How do we explain the contemporary divergence of views between senior  Catholic figures and many priests in the ground in Latin America? A similar process occurred among followers of Islam throughout the Muslim world (i.e. some 50 countries stretching from Morocco to Indonesia). Senior Islamic figures remained close to secular rulers, while political challenges to the status quo were led and coordinated by lower- and middle-ranking Muslims. A similar type of schism was observable in Thailand and Myanmar (Burma) where senior Buddhists were often supportive of military(-supported) regimes, while junior figures attacked them for their corruption and political incompetence. A common denominator in these events  was senior religious figures' close relationships with secular political and economic elites. Those closest to the people, on the other hand, those involved in religious issues at community level, found themselves responding to popular pressures for change which cut across horizontal class stratifications, vertical ethnic or regional differences, and the urban-rural divide. What emerged was a serious rift between rulers and ruled, where religion was often a focal point for demands for change. 

In this chapter I am using the term ‘religion’ in two distinct, yet related, ways. First, in a  material sense it refers to religious establishments (i.e. institutions and  officials) as well as to social groups and movements whose raisons d’etre are to be found within religious concerns. Examples include the conservative Roman Catholic organisation, Opus Dei, the reformist Islamic Salvation Front of Algeria (FIS), and the Hindu-chauvinist Bharatiya Jana Party of India. Second, in a spiritual sense, religion pertains to models of social and individual behaviour that help believers to organise their everyday lives. In this sense, religion is to do with the idea of transcendence, i.e. it relates to supernatural realities; with sacredness, i.e. as a system of language and practice that organises the world in terms of what is deemed holy; and with ultimacy, i.e. it relates people to the ultimate conditions of existence. 

Because of the importance placed here on the explanatory value of the role of modernisation, it may be appropriate at the outset to say a little about it. Throughout the Third World, with the important exception of post-revolutionary states such as China and Iran, the general direction to which social change has taken place is usually referred to as either ‘modernisation’ or ‘Westernisation’. That is, social change is understood to lead to significant shifts in the behaviour and prevailing choices of social actors, with such particularistic traits as ethnicity or caste losing importance in relation to more generalistic attributes such as nationalism. Growth of formal organisations (e.g. political parties) and procedures (e.g. ‘the rule of law’), it is claimed, reduces the central role of clientelism and patronage. In short, some believe that the advent of social change corresponding to a presumed process of modernisation would lead to a general jettisoning of older, traditional values and the adoption of other, initially alien, practices. In many respects, however, the adoption of Western traits in many Third World states is rather skin deep Western suits for men rather than traditional dress, the trappings of statehood - flag, constitution, legislature, etc. -, a Western lingua franca, and so on. The important point is that social change will not be even throughout a society; social and political conflicts are highly likely owing to the patchy adoption of modern practices. Social change destabilises, creating a dichotomy between those those who seek to benefit from wholesale change and those who prefer the status quo. New social strata arise whose position in the new order is decidedly ambiguous. Examples include recent rural-urban migrants in Middle Eastern, African, Latin American  and other Third World societies who find themselves between two worlds, often  without an effective or  appropriate set of anchoring values. Such people are particularly open to political appeals based on  religious precepts (Haynes 1993). 

Generally, religion is an important source of basic value orientations. It may have a powerful impact upon politics within a state or region, especially in the context of ethnicity, culture or fundamentalism. Ethnicity relates to the shared characteristics of a racial or cultural group. Religious belief may  reinforce ethnic consciousness and inter-ethnic conflict, especially in the Third World (but not only there, think of Northern Ireland or former Yugoslavia). Religious fundamentalism, on the other hand, connotes a ‘set of strategies, by which beleaguered believers attempt to preserve their distinctive identity as a people or group' in response to a real or imagined attack from those who apparently threaten to draw them into a 'syncretistic, areligious, or irreligious cultural milieu’ (Marty and Scott Appleby 1993 3). Sometimes such defensiveness may develop into a political offensive which seeks to alter the prevailing social, political, and on occasions economic realities of state-society relations.

