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Prior to the eighteenth century and the
subsequent formation and development of
the modern (secular) international state
system, religion was a key ideology that
often stimulated political conflict between
societal groups. However, following the
Peace of Westphalia in 1648 and the sub-
sequent development of centralised states
first in Western Europe and then via
European colonisation to most of the rest
of the world, both domestically and inter-
nationally, the political importance of
religion significantly declined.

In the early twenty-first century, how-
ever, there 1s a resurgence of — often politi-
cised forms of — religion. This trend has
been especially noticeable in the post-cold
war era (that is, since the late 1980s), notably
among the so-called ‘world religions’
(Buddhism, Christianity, Confucianism,
Hinduism, Islam and Judaism). Regarding
important events in this context, many
observers point to the Iranian revolution
of 1978-9 — as it marked the ‘reappear-
ance’ of religion (in this case, Shii Islam) as
a significant political actor in Iran, a coun-
try that like Turkey, with its Sunni Muslim
majority, decades before had adopted a
Western-derived, secular development
model.

Since the late 1970s, numerous other
examples of the growing political influ-
ence of religion have been noted — with
the partial exception of Europe, especially
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its western segment. Europe is widely seen
as an exception, because most regional
countries are now very secular, with reli-
gion squeezed from public life. Among
‘developed’ countries and regions, how-
ever, Europe’s position contrasts with that
of the USA. More than half of all
Americans claim regularly to attend reli-
gious services, three or four times the
European norm. In addition, eight words —
‘In God We Trust’ and the ‘United States
of America’ — appear on all US currency,
both coins and notes. The continuing pop-
ular significance of religion in the USA is
to some degree a cultural issue, deriving in
part from the worldview of the original
European settlers in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, many of whom
shared an Anglo-Protestant culture. This
has stayed an important cultural factor
until the present time.

Elsewhere in the world, since the late
1970s we have seen increased political
involvement of religious actors within
many countries, as well as internationally.
Much attention is often focused upon so-
called ‘Islamic fundamentalism’, particu-
larly in the Middle East, to the extent that
a casual observer might assume that the
entire region is polarised religiously and
politically between Jews and Muslims. This
is partly because both groups claim ‘own-
ership’ of various holy places, including
Jerusalem, while conflict between them

1
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is also a result of the plight of the continu-
ing conflict between Israel and the (mostly
Muslim) Palestinians. There are also other
political issues in the region — notably
the large number of non-democratic gov-
ernments — that have also encouraged
widespread political involvement of vari-
ous Islamist actors.! In addition, Islamists
are also active in, inter alia, Africa, Central
Asia, and South East and East Asia.

However, it is not only Islamists who
pursue political goals related to religion. In
officially secular India, there have been
significant recent examples of militant
Hinduism; many stemmed from, but were
not confined to, the Babri Masjid mosque
incident at Ayodhya in 1992. This event
was instrumental in transforming the
country’s political landscape, to the extent
that a ‘Hindu fundamentalist’ political party,
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), swiftly
grew to political prominence. From the
mid-1990s, the BJP served in several coali-
tion governments and until May 2004 —
when the BJP lost power to a resurgent
Congress Party - it was the leading party
in government.>? In addition, Jewish
religious parties currently serve in the
Olmert government in Israel, while the
Roman Catholic Church was a leading
player in the recent turn to democracy in,
among others, Poland, South Africa and
several Latin American countries. In sum,
there are numerous examples of recent
religious involvement in politics in various
parts of the world, in both domestic and
international contexts.

Debates about the current political
importance of religion also include a focus
upon various issues that can be grouped
together under the rubric: ‘Religion,
Security and Development’. What unites
them is a common concern with the
impact of religion on conflict and devel-
opment issues and outcomes. Among
them can be noted Samuel Huntington’s
controversial thesis about ‘clashing civilisa-
tions’, with religion and culture key
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factors, while others stress the potential
of religion to help resolve political conflicts
and be a major component of peacebuild-
ing. Scholars also focus upon the influence
of religion on various manifestations of ter-
rorism and, more generally, the post-9/11
‘War on Terror’ (now known as ‘The
Long War’), as well as the significance of
religion in relation to the develop-
mental position of females. Finally, a new
religion-linked controversy has emerged: a
debate between ‘religion and science’ on
the relative scientific merits of Darwin’s
Theory of Evolution and ‘Intelligent
Design’.

In sum, a variety of religious actors and
factors are now involved in various politi-
cal issues and controversies. For many
observers, this ‘return’ of religion is both
novel and unexpected: until recently, it
appeared that religious actors could safely
be ignored in both politics and interna-
tional relations because they appeared to
be collectively insignificant. Now, how-
ever, governments, analysts and observers
would all agree that things have changed
in various ways. This book examines the
recent ‘return’ of religion to politics and
international relations.

The book approaches this issue as fol-
lows. The first part of the book comprises
eight essays under the collective heading:
‘The World Religions and Politics’. The fol-
lowing religions are examined: Buddhism,
Christianity: Protestantism, Christianity:
Catholicism and the Catholic Church,
Confucianism, Hinduism, Sunni Islam,
Shia Islam, and Judaism. The overall aim is
to illustrate the contention that in recent
years, around the world, each of these reli-
gious traditions has engaged for a variety
of reasons with a variety of political issues
and controversies.

In the second part of the book, the
focus turns to the relationship between
‘religion and governance’. The seven essays
that comprise this section are on the fol-
lowing topics: secularisation and politics,



religious fundamentalisms, religion and
the state, religion and democracy, religion
and political parties, religion and civil
society, and religious commitment and
socio-political orientations.

The third part is concerned with
‘religion and international relations’, and
comprises four essays; religion and inter-
national relations theory, religion and
foreign policy, religious transnational
actors and politics, and religion and
globalisation.

The final part of the book is made up
of five chapters on the overall theme of
‘religion, security and development’ and
includes the following topics: terrorism,
conflict prevention and peacebuilding,
religion and gender, faith-based develop-
ment aid, and religion, climate change and
human suffering.

In short, the overall rationale for the
project is to provide a definitive survey of
what is currently happening in relation to
the interaction of religion and politics,
both domestically and internationally, with
regard to a variety of issues.

Examining a more general and complex
relationship between religion and politics
in the contemporary world, the book
discovers that, apparently irrespective of
which religious tradition we are con-
cerned with, many religious ideas, experi-
ences and practices are all significantly
affected by the impact of globalisation
on both politics and international rela-
tions. The impact of globalisation is
encouraging many religions to adopt new
or renewed agendas in relation to a variety
of religious, social, political and economic
concerns. It is also stimulating many reli-
gious individuals, organisations and move-
ments to look not only at local and
national issues and contexts but also to
focus on regional and international envir-
onments. We will see that in many cases
such concerns are focused in two generic
areas: social development and human rights;
and conflict and conflict resolution.

INTRODUCTION

Social development and human
rights

Most analyses of religion and politics focus
on economic, social and/or cultural issues,
including the economic range and social
and cultural significance of the activities of
transnational corporations (TNCs). This
often leads to the perception that TNCs are
taking economic power both from govern-
ments and citizens. This comes in the con-
text of what is often understood as
significant downsides to economic global-
isation: the apparent mass impoverishment
of already poor people, especially in the
developing world. These circumstances have
led to a new focus for numerous religious
organisations, concerned with trying to
redress these imbalances, reflecting more
generally a concern with multiple — social,
economic and human rights — concerns.
This focus is manifested in various ways,
including: new religious fundamentalisms,
support for anti-globalisation activities, such
as anti-World Trade Organisation protests,
and North/South economic justice efforts.
In sum, recent religious responses to global-
isation have often included a stress on social
interests, manifested in various ways, which
together go way beyond the confines of
what might be called ‘church’ or more
generally ‘religious’ life.

These concerns are now increasingly
pursued within inter-faith contexts. In
recent years, various inter-faith religious
forums have sought to bring sustained
concern to social development issues —
and by extension — human rights issues
through an inter-faith focus. For example,
there is the well known World Faiths
Development Dialogue (WFDD), an ini-
tiative that, encouraged by the World
Bank, sought to map areas of convergence
among various separate religious faiths’
development agendas. Many shared a focus
on relationships of service and solidarity,
harmony with the earth, and the vital
but — necessarily limited — contribution of
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material progress to human development
and satisfaction.

A senior World Bank figure, Katherine
Marshall, delivered a speech in April 2005
that seemed to be especially significant in
emphasising that the World Bank no
longer believed ‘that religion and socio-
economic development belong to different
spheres and are best cast in separate roles —
even separate dramas’. This observation was
based on a recognition that around the
world both religious organisations and
(secular) development agencies often share
similar concerns: how to improve (1) the
lot of materially poor people, (2) the soci-
etal position of those suffering from social
exclusion, and (3) unfulfilled human
potential in the context of glaring develop-
mental polarisation within and between
countries, which the World Bank now
accepts, has arisen in part because of the
polarising impact of globalisation (Marshall
2005). Marshall’s speech also emphasised
that while in the past religion was under-
stood by the World Bank to be primarily
concerned with ‘otherworldly’ and ‘world-
denying’ issues, it now accepted that reli-
gion can play a significant role in seeking
to achieve developmental goals for millions
of people, especially in the developing
world. The Bank also now recognises that
issues of ‘right” and ‘wrong’, as well as those
linked to social and economic justice, are
central to the teachings of all the world
religions (that is, Buddhism, Christianity,
Hinduism, Islam and Judaism). This realisa-
tion is influential in highlighting: (1) how
relatively marginal most current manifesta-
tions of religious fundamentalism are, yet (2)
at the same time, potentially increasingly the
likelihood that disadvantaged people might
turn to various religious fundamentalisms
compared to people who are happy and
confident in their developmental positions.

Reflecting such concerns, recent years
have seen regular ‘Leaders’ Meetings’, con-
vened to enable religious leaders to try to
address these issues. One such meeting was
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held in Canterbury, England, in October
2002, hosted by James Wolfensohn, then
president of the World Bank, and Dr
George Carey, at the time head of the
worldwide Anglican communion of
around 70 million people. The main pur-
pose of the meeting was to bring together
an important group of leaders ‘from the
world’s faith communities, key develop-
ment organisations, and from the worlds of
entertainment, philanthropy and the pri-
vate sector’. Linked to the Millennium
Development Goals announced in 2000,
with the aim of achieving them by 2015,
key themes addressed at the meeting
included: poverty, HIV/AIDS, gender,
conflict and social justice. Participants
accepted that poverty, HIV/AIDS, con-
flict, gender concerns, international trade
and global politics explicitly link all the
world’s countries and peoples — rich and
poor — into a global community. Another
main theme was the dualistic impact of
globalisation, with its differential impact on
rich and poor countries. The meeting
revealed a growing sense of religious soli-
darity that highlights the urgency of devel-
oping shared responsibility and partnership
to deal with collective problems facing
humanity.Yet it is crucial to move from talk
to action: as much more needs to be done
to progress from expressions of shared reli-
gious solidarity in response to shared
development problems to a realisation of
practical plans involving collaboration
between the worlds of faith and develop-
ment in confronting major development
issues (Marshall and March 2003).

Conflict and conflict resolution

The second issue that informs many of
the chapters of this book is also linked to
the impact of globalisation: religion’s
involvement in both conflict and conflict
resolution in various parts of the world.
A starting point for our analysis in this



regard was to note that globalisation both
highlights and encourages religious plural-
ism. But religious responses may well be
different. This is because some religions,
including Judaism, Christianity and Islam
(sometimes known as the ‘religions of the
book’, because in each case their authority
emanates principally from sacred texts,
actually, similar texts) claim what Kurtz
calls ‘exclusive accounts of the nature of
reality’, that is, only their religious beliefs
are judged to be frue by adherents (Kurtz
1995: 238).

As globalisation results in increased
interaction between people and communi-
ties, the implication is that not only are
encounters between difterent religious tra-
ditions likely to be increasingly common
but also that there will be various outcomes
as a result: some will be harmonious, others
will not. Sometimes, the result is what
Kurtz has called ‘culture wars’ (Kurtz 1995:
168). These can occur because various reli-
gious worldviews encourage different alle-
giances and standards in relation to various
areas, including the family, law, education
and politics. As a result, conflicts between
people, ethnic groups, classes and nations
can be framed in religious terms. Such reli-
gious conflicts seem often to ‘take on
“larger-than-life” proportions as the strug-
gle of good against evil’ (Kurtz 1995: 170).
This may be noted in relation to certain
religious minorities who may regard their
own existential position — for example,
Muslim minority communities in Thailand,
the United Kingdom, France, the
Philippines and India — to be unacceptably
weakened because of actual or perceived
pressure from majority religious communi-
ties — Buddhists in Thailand, Christians in
Britain, France and the Philippines, and
Hindus in India — to conform to the norms
and values of the religious and cultural
majority.

There are many examples of religious
involvement in recent and current national
and international conflicts. For example,

INTRODUCTION

stability and prosperity in the Middle East
is a pivotal goal, central to achieving general
peace and the elimination of poverty in the
region. Yet the Middle East is particularly
emblematic in relation to religion — in part
because the region was the birthplace of
the world’s three great monotheistic reli-
gions (Christianity, Islam and Judaism).
This brings with it a legacy not only of
shared wisdom but also of conflict — a
complex relationship that has impacted in
recent years on countries as far away as
Thailand, the Philippines, Indonesia, the
United States and Britain. A key to peace
in the region may well be achievement of
significant collaborative efforts among dif-
ferent religious bodies, which along with
external religious and secular organisa-
tions, for example from Europe and the
United States, may through collaborative
efforts work towards developing a new
model of peace and cooperation to enable
the Middle East to escape from what many
see as an endless cycle of religious-based
conflict. Overall, this emphasises that reli-
gion may be intimately connected, and
not only in the Middle East, both to inter-
national conflicts and their prolongation
and to attempts at reconciliation of such
conflicts. In other words, in relation to
many international conflicts, religion can
play a significant, even a fundamental role,
contributing to conflicts in various ways,
including how they are intensified, chan-
nelled or reconciled. In addition, we also
saw that religion has a key part to play in
resolution of conflicts in other parts of the
world, including South Asia (notably
India/Pakistan) and Africa (for example, in
relation to the recently ended civil war in
Sudan). We also noted its involvement in
the still simmering civil war in Sri Lanka,
between the minority (Hindu) Tamils and
the majority (Buddhist) Sinhalese.

In sum, religion is becoming a more
important factor in relation to both politics
and international relations in many parts of
the world; yet, it would be incorrect only
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to focus on the links with conflict. To do
so, would mean that we would be likely
to overlook the many recent and current
examples of religious involvement in
attempts at conflict resolution. On the
other hand, the fact remains that many
current international conflicts have reli-
gilous aspects that can exacerbate both
hatred and violence and make the conflicts
exceptionally difficult to
resolve. Hans Kung, an eminent Roman
Catholic theologian, claims that

themselves

the most fanatical, the cruelest
political struggles are those that
have been colored, inspired, and
legitimized by religion. To say this
is not to reduce all political conflicts
to religious ones, but to take
seriously the fact that religions
share in the responsibility for
bringing peace to our torn and
warring world.

(Hans Kung, quoted in Smock 2004)

Such concerns are echoed in Samuel
Huntington’s (1993, 1996) controversial
thesis of a ‘clash of civilisations’, a topic
that has filled international debates, espe-
cially since 9/11. This thesis was erected
upon Huntington’s belief that there is a
serious ‘civilisational” threat to global order
that has become especially apparent after
the cold war. It is rooted in the idea that
there are competing ‘civilisations’ that
engage in conflict that affects outcomes
in international relations in various ways.
On the one hand, there is the “West’
(especially North America and Western
Europe) with values and political cultures
deemed to be rooted in liberal democratic
and Judaeo-Christian concepts, under-
stood to lead to an emphasis on tolerance,
moderation and societal consensus. On
the other hand, there is supposedly a
bloc of allegedly ‘anti-democratic’,
primarily Muslim, countries, believed
to be on a collision course with the West.
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A key problem with Huntington’s
thesis, however, is that there are actually no
‘civilisations’ that act politically or in
international relations in uniform and
single-minded ways. Instead, wherever we
look — for example, the United States,
Europe, Israel, the Muslim countries of the
Middle East — what is most notable is the
plurality of beliefs and norms of behaviour
that are apparent even in allegedly cohe-
sive and uniform civilisations. It is useful
to bear these concerns in mind when
thinking about the role of religion in rela-
tion to conflict in both domestic and
international contexts. It is important not
to overestimate religion’s potential for and
involvement in large-scale violence and
conflict — especially if that implies ignor-
ing or underestimating its involvement
and potential as a significant source of
conflict resolution and peacebuilding. It is
also important to recognise that, especially
in recent years, numerous religious indi-
viduals, movements and organisations have
been actively involved in attempts to end
conflicts and to foster post-conflict recon-
ciliation between formerly warring parties
(Bouta et al. 2005). This emphasises that
various religions collectively play a key
role in international relations and diplo-
macy by helping to resolve conflicts and
build peace. The ‘clash of civilisations’
thesis oversimplifies causal interconnec-
tions between religion and conflict, in
particular by disregarding important alter-
nate variables, including the numerous
attempts from a variety of religious tradi-
tions to help resolve conflicts and build
peace. When successful, religion’s role
in helping resolve conflicts is a crucial
component in wider issues of human
development because, as Ellis and ter Haar
note: ‘Peace is a precondition for human
development. Religious ideas of various
provenance — indigenous religions as well
as world religions — play an important
role in legitimising or discouraging violence’
(my emphasis; Ellis and ter Haar 2004).



