‘Politics and religion should not mix.’ Discuss.

For time immemorial, politics and religion have been two of the greatest forces of unity and division among people. Religion has been used as a political tool while politics infiltrate the upper echelons of religious offices. From the cardinal corruption of Rodrigo Borgia, who went on to become the Pope in the Middle Ages, to the religion-based discrimination of Jews that led to the most destructive genocide humanity has ever seen, in the Holocaust, religion and politics have definitely mixed before. Religion is defined as a set of organised beliefs, linked to spirituality, human morality as well as values, usually with the presence of a supernatural deity. Politics, on the other hand, has to do with power and governance of any group of people and the subsequent fight for this power. In my opinion, politics and religion should not mix to a great extent as the interplay can have serious detrimental effects for the purposes of both.

Firstly, I believe politics and religion should not mix because in a political sense, when a party that is based on the ideals of one religion comes into power, it may overlook other religions in the process of policy-making in the government. For example, the last general election in India saw the primarily Hindu, right wing Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) sweep the majority in emphatic fashion. Its aims are more Hindu-centric than its predecessor, the secular Congress government, and it even has affiliations to the militant Hindu nationalist group, Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). The Prime Minister, Mr Narendra Modi, himself started out in the RSS and has been accused of condoning the 2001 massacre of Muslims in Gujarat, while he was the Chief Minister of the State. Recently, the BJP-controlled state of Maharashtra imposed a ban on the sale and consumption of beef as it is forbidden for Hindus, who revere domestic animals such as cows and bulls. This has put the state’s numerous Muslim butchers out of a livelihood, unable to cater for their basic survival needs; this culminated in a public demonstration by 250 such Muslims outside the district commissioner’s office. As reported in magazine Foreign Policy, a reasonable majority of Muslims felt alienated and overlooked by the BJP’s policies and voted for local Muslim parties like All India Majlis-e-Ittehadul Muslimeen (AIMIM) instead. This rising Hindu nationalism is a worrying trend as India houses the second largest population of Muslims, only behind Indonesia. This is an example of how political parties that use religion as a tool end up leaving minority religions out of the process, which could lead to hostility between religious groups and in worst case scenarios, even radicalisation and violent massacres. The overlooked may even emigrate out of the country, diminishing the workforce and putting further pressure on the government. Hence, I believe politics and religion should not mix as a religion-centred approach to politics often ends up with the ostracisation of certain religions whose needs are overlooked and this leads to the unfavourable consequence of tension.

Moreover, I believe politics should not mix with religion because it can lead to the stereotyping of religions and countries, usually in negative light. Especially with the advent of new media, which many politicians have used to their advantage, opinions and statements reach far and wide and quickly too. Political statements are often — in today’s world of speed — not poured over or analysed for content, and most of the time, people glance at headlines and find it sufficient to formulate their own views. This can be very detrimental in a scenario where religion is used as a political tool. There is no example more pertinent here than the mass negative stereotyping in America of Muslims as terrorists and Islam as a violence-preaching religion — which could actually not be further away from the truth. Neither Islam nor the Holy Quran are at fault for radicals like Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) who spread destruction, yet the portrayal of them as such leads masses into believing falsified information. George Bush Junior was able to use this sentiment especially post-9/11 by making Iraq the ‘enemy' to win himself a second term; to probably a lesser extent, Barack Obama was able to tap into the situation in Syria in 2012 and propagate — inadvertently or not — a view of America being in the right and harbingers of hope to end the violence and unrest of an Islamic state. This has infiltrated the American mindset to the point that people with Muslim-sounding names are often checked more thoroughly (and sometimes disrespectfully) at American airports: even Bollywood actor Shah Rukh Khan and the esteemed rocket scientist and former Indian President, Dr APJ Abdul Kalam were not exempt. This has also been worsened in Europe by political magazines such as Charlie Hebdo, albeit for the purpose of satire, painting the archetype terrorist to be a Muslim. With rising anti-Islam tensions and stereotypes in Europe, in 2009, the University of Groningen actually found that such stereotypes can lead to young Muslims using the stereotype to legitimise radical behaviour. Hence, it is not favourable for religion and politics to mix as it leads to stereotyping of religions, which can have dire consequences.

Furthermore, politics and religion should not mix as the best judgment of a political process in the government must not be clouded by religious sentiments. As much as religious texts contain aphorisms and important lessons, it is worth reminding ourselves that such books have not been ‘updated’ or altered for content for an extremely long period of time, which does render some of their stances outdated. For example, the issue of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender (LGBT) rights has acquired increasing levels of attention in the last few years. Personal acceptance of such people is subjective and a crucial social factor but their right to be legally recognised in marriage — or lack thereof — is a political decision to be taken by the government. For example, in Singapore, the legislature does have Section 377 which criminalises homosexual acts; however, at a dialogue session in 2015, Minister for Social and Family Development Mr Tan Chuan-Jin acknowledged that there are even homosexual civil servants, so it is not a matter of ostracisation. It is understandable for the government to consider this decision since Singapore is based on a Confucian core of family-centred society and the pure, serious anti-gay sentiments lie with external groups such as the Wear White propagators. However, typically Christian governments such as those of Honduras and Guatemala who condemn LGBT rights, also do so on the basis of religious preaching, which is somewhat anachronistic in the 21st century and yet seems to have an overbearing effect on the decision-making processes. Hence, politics and religion should not mix as religion should not cloud the best judgment of a political party in power. 

However, politics and religion can mix to a certain extent and it is inevitable that they will in certain ways. In some countries, religion is inextricably linked to the fabric of the countries, such that it forms an extremely prominent part of the population’s way of life and thus, politics must also be based on the needs of that religion. For example, in Middle Eastern countries, the fraction of non-Muslims is minuscule in the population and the region is historically bound to the religion. Hence, political parties in these countries will have to imbue religion into their process. Religion itself has adopted the ideals of fair politics in the selection of leaders for top religious offices. An example of this is the democratic Conclave voting process to select the new Pope in Vatican City. Hence, politics and religion can mix as long as there is no misdeed or injustice perpetrated in the process and it suits the demographics of the country.

In conclusion, I echo the words of John Mayer in saying, “Belief is beautiful armour that makes for the heaviest sword”. Religion and religious belief must not be taken advantage of as a political tool to gain peer and proselytisation must not proliferate. However, I do find it reasonable for politics and religion to mix, to a small, safe extent where the true purpose of both is ensured.
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