THE POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF IDENTITY

Precisely how  ethnic and religious conflicts  relate to development is not clear, although ‘the differential outcome of both growth and stagnation must obviously have an impact’ (Hettne 1995 6). Social, political and economic change in the Third World comes about as a result of a complex  interaction of both domestic and  external  developments over time.  The contemporary political importance of ethnicity and religion is what Habermas (1976) regards as  integral facets of  wider  Third World ‘identity crises’, i.e.  serious threats to national integration and to the process of economic development, which  focuses on the existence of ‘cleavages’ within societies.  

Identity and politics
Development is often thought to entail a cultural transformation in the direction of national identity and tradition. Growing economic advancement and political sophistication are assumed to foster  a sense of life satisfaction and lead to generally positive attitudes about the prevailing social and political environment. The orientations  and sentiments people have towards politics in general and toward existing political arrangements in particular are formulated within the context of the views they have of themselves and their concept of their own identity. As already noted, two of the most important in the Third World are ethnicity and religion. As Kamrava (1993 164) notes, ‘it is their sense of identity which largely determines how people behave politically and in turn view their own political environment’.  The absence of widely accepted, enduring arrays of norms and social values may make it difficult for many people in the Third World, subject to dramatic change over the last two decades, to form cogent opinions about what exactly their identity is, whether at the personal level or nationally. The  identity crisis which follows often focuses on  unsatisfactory governments, many of which in the Third World are not only fragmented and incoherent but also  sectarian and highly changeable. 

The social and political characteristics of many countries in the Third World   have not only failed to result in a strong sense of national identity and life satisfaction but have also fostered feelings of disappointment and identity crisis. Political repression, rapid industrialisation, the growth of  urban-based populations, economic dislocation, and social change prompt people in the Third World to question not only their predominant social and political values but also their  identity as part of an often putative nation. It would not be an exaggeration to say that identity crisis has become a ubiquitous facet of politics in much of the Third World.

The extent and intensity of cleavages within Third World countries may have a strong impact upon a country’s political stability and the formulation of national identity. Sometimes the pursuit of national identity takes the extreme form of ‘ethnic cleansing’ whereby the desire for ethnic purity is the ‘justification’  for large-scale  atrocities toward so-called internal enemies, that is, groups with a different ethnic or religious identity. As we have recently seen in former Yugoslavia, Rwanda and Burundi such atrocities  exacerbate wider  conflicts aiming at the domination of one ethnic or religious community by another.

A TYPOLOGY OF POLITICAL RELIGION

Attempts to salvage the secularisation model have interpreted evidence of burgeoning religiosity in many contemporary political events to mean that we are witnessing merely a fundamentalist, antimodernist backlash against science, industrialization, and liberal Western values ... Religious fervour is often dismissed as ethnic hostility ..., typically explained away as an isolated exception to unremitting trends of secularization and seldom recognized as part of a larger global phenomenon (Sahliyeh 199019).

The quotation suggests two areas where religion is of particular importance in understanding political and social developments ethnicity issues and ‘religious fundamentalism’. Yet this is only part of the story we also need to be aware of the political importance of religious syncretism and of community-orientated religious groups (whose position may be bolstered by a national religious hierarchy’s institutional voice of opposition during dictatorship), in order to understand fully what has been happening in recent times in the sphere of religious-political interaction.

Each of the four categories of religious movements discussed below has two factors in common. First, leaders of each utilise religious precepts to present a message of hope and a programme of action to putative followers, which may have a political impact. Second, such religious movements tend to be inherently oppositional in character; their leaders capitalise upon pre-existing dissatisfaction with the status quo in order to focus and direct organised societal opposition. It is important to note, however, that not all of the four groups target the governing regime in an overtly politicised manner. Fundamentalist and culturalist groups have as their raison d’etre an inherent antipathy to government; community-orientated and syncretistic groups, on the other hand, tend to be more diffuse in character, often rurally-based and more concerned with self-help issues rather than emphasising straightforward opposition to government policies.