Opverall, the book’s chapters make it
clear that religion has now reappeared as
an important domestic and international
political actor in part because of the
impact of deepening globalisation, which
has led to an expansion of channels, pres-
sures and agents via which norms are
diffused and interact through both
transnational and international networks
and interactions. As a result, religious
actors now pursue a variety of political
goals both nationally and internationally
that in many cases links their concerns to
the economic, social and political conse-
quences of globalisation.

Notes

1 An Islamist is a believer in or follower of
Islam, someone who may be willing to use
various political means to achieve religiously
derived objectives.

2 The secular Congress Party emerged as the
largest party following the elections of
April/May 2004. The breakdown of seats in
the 542-seat Lok Sabha was: Congress and
allies: 220; BJP and allies: 185; Others: 137.
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The past

Buddhists sometimes describe the rela-
tionship between Buddhism and politics
by saying that when the Buddha was born
it was prophesied that he could either
become a ruler of the world, a “Wheel-
turning Monarch’ (cakravartin), or become
a Buddha (Khosla 1989: 32; Walshe 1987:
205). This idea — that the roles of secular
ruler and spiritual leader are two distinct
paths — stands at the heart of Buddhist tra-
dition. Both are leaders: the secular ruler
establishes security and prosperity in this
world and the Buddha leads the people
towards spiritual liberation. This notion
of the two separate, but complementary,
roles has contributed greatly towards the
compatibility of Buddhist ideas on gover-
nance and modern Western conceptions
of the separation between the church and
state.

It needs to be borne in mind that the
modern idea that religion and politics are
two separate aspects of human life was not
known in ancient India. Both were seen as
manifestations of one underlying prin-
ciple: dharma. The word dharma (Pali
dhamma) has meanings that relate to the
notions of the true nature of things in
themselves, or duty, virtue or morality
(Rahula 1974: 181). It often occurs in
compounds as in Buddha-dharma, which is
normally translated as the ‘The Buddhist

Buddhism and politics
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religion’ but could equally well be thought
of as ‘Buddhist morality’ or ‘the nature of
things as taught by the Buddha’. Alongside
this, the term Raja-dharma is also found. In
this case, dharma would not be translated as
‘religion’ but rather as ‘the duties/morality
of a king’. In each case, whether for the
raja, the king, or for the Buddha, what
matters is that each upholds an aspect of
the dharma. Rajniti is another word that
relates to the notion of ‘politics’ in classical
Indian languages. It is formed from raja,
‘king’, and niti which has a range of mean-
ings which centre around the notion of
appropriate conduct and according to
context range in translation from morality
to policy. So Rajniti can be understood as
meaning ‘the policies/morality/code of
conduct of a king’. What is important to
notice here is that neither Rajadharma nor
Rajaniti relates to a system of representation
of the people but, rather, to the notion of
how a king should conduct himself.

In 1999 Ian Harris edited a work on
Buddhism and politics in Asia in which he
argued that the Western notion that reli-
gion and politics are exclusive categories
should be set aside when discussing
Buddhism as it has always had a political
dimension (Harris 1999: vii). A traditional
Buddhist description of this relationship as
complementary, rather than exclusive, was
to speak of there being two wheels of the
dhamma, one wheel being the wheel of
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dhamma turned by the Buddhist monastic
community and the other being the wheel
of secular rule turned by the king or
Cakkavatti (“Wheel-turning Monarch’)
(Reynolds 1972).

It is also important to bear in mind that
to simply define religion as a system of
belief would not be in accord with tradi-
tional Buddhist views. The traditional
Buddhist formula that describes Buddhism
contains three elements: the Buddha, the
dharma and the sangha. The Buddha is the
founder of the tradition. The term dharma
covers the range of meanings discussed
above and the sangha is the community of
followers of the Buddha and the dharma
which includes both monks and nuns and
laymen and -women. Richard Gombrich
(1971) argued that the distinction between
seeing religion simply in terms of precept,
the modern Western model, and seeing it
as related to its practice, the dominant pre-
modern Asian model, was fundamental to
understanding how the Buddhist tradition
relates to society, and hence to politics.

There is also a large body of ancient
Indian literature on the duties of the king,
which include: the protection of the
people, the maintenance of social order
and administration of justice (Flood 1998:
71). Buddhist notions of kingship share in
this heritage and include as prime duties
of the king that he should conquer with-
out violence but through maintaining jus-
tice and that he maintains law and order
within the boundary of the kingdom so
that people can be prosperous and free
from danger (Walshe 1987: 443).

Indications of the relationship between
Buddhism and the state are found in the
texts of the Pali canon which constitute
the earliest Buddhist texts to survive to the
present day. Two points need to be consid-
ered here. First, they contain descriptions
of what constitutes a desirable relationship
between a king and the Buddhist commu-
nity. Second, they contain two distinct
models for governance itself.
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Theravada Buddhist tradition identifies
ten duties of a king, the dasarajadhamma,
which include: liberality, morality, self-
sacrifice, honesty and non-violence
(Rahula 1985: 84-85). The role of the
sangha is to advise the king, and to influ-
ence him so that his policies uphold values
that further the dhamma.

There are also Buddhist texts which
explicitly state that the Buddhist commu-
nity must follow the laws of the land as
laid down by the king. In the vinaya texts
(codes of monastic conduct) it is stipulated
that a criminal cannot be accepted as a
monk into the sangha and that monks and
nuns cannot make use of the king’s prop-
erty without making payment for it. In
other words, it is explicit that Buddhists
must follow the laws of the land. In fact
even the severity of the punishment for a
theft by a monk was decided on the basis
of the equivalent civil offence. A monk
was to be expelled from the sangha if the
amount he stole was the same as that in a
civil case which would cause the king, or
his official, to banish a layperson from a
country (Horner 1970: 73-74).

On how the sangha is to influence the
king, the texts depict an ideal in which the
king is a willing patron of Buddhism and
upholds its teachings. In the section of the
Pali Canon called the Mahavagga there is
an idealised account of this relationship. It
starts by showing how the Buddha con-
vinces the former royal priests, the Jatilas
of Gaya, to become his followers and then
takes their place as the king’s chief spiritual
advisor (Horner 1982: 47). Archaeological
evidence suggests that this picture is only
partly true and rather than simply sup-
planting earlier traditions what happened
was that Buddhism became one of the
spiritual traditions, along with those of the
Brahmins, Jains and Ajivakas which
received state patronage (Thapar 2000).

There are two models of how the state
should be governed in the Pali Canon. In
one model, found in the Agganna sutta



(Walshe 1987: 407—415) there is a descrip-
tion of how men came to be ruled by
elected leaders, called the Maha-samata, the
‘People’s Choice’. In the other model,
such as found in the Cakkavati-Sihanada
Sutta (Walshe 1987: 395-405), the ruler-
ship of the state is decided on the basis of
a person being born with certain marks on
their body, such as wheel patterns on the
soles of their feet, which show that they
will be a universal monarch. In the second
model there is no suggestion that the uni-
versal monarch needs the general consen-
sus of the people to rule. Rather, his rule
is dependent on his upholding the dharma
and ensuring the wealth and prosperity of
the state. As long as the king rules accord-
ing to dharma the heavens revolve accord-
ing to their proper pattern, but when he
deviates from the dharma and rules for his
personal benefit then the heavens no
longer follow their proper pattern and he
falls from power. A possible reason for the
existence of these two models is that
during the time of the Buddha there were
two types of state in existence. The
Buddha himself was born in what is some-
times called a “village republic’ (ganatantra)
in which the leaders were elected from
amongst the people on a temporary basis.
However, during the Buddha’s lifetime
most of the ‘village republics’ were
absorbed into developing kingdoms ruled
by hereditary monarchs.

The next significant evolution in these
early ideas on the relationship between the
Buddhist sangha and the state happened
during the rule of the Emperor Asoka
(269-243 BCE). Buddhist legend has it
that he converted to Buddhism and then
ruled according to Buddhist teachings.
Contemporary scholarship has questioned
the degree to which Asoka was actually a
Buddhist in the modern sense as he seems
to have also continued to patronise all reli-
gions (Norman 1997: 113-130) and it
might be safer to say that the historical
Asoka took it upon himself as part of his
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rule to propagate a version of the dharma
of a king which seems heavily influenced
by Buddhism.

It is Buddhist legend, rather than his-
tory, which has had the most influence in
South and South East Asia and in these
legends Asoka became the archetypal
example of how a ruler should patronise
Buddhism. According to the legends he
started out as a cruel ruler who constructs
a prison which is a hell on earth but he is
converted by miracles performed by a
Buddhist monk who accidentally gets
imprisoned in it. After his conversion he
becomes a patron of the Buddhist monas-
tic sangha and having broken up the ten
existing funerary monuments, stupas, asso-
ciated with the Buddha, ordered the con-
struction of 84,000 Buddhist monuments
throughout his realm. This linkage of the
ruler, royal patronage and monumental
architecture is what makes him an arche-
type for royal patronage of Buddhism. It is
the Asoka of legend who became the
model for later Buddhist kings in South
East Asia who sought to emulate his role as
state patron of Buddhism (Strong 1983).

The historical Emperor Asoka, as
opposed to the Asoka of legend, erected a
number of edicts throughout his king-
dom. Most of these were written in a
script called Brahmi, but within a few cen-
turies people forgot how to read this script
and it was not until the early nineteenth
century that it was deciphered again (Keay
1988: 39-63). When they were deciphered
and translated they were a revelation as
they contained a depiction of Asoka quite
different from the legends. In these edicts
he describes how he took to the practice
of dharma after the slaughter involved in
his conquest of Kalinga, an area of eastern
India, and how he then abandoned vio-
lence and took to the practice of dharma as
a means of spreading his influence. The
linkage between Asoka and patronage of
Buddhism and monumental architecture
is, however, attested in the edicts, as in
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them he describes how he went on pil-
grimage to the Buddhist sacred sites and
had monuments built at them.That he also
was concerned with how the sangha was
run is evident from the edicts in which he
warned against splits in the sangha and
indicates that the state would intervene in
such matters and expel from the monastic
community those who caused splits in the
sangha. Some of the edicts also describe
how he appointed dharma officers to
superintend the lay people. Whether this
actually refers to spreading the Buddha
dharma, as Buddhists mostly understand it
nowadays, or whether it means more
upholding the law, in a secular sense, is a
matter for debate. The Asoka of the edicts
is not really the same as the Asoka of the
legends, yet it came to be rapidly synthe-
sised with them and a picture was drawn
of Asoka by popular historians, such as
H.G.Wells, in which he was a modern lib-
eral ruler who patronised Buddhism
(Wells 1936: 111-112). Buddhists also
conflated the Asoka of legend and history
when it was convenient. Norman points
out that in the edicts Asoka sends dharma
emissaries to spread word of his rule, like
ambassadors to neighbouring countries,
but in Buddhist traditions this becomes
conflated with the sending of messengers
to spread the Buddha dharma to nearby
countries, which was a separate matter all
together (Norman 1997: 128). In the eyes
of most Asian Buddhists Asoka has
become the critical figure in defining the
relationship between Buddhism and poli-
tics as he is now seen as having been not
only the first legendary Buddhist emperor,
but also the first historical ruler of a
Buddhist state.

As Buddhism spread through Asia it also
encountered cultures in which different
notions of kingship were current. In each
case Buddhist tradition seems to have
adapted by absorbing elements of local
traditions into Buddhism. In the case of
central Asia, Buddhist traditions absorbed
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elements of the Iranian figure of the
divine monarch and in the case of East
Asia elements of the Chinese concept of
the king as the ruler of heaven were fused
with Buddhist ideas. This can be seen in
the way that there is a proliferation of
celestial Buddhas in Himalayan and central
Asian Buddhist traditions whose iconog-
raphy often shows features such as crowns
and solar imagery, while Amitabha Buddha
as the sovereign ruler of the land of bliss
(sukhavati) in Chinese Pure Land Buddhism
also reflects a shift towards emphasising the
status of the Buddha himself as ruler,
rather than as spiritual teacher as he is seen
in South Asian traditions.

A vital element in how Buddhism
developed as an Asian religion was the tra-
dition of monastic missions to spread the
dharma. This started from the time of the
Buddha himself when individual monks
were sent to distant areas to teach Buddhism
and it continued as long as Buddhism
flourished in India.

There is also a complex history of the
inter-relationship of Buddhist traditions in
Asia. After Buddhism was established in
China monks at various times from there
went back to India in order to gain further
insight into the teachings and the codes of
monastic conduct. Likewise, Sri Lankan
and Burmese traditions were often
involved with contacts with each other.
These monastic contacts were the precur-
sors of colonial period contacts between
Buddhist traditions in Asia, and show
Buddhism had a pan-Asian dimension to
it in pre-colonial times.

During the colonial era profound
changes in Buddhism and its relationship to
politics took place. Many of these changes
can be understood by studying some of the
leading reformers and considering the
political dimensions of their activities. The
most significant figure for Sri Lanka was
Anagarika Dharmapala (David Hewaviratne
1864-1893) who was a lay Buddhist

reformer who donned robes in 1881 and



gave himself the title Anagarika Dharmapala
(‘Homeless Protector of the Dharma’). He
was very involved with Madame Blavatsky
and Colonel Olcott, the founders of the
western nineteenth-century spiritualist
and mystical movement called the
Theosophical Society, during their visits to
Sri Lanka in which they became
Buddhists in 1873. He also visited Japan in
1889, and the USA, for the Parliament of
Religions in 1893 and Shanghai in 1893 as
well as spending many years in India after
he founded the Mahabodhi society in
1891 with the aim of reclaiming the
temple at Bodhgaya from the Hindus. His
role as a nationalist is now remembered in
Sri Lanka as much for his being a Buddhist
reformer and this points to the way in
which Buddhism became a symbol in
Asian states for anti-colonial rhetoric.

In the case of China similar prominent
Chinese reformers and activists included
Yang Wenhui (1837-1911) who met
Dharmapala when he came to Shanghai in
1893, and Tai Hsu (1890-1947). Tai Hsu’s
ideas on reform of the sangha were influ-
ential and included the involvement of the
sangha in community and government
affairs (Lopez 2002: 85-90).

In Japan a similar reformer was Shaku
Soen (1859—1919) who was a Rinzai tradi-
tion Zen monk who studied at Kamakura,
then Keio University, and then travelled to
Sri Lanka where he lived as a Theravada
monk and studied Pali for some years and
was a Japanese Representative at the 1893
world parliament of religions in Chicago.
Judith Snodgrass has argued that during
the Meiji period there was a major re-
evaluation of the relationship between the
Buddhist sangha and the state which
sprang from both government efforts to
harness Buddhism as a patriotic force and
Buddhist efforts to engage in social and
political aspects of reform (Snodgrass
2003: 115-136).

Lopez has argued in his book
Modern Buddhism (2002) that Yang and
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Dharmapala, amongst others, were promi-
nent figures in the development of what
he describes as modern Buddhism. Lopez’s
argument is that Modern Buddhism shares
in many aspects of the ‘projects of moder-
nity’ and sees itself as rejecting ritual and
magical elements, stresses equality over
hierarchy, the universal over the local and
the individual over the community. It sees
itself, he argues, as a return to origins, to
the Buddhism of the Buddha himself
(Lopez 2002: xi).

Whether or not one accepts that the
notion of Modern Buddhism is valid, it
points to the ways that Buddhism had
changed during the colonial period and
contemporary Buddhism in Asia is the heir
to not only ancient traditions, but also to
modern ideologies from the anti-colonialist
nationalist movements.

The present

Estimates of the total number of Buddhists
in the world today vary widely, between
around two hundred to five hundred
million, with quite possibly a rough esti-
mate being around three hundred and fifty
million. We also need to distinguish
between relative percentages of Buddhists
in different countries and numbers of
Buddhists in difterent countries. The inter-
net site ‘Adherents.com’ estimates the
numbers as shown in Table 2.1.