Culturalist groups

 Culturalist groups emerge when a community, sharing both religious and ethnic affinities, perceives itself as a powerless and repressed minority within a state dominated by outsiders. The mobilisation of the opposition group’s culture (of which religion is an important  part) is directed towards achieving self-control, autonomy or self-government. Examples include Sikhs in India, southern Sudanese non-Muslim peoples (such as the Dinka and the Nuer fighting both Islamisation and arabisation), Tibetan Vajrayana Buddhists in China, Muslim Palestinians living in both the Gaza Strip and in Israel’s  West Bank, Bosnian Muslims in former Yugoslavia, radical Muslims in Britain, and followers of the American radical, Louis Farrakhan, and his organisation, the  Nation of Islam. In each case, the religion followed by the ethnic minority  provides part of the ideological basis for action against representatives of a dominant culture whom the minority perceives aim to undermine or to eliminate their individuality.

Political culture is an important variable in analysis of culturalist groups, as it suggests underlying beliefs, values and opinions which a people holds dear. It is often easy to discern close links between religion and ethnicity. Sometimes, indeed, it is practically impossible to separate out defining characteristics of a group's cultural composition when religious belief is an integral part of ethnicity. Both are highly important components of a people's self-identity. For example, it would be very difficult indeed to isolate the different cultural components - religious and non-religious - of what it means to be a Sikh, a Jew, a Tibetan, a Somali, an East Timorese, or a loyalist  Protestant or a nationalist Roman Catholic Ulsterman or woman. 

Syncretistic groups
A second type of religious entity, found predominantly among certain rural dwellers in parts of the Third World, especially sub-Saharan Africa, are religious syncretistic groups, i.e. those involving a fusion or blending of religions (Haynes 1996). They typically feature a number of elements found in more traditional forms of religious association, such as ancestor worship, healing and shamanistic practices. Sometimes ethnic differentiation forms an aspect of syncretism. A syncretistic community uses both religious and social beliefs to build group solidarity in the face of a threat from outside forces - often, but not invariably, the state. Examples include the cult of Olivorismo in the Dominican Republic and, according to some, Sendero Luminoso in Peru, whose ideology, a variant of Maoism, also utilises aspects of indigenous (i.e. pre-Christian) cultural-religious belief to attract peasants in Ayacucho; the napramas of north-eastern Mozambique who combine traditional and Roman Catholic beliefs, and were temporarily successful in defeating the then South African-supported guerrilla movement, the Mozambique National Resistance (Renamo) in the early 1990s; and  the two ‘Alices’ - Lakwena and Lenshina - who led syncretistic movements, respectively in Uganda and Zambia, involving a fusion of mainstream Christian faith and traditional beliefs, against their governments in  pursuit of regional autonomy.

Syncretistic religious movements are widely found in sub-Saharan Africa. During the colonial era many flourished  in the rural areas   in the context of widespread  dissatisfaction with aspects of colonial rule. On occasion, erstwhile foes - such as the  Shona and the Ndebele in colonial Rhodesia (Zimbabwe)  - combined to resist British colonialism. Religious identification was an important facet of such organisation. Spirit mediums used ‘medicines’ to enhance warriors’ martial efforts. They created a national network of shrines to provide an agency for the transmission and co-ordination of information and activities, a structure which was re-established during the independence war of the 1970s. The use of medicine also helped galvanise the anti-colonial Maji-Maji rebellion of 1905-07 in German controlled Tanganyika. The diviner and prophet, Kinjikitili, gave his followers medicine which was supposed to render them invulnerable to bullets. He anointed local leaders with  the maji (’water’) which helped to create solidarity among about 20 different ethnic groups and encouraged them to fight together in a common anti-European cause. In northern Uganda, the cult of Yakan amongst the Lugbara, which also centred on the use of magic medicine, galvanised the Lugbara in their short war against Europeans in 1919 (Allen 1991 379-380). The list of such religio-political movements could be extended; the point however is already hopefully clear many cults arose, led by prophets, stimulated by colonialism and the social changes to which it led. They employed local religious beliefs as a basis for anti-European protest and opposition. After colonialism such groups endured as a result of the effects of an unsatisfactory and in many cases partial modernisation. 

Religious fundamentalism

Religious fundamentalists, feeling their way of life under threat, aim to reform society in accordance with religious tenets; to change the laws, morality, social norms and sometimes the political configurations of their country. They seek to create a traditionally-orientated, less modern(ised) society. Fundamentalists tend to live in population centres  - or are at least closely linked with each other by electronic media. Fundamentalists fight against governments because the latter’s jurisdiction encompasses areas which the former hold as integral to the building of an appropriate society, including education, employment policy (of men rather than women) and the nature of society’s moral climate. Fundamentalists struggle against both ‘nominal’ co-religionists whom they perceive as lax in their religious duties and against members of opposing religions whom they perceive as evil, even satanic. Examples of fundamentalist groups are to be found among followers of Christianity, Islam, and Judaism (the Abrahamic ‘religions of the book’) and, some would argue, among Hindus and Buddhists too.

The character and impact of fundamentalist doctrines is located within a nexus of  moral and social issues revolving around state-society interactions. The main progenitor of recent fundamentalist movements  has been a perception on the part of both leaders and followers that their rulers are performing inadequately and, often, corruptly. Religious fundamentalism is often (but not always Buddhist and Hindu ‘fundamentalism’ are exceptions) strongly related to a critical reading of religious texts, and the relating of ‘God’s words’ to believers’ perception  of reality. The significance of this from a political perspective is that it supplies already restive peoples with a ready ‘manifesto’ of social change leading to a more desirable goal, which their leaders use both to berate their secular rulers and to propose a programme for radical reform of the status quo.  

Community-orientated groups

Community-orientated groups utilise aspects of their religious faith to inspire themselves primarily toward self-help improvements in their lives; this may or may not involve overt conflict with government. Especially  prominent in this category are local community groups, mostly Roman Catholic in inspiration, which have mushroomed over the last 25 years in Latin America, the Philippines, Haiti and  parts of sub-Saharan Africa. Many - but not all - derive their ideas from the tenets of radical ‘liberation theology’, a set of ideas with a core of belief that true religious struggle involves striving to change the political here and now. In addition, due to the oppression associated with the dictatorships which were common in Latin America until the 1980s, national religious hierarchies - such as the Catholic church in Chile - may emerge as a highly significant source of opposition which is capable of offering a degree of sustained resistance, seeking  to protect local  communities  from the depredations of oppressive government.

In recent times, the impact of the spread of  Protestantism in the region has been to facilitate the growth of evangelical community groups which function as conduits of solidarity and mobilisation. The origins of the Catholic Basic Christian Communities (BCCs) can be traced back further, to the moves towards popular community development which developed from the early  1960s  encouraged by radicalised clergy at the grassroots. Such priests organised their followers for self-help and spiritual purposes, guided by a vision of the Christian promise of redemption which directly linked the temporal sphere with the spiritual. Social change in the present was seen as integral to people’s long-range spiritual redemption. Concretely, this meant the full participation of ordinary people in the shaping of their own lives. Profound dependence and passivity had to be replaced by full participation and self-determination in the economic and political spheres. To achieve these goals, radical priests became spokesmen for a broad political programme with two main aims participatory democracy and practical development to deliver desirable social goods, including electricity, schools, health posts, clean water, roads and latrines. BCCs occasionally produced leaders for mass movements, such as trade unions and the Brazilian Labour Party, which were important in the process of popular mobilisation that ultimately helped to undermine the credibility and viability of the country's military dictatorship, forcing it to hand over power to elected civilians in 1985 (Medhurst 1989 25).

In conclusion, it is necessary to emphasis that the four broad categories of religio-political entity which we have identified are not mutually exclusive. For example, some fundamentalist groups may also be community-orientated, while a number of culturalist groups may also be syncretistic. The purpose of differentiating between them in what is inevitably a somewhat ideal fashion is to seek to identify the nature of their  relationship with other religious or ethnic groups and with government. By separating the four types of religious groups it is possible to arrive at some conclusions relating to the way in which each of the four copes with the stresses and strains of modernisation as well as of their potential for conflict with others. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