There are, however, major problems
with figures like these. For instance, the
number of Buddhists in Japan is very open
to question. In Japanese census forms it is
possible to tick more than one option for
religion, and many people mark them-
selves as being both Shinto and Buddhist
at the same time. This points to a problem
in how categories of religious adherence
are conceived of, why should it not be pos-
sible to belong to more than one religion
at the same time? Also there are problems
due to issues such as what constitutes
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Table 2.1 The largest Buddhist communities

Top ten in terms of numbers

Top ten in terms of %

China 102,000,000
Japan 89,650,000
Thailand 55,480,000
Vietnam 49,690,000
Myanmar 41,610,000
Sri Lanka 12,540,000
South Korea 10,920,000
Taiwan 9,150,000
Cambodia 9,130,000
India 7,000,000

Thailand 95
Cambodia 90
Myanmar 88
Bhutan 75
Sri Lanka 70
Tibet 65
Laos 60
Vietnam 55
Japan 50
Taiwan 43

Source: Adherents.com (Adherents.com is a website which aggregates data from a wide range of sources and is
regarded by many scholars as a reasonably accurate guide to the number of adherents of different religions.)

a country. The Tibetan community in
exile regards Tibet as being a region which
is larger than the Chinese government’s
view on what constitutes the Tibetan
Autonomous Region, so that whilst some
figures would suggest that there are
around six million Tibetans, who would
virtually all describe themselves as
Buddhists, other figures might be lower or
higher. I will now look at the top ten
countries in terms of number of Buddhists
and then at Western countries.

China

The two main issues which dominate
discussions of Buddhism in China are
the degree to which there is religious free-
dom and the treatment of the Tibetans.
During the Cultural Revolution period
(1966—76) there was a wholesale attack
on Buddhist cultures, peoples and monas-
teries. However, there has been an enor-
mous resurgence of interest in Buddhism
since liberalisation began in the late 1970s.
By 2003 there were around 13,000
monasteries and around 180,000 monks
and nuns. It is striking that though this
figure also includes 120,000 belonging
to Tibetan orders in Tibet and adjacent
regions of China, the total also includes
around 8,000 Theravada monks in Yunnan
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and around 50,000 Mahayana monks and
nuns from the Han community. In addi-
tion to the problem of finding economic
support for their activities, Buddhist
organisations have also had to deal with
being treated as foci of the tourist industry
and transformed into money-making
enterprises. Partly this is because the
number and strength of lay Buddhist
organisations is still low and the monaster-
ies cannot look to them for support as
they would in the Buddhist countries of
South East Asia. Political figures such as
Chairman Jiang Zemin have even advo-
cated the use of Buddhist morality (de) in
the political sphere (Yin 2006). It is
notable that the term used here for virtue
is ‘de’. This is the same word for virtue
as appears in the title of the Daoist classic
the “Tao Te Ching’ (Pinyin: Dao De Jing)
and is not, as such, a particularly Buddhist
term but a more general traditional
Chinese term for virtue. The idea of pro-
moting traditional virtues, rather than
democratic rights, as ‘Asian values’ is one
that shows how Buddhist ideas can be
used by many different camps in politics.
The emphasis, however, in the regulations
issued by the government in 2004 is on
the management of religion in such a way
as to ensure it does not disrupt society or
threaten the government’s authority but



acts to promote economic development
(Miller 2006).

Japan

Talking to young Japanese people one nor-
mally gets very little sense of enthusiasm
about Buddhism, and few people seem to
take seriously the notion that the New
Komeito Party is a Buddhist political party.
The Komeito or ‘Clean Government Party’
is often spoken of as a Buddhist party. This
is because it was formed in 1964 by the
lay Buddhist Soka Gakkai organisation,
which is itself an offshoot of the Nichiren
Buddhist tradition (Hardacre 2006). In 1999
Komeito reformed and became the ‘New
Komeito® Party, but its policies do not
appear to have any Buddhist aspect to them
at all. Indeed, the New Komeito party on
its website takes pains to point out that it
is not affiliated with any religious groups
and there have been no formal links
between it and the Soka Gakkai apart
from at the time of its foundation in 1964
(‘New Komeito’s Views on Politics and
Religion in Japan’). The issue of how reli-
gion relates to politics in Japan was also
raised during the period when Junichiro
Koizumi was Prime Minister (2001-06), as
he made annual visits to the Yasukuni
Shrine to fallen soldiers in which the
names of a number of war criminals are
honoured. This is, however, a Shinto shrine
so it does not directly bear on the relation-
ship of Buddhism to politics in Japan
beyond pointing to the sensitivity of
the relationship between religion and pol-
itics in contemporary Japan and suggesting
that there are limits on the degree to
which any religion can be seen to be a

part of Japanese polity.

Thailand

It has to be borne in mind that as around

95% of Thais are Buddhists, all sides of
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the political spectrum claim Buddhist
affiliations at times for their ideologies.
During the period when Thaksin
Shinawatra was Prime Minister of
Thailand (2001-06) the main change that
took place was the rise of successful
businessmen, such as Thaksin Shinawatra
himself, in the political sphere. At times
Shinawatra linked his market reform
concept of a ‘social contract’ to Buddhist
ideas. In a speech he gave in 1999 on the
influence of the Buddhist reformer
Buddhadasa (1906-93) he proposed that
Buddhadasa had said: ‘Politics is dhamma
and dhamma is politics’. He then claimed
that what Buddhadasa, and by implication
Buddhist reformers, wanted was a govern-
ment of men of moral integrity, and he
was himself such a person (Phongpaichit
and Baker 2004: 137).

The Thai scholar Kitiarsa (2006) has
also argued that Thaksins downfall in
2006 was actually due to his failing to
convert his power into virtue in the sense
of acting like a moral Buddhist leader.
As an example of opposition to Thaksin’s
rule he also quotes the engaged Buddhist
campaigner Sulak Sivaraksa who described
Thaksin as the embodiment of Mara, a
devil-like figure in some Buddhist tradi-
tions, and argued that Thai democracy
should be based on ‘good governance, a
righteous ruler, and Buddhist Dhammic
kingship’. In the light of his being deposed
due to questions about corruption the
depth of his commitment to Buddhist
ideals seems very open to question.

In regards to ethnic separatism in the
south, Thaksin’s approach was to blame it on
bandits and deny a link to militant Islam and
attempt to crack down on violence while
trying to increase development funding to
the area. The extent to which Thailand’s
own military and police forces, and their
actions, were also involved with the situa-
tion is not clear, but what is notable is that
disputes over whether it was gangsterism,
separatism, Islamic fundamentalism, or even
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simple opposition to Thaksin Shinawatra’s
government became endemic during this
period. In this context then, although it
is impossible not to regard the conflict
has having been to some degree a conflict
between Buddhists and Muslims, it is also
apparent that whilst politicians did not
talk up this aspect of the issue during the
period when Thaksin Shinawatra was in
power, his reforms contributed to exacer-
bating it (Phongpaichit and Baker 2004:
234-239). It remains to be seen how
the new military government which came
to power in 2006 will respond to these
challenges.

Vietnam

Religious freedom, or the lack of it, is a
dominant issue in the discussion of
Buddhism in Vietnam. The current regime
has a very fluid attitude towards Buddhism
and other religions; it publicly supports
religious traditions whilst at the same time
seeking to stamp out superstitions. This
means that whenever it dislikes any partic-
ular grouping it labels it a superstition and
can ban it (Do 1999; King 1996).The lead-
ing Buddhist monk, Thich Nhat Hahn,
who left Vietnam in 1966, has only been
able to return once to Vietnam for a visit in
2005. Even then his visit was a source of
considerable controversy as monks in
Vietnam argued that the government was
using his visit to show they were liberal in
their attitude to Buddhism, whilst at the same
time increasing repression of Buddhists and
the ‘Unified Buddhist Church of Vietnam’
which was banned in 1981 (‘UBCV
Patriarch Thich Huyen Quang Declines to
Meet Thich Nhat Hanh in Binh Dinh’).

Myanmar

In Myanmar (formerly Burma) there is the
apparently paradoxical situation of a mili-
tary junta taking the role of guardians of the
Buddhist tradition. The central conundrum

18

at the forefront of many international
observers’ minds is how members of the
Buddhist sangha can support and relate to
such a governing system. Up until 1990
large parts of the sangha supported pro-
democracy elements and the National
League for Democracy (NLD) led by
Aung San Suu Kyi. Following the 1990
election, which was won by the NLD, but
the results of which were ignored by the
government, the military set out to sup-
press opposition to it in the sangha. This
culminated in the police attacking a meet-
ing of 7,000 monks in Mandalay to which
20,000 monks responded by boycotting
the regime (Mathews 1999). The govern-
ment then set out to drive elements hos-
tile to it from the sangha and adopt for
itself a Buddhist dimension to its policies
and to appropriate Buddhist rhetoric to
legitimate its rule. The mangala sutta has
been heavily promoted as a basis for gov-
ernment policy and the generals began to
appear from time to time on television in
white robes, like lay Buddhists observing
the eight precepts on special days
(Houtman 1999). The notion of virtue is
also contested in Burmese politics. Both
Aung San Suu Kyi and the regime put for-
ward that what they are doing is acting on
Buddhist principles and promoting
Buddhist virtues. Yet, clearly, their aims and
ideals are diametrically opposite in relation
to whether a democratic system of gov-
ernment is favourable. Despite the occa-
sional incidents of protest by the sangha it
now appears that the situation is one in
which the regime maintains a tight con-
trol of the sangha and many in the sangha
support its promotion of Buddhist values.

Sri Lanka

The continuing conflict between the
(mainly Hindu) Tamils and the (mostly
Buddhist) Singhalese has dominated the
relationship of Buddhism to politics in
Sri Lanka since 1980. The background to



this goes back not only to Angarika
Dhammapala’s reforms of the nineteenth
century which sought to ‘purify’ singhalese
Buddhist traditions and remove elements
from it which were seen as Hindu in
origin, but also to the movement towards
the politicisation of the Sangha in which
Walpole Rahula was influential, but which
was opposed by the early post-independence
leaders such as D.S. Senanayake. Rahula in
his seminal pre-independence work of
1946, Bhikshuvage Urumaya (‘The Heritage
of the Monk’) rejected the notion that
monks could not play an active role in
society and in politics, and favoured the
development of the role of the ‘political
monk’ (Malalgoda 1977; Bartholomeusz
1999). This has undoubtedly contributed
to the situation in which a number of
monks now sit in parliament, the first of
these was Baddegama Samitha in 2001 and
now as a part of the “The National
Heritage Party’, or Jathika Hela Urumaya
(JHU) monks hold nine seats in parlia-
ment and as of January 2007 form part of
the government (‘Monk’s Party to Join
Lankan Govt’). They are a conservative
group and have played a role in campaign-
ing against conversions and are firmly
against any peace process with the Tamil
community (JHU Press Statements’).

South Korea

Buddhism in Korea has been through a
number of phases, waxing and waning in
influence. In the long term this was appar-
ent in its dominance during the Koryo
dynasty (918-1392) followed by its being
subject to anti-Buddhist statutes during the
Choson dynasty (1392-1910). In the twen-
tieth century Japanese imperialism led to
initial liberalisation of laws on Buddhism,
followed by heavy state interference in
the running of the sangha. After 1945
Buddhism was all but wiped out in
the North under the regime of Kim Il
Sung but has flourished in South Korea.
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The tradition of government control of
Buddhist monasteries and temples was
further entrenched by the 1961 law on
control of Buddhist property in the repub-
lic of South Korea. Under the government
of Park Chung Hee from 1962 to his
assassination in 1979 Buddhism was seen as
supporting the regime and was supported
by the regime. However, aspects of the
relationship that were problematic were
highlighted by issues such as the conscrip-
tion of monks into the armed forces,
which is clearly against the monastic code
of conduct. In yet another turn in fortune,
the next leader, Chun Doohwan, was a
staunch Christian who withdrew support
from Buddhism and tried to attack it
wherever possible. In a move reminiscent
of Chinese current policies Chun turned
monasteries and temples into national
parks and took control of their lands and
began to develop them as tourist resorts.
By 1980 this led to open conflict between
the sangha and the state. Arrests and repres-
sion of Buddhist monks continued and
culminated in the popular uprisings of
1986 which led to the first democratic
elections in South Korea. The dominant
Chogye order tries to maintain order
within the diverse groups of monks in
temples, monasteries and renunciate
orders that make up its membership. At
times this has boiled over into actual fight-
ing, as happened in 1994 at the main
Chogye Temple in Seoul, for control of
the order (Sorensen 1999). In another
incident at Chogye Temple in 1998 over a
hundred monks barricaded themselves in
the Temple in protest over the control of
funds by another faction of monks and in
the end the occupation had to be broken
up by riot police (‘Monks Charged Over
Temple Violence’). As well as Buddhists
fighting with Buddhists in South Korea
there is also a history of Christian attacks
on Buddhist monasteries, sites, monuments
and individuals which has been going on
since 1982. Christians even burned down
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a number of Buddhist temples in northern
Seoul in 1996 (Tedesco 1999). In view of
the ways in which the South Korean gov-
ernment has taken an active part in the
management of the sangha and its property
since 1945 it is also evident that these con-
flicts cannot be seen in isolation from
political struggles in South Korea over
wealth, property and the rights of different
communities.

Taiwan

There has been an extraordinary prolifera-
tion of Buddhist new movements in Taiwan
such as the Fo Guang Shan, Tzu Chi and
Dharma Drum Mountain which has given
rise to questions about the relationship
between traditional Buddhism, business and
politics. The Fo Guang Shan movement,
also known outside of Taiwan as the
‘Buddha’s Light International Association’
(BLIA) is an excellent exemplar of this. It
was founded in 1967 by the Ven. Hsing Yun
and has become prominent as it has
founded many temples around the world.
These include the Nan Tien Temple in
Wollongong, Australia, and the Hsi Lai
Temple in California, USA. It is also actively
engaged in educational and charity work
(‘Fo Guang Shan’). It is the largest Buddhist
organisation in Taiwan and extremely
wealthy. It is not surprising, therefore, that
it should be courted by political leaders as
essentially such a large organisation cannot
but be seen as a potential vote bank in any
democratic system. Ven. Hsing Yun has also
at times been labelled a ‘political monk’ as
he has made comments on Chinese reunifi-
cation, supported the Tibetan cause and has
been implicated as involved in a scandal
involving Al Gore where the BLIA Hsi Lai
Buddhist Temple in California raised funds
for the Al Gore campaign, despite it being
illegal for a registered charity to support
a political candidate (Sperry 2000).

There is also considerable overlap in
Taiwan itself between the government and
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the sangha. In particular, a number of reli-
gious leaders have played active roles in
politics which has led to a blurring of the
line between religion and politics

(Laliberte 2004: 42—43).

Cambodia

After the devastation of religious culture
during the Pol Pot regime era (1975-79)
Cambodia has seen an extraordinary
rebirth of Buddhist culture which high-
lights the way that diaspora community
members are able to interact with their
own countries of origin. Since 1989, when
the People’s Republic of Kampuchea
started lifting restrictions on religions,
large numbers of monasteries have been
rebuilt and the number of monks and nuns
has increased enormously (Gutherie
2005). The sangha is today, though, largely
a supporter of the government and its
leader Hun Sen (Stuart-Fox 2006: 13).
That there are other possibilities is shown
by the work of Maha Ghosananda, an
exiled Cambodian monk who now lives
in the USA. In 1992 he started a practice
of dhammayatra (‘peace walks’). His ideas
have included such notions as organising
meditations by monks and nuns with the
aim of influencing the creation of a ‘just
constitution’ for Cambodia in 1993

(Poethig 2004).

India

India has a population of perhaps around
seven to ten million Buddhists out of a
total population of around a billion; in
other words, Buddhists are a very small
minority. Despite this they are a vocal
minority in certain states and Buddhism is
a factor in the politics of Maharashtra and
Uttar Pradesh. This is due to its influence
amongst the dalits, or oppressed, peoples,
also formerly known as untouchables. In
1956, B.R. Ambedkar, the leader of the

untouchable communities in Maharashtra



and in some areas of Uttar Pradesh,
encouraged his followers to convert to
Buddhism (Omvedt 2003). This is now
known as the Ambedkarite Buddhist com-
munity. Ambedkar’s followers also estab-
lished a political party to represent their
interests, the Republican Party of India,
but it was not successful in becoming a
major force in Indian politics. The dalit
vote has been courted by various parties as
numerically the lower caste and dalit
voters often represent the majority of
voters in some areas, and during the 1980s
a number of state governments came to
power which organised coalitions of these
communities to seize power from the pre-
vious ruling parties. In Uttar Pradesh the
Bahujan Samaj Party led by Mayavati
courted the Buddhist vote and organised a
coalition based around the yadav and dalit
communities.

A proportion of the inhabitants of
Ladakh and Himachal Pradesh form an
Indian Buddhist community whose cul-
ture is closely related to that of Tibet.
Following the Indo-Chinese war of 1962
Ladakh and the border areas of China
became militarised zones, and tension
with China continues to this day. Due to
this, the politics of these Buddhist border
areas of India is very sensitive to security
concerns related to China. India—China
relations during the period when the BJP
government was in power in the 1990s
were dominated by Prime Minister Atal
Bihari Bajpayee taking a conciliatory line
on matters related to China, and the
defence minister George Fernandez taking
a hard line on China-related issues

Under the Congress-led coalition gov-
ernment that came to power in 2004 a
similar balanced strategy seems to be in
operation. The implication of this is that
neither does the Indian government com-
pletely support the Tibetan government
in exile in all areas for fear of offending
China, nor yet does it suppress the exile
Tibetan community as it does not want
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to be seen to be following a pro-Chinese
line. At the moment India is enthusiasti-
cally trying to increase pilgrimage by
Chinese Buddhists to India. Part of its pro-
motional materials for tourism also draws
on the appeal of the Dalai Lama, and as
such is not acceptable to the Chinese gov-
ernment. In 2007, a delegation from
China representing pilgrims walked out of
a showing of a film about Buddhism in
India due to the inclusion of footage of
the Dalai Lama in the film (Yadav 2007).
This points to the tightrope that India
walks in dealing with China and suggests
that Buddhism has an influence on Indian
politics both because of the Ambedkarite
Buddhist community’s influence and also
because the presence of the Tibetan com-
munity in India affects India’s relationship

with China.

Western countries

Despite the growing interest in and
popularity of Buddhism in Western coun-
tries the number of Buddhists there is not
high, and where it is it is mostly due
to immigration from Buddhist countries.
A current estimate (2004) by the BBC
of active Buddhists in the UK put their
number at 150,000 (‘BBC - Schools -
Buddhist Festivals’). Another way of look-
ing at it is that according to the 2001 census
of England and Wales the percentages of
Buddhists were 0.3% in England and 0.2%
in Wales (‘Ethnicity and Religion’).

In Australia in 2001 the number of
Buddhists was about 357,000 (1.9% of the
population) according to the ABS. The
majority of these were immigrants from
Vietnam, Cambodia or China or their chil-
dren. In the USA there are estimates that
there are around three million Buddhists
(1% of the population) and that something
like three-quarters of these people are from
Asian countries (‘Buddhism in the United
States’). Despite the relatively small num-
bers of Buddhists in Western countries their
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influence is substantial as they often repre-
sent the visible face of Buddhism for
Western cultures. For instance, the Nan
Tien temple near Wollongong in Australia,
which was opened in 1995, is said to be the
largest Buddhist temple in the southern
hemisphere and is regarded as a major
driver of tourism to the area (Nan Tien
2007). Figures such as the Dalai Lama also
can attact audiences of thousands to public
meetings in Western countries and generate
considerable revenue for charitable works,
half a million dollars recently being gener-
ated by a single visit to Madison, Wisconsin
(Roby 2007). It is indeed increasingly
apparent that their influence is much
greater than their small numbers might
suggest.

The future

Current trends in the development of the
relationship between Buddhism and politics
suggest that two conflicting patterns are
emerging. One is of localised shifts towards
increasing diversity; the other is of a global
trend towards increasing uniformity. In a
sense there is nothing new in this;
Buddhism has always adapted to local cir-
cumstances and continues to do so, but
what is new is the way that globalisation is
leading to the possibility of crossing the
boundaries between the localised traditions.

An extremely clear case of how politics
and Buddhism are interacting is apparent
in the USA where a movement called
‘Mindful Politics’ has been developing. It
aims to introduce Buddhist perspectives into
the debate over moral and political issues.
In part this is a response to the Christian-
right lobby in US politics (McLeod 2006).
However, whereas the Buddhists sit in
some degree of harmony with the
humanitarian lobby on some issues, they
are closer to the Christian right on others.
For instance, the implications of non-
violence as a guiding principle are on the
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one hand that Buddhists oppose war, which
puts them at odds with the Christian
right, but on the other hand they oppose
abortion, which puts them in the same
camp as Christian pro-life advocates.

A second issue in the development of
global Buddhist perspectives is the extent
to which Buddhist traditions come into
conflict with other religions and political
systems. Two entrenched examples of this
are the Buddhist-Hindu dimension to
Sri Lankan politics and the emerging
Buddhist—Muslim conflict in Thai politics.
Obviously in each case it could be argued
that the conflict is not really religious, but
social, political and economic, but in each
case the longer the conflict lasts the
greater chance that the religious label will
gain an independent life as an indicator
of the conflict. Indeed, in the case of
Sri Lanka it is hard to see how the conflict
cannot now be seen as being drawn on
religious lines. Nor yet does there seem to
be any hope of a realistic settlement of the
conflict in the near future. At present the
conflict in southern Thailand between
insurgent groups who identify themselves
as Muslim and the Buddhist central gov-
ernment seems to be getting further
entrenched. The possibility of the percep-
tion from the Islamic extremist perspective
of an alignment of Buddhism and the forces
of the enemies of Islam cannot bode well
for future of Islamic—Buddhist relations.

One further scenario needs to be con-
sidered, 1 suggest, in relation to future
conflictual  relationships in  which
Buddhism might be involved. In 2007
there were conflicts featuring tensions
between Buddhists and Hindus and
Buddhists and Muslims. What are the
prospects for conflicts between Buddhists
and Christians? There are already funda-
mentalist American Christian groups
which campaign against Buddhist influ-
ences in the USA (‘Sonrise Center for
Buddhist Studies’). Whilst in Buddhist

countries such as Sri Lanka there are



movements against Christian missionary
activity where the Sri Lankan government
drafted a law in 2004 against offering
inducements to convert or making con-
versions by force which was clearly aimed
at combating Christian missionary activity.

Another area in which all Buddhists are
unlikely to agree is whether Buddhist ideas
should be used to legitimise non-democratic
governments. On the one hand in China,
Myanmar and other states the notion of
Buddhist values as an element in ‘Asian
values’ is seen as supporting non-democratic
government. On the other hand, engaged
Buddhists in many countries argue that
Buddhist values support democratic gov-
ernment and there is no contradiction
between Asian values and democracy.

A final, and paradoxical, source of
conflict in Buddhism is the very attempt
to develop a common platform for global
Buddhism. The very notion of ‘“World
Buddhism® highlights this paradox.
Chinese Buddhist groups in the PRC and
Burmese and Thai groups are keen on the
notion of “World Buddhist conferences’.
Yet neither the Thai government in 2000
nor the Cambodian government in 2002
would let the Dalai Lama attend their
“World Buddhist’ conferences due to pres-
sure from the PRC (Dechard 2002). In
addition, in 2006 the Chinese World
Buddhist Conference not only did not
invite the Dalai Lama but included in his
place their candidate for Panchen Lama,
which was a provocative move in diaspora
Tibetan eyes as the Panchen Lama was tra-
ditionally regarded as the second most
important Lama in Tibet, but the Chinese-
sponsored Panchen Lama is regarded by
many Tibetans as simply a puppet of the
Chinese government (‘China Hosts First
Buddhism Forum’). Moreover, it is difficult
to imagine the Myanmar government wel-
coming engaged Buddhist human rights
activists from Asia or the West. Finally,
I cannot imagine groups like the Sokka
Gakkai or many Pure Land schools actually
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finding a common platform with many
other Buddhist traditions on some issues.
So in terms of the future relationship
between Buddhism and politics it is hard
to imagine the development of a Global
Buddhism, in the sense of a unified
Universal Buddhism, and I doubt such a
thing will ever exist. But it is clear that in
the future the diverse Buddhist traditions
of the world will increasingly interact on
a national and international level with
each other and with political groups, and
this is likely to highlight not only their
shared aims, but also their differences.
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Christianity
Protestantism

Paul Freston

Why study global Protestant
politics?

I was once invited to the United States to
observe a meeting of scholars who studied
Christianity and politics in that country.
I soon realised that scholars of Catholicism
perceived the comparative dimension of
their work, that Catholicism and American
politics had to be studied in the light
of Catholicism and politics elsewhere.
But scholars of Protestantism showed no
such awareness; it was as if an impor-
tant contemporary relationship between
Protestantism and politics existed only in
the USA.

This belief is probably shared by most
people in the developed West. But it mis-
understands not only the reality of
Protestantism but of religion and politics
globally. While belief in the inevitable
decline of religion’s public importance has
now largely been replaced by awareness of
Islam and the American religious right,
there is still much ignorance of the politi-
cal dimensions of global Christianity.

By the most widely accepted estimate
(Barrett et al. 2001), Protestants represent
around 11% of world population. Two fac-
tors enhance their importance. Firstly, they
are heavily practising; nominal adherence
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is high in Europe but low in areas of
recent Protestantisation. Secondly, they
have a truly global spread which is due to
conversion rather than migration.

Protestantism has done especially well
in sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America and
the Chinese and Korean worlds. After the
USA, the countries with most practising
Protestants are now Brazil, China and
Nigeria. Many of these are not connected
with institutions founded in Europe or
North America, but with pentecostal
denominations founded in Latin America,
or ‘African Independent Churches’, or
‘unregistered’” Chinese groups. On some
restrictive definitions of ‘Protestant’
(e.g. Bastian), these are not Protestants. But
they are reasonably orthodox, trinitarian
Christians who are not Catholic or
Eastern Orthodox, and who claim to base
their faith on the Bible. They are the grass-
roots Protestants of the global South, and
often more numerous than those linked
with the old mission churches. This
expansion (mainly post-colonial) has been
largely due to indigenous initiatives.
Global Protestantism is predominantly
non-white and distant from power and
wealth.

These characteristics give it consider-
able political importance. In addition,



it helps us re-examine the historical
correlation between Protestantism and
democracy. Is that a spurious correlation,
dependent on other factors in the West
which might not exist in the global
South? What is the weight of religious
traditions versus the importance of cir-
cumstances? We should be wary of ideas
such as ‘Protestantism is essentially demo-
cratic’ or ‘Islam is essentially undemocra-
tic’. Religions are always diverse and
mutable. Yet changing social contexts
do not explain everything. Each religious
tradition has a unique approach to law,
territory, religious organisation and reli-
gion—state relations, and this may well
influence how believers behave in particu-
lar circumstances.

Protestantism as heir to the
Western Christian tradition

Protestantism’s spread into economically
and culturally distinct societies has
increased the variability of its relationship
to politics which stems from Christianity’s
origin as a persecuted sect, the lack of
‘law’ in its scriptures and its emphasis on
cultural and linguistic adaptation. Christ
never gave a ‘law’ comparable to the Law
of Moses or sharia. While Moses and
Mohammad governed communities, early
Christianity was distant from political
responsibilities. Its politics has generally
been less sure of itself. Although the
Hebrew scriptures were incorporated into
the Christian Bible, political appeal to
Mosaic Law has usually been regarded
with suspicion. While many Christians
speak of a worldview and political princi-
ples, few find in the Bible a full-fledged
political programme.

Protestantism is a ‘purer’ Christian
monotheism (rejecting Catholic dilution
of the sacred in the saints). Perceptions of
its relationship to politics are therefore
coloured by perceptions of monotheism
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in general. For some scholars, monotheistic
religions tend to arrogance and intoler-
ance, unless constrained by extraneous
factors (Bruce 2003: 225). But distinctions
must be made. Monotheism does not
necessarily imply belief that only our group
holds the truth. Monotheists are not always
epistemologically arrogant, as Protestantism
well illustrates. And mass voluntarist
monotheism has different implications
from elite or state monotheism.

Many scholars also argue for differences
between monotheistic religions which tran-
scend their current contexts. While
Christianity started on the margins of an
existing empire, Islam became the centre
of a new empire and is not carried by a
‘church’. The Islamic monist ideal differs
from the normative dualism of church—
state relations in Christianity, the notion of
two ‘cities’ to which Christians belong and
between which critical distance should be
maintained. Islam also emphasises a reli-
giously sanctioned body of laws, which
gives it a greater tendency to be theo-
cratic. Another contrast is in Islam’s stress
on territoriality. Christianity thus lacks an
original connection with power, law and
territory. But no religion is frozen in time;
Christianity later acquired territoriality
and became Christendom.

Protestantism, born largely within the
Christendom model, nevertheless accen-
tuates these characteristics. Especially in its
evangelical form, it sees itself as a return to
the early church. It thus tends to seek jus-
tification for its political positions in the
New Testament. However, early Christianity
was a discriminated sect which soon
became a cross-cultural voluntary com-
munity. Instead of imposing a religious
law, it spoke of a law ‘written on the heart’
and a ‘kingdom not of this world’, which
at once enabled believers to belong to any
earthly kingdom (‘render unto Caesar’)
but also relativised all of them. Lacking a
definite political recipe, a variety of pos-
tures towards the state could be adopted,
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from eschatological indifference through
prophetic critique to conformist legitima-
tion. Early Christianity also lacked a con-
cept of territoriality. But this voluntarist,
non-legalist and non-territorial model
faced enormous resistances which partially
distorted it. The marginalised faith later
became the official cult and partly reverted
to the Old Testament programme. But
from early modern times, differentiation
reactivated its original status as a voluntary
group (Martin 1997: 106-117).

Thus, Protestantism’s relationship to
politics is born two-pronged. Firstly, it
‘protests’ against accretions to scriptural
faith. Thus, Christianity’s circumstances
when its scriptures were written are vital.
Luke’s late first-century ‘Acts’ describing
the expansion of the politically powerless
faith becomes authoritative scripture,
whereas Eusebius’ fourth-century works
lionising the newly converted emperor
Constantine do not. But secondly,
Protestantism also inherits the Western
Christian tradition.

A key part of that tradition is ‘dualism’.
This stems from prophetic Old Testament
religion, which led to a refusal of the state-
cult, a tendency to pacifism and eschato-
logical relativisation. But ‘dualism’ also
refers to the political development of
the West, where the church acquired insti-
tutional importance after the collapse of
the Western empire. Later (with the
eleventh-century reforms of the Roman
Church), dualism was sharpened by the
struggle between pope and emperor,
laying the groundwork of institutional
pluralism for the gradual development of
civil society and democracy (Berger
2004). In contrast to Byzantine ‘caesaro-
papism’ (subordination of clerical to secu-
lar power), the normative doctrine of the
West became the ‘two swords’, recognising
secular authority but denying it jurisdic-
tion over the church, and asserting the
right of the church to challenge the secu-
lar power.
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However, both Western and Eastern
Christianity were heirs of the fourth-
century shift from being a popular move-
ment supported by its members to an elite
organisation supported by the state. This is
a second element of the Western tradition
that will influence Protestantism. A third
element is the thirteenth-century revival of
the Aristotelian notion of a self-sufficient
polity, undergirding the emergence of
national monarchies and weakening papal
political claims.

The politics of early
Protestantism

The Western tradition did not bequeath
to Protestantism a uniform approach.
Its variety was accentuated by the circum-
stances of the early modern world, as
well as its own organisational and
doctrinal diversity. Protestantism reflects
primitive Christianity’s political disadvan-
tages. Primitive Christian thought, said
Tocqueville, lacked the idea of moral citi-
zenship and created a dangerous political
void (Siedentop 1994: 134). Since
Tocqueville’s time, this void has been
minimised in Catholicism by a social
magisterium, whereas it has continued in
(increasingly evangelical) Protestantism
with its ‘primitivist’ return to origins.
Since Christianity’s origins were distant
from the state, perhaps the abiding ‘temp-
tation’ for evangelicalism is not theocracy
but apoliticism.

Protestantism has become the natural
home of the sect tendency, one of the pos-
sible sociological outworkings of primitive
Christianity. The church, in Troeltsch’s
(1931: 461) conception, is an institution
endowed with grace, able to receive the
masses and adjust itself to the world. It
becomes an integral part of the social
order. The sect, however, is a voluntary
association, usually connected with the
lower classes or those opposed to the state.



It aspires to personal perfection, which
usually means renouncing the idea of
dominating the world (though it may
oscillate between indifference, hostility
and tolerance). For Troeltsch, the key idea
is Christian universalism. The Kingdom of
God cannot be realised in this world apart
from compromise. Eschewing universalism
through churchly compromise, the sects
occasionally appeal to force or more usu-
ally to eschatology (postponement until
the end of time).

The Reformation, says Troeltsch, was
‘immediately confronted by this fateful
question: church or sect? It has deliberately
held firmly to the church-type’ (Troeltsch
1931: 382). Writing in the early twentieth
century, he sees sectarian influence as lim-
ited mainly to ascetic Calvinism’s ‘attempts
to restore holy community’ within the
world. But that scarcely did justice to
Anglophone Protestantism; and since then
its global expansion has increased influ-
ence of the ‘sect-type’ and of the denom-
inational model in which universalism is
‘spiritualised” by explicit acceptance of
organisational pluralism.

The sixteenth-century Reformation
was divided into Lutheran, Calvinist and
Anglican branches, plus the Anabaptist
‘radical Reformation’ (and later volun-
tarist offshoots of Anglicanism such as
Baptists and Quakers). Their political con-
sequences are very diverse. But one
emphasis in common is the sovereignty of
God (as distinct from pope or emperor),
understanding sovereignty as not only a
royal metaphor which can legitimate
tyranny, but also a prophetic metaphor
which debunks claims to absolute power.
Another is the notion of some degree of
consent in theories of government, stress-
ing the priesthood of all believers. The
right to read the scriptures prepared for
the discovery of the person as subject and
the right to freedom of conscience (De
Gruchy 1995: 72). But Protestantism’s lack
of a magisterium or canonical sanctions
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meant a ‘secularisation of political life’
(Mehl 1965: 270), linked to its weaker
communal dimension (compared to
Catholicism and Orthodoxy). The more a
religion sees God relating to individuals,
the more difficult it becomes to sustain
notions of a ‘holy commonwealth’.

Lutheranism attempts to retain univer-
salism by Christianising the Decalogue and
equating it with Natural Law. Catholicism’s
‘two-stage’ ethics is transformed into the
contrast between ‘person’ and ‘office’. The
‘two swords’ theory is replaced with ‘two
kingdoms’. All political authority is left to
the prince, to whom the ageing Luther
increasingly turns to oversee the church
(Berman and Witte 1987: 492; O’Donovan
and O’Donovan 2000: 555). In effect, the
universal church is replaced by the terri-
torial church, in line with the rise of the
nation-state. The Peace of Augsburg in
1555 strengthened this ‘Erastian’ subord-
ination of church to secular ruler by
decreeing that ‘the ruler’s religion prevails
in his territory’ (cuius regio, eius religio).
Conformity or exile were the individual’s
only options. Not surprisingly, the stereo-
typical Lutheran came to be characterised
by obedience towards officialdom.
Lutheran orthodoxy insisted religion and
politics not be mixed. With its conviction
of the incorrigibility of the world and
autonomy of the state from gospel norms,
Lutheranism is historically weak in gener-
ating political activism (Madeley 1994:
145) or rational reformism.

Calvinism is very different: it adopted the
sect-ideal of ‘holy community” and applied
it to a national church. The Anabaptists
deemed this impracticable, but Calvin
believed the spiritually ‘elect’ were a major-
ity. In the end, though, the attempt made
a breach in the state—church system. As
‘the second great Christian social ideal
[of | comprehensive historical significance’,
the other being medieval Catholicism,
Calvinism penetrated political movements.
Making an ethic of sanctification the basis
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of the state, using Old Testament principles
rather than the love ethic of the Sermon
on the Mount, Calvinism everywhere
attempted ‘a systematic endeavour to
mould the life of society’. The result is
commonly called ‘this-worldly asceticism’
and its connection with modern capital-
ism has been exhaustively debated. It
‘accepts the basis of the modern economic
situation without reserve’, while still
stressing that property-owners are God’s
stewards (Troeltsch 1931: 647).

Calvin’s concept of government is vari-
ously described as authoritarian (Smith
1998: 94), aristocratic (O’Donovan and
O’Donovan 2000: 665) or ‘essentially pos-
itive’ rather than merely repressive (Biéler
1959: 283). Certainly, his view of the
religion—state relationship differed from
other Protestant branches. It hovered
between a ‘two swords’ doctrine and a
subjection of temporal authority to spiri-
tual (O’Donovan and O’Donovan 2000:
556). It desired ecclesiastical independence
but appealed to civil coercion in religion.
The church, meanwhile, reminds govern-
ments of their God-given tasks. Through
the idea of ‘covenant’, this soon led to jus-
tification for violent rebellion as a last
resort and sovereignty of the people (albeit
not in modern terms) as the ultimate
court of appeal against an ungodly regime.
On an analogy with Israel, Scots and
Dutch Calvinists and English Puritans
understood their world in covenantal
terms and defended international inter-
ventionism. Covenant theology and con-
tract theories of politics show clear
parallels, but it is difficult to decide, says
Hill (1993: 178), as to cause and effect.

Calvinism’s attempt to combine sectarian
‘holy community’ with churchly religious
unity did not survive the seventeenth cen-
tury. Thereafter, the ideal of conformity was
set aside. But radical Protestants had aban-
doned it long before. Mystical groups
stressed religious experience and freedom of
conscience. And the sects wanted voluntary
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communities divorced from the state; in
fact, the Anabaptists (‘rebaptisers’, rejecting
infant baptism and its link to church mem-
bership as ascribed identity) regarded gov-
ernmental functions as off-limits. Despite
occasional revolutionary violence (Miinster
1534), they were generally pacifist and held
it was impossible to implement the Christian
ethic in the world.

Theocracy, nationalism,
religious freedom and pacifism
in early Protestantism

In the early seventeenth century, the first
English-speaking Baptists pioneered a new
approach to religion—state relations which
would transcend their direct influence.
Rejecting the Anabaptist refusal to partici-
pate in the state, they retained the demand
for separation of church and state. This
contrasted with the theocratic experi-
ments of early Calvinism (Geneva and
Massachusetts, both small and young states
unsaddled by tradition). Some question
whether Geneva was a theocracy (Biéler
1959; De Gruchy 1995), but Calvin clearly
got state support for church discipline. In
the English Revolution of the mid-seven-
teenth century ideas of ‘rule of the saints’
came to the fore, often accompanied by the
idea that morality must be enforced on the
unbelieving masses to avoid divine punish-
ment upon the whole community. Despite
the harshness of such concepts, they also
contain democratic possibilities in their
negating of social rank (Hill 1993: 274).
Protestantism’s dalliance with theocracy
was easy to abandon; a religion that
‘requires individual conscience cannot
serve as justification for theocracy’ (Bruce
2000: 122). However, it did seem to justify
nationalism. Hastings (1997) traces nation-
alism to the impact of the Bible and ver-
nacular literature in creating a politically
stable ethnicity. Biblical Israel is a mirror
for national self-imagining; as a religion



of translation, Christianity has been a
shaper of nations. But Christianity
remained politically ambivalent between
nation-state and world empire. In
Protestantism, this tension seemed to be
resolved in favour of the former.Yet it was
established churches subordinate to the
state (Anglican, Lutheran) that were most
nationalist in practice. Non-state churches
have frequently combined a universalist
spiritual loyalty with a particularist political
loyalty; yet it is from them (Mennonites,
Quakers) that the most creative efforts to
free  Protestantism from nationalist
bondage have come. Early Protestantism’s
link with rising nation-states fed into the
Protestant—Catholic ‘wars of religion’. The
Treaty of Westphalia (1648) introduced
the bases of modern international society,
including increasing privatisation of reli-
gion and the right of each ruler to dictate
the religion of his realm.

But eventually the Protestant emphasis
on freedom to interpret the Bible under-
mined religious uniformity. Even main-
stream Protestantism promoted tolerance
because it weakened all human instances
for resolving religious disputes and often
stressed the individuals inner state. In
addition, radical Protestantism by the
1640s was breaking the ‘Augustinian con-
sensus’ on religious coercion. And it was
doing so from religious conviction, not
scepticism. Even sectarians who were
intolerant in polemical or ecclesiastical
contexts were often supporters of civil
tolerance. The ‘principled pluralist’ posi-
tion of early Baptists and Levellers was
possible because their understanding of
the relationship between Old and New
Testaments allowed them to overcome any
godly/ungodly division of the political
world. Their conception of toleration
and a non-confessional state rested on
theological conviction.

Religious freedom is connected to
broader human rights. Historically,
Protestantism had a closer relationship to
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human rights than other major religions.
Jellinek’s classic study (1895) argued that
human rights had historically centred on
the demand for religious freedom by dissi-
dent English-speaking Protestants. Recent
authors reaffirm this. Johnson says ‘a prin-
cipled position of toleration and freedom
happened more quickly in the Protestant
camp’, but eventually more systematically
in Catholicism (Johnson 1996: 69). For
Witte, the right to choose religion was
‘patristic, pragmatic and Protestant in
initial inspiration’ (Witte 2001: 745).

Early seventeenth-century Protestant
radicals made a principled defence of plu-
ralism on theological grounds. An English
Baptist wrote in 1614: ‘Let them be
heretics, Turks, Jews or whatsoever it
appertains not to the earthly power to
punish them. Rhode Island implemented
this; its founder Roger Williams stated it
was God’s will that (since the coming of
Jesus) ‘a permission of the most Paganish,
Jewish, Turkish or Antichristian con-
sciences and worships be granted to all
men in all nations’. For Williams, the state
is not Christian but merely ‘natural,
human and civil’. These early tolerationists
‘envisaged a multi-faith society governed
by an impartial secular state’ (Cottey 2000:
57). Some of them were theological falli-
bilists (such as one Baptist’s dictum that ‘all
truth is not among one sort of men’, since
only God and the Bible were infallible);
but they were not sceptics. And three sev-
enteenth-century New World colonies
established by Protestant dissenters passed
the ‘power test’.

Some Protestants were also principled
pacifists. Pacifism was probably predomin-
ant in the early church, but by medieval
and early Protestant times the ‘just war’
tradition was dominant. But the proto-
Protestant Waldenses of the twelfth cen-
tury and some Anabaptists returned to
pacifism, and in 1661 the Quakers became
‘the first organised body to proclaim
pacifism as a principle’ (Hill 1993: 422).
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They and Mennonites (of Anabaptist
origin) have since become renowned for
their ‘peace testimony’.

This has never been the mainstream
Protestant position, however. Lutheran and
Anglican state churches have generally
striven to adjust raison d’état to just war’
doctrine. Calvinism in besieged cultures
(early North America, South Africa,
Northern Ireland), replete with myths of
promised land and ethnic chosenness, at
times resurrected the link between terri-
tory, ethnicity and ‘holy war’, elaborating an
ideological bedrock for oppression of native
populations. Later Calvinism, however,
besides reverting to Calvins ‘just war’
stance, sometimes even led the ‘ethical
movement against war’ (Troeltsch 1931:
652). One interpretation of this trajectory
(Martin 1997) is in terms of the recovery of
Christianity’s original peaceableness as a
cross-cultural voluntary movement. The
clergy thus became distanced from the
agencies of violence. Since the seventeenth
century, the involvement of religion in wars
has been largely as one marker of national
identity; nevertheless, such reversals to vio-
lence were only partial. For Martin this was
true also in domestic politics, agreeing with
Halévy’s opinion that evangelical conver-
sion assisted peaceful cultural evolution
rather than violent revolutionary upheavals.

Protestantism and democracy

Of major religions, Protestantism has the
longest historical links with democratisa-
tion. Even today, predominantly Protestant
countries are more likely to be demo-
cratic: in 2002 the Freedom House ratings
from 1 (very free) to 7 (very unfree) gave
them the best ranking (1.65), followed by
mixed Protestant—Catholic countries
(1.83) and Catholic (1.83), followed at
some distance by other religions
(Anderson 2006: 205). Until the Second
Vatican Council, the Protestant lead would
have been even greater.
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The question is how to characterise the
link. For Anderson, it is ‘at the very least a
particularly “suitable” religion for demo-
cracy’ (Anderson 2006: 196); Protestant
countries disproportionately avoided the
authoritarian embrace in the twentieth
century. Berger goes further, talking of an
‘inherent affinity” (Berger 2004: 78).
Hastings specifies that ‘countries where
democracy, even if limited in scope, first
flourished are almost all Calvinist’
(Hastings 1998: 140). And in the 1830s
Tocqueville emphasised the Calvinist
(Puritan) heritage of Anglo-America and
its capacity to combine religion with free-
dom. Political innovation was possible
because Puritanism had internalised
authority. While never directly involved in
government, it was nevertheless the first of
American political institutions. In addi-
tion, popular Protestantism democratised
through its vibrant associational life and its
ability to combat the democratic tempta-
tions of envy and short-term thinking.
And all this was possible, thought
Tocqueville, precisely because the clergy
stayed out of party politics (Tocqueville
1987; Siedentop 1994; Mitchell 1995).

Yet ‘none of the leading Reformers
were democrats’, which leads Anderson
(2006) to doubt whether the connection
‘goes beyond simple correlation’. On the
contrary, for Hill, Calvinist doctrines of
human depravity led ‘logically’ to authori-
tarian theories (Hill 1993: 174). One
can point to the ‘enlightened absolutism’
of Lutheran Germany and Scandinavia,
the dictatorship of Cromwell, and more
recent Protestant backing for apartheid
and Third World authoritarianisms, and
indeed the Ku Klux Klan. Berger (2004)
therefore stresses that the best situation
‘is where the church is most clearly a
voluntary association’, which is reminis-
cent of PT. Forsyth’s remark that ‘Calvin
could not have fathered democracy with-
out an Anabaptist mother’ (in De Gruchy
1995: 85).



There is a middle course between por-
traying democratisation as intended or as
merely the result of religious division and
stalemate in the wars of religion. There
were other contributions (intended and
unintended) besides organisational plural-
ism. Elements of Protestant teaching and
organisational life also assisted democratisa-
tion: the de-sacralisation of religious
authority, which aided the de-sacralisation
of political power and the autonomy of the
political; the ‘priesthood of all believers’,
with implied right to individual dissent;
the emphasis on sinfulness and its implied
notions of accountability and distribution
of powers; congregational governance (in
some churches) as prototype for political
democracy; Protestant organisational
forms as templates for trades unions, pres-
sure groups and political parties; congrega-
tional life as training in leadership,
organisation and public speaking; and
encouragement of economic development
through general approval of market rela-
tions and incentive to literacy (De Gruchy
1995; Anderson 2006a; Bruce 2004; Witte
1993; Willaime 1997; Berger 2004). And
Protestant diversity went far beyond
Bruce’s portrayal of sects which only
turned to toleration after failing to impose
their own agenda. ‘Principled pluralism’
was one of the early Protestant postures
towards the state. Old Testament Israel was
seen as exceptional; today, the state should
be non-confessional. The Levellers went
further: their 1647 programme is ‘the first
modern political movement organised
around the idea of popular sovereignty’,
universal male suffrage and inalienable
rights. Where did such ideas come from?
From the Leveller leaders’ location on the
lower fringes of the social and educational
elite and in London, where anonymous
market relations made independent
expression easier (Wootton 1991).

History does not support Bruce’s opin-
ion that ‘religion taken seriously is incom-
patible with democracy’ because the
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godly/ungodly dichotomy denies that all
people are of equal worth (Bruce 2003:
245; 2004: 18). Not only through bitter
experience, but also through theological
principle and practical contributions,
Protestantism became the first major reli-
gion to demonstrate its ‘compatibility’ (and
more) with democracy. Nevertheless, early
Protestantism included also the ‘Christian
nation’ idea of the state promoting true
religion and morals, and the apolitical
‘rejection’ of the state. Protestantism has
often been undemocratic at diverse levels:
in its internal life, in its attitudes towards
other religions, and 1in its association with
undemocratic regimes or with undemoc-
ratic political actors.

Protestantism and revolution

Protestantism ran straight into a revolution-
ary situation: the Peasants Revolt in 1520s
Germany. Luther rejected the peasants’
political appeal to his theology, but Lutheran
pastor Thomas Miintzer embraced it, lead-
ing Engels to conclude that Protestantism,
although generally bourgeois, could at
times be revolutionary, albeit unrealistic-
ally. But Calvinism is often mentioned as
contributing to modern revolutionary
politics. For Walzer (1965), it did so by
shifting the focus of political thought from
the prince to the ‘saint’. It also encouraged
Bible reading, which Hill (1993) sees as
the main cause of the English Revolution.

Much sectarian revolutionary impulse
came from millennialism, the belief in
a future divine utopia on earth. The Fifth
Monarchists’ revolt of 1661 was ‘the last
attempt to prepare the way for the
Kingdom of God by means of the sword’
(Troeltsch 1931: 709); at least in the
West. Elsewhere, Protestant millennialism
still inspired revolts, as in the nineteenth-
century Taiping Rebellion in China.
But in Western revolutionary thought,
secular and even anti-Christian themes
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replaced biblical ones, and Protestantism
(especially the evangelical revival) came to
be seen as adversarial to revolution, thus
contributing to Britain’s ‘extraordinary
stability’ (in Halévy’s 1949 view) or crush-
ing the spirit of the new proletariat (for
Thompson 1963).

Protestantism and imperialism

Although Protestantism initially cared
little for worldwide mission, that changed
from the late eighteenth century with the
invention of the ‘voluntary society’.
Missions henceforth would be done by
civil society, without state support. This
distanced missionaries from soldiers and
traders; only partially, of course, but
enough to ensure the British Empire did
not become Anglican as the Spanish had
become Catholic (Martin 2004: 274). In
post-colonial times, declining European
involvement has been replaced by initia-
tives from Asia, Africa and Latin America.
Increasingly, Protestant missionaries are
non-whites from formerly colonised
countries (Freston 2004a), an ironic devel-
opment in view of the common impres-
sion that missions were the ideological
arm of imperialism.

The relationship between Protestant
missions and imperialism dates at least from
the English colonies in North America. Yet
religious motivations did not mean a uni-
form position regarding the natives. Richard
Baxter believed a Christian nation might be
obliged to rule some nations by force and
compel them to admit missionaries; but
Joseph Hall considered force unlawful. John
Eliot felt conversion involved introducing
Indians to European civilisation; but Roger
Williams railed against ‘monstrous and
inhumane conversions’, comparing reli-
gious compulsion to rape and questioning
colonists” right to take Indian land (Hill
1993: 137—-138; Gaustad 1991: 32).
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The Dutch and British empires were
long run by chartered companies con-
cerned only with profitability. Until the
1830s, British missions struggled to gain
entrance. When Company rule was abol-
ished, Victoria’s coronation speech as
empress of India disclaimed the ‘desire to
impose our [religious] convictions on ...
our subjects’. Political control was para-
mount, even if it meant favouring, for
example, Muslim interests in northern
Nigeria. And administrators’ and settlers’
opposition to missionaries might be based
not on respect for natives but on disdain;
Christianisation gave them ‘ideas above
their station’, whether intellectually, eco-
nomically or politically.

But imperial governments did generally
encourage missions for their educational
and health work. Sometimes, missions
depended on imperialism to gain entrance,
as in China. But often missions preceded
empire. How they regarded empire’s subse-
quent advance varied; even approval might
be for diverse reasons. Mid-nineteenth-
century evangelical missions were gener-
ally interventionist (against slavery) but not
annexationist, envisaging internal transfor-
mation of African societies through legiti-
mate trade and local Christian leadership
(Walls 2002: 96). Later, however, some lob-
bied for pre-emptive British annexation, as
in the missionary vision of Nyasaland as
protected from white (Rhodesian or
Portuguese) settlement.

In the heyday of imperialism
(1880—-1930), most missionaries were
influenced by the conventional wisdom
regarding European superiority (Porter
2003:13). Colonialism expanded their ter-
ritorial scope, but at the price of less
‘embeddedness’ in local populations.
Colonial-era missionaries were less ready
than their predecessors to put Africans in
charge. Many Christians escaped mission
control by joining African Independent

Churches.



Most missionaries were ambivalent
about imperialism, accepting it as a histor-
ical process but often criticising actual
policies (as harmful to native interests or as
discouraging missions). In general, mis-
sionaries were weak agents of cultural
imperialism. They had limited resources,
depended on indigenous cooperation and
their message was constantly filtered and
turned to local advantage (Porter 2004:
317-322). Most nationalist leaders in sub-
Saharan Africa were educated in mission
schools, finding in mission education (and
sometimes in the faith itself') the resources
for their anti-colonial struggle.

Protestantism and human
rights

Despite Calvin’s condemnation of slavery,
Protestantism was largely indifferent to the
phenomenon in Protestant colonies. The
first abolitionist tract in the British
colonies was written by a Puritan in 1700
and Quaker John Woolman pressed for
abolition from the 1750s, but it was only
in 1776 that Philadelphia Quakers prohib-
ited slave-owning. Other denominations
were even slower, but activists and clergy
eventually became the spine of the
American Anti-Slavery Society. This led in
most denominations to a North—South
schism, with southern clergy developing
theological defences of slavery. In Britain’s
evangelical revival, Whitefield viewed
slavery as a necessity, whereas Wesley cam-
paigned for abolition. From the 1780s,
the group of elite (Anglican and non-
conformist) evangelicals known as the
Clapham Sect led abolitionism in the
British Empire. As Stark says, it was largely
Bible-quoting Protestants who persuaded
the political class to embrace voluntary
‘econocide’ (Stark 2003: 352—-353).

The mid-nineteenth century marked the
high point of evangelical social reform,
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connecting traditional humanitarian con-
cern for the vulnerable with a rights frame
focused on the individual (Keck and
Sikkink 1998:76). But it was hard to trans-
fer abolitionist enthusiasm to tackling the
ills of industrial capitalism, since evangelical
individualism obscured the structural
dimensions.

As for the twentieth-century human
rights movement, the Protestant connec-
tion is well documented (Stackhouse and
Hainsworth 1999; Nurser 2005). The
emerging ecumenical movement clearly
affirms religious freedom and human
rights. This leads to the Commission of the
Churches on International Affairs cam-
paigning for the UN Charter of 1945 and
the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights of 1948. Nearly every denomina-
tion marked the UDHR with a com-
memorative pronouncement. Since the
1960s, mainline denominations and ecu-
menical bodies have included human
rights promotion in their global ministry
(Stackhouse and Hainsworth 1999: 227).
And by the late twentieth century Traer
could speak of a growing Christian con-
sensus (including evangelicals) on the
importance of human rights advocacy
(Traer 1995: 85-92).

Nevertheless, an irony of the contempo-
rary human rights movement is the relative
silence of Protestants (Witte 2001: 725).
Having pioneered the way, Protestantism’s
contribution must now be compared with
post-conciliar Catholicism, with its sophis-
ticated theological statements, official
magisterium and global articulation.
Protestantism’s divisions, which once
helped it to be in the vanguard, are now
a disadvantage. And Protestantism has
changed in global location and social com-
position; it is now concentrated in poorer
and less educated sectors in Third World
countries. At the same time, traditional
churches in the old heartlands have shrunk.
Thus, in Latin America for example,
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burgeoning Protestantism has taken a back
seat in human rights to the Catholic
Church. This is partly because of lack of
cultural resources and vulnerability to
repression. Exceptions have been mostly
historical Protestants with ecumenical
affiliations. Another option has been to
work with international Protestant organ-
isations such as the Mennonite Central
Committee or World Vision. The excep-
tion to this pattern of international con-
nections is from Peru, where an unusually
representative  National — Evangelical
Council has spawned a Peace and Hope
Commission (Freston 2001: 238-241).

Protestantism in the advanced
societies in the age of mass
politics

Tocqueville saw denominational Prot-
estantism as peculiarly suited to maintain-
ing freedom in a democratic age. By
separating church and state and voluntarily
keeping clergy out of partisan politics, it
represented a presence in civil rather
than political society. However, one
branch of Protestantism led the way in
forming Christian parties based on broad
suffrage: nineteenth-century Dutch neo-
Calvinism. Talking of ‘sphere sovereignty’
and ‘common grace’, neo-Calvinism
rejected the Christendom model of
churchly supervision of societal spheres.
The world was thus free from the church
but not from God. In opposition also to
strict separationism, neo-Calvinism taught
a symbiosis of church and state. This paved
the way for Protestant parties based on
acceptance of multiparty competition,
religious freedom and a non-confessional
state (Freston 2004b).

Protestantism’s relationship to multiparty
democracy differed from Catholicism’.
Denominationalism  was readier to
embrace the competitive party model,
with its adherents dispersed across the
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party spectrum. However, in the
Netherlands a variety of Protestant parties
developed from the 1870s. The first
one can even be considered the first
‘Christian Democratic’ party in the world.
Scandinavian Protestant parties were
founded from the 1930s. Subsequently,
the model has extended to the former
communist world and the ‘global South’.

There are currently about fifty such par-
ties. Most are small, but the Scandinavian
parties have been in coalition govern-
ments, and the Norwegian has been in
power. The Dutch ARP formed numerous
governments between 1888 and its merger
with another Protestant party and a
Catholic one in 1980, after which the new
CDA has headed most governments. The
circumstances most favouring such parties
are proportional representation and per-
ceived marginalisation in society and
existing parties. Church hierarchs are usu-
ally cautious, since they represent rival
power structures.

Parties can represent a range of ‘pro-
jects’: defence of ecclesiastical interests;
divine right to rule; identity politics; ethnic
defence; broad political and economic
concerns. Some are neoliberal, others
preach a ‘social market’ and a few are
anti-capitalist. The newer Third World par-
ties are sometimes fundamentalist, whereas
the maturer parties of Northern Europe
talk of justice, solidarity and stewardship,
and support foreign aid and environmental
protection.

In inter-war Europe, churches faced the
challenge of fascist regimes. Catholic-
majority countries (with the Vatican’s sus-
picion of democracy and support for
corporatist ideologies) were more suscepti-
ble to fascism than Protestant ones, the
exception being religiously mixed Germany
where Protestants were more favourable to
Nazism (Anderson 2006: 194). Hitler at first
encouraged the ‘German Christians (an
Aryanised version of Christianity); in
protest, the ‘Confessing Church’ broke away.



However, the Lutheran doctrine of state
autonomy reduced the level of opposition.
In some occupied countries, Protestant
churches protested the deportation of
Jews, but the German churches made a
post-war confession of guilt for collusion
with the regime.

The other great challenge was commu-
nism. Some marginal seventeenth-century
Protestants had experimented with models
of communism; and there had been social-
ist currents in Protestantism since the
nineteenth century. But all this counted
for little in the face of Marxist-inspired
post-war regimes. The only Protestant-
majority areas in the Soviet bloc were East
Germany, Latvia and Estonia. The East
German church (weakened by secularisa-
tion and Lutheran deference to state power)
developed an accommodationist stance
called ‘the church in socialism’. But the
‘church from below’ gave space to opposi-
tion tendencies, and churches became
refuges for gestating the regime’s peaceful
overthrow. Uniting ethnicity and R eformed
Protestantism, ethnic Hungarians in
Romania also played a catalysing role;
while in Latvia, sectors of Lutheranism
were important in the independence
movement.

Post-war Western Europe experienced
growing marginalisation of public reli-
gion, due to individual secularisation and
the churches’ loss of functions under the
welfare state. Nevertheless, from the 1980s
churches once more voiced political con-
cerns as neoliberal policies accentuated
social divisions and lifestyle and identity
issues achieved political prominence.

Although Protestants and Catholics have
come closer religiously, old divisions still
colour even secular views on European
integration. There are no Protestant equiv-
alents of the role of socially minded
Catholics in integration since the 1950s.
This is partly due to the link between
Protestant ecclesiologies and sovereign
states, allied to linguistic particularities
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(Philpott and Shah 2006). Protestant
Norway and Iceland remain outside the
EU, while Denmark, Sweden and Britain
have sought to limit aspects of integration.
Although the Conference of European
Churches supports integration, individual
Protestants are less supportive than
Catholics or secular people. Sectarian
Protestants (often influenced by interpre-
tations of biblical prophecy) are the most
opposed (Hanson 2006: 142).

The United States: civil rights
and the religious right

The United States was founded on ‘no
establishment’ and ‘free exercise of reli-
gion’. This resulted in denominationalism
and civil religion. While democracy
became secularised in Europe, it became
tied to revivalist Christianity in America
(De Gruchy 1995: 105). Separation meant
churches did not compete with the state
and religious people could enter politics
with abandon. And, not having to com-
pete politically with churches, politicians
felt free to draw their imagery from
religion (Hammond 1980).

The major recent cases of Protestant
involvement have been the civil rights
movement and the religious right. In the
civil rights campaign of the 1950s and
1960s, black clergy provided leadership
and churches furnished networks and an
ethos for non-violent mobilisation. The
religious right of the 1980s onwards, how-
ever, is a different form of politicisation
which appeals essentially to the evangelical
community alone.

Various factors favoured such involve-
ment: the federal polity, which allows
strong subcultures and multiple entry
points to the system; low turnouts in most
elections; parties which are coalitions of
interest groups. But why did the religious
right emerge when it did? As Marsden
(2006) stresses, fundamentalist militancy
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typically arises when a once-dominant
religious culture feels threatened by
broader cultural trends. These included
greater federal intervention; judicial deci-
sions affecting gender, family and sexual
behaviour; and perceived secularist
attempts to eliminate religion from public
life. Involvement was encouraged by non-
religious conservative politicians, and
facilitated by church growth and increased
regional affluence.

Today, verdicts on the movement’s
achievements are mixed. On the one
hand, it has been key in the shift to the
Republican Party. In 2004, 78% of white
evangelicals favoured Bush. The religious
right has had more space in the Bush
administration than in previous ones.
Many respected evangelical voices blessed
the invasion of Iraq. Just after the invasion,
87% of white evangelicals supported it
(Marsh 2006). Many church leaders
viewed it as creating space to evangelise
Muslims. Evangelicals’ influence on for-
eign policy is perhaps strongest in support
for Israel. This is due to Christian Zionism
which believes much of the Middle East
belongs in perpetuity to the Jewish
people.

Yet in other ways the religious right has
achieved little. It has failed to end abor-
tion, curtail the participation of mothers
in the workforce, prevent the advance of
gay rights or impose the teaching of ‘cre-
ation science’. It has not expanded much
beyond its religious—ethnic base (83% of
black evangelicals voted for Kerry in
2004). And its religio-political zealotry has
disadvantages: it resists politics as the ‘art of
the possible’; it has difficulty tolerating
internal differences; and it quickly
becomes disillusioned (Bruce 2000: 88).

Protestantism was the original home of
the term ‘fundamentalism’, but today the
concept is applied broadly and is heavily
determined by Islamic phenomena. Thus,
use of the term for the American religious
right obscures important characteristics.
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Bruce talks of a differential propensity of
belief systems to fragment and produce
fundamentalist wings (Bruce 2000: 98).
The Catholic Church is relatively immune
to schism, but Protestantism and Islam are
vulnerable because they suppose authori-
tative knowledge to be democratically
available. And fundamentalism is more
common when a religion lacks an interna-
tional bureaucracy and can express local
reactions to immediate circumstances.
Nevertheless, Protestant and Islamic fun-
damentalisms are difterent. The latter is
communal whereas the former is individ-
ual. And American fundamentalism reacts
to local change, whereas Islamic funda-
mentalism also reacts to ‘“Westernising’
forces. Also, the religions themselves are
different. Almost all American fundamen-
talists accept democratic rules. They are
shaped by the ideals of the American
Revolution, as well as by the Baptist her-
itage of separation of church and state and
the American Enlightenment heritage of
individual choice. This
means they are wary of governmental

combination

coercion nationally, but often uncritical
of the coercive use of American power
internationally (Marsden 2006).

Protestantism, violence and
peacemaking

The leading contemporary cases of
militant Protestantism in the developed
world are the US and Northern Ireland,
where the Rev. Ian Paisley rose to power.
How does his anti-Catholic evangelicalism
relate to the violence there? Some
accuse him of links with the Protestant
paramilitaries; for others, he has incited
terrorism or at least created an atmosphere
in which violence could flourish. Bruce
feels the latter charge is the most com-
pelling, although Paisley explicitly rejects
violence (Bruce 2003: 211). But
Juergensmeyer judges that ‘paramilitaries
have received spiritual sustenance and



moral encouragement from Paisley’s
statements’ (Juergensmeyer 2001: 41).

Protestantism can, evidently, be used to
justify violence; like many religions, it
offers images of cosmic war which abso-
lutise conflicts. It has been used to justify
the absolutising ‘war on terror’. But Bruce
insists ~American  Protestants  have
eschewed violence; the few attackers of
abortion clinics have been marginal to
their own faith communities.

But not committing or condoning vio-
lence is not the same as peacemaking.
Notwithstanding noble exceptions, it is
often felt churches in Northern Ireland
fell short in this respect. Nevertheless,
peacebuilding by religious NGOs (and by
now-secular NGOs started by religious
people) has grown worldwide, including
Protestant examples such as the Mennonite
International Conciliation Service and its
Christian Peacemaker Teams, exemplifying
the evolution of this Anabaptist denomina-
tion from quietism to active peacemaking

(Appleby 2000: 145).

Protestantism in the global
South

Compared to Western Protestantism, the
Third World version is more evangelical
and pentecostal. For those caught in the
traumas of globalisation, it can appeal both
to the disappointed and to those who
need moral reinforcement and new skills
to seize opportunities. Conversion often
has economic effects, helping the dis-
organised get greater control over their
personal circumstances. Evangelicalism
challenges adherents to see themselves as
agents rather than victims. It combines
individual experience of the divine with
participation in a moral community.
Evangelicals are disproportionately city-
dwellers in contexts of migration and
violence. They ofter supportive communi-
ties, and their emphasis on healing appeals
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greatly in contexts bereft of social services.
Even though the language often sounds
patriarchal, their reconciliation of gender
values serves the interests of poor women,
who are numerically preponderant in the
churches.

Global Protestantism is institutionally
divided and usually over-represented
among the poor (though South Korea is
different). It is not a state religion; in a few
countries it is discriminated against. It
usually lacks strong institutions and its cul-
tural and educational resources are limited.
Transplanted foreign denominations are
now usually nationally run; but many
denominations are founded locally.

Autonomous appropriation has enabled
Protestantism to transcend associations
with colonialism. Most African expansion
has been post-colonial; Korea never was
a Western colony; and Protestantism was
barred from colonial Latin America.
However, one interpretation of this glo-
balisation of Protestantism is that it is
American fundamentalist neo-imperial-
ism, ‘contributing mightily to the
Americanization of global culture’ and
promoting acceptance of American global
hegemony (Brouwer ef al. 1996: 270-271).
But although American missions are
numerous and well resourced, most
growth comes from indigenous initiatives.
American tele-evangelists should not be
believed when they trumpet their global
importance. It is ‘globalisation from below’
which is more determinant. This globalisa-
tion is largely conversionist rather than
diasporic. Large-scale conversion provides
a new dimension to existing conflicts
(Nigeria and North-east India) or sparks
a transition to a new religion—state rela-
tionship (Latin America).

Political ~ positions  adopted by
Protestants have been diverse and the
(Freston 2001). Active
Protestants have become presidents of sev-
eral global southern countries. Sometimes
Protestants have achieved a significant

record mixed
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presence in legislative or lower executive
levels. Parties of Protestant inspiration have
been formed. Protestants have been hege-
monic in ethnic separatist rebellions
(Burma, India, Sudan). Churchgoers have
been key in pro-democracy movements
(Kenya). While concern for human rights
and democracy predominates among
some actors, others merely seek state
resources for church aggrandisement.
Some talk of a divine right of evangelicals
to govern. But fragmentation means their
political impact is always smaller than
hoped or feared.

Brouwer et al. (1996) allege that most
pentecostal churches in the global South
form part of an exported American funda-
mentalism, supportive of capitalism,
authoritarianism and intolerance, and
identifying God’s interests with those of
the United States. It is true many pente-
costals are unreflective fundamentalists,
but more interested in the experience of
spiritual gifts. Unlike Islamists, they do
not seek an organic relationship between
law and faith. Instead, they are part of
the transformation of religion towards
an achieved identity. The dynamic of con-
version gives pentecostalism a different
relationship to global processes from fun-
damentalism. For pentecostalism, pluralism
is advantageous, whereas fundamentalisms
constitute its most serious barrier. Most
accounts of American fundamentalism
emphasise peculiarly American factors. As
a reinvention of white Bible-belt religion,
there is little reason for it to characterise
evangelicalism the world over. The
Fundamentalism Project of the early 1990s
examined Guatemalan pentecostalism, but
concluded it really did not fit their defini-
tion of ‘fundamentalism’ (Almond et al.
1995: 414).

Fundamentalism is often associated
nowadays with violent politics. What is
global Protestantism’s record on this?
Despite the context of poverty and
geopolitical humiliation, there is so far no

40

Protestant version of religiously justified
geopolitical violence. There has, however,
been violence (in self-defence, they would
allege) against Muslims in Nigeria and
Indonesia, where the state is weak or con-
niving. Elsewhere, Protestantism has fused
with ethnic separatist rebellions in post-
colonial states (Freston 2001: 82-83,
88-91, 94-100, 116—118). There was some
Protestant involvement in the Rwandan
genocide; and there are a few pentecostal
vigilante groups in Central America, in a
context where such groups are proliferat-
ing. However, a recent book on religious
terrorists (Stern 2003) mentions only
three evangelical phenomena. Two are in
the US: the racist ‘Identity Christians’ (not
exportable to the Third World); and the
extreme anti-abortionists (potentially
exportable, if most of the Third World
were to legalise abortion on demand). The
third group are Christian militias in east-
ern Indonesia, which emerged as the
transmigration of Javanese Muslims and
the activity of Muslim militias upset the
local religious and ethnic balance.

What about state violence? Guatemala
had the ferocious anti-insurgency strategy
of the pentecostal general Rios Montt,
president in 1982-83. Rios was not
repressive because he was pentecostal
(there have been many similar Central
American regimes); but pentecostalism did
not prevent him being repressive, since he
was highly regarded by his church. And
the tendency of many pentecostals to
demonise their religious rivals is worrying
in regions where democratic norms are
shaky. Nevertheless, the 2006 Pew Forum
survey of pentecostals in nine countries of
the global South paints a more encourag-
ing portrait. To the question whether it is
important that there be freedom for reli-
gions other than one’s own, pentecostals
everywhere were at least as affirmative as
the general population of their countries.

In short, popular Protestantism in the
global South has some connection with



violence, but nearly always related to
self~defence in the absence of the state,
or to ethno-regional separatism. These
Protestants do not have Islamic concepts
of honour of a sacred community (umma)
and defence of sacred territory (dar-al-
islam). Nor do they have the geopolitical
influence of American evangelicals. And
pentecostalism’s insistent promotion of a
discourse of ‘winning’ is opposed to the
discourse of victimhood that generally
undergirds political violence.

In fact, pentecostalism is perceived as a
bulwark against urban violence in the
peripheries of megacities. In the absence
of the state, pentecostalism provides
escape-routes from criminality, prostitu-
tion and drug addiction. Its individual
transformative power is efficacious against
privatised violence, in contrast to the
advantage of transnational and hierarchical
Catholicism in combating state violence
(Birman and Leite 2000; Corten 2005).
While pentecostals are adept at personal
transformation, they are less so at the
complex task of societal transformation.

Does the globalisation of evangelicalism
mean similar politics to that of American
evangelicals? So far, American-style ‘cul-
ture wars’ have not been repeated (except
perhaps in South Africa). Most societies (and
legal systems) are opposed to easy abortion
and gay marriage. In addition, most
Protestants are on the edge of survival.
As they reconstruct the family amidst
unemployment, violence and anomie, they
are little attracted to occasional efforts by
denominational leaders to involve them
in single-issue ‘values’ politics.

The Pew survey asked whether abor-
tion is ever morally justified. In all south-
ern countries surveyed, a high percentage
of pentecostals answered no. But that usu-
ally reflects or slightly reinforces the
national average. When asked whether gov-
ernment should interfere with a woman’s
ability to have an abortion, nuances appear.
Pentecostals in South Korea are far more
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favourable to anti-abortion legislation
than their national average, but elsewhere
they reflect national opinion and in four
countries are below the average! Little
over a third of Guatemalan pentecostals
favour anti-abortion legislation.

On economic policy, pentecostals gen-
erally reflect national opinion regarding a
market economy (from 89% favourable in
Nigeria to 47% in Chile). However, on
welfare (whether government should guar-
antee food and shelter to every citizen)
pentecostals everywhere are slightly more
favourable than their general populations.

To what extent does global Protestantism
conflate American interests with those of
God? Attitudes towards the ‘war on terror’
and the war in Iraq suggest not very much.
Studies show a gap between evangelical
attitudes in much of the global South and
in the USA. A World Evangelical Alliance
statement shortly before the invasion of
Iraq merely said war ‘is almost always the
worst solution’ (www.worldevangelical.org).
But the Baptist World Alliance called the
invasion ‘a great sin’ (20 March 2003,
http://www.internationalministries.org/
updates/bwa_war2003.htm).

The leading Brazilian interdenomina-
tional magazine Ultimato strongly opposed
the war, seeing it as a pretext for a new
world order. It denounced the tendency of
American evangelicals to defend huge
military spending and an exacerbated
nationalism. Similarly, a television pro-
gramme with Brazilian evangelical con-
gressmen discussed the issue. However
conservative their parties and ‘unconven-
tional’ their churches, they were unani-
mous in condemning the imminent
invasion. For Spanish-speaking Latin
America, Padilla and Scott (2004) discov-
ered not a single denomination in favour,
even 1in countries whose governments
supported President Bush.

A South African political party based
mostly among charismatic churches, the
African Christian Democratic  Party,
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strongly opposed the invasion and con-
demned ‘American civil religion that says
America is predestined by God to save the
world” (Freston 2004a: 96). In China (per-
sonal communication from Kim-Kwong
Chan), virtually all Christians followed the
standard Chinese sentiment that the USA
was bullying the world in its own national
interest. In the Philippines, however (per-
sonal communication from David Lim),
many leading evangelicals are pro-Bush,
albeit less strongly than before. It should be
remembered that Filipinos are one of the
few peoples who would have re-elected
Bush in 2004 (Freston 2007).

The Pew survey asked whether respon-
dents favoured ‘the US-led efforts to fight
terrorism’. In all countries surveyed,
pentecostals are similar to the national
average, except (obviously) in the reli-
giously divided country of Nigeria. Only
there (71%) and the Philippines (76%) do
pentecostals support the ‘war on terror’
as much as in the USA (72%); both these
countries suffer internal tension between
Muslims and non-Muslims. But in Latin
America and South Africa, only around
one-third of pentecostals support the
‘war on terror’, and in South Korea only
16%. In all Latin American countries
surveyed, pentecostals are actually slightly
less favourable than their general popula-
tions; so much for the idea of global
pentecostalism as ‘global American funda-
mentalism’.

Does the globalisation of evangelicalism
mean more support for Christian Zionism?
Not necessarily. Intensity of prophetic
interest depends on other priorities; for
poor people, survival takes precedence,
and the idea of national blessing depend-
ing on support for Israel is not as cogent.
They feel no post-Holocaust guilt, have
little contact with Jews and feel less threat-
ened by terrorism. Some denominations
cultivate links with the ‘Holy Land’, but
usually emphasise ‘where Jesus walked’
rather than current issues.
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The Pew survey asked whether respon-
dents sympathised more with Israel or the
Palestinians. Everywhere, pentecostals are
above national average in sympathy for
Israel, especially in the Philippines. But the
sum of the three replies which preclude a
Christian Zionist position (sympathy for
the Palestinians, both or neither) is telling.
Only 18% of American pentecostals come
in those categories, versus 56% of pente-
costals in Chile, followed by five countries
between 46% and 52%.

One prediction regarding global
Christianity is of a new wave of Christian
states (Jenkins 2002: 12). Is there any
evidence for this?

In Africa, anti-colonial nationalism did
not stress Christianity. But by the 1990s
hopes of rapid development had evapo-
rated, while Christianity had grown and
become central to civil society. At this point
‘Christian nationalism’ emerges. Zambia 1s
declared a ‘Christian nation’ in 1991 and
Madagascar in 2007. The Malawian presi-
dent refers to his country as a Christian
nation. But, partly due to the denomina-
tional patchwork, this takes the form of
exalting Christianity in general rather than
creating a state church or legally discrim-
inating against non-Christians, much less
instituting a Christian ‘sharia law’.

When asked (in the Pew survey) whether
there should be a ‘Christian country’ or sep-
aration of church and state, pentecostals
prefer a ‘Christian country’ in Nigeria
(58-35) and South Africa (45-37). Elsewhere,
they reject the idea, notably in Chile (23-62)
and Brazil (32-50). However, everywhere
except Chile pentecostals are more
favourable to it than other believers.

Global Southern Protestantism is not
yet solidly in the democratic camp, and it
often operates in contexts where few
other political actors are wholehearted
democrats either. Woodberry and Shah
(2004), however, allege that the historical
correlation between democracy and
Protestantism does hold in the global



South. However, the eftect may be smaller
than before, as other religions adopt its
characteristics; and some strains of pente-
costalism may be less useful than historical
Protestantism (in part, for their lesser
emphasis on education).

Different types of Protestantism are
better at different things. For opposing dic-
tatorships, it is better to be a hierarchical,
transnational church with elite connec-
tions, rather than a local and lower-class
pentecostal church, deprived of intellec-
tual resources and vulnerable to repression.
However, in democratic consolidation,
pentecostals might be more useful because
they are anti-fatalistic and instill skills of
leadership and public speaking. But there
is no guarantee either type of church will
in fact perform these functions. Some
pentecostals now say believers should
govern countries in the name of God.
Others use electoral democracy merely to
strengthen their own institutions. It is hard
to develop a universalist reflection on
public life such as characterises Catholic
social doctrine. In some countries the
churches” public image has declined
through association with political naivety,
and sometimes with corruption and
hunger for power.

However, in the Pew survey pentecostals
everywhere are affirming of the impor-
tance of honest multiparty elections, similar
to or above national averages. When asked
whether, to solve the country’s problems, it
would be better to have a more participa-
tory government or a strong leader, pente-
costals always prefer a participatory
government. In seven countries, they are
less favourable to a strong leader than their
general populations, so in this respect pen-
tecostal attitudes strengthen democracy.

Evangelicalism’s emphasis on individual
freedom 1is inherently pluralist. The results
for democracy are paradoxical. Totalitarian
regimes and non-Christian religious nation-
alisms are resisted, but authoritarianisms
which do not impinge on evangelicals
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may not be. Evangelicalism is too fissured
to undergird national movements advocat-
ing major political change in whatever
direction.

The future of Protestant politics

Protestantism is curiously advantaged and
disadvantaged in contemporary politics. It
was the first major religion to accept (and
even encourage) a secular state and an inde-
pendent civil society. Its variety of ecclesias-
tical forms and its individualism accentuate
its political diversity and innovativeness. But
the complexity of modern politics is a chal-
lenge, especially to Protestants, since they
cannot achieve the economies of scale nec-
essary to develop coherent political philoso-
phies and practices. Paucity of dialogue
between pentecostal and mainline churches
impoverishes both sides. Rapid growth in
the global South places market pressures on
church leaders which are unfavourable to
ethical reflection. And, since Christian ori-
gins were times of powerlessness, the search
for scriptural purity does not produce clear-
cut political proposals or the consensus
for effective action. Thus, Protestantism is
disadvantaged vis-a-vis Catholicism and
Islam.

When largely
Western, its diversity was already evi-
denced in classical sociologists’ evalua-
tions: a domesticating ideology serving the
bourgeoisie or an unrealistic popular
revolutionary movement (Engels); an
unwitting vanguard of the iron cage of
capitalist rationality (Weber); a buzzing
hive of democratic associational life
(Tocqueville). Its shift to the global South
could only bring further diversification,
which cannot be understood within a

Protestantism  was

‘clash of civilisations’ framework.
Evangelical political effervescence in
the global South is reminiscent of mid-
seventeenth-century  England, when
restraints on Protestant pluralism had
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weakened and it boiled over into diverse
manifestations at all social levels. But the
result, as Hill stresses, was that no new
agreed political philosophy could emerge
from popular readings of the Bible, which
ultimately ceased to be used as a guide to
political action (Hill 1993: 145). Similarly,
African politics may ‘outgrow’ its current
phase in which Christianity provides a
commonly accepted idiom.

Evangelicals have not long been politi-
cally active in the global South, and they
are beginning a steep learning curve.
Growing involvement in social projects
sometimes leads to political involvement
oriented more to the common good. No
religion is frozen in time, and certainly not
evangelicalism.

Yet there are foreseeable problems. Each
religion has political dilemmas that stem
from its tradition and not just from its cur-
rent context. Christianity’s problems
include how to incorporate the Hebrew
Scriptures with their notion of ‘holy com-
monwealth’. Different approaches to rela-
tionship between the Testaments suggest
different political postures. It is hard to
develop Christian justifications using only
the Old Testament. However, if Christian
politics relies purely on the New
Testament it falls under Tocqueville’s stric-
tures about the lack of a civic ethic.
Primitive Christianity alone is deficient
for a democratic age which needs active
citizens. Catholics have an ongoing magis-
terium, and the Reformed tradition (at
times) has used a concept of ‘unfolding’.
But many Protestants are bound to ‘prim-
itivist’ concepts of return to original
purity, which in Christianity was distant
from the state, leading to the ‘default
danger’ of apolitical conformism exploitable
by authoritarian regimes.

Tocqueville stresses the importance
of Christianity to democracy, but only in
the right relationship (separate from the
state and partisanship, yet undergirding
politics) and only if performing some
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necessary tasks. Envy and difference are
perils for democracy. Christianity can
redress the first by averting the soul’s gaze
towards heaven, and the second by insist-
ing upon underlying unity. Democracies
need long-term thinking to balance the
democratic impulse toward the short
term; and that is best provided by religion
(Mitchell 1995).

Global pentecostalism has not done
well in maintaining distance from the
vicissitudes of democratic politics, or in
averting people’s gaze from materialistic
envy, or in balancing democratic impul-
siveness with long-term thinking. The
pentecostal self-belief that assists personal
transformation is a liability in politics. And
the charismatic ritualism that produces
results at the micro level (especially in
largely ungoverned and crime-ridden
communities) does not function at the
macro level.

A key challenge for global Protestantism
will be to combine institutional plurality
with some means of achieving political
impact at national and global levels. How
much, for example, will it be able (as a
faith which straddles global divides) to
offer a different vision of our global
future?

In Latin America, rapid numerical
growth will one day stop, leading to more
stable membership and bringing demands
for different relations with public life. In
Africa, Christianisation has accompanied a
worsening of the economic, political and
health situation. Will the historic correla-
tions between Protestantism, democracy
and development still hold? China may be
the next cultural powerhouse of
Christianity. If, as some believe, it becomes
the new centre of numerical growth and
eventually achieves greater freedom, then
it will constitute the greatest challenge yet
to the remaining Western hegemony
within the Christian world. This will have
political implications. By the time China is
a great power, how large and influential



will its Christian community (which is
mainly Protestant) be? But as Hanson
points out, China’s ‘Great Awakening’
under conditions of state hostility is just as
likely to result in another Taiping
Rebellion as in a liberal democracy
(Hanson 2006: 169). In the United States
at the time of writing (early 2008), there
are signs of tiredness with the limited
agenda of the religious right and a modest
resurgence of a more ‘progressive evangel-
icalism’. But caution is necessary; the
demise of the religious right has been
forecast for the last twenty years! In
Europe, Protestantism’s prospects may be
tied to immigration. Muslim immigration
may encourage (and open space for) a
rebirth of public Christianity; all forms of
Christian politics (not only reactive anti-
Islamic ones) may benefit. Also, many
immigrants are practising Protestants. The
globalisation of Protestantism may yet play
a part in renewing its political importance
in the region of its birth.
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The Catholic Church
and Catholicism in
global politics

Allen D. Hertzke

The oldest institution on earth, the
Roman Catholic Church sustains a far-
flung flock whose one billion adherents
comprise one-sixth of the globe’s popula-
tion. This alone ensures political import,
but equally crucial is the Church’s deep
tradition of engagement with worldly
affairs — a comfortableness with politics
not shared by all religious faiths. Such size
and tradition, combined with the legacy of
John Paul II, ensure the visibility and
impact of the Church in world politics.
The Catholic Church, however, defies
easy political categorization. On the one
hand it remains a quintessentially conser-
vative body with a hierarchical organiza-
tion designed to preserve traditional
theological teachings. This impulse pro-
duces conservative stances on sexual
morality, abortion and marriage, and puts
the Church in alliance with other reli-
gious traditionalists, including Muslims.
On the other hand, Catholic teachings on
the dignity of the human person and the
authenticity of the common good pro-
duce concern for the poor in the global
economy and, especially in recent decades,
advocacy of religious freedom, human
rights and democratic governance
(Huntington 1991; Philpott 2005). Thus
the Church stands in seeming equipoise
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between contending impulses of tradition
and modernity.

Despite this strategic position the
Church faces challenges that blunt its
political impact.

First, a shortage of priests and women
religious in some places means that
Church leaders must devote energies to
institutional maintenance, to the potential
detriment of social engagement. Second,
with the cutting edge of growth in devel-
oping nations the Church must sustain its
core practices amidst the syncretic influ-
ences of local cultures, desperate poverty or
opposition by hostile governments. Thus,
as we will see, Catholic politics varies
enormously by region, context and issue.

This chapter begins with a review of the
theological and historical context of
Catholic engagement with politics, paying
particular attention to the evolution of
Catholic social teaching. It will then exam-
ine Vatican diplomacy, with emphasis on
the papacies of John Paul II and Benedict
XVI. This is followed by a discussion of
Catholic politics in different regions of the
world. The chapter concludes by examin-
ing issues that loom large on the horizon.
The exploration of Catholicism, conse-
quently, will provide a window into the
broader and ever-dynamic relationship



between religion and politics in the
contemporary world.

Theological and historical
context

From its inception the Catholic Church
has been enmeshed in worldly aftairs.
Popes raised armies, formed alliances and
anointed political rulers. The Church
sought to wield the two swords of spiritual
and temporal authority to perpetuate its
vision of a united Christendom. In the
West this vision was shattered first by the
Protestant Reformation and then by
republican revolutions that attacked the
Church’s official role in political gover-
nance. In Italy this meant the loss of the
papal states in 1870, the last major vestige
of the Church’s temporal power.

To understand the logic and rationale of
contemporary Catholic politics one must
trace how the loss of this temporal posi-
tion led the Church to think afresh about
its place in the world. We see this in the
dramatic transformation of the Church in
the century between the two Vatican
councils (1869 and 1962-1965). Faced
with the challenge of antagonistic political
movements and governments, the
Church’s first response was reactionary.
Pope Pius IX not only convened the first
Vatican Council, which promulgated the
doctrine of papal infallibility, he also issued
his infamous Syllabus of Errors in 1864. In
that document the pontiff condemned
modernism, liberalism, religious freedom,
the idea of progress and separation of
church and state.

Such a position was not tenable in the
face of inexorable forces of modernization,
and Pius’s successor, Pope Leo XIII, began
in earnest the long rapprochement of the
church to the ‘new things’ of the world.
His encyclical Rerum Novarum (1891)
argued that the Church must bring to bear
gospel values in addressing the crises of the
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industrial age — untrammelled capitalism,
child labour, mass suffering and Marxist
revolutions. This encyclical, to which Pope
John Paul II often referred, inaugurated
modern Catholic social teaching and set
the stage for the transformation of the
Church at Vatican II. In the words of John
Paul II, it gave the Church ‘citizenship
status’ to replace its previous temporal
ambitions (Centesimus Annus 1991).

Anchoring Rerum Novarum and sub-
sequent social teaching is the idea of
‘Dignitatis Humanae’ — the dignity of the
human person. Made in the image and
likeness of God and equal in his sight, all
people are invested with a ‘surpassing dig-
nity’ (‘Gaudium et Spes’ 1965) Such a dig-
nity demands that the organization of
society foster conditions for human flour-
ishing and justice. Desperate poverty and
exploitation violate the gospel message of
love and require appropriate political
responses, particularly the payment of just
wages and provision of leisure time for
worship and family succour. Capital
owners, therefore, are bound by transcen-
dent duties to treat their workers not as
of production or
‘bondsmen’ but as moral persons endowed
with priceless worth and nobility.

This language of human personhood
also implies that people are social creatures,
embedded in families and organic com-
munities that should be supported, not
supplanted, by the state. This doctrine of
‘subsidiarity’ — that is, the need to nurture
subsidiary institutions of society — con-
trasted both with the radical individualism
of classical liberalism and the collectivism
of Marx. Thus church teaching sought
a middle way between laissez-faire capital-
ism and state socialism.

Although the church sought to lift the
yoke on workers in Rerum Novarum, it
did not yet accept central tenets of liberal
democracy. Just eight years after his
encyclical on the condition of workers
Pope Leo XIII condemned ‘Americanism’,

mere Instruments
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which among other things meant the
‘false” doctrine of religious toleration
(Jelen 2006: 75). In Catholic countries the
Church sought state privilege and the
attendant limitation of the rights of non-
Catholics. In a symbiotic relationship
authoritarian regimes happily granted
such privilege in return for the legiti-
macy the Church could provide. With the
rise of fascism in the twentieth century the
Church endeavoured to preserve its posi-
tion by signing infamous Concordats with
Hitler’s Germany and Mussolini’s Italy.
The legacy of fascism, instrumental in the
devastation of Europe during World War
II, shocked the Church into a deeper
reflection on the proper governance of
society. In his Christmas Message of 1944,
for example, Pope Pius XII articulated a
detailed endorsement of democracy. In
opposing the ‘concentration of dictatorial
power’ as contrary to ‘the dignity and lib-
erty of citizens’, the Pope speculated ‘that
had there been the possibility of censuring
and correcting the actions of public
authority, the world would not have been
dragged into the vortex of a disastrous
war’. To be sure, the Pope, in Aristotelian
fashion, qualified his endorsement of
democracy by arguing that it depended on
citizens properly guided by natural law
and socialized to seek the common good
(‘Democracy and a Lasting Peace’ 1944).
Despite this embrace the Church con-
tinued to resist a key tenet of pluralist
democracy — that all religious groups
should enjoy freedom of worship and
organization. As Alfred Stepan has argued,
liberal democracy depends on ‘twin tolera-
tions’: the state protects the freedom of
churches to operate in civil society and
churches in turn do not seek to use the
powers of the state to enhance their prerog-
atives or limit competitors (Stepan 2005).
As late as the 1950s, however, the Church’s
official position was that since ‘error has
no rights’, Catholicism, as the true faith,
should alone be sanctioned by the state.
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And the Church enforced that view on its
clergy and scholars. The celebrated
American theologian John Courtney
Murray made a Catholic case for religious
freedom, pluralist forms of church—state
relations, and ecumenical cooperation. But
he was reproached and silenced by the
Church in the 1950s (Wills 2002: 214-221).

Understanding this background helps us
see the significance of the Second Vatican
Council (1962-1965), especially its later
documents. In its ‘Pastoral Constitution
on the Church in the Modern World’,
‘Gaudium et Spes’ (1965), the Church
developed its most systematic theological
defence of democratic governance, human
rights and economic succour. Claiming no
earthly ambition the document instead
proclaimed the Church’s solidarity with
suffering humanity and offered its insight
on human dignity as a guide to the devel-
opment of wholesome social institutions,
egalitarian political structures and just
economic organizations.

But it was the companion document on
religious freedom that would complete
the Church’s transformation. Tellingly, its
‘Declaration on Religious Liberty’ was
titled ‘Dignitatis Humanae’ (1965), and the
rationale for protecting the free pursuit of
spiritual truth was anchored in the ‘sub-
lime’ dignity of humanity. Two individuals
would be pivotal drafters of this historic
document: John Courtney Murray, who
brought with him the American experi-
ence of Catholic participation in a plural-
ist democracy, and one Bishop Wojtyla of
Poland, whose defence of the faith against
the totalitarian tyrannies of Nazism and
Communism forged a fierce commitment
to free churches as bulwarks of civil soci-
ety and resistance to oppression. As pon-
tiff, of course, he would be placed in a
pivotal position to implement this vision.

When the Church stopped relying on
temporal power to pursue its spiritual
mission it was freed to challenge the
legitimacy of authoritarian regimes, and



with a few exceptions it did just that.
Indeed, like a great ocean liner that turns
slowly but with tremendous force in its
new direction, the Church became a pow-
erful engine of democracy in the last quar-
ter of the twentieth century. As Samuel
Huntington documents, the last great
wave of democratization was largely
a Catholic wave. In 1974 three-quarters of
all Catholic countries were ruled by
authoritarian regimes; by 1990 all but a
few were democracies (Huntington 1991).
The dramatic transformation of the
Spanish Church helped inaugurate this
great wave of democratization. From an
institution tied for centuries to the crown
and reactionary authoritarianism, the
Church became by the 1960s a major
source of opposition to the Franco regime,
undercutting its legitimacy over the next
decade (Casanova 1994: ch. 4). Thus after
‘rising’ in Spain (and Portugal) in 1975, ‘the
Catholic wave then surged across Latin
America, carried democracy to the
Philippines, and crested in Poland with the
first of several East European revolutions
against communism’ (Philpott 2005: 32).
Pivotal to this story was the papacy of
John Paul II, who ‘seemed to have a way
of showing up in full pontifical majesty at
critical points of the democratization
process’ (Huntington 1991: 83-84).
Perhaps the most dramatic illustration
were his trips to Poland, which electri-
fied the people and spawned the Solidarity
movement that helped undermine com-
munist rule (Weigel 1999). As we will see,
however, the Church has enjoyed only
mixed success in Africa where conditions
of destitution and tribalism continue to
frustrate democratic consolidation.

Vatican diplomacy and political
activism

The Catholic Church is a unique multifar-
ious institution. Headquartered at Vatican
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City, the Holy See retains remnants of state
sovereignty, including an elaborate diplo-
matic structure that sends and receives
ambassadors (Allen 2004). But the Church’s
myriad institutions also function as interest
groups or non-governmental organizations
(NGO:s) that lobby governments or have
observer status at the United Nations
(Ferrari 2007). Indeed, the Catholic Church
encompasses a vast array of national or
regional episcopal conferences, religious
orders, relief and development organiza-
tions, charities, hospitals and educational
associations enmeshed in politics and
government. Finally, as Vatican II declared,
the Church is also the ‘people of God’
(Philpott 2005: 36). Thus to understand
Catholicism and civic engagement one
must include the laity who populate
Catholic organizations or participate as
citizens in nearly two hundred nations.
This section explores the first of these
roles, as captured under the rubric of
Vatican diplomacy. Later sections will
examine the civic initiatives of Catholic
institutions and lay members in select
regions of the world.

As a transnational actor the ‘Holy See
directs a truly global church’ (Ferrari
2006). Thus it has both tangible interests
to defend and religious values to promote
at different times and in different settings.
This brief overview looks at the constella-
tion of issues that have engaged the Pope
and the Vatican in the diverse contexts the
Church encounters.

One of the signal thrusts of Pope John
Paul II was human rights, with special focus
for the first decade of his papacy on com-
munist countries (Weigel 1999). With the
collapse of the Soviet empire the emphasis
expanded more generally to authoritarian
nations and the Islamic world, along with
the communist remnant. In particular, the
Pontift became the globe’s most visible
promoter of religious freedom. For exam-
ple, in a widely cited speech before the
Vatican diplomatic corps in 1996 he
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sounded the clarion call against communist
and militant Islamic regimes that ‘practice
discrimination against Jews, Christians, and
other religious groups’. The Pope con-
demned such persecution as an ‘intolerable
and unjustifiable’ violation ‘of the most
fundamental human freedom, that of prac-
ticing one’s faith openly, which for human
beings is their reason for living’ (‘Annual
Message to Diplomatic Corps’ 1996).

Especially animating the Vatican has
been the waxing of militant Islamist
movements, making the lives of Catholic
minorities in the Muslim world more
vulnerable to harassment and persecution.
This includes democratic countries like
Indonesia, where violent attacks by Islamic
radicals have terrorized the Christian pop-
ulation. And it also involves allies of the
West like Pakistan, where anti-blasphemy
laws have been exploited to attack
Catholic religious leaders and laity
(Hertzke 2004: ch. 2).

While John Paul II criticized some
Islamist regimes, he also sought to build
bridges by engaging in extensive dialogue
with Islamic leaders. He travelled to Turkey
in 1979 and then, after an unprecedented
invitation from King Hassan, to Morocco
in 1985. Thousands of enthusiastic college
students in Casablanca heard the pontiff
proclaim that ‘we believe in the same God,
the one God, the living God’ (Filteau
2005).

Pope Benedict XVI, on the other hand,
took a more aggressive stance toward the
Islamic world. As Joseph Bottum observes,
‘as communism was to Pope John Paul I,
so radical Islam is to Pope Benedict XVT’
(Bottum 2006). His Regensburg speech
on 12 September 2006, in which he
quoted a fourteenth-century Byzantine
emperor’s statement that Islam brought
‘things only evil and inhuman’, created a
firestorm in Muslim nations (‘Vatican asks
Muslims to help defeat terrorism’ 2006).
Massive demonstrations, riots and violent
reprisals stunned the pontiff, who issued
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an apology and assured Muslims that the
quote did not reflect his views. In an
apparent concession Benedict reversed
his opposition to Turkey’s entrance into
the European Union (Fisher and
Travernise 2006). But Benedict did not
back down on his demand for ‘recipro-
city’, that Christians in Muslim nations be
afforded the same rights to religious free-
dom that Muslims enjoy in the West,
including the right ‘to propose and pro-
claim the Gospel’ to Muslims (Kahn and
Meichtry 2006). This position reflected an
agreement among the cardinals of the
Church, whom Benedict had summoned
on 23 March 2006, that persecution of
Christians in the Islamic world required
a sustained diplomatic push (Allen 2006).

As the Vatican sought meaningful dia-
logue with Muslim leaders, so it also strove
to build links to the Jewish community.
This included an unprecedented visit to a
synagogue by Pope John Paul II, then
a trip to Israel. In a move that Jews world-
wide celebrated, the Vatican also estab-
lished diplomatic relations with Israel
(‘Pope shares pain of Palestinian people
over Arafat’ 2004). Because Pope Benedict
has taken a more assertive posture toward
the Islamic world, where anti-Semitism 1is
on the rise, some Jewish leaders hope for
even more initiatives.

The most critical issue for the Vatican in
Asia concerns China, whose communist
government created an official body, the
Patriotic Catholic Association, that is for-
bidden to be in communion with Rome.
Wanting to unite both state-sanctioned
and ‘underground’ Catholics (who pledge
fealty to the Pope), the Vatican has engaged
in a delicate minuet of negotiations. In
May 2006 it signalled that it might end
diplomatic relations with Taiwan and
establish them with Beijing, in return for
the authority to appoint or approve
Chinese bishops. But shortly there-
after Chinese authorities appointed two
bishops without consulting the Vatican.



In turn, Pope Benedict elevated Joseph
Zen of Hong Kong, an outspoken propo-
nent of democracy and religious freedom,
to cardinal, a move that China condemned