Over the last 20 years or so religion has had considerable impact upon politics in many regions of the world. Confidence that the growth and spread of urbanisation, education, economic development, scientific rationality and social mobility would combine to diminish significantly the socio-political position of religion was not well founded. Two broad trends have been observable Religion used as a vehicle of opposition or as an ideology of community self-interest. In the first category are the culturalist, fundamentalist and, in part, the syncretistic, religious entities. Threats emanating either from powerful, outsider groups or from unwelcome symptoms of modernisation (breakdown of moral behaviour, over-liberalisation in education and social habits) galvanised religious reactions. Second, the failure of governments to push through their programmes of social improvement led to the founding of local community groups who developed a religious ideology of solidarity and development often without much help from religious professionals

The developments described above suggest that one of the most resilient ideas about societal development after World War II  -  that nations would inevitably secularise as they modernised - was misplaced. It was understood that modernisation, involving urbanisation, industrialisation and rationalisation of previously ‘irrational’ views including religion would lead to the development of a new kind of society. Loss of religious faith and secularisation dovetailed with the idea that technological development and the application of science to overcome perennial social problems of poverty, environmental degradation, hunger, and disease would result in long term human progress. What became clear was that technological development and other aspects of modernisation left many people with a feeling of loss rather than achievement. One result was a wave of popular religiosity which often had political ramifications. 

To analyse and explain what became a virtual global development it was necessary to look at different manifestations of burgeoning religiosity. Two  areas where religion was of particular importance in understanding political and social developments in the contemporary era was in relation to issues of ethnicity and to the growth of religious fundamentalisms. These essentially oppositional manifestations were complemented by the emergence of both community-orientated religious groups and of religious syncretism. While it was suggested that syncretism is a common factor in virtually all organised religions, the importance of religious syncretism in the Third World in the post-colonial era was in the context of failures of central government to oversee local communities’ protection,   economic development or social cohesion.

When such a loss of faith in central government was writ large, i.e. it galvanised large portions of discrete culturalist groups, then religion often assumed a central tenet of anti-centre opposition. Hopes of ethnic cooperation largely gave way to fears of endemic ethnic conflict as one of the features of the modern  era was the apparent fracturing of the state system which appeared solid until the demise of the Cold War led to a plethora of inter-nation conflicts within states. 

Religious fundamentalism may be divided into two categories ‘religions of the book’ and nationalist-oriented derivatives of Hinduism and Buddhism. Scriptural revelations relating to political, moral and social issues form the corpus of fundamentalist demands. Sometimes these are deeply conservative (American Protestant evangelicals), sometimes they are reformist or revolutionary (many Islamist groups), sometimes they offer an essentially moralistic blueprint for social change (Protestant evangelicals in Latin America), and sometimes they are xenophobic, racist, and reactionary  (Jewish groups, now banned, such as Kach and Kahane Chai). Hindu and Buddhist ‘fundamentalisms’, in the  absence of a definitive  set of scriptural norms and hence goals, assume nationalist dimensions when religious revivalism pertains to the re-birth of national identity and vigour denied in the past, zealots consider, by unwelcome cultural dilution.

A notable feature of the development of religious praxis since the early 1960s was crystallised by the emergence of a popularly driven, community religiosity. This might be either conservative or reformist in thrust. The factor which such groups had in common was that religious professionals were respected but were not assumed to have the final word on religious praxis. The development of sets of community-orientated religious beliefs helped to develop mobilising ideologies of opposition and self-expression. Each of the groups examined in this paper  have in common a disaffection and dissatisfaction  with established, hierarchical, institutionalised religious bodies; a desire to find God through personal searching rather than through the mediation of institutions; and a focus on communities’ ability to make beneficial changes to members’ lives through the application of group effort. This desire to ‘go it alone’, not to be beholden to ‘superior’ bodies marks above all the relationship of religion and politics in the 1990s. The demise of communism as a mobilising ideology leaves the ideological cupboard rather bare. Religion in all its flexibility offers a rational alternative to those to whom modernisation has either failed or is in some way unattractive. Its interaction with political issues over the medium-term is likely to be of especial importance, carrying a serious and seminal message of societal resurgence and regeneration in relation to both political leaders and economic elites.
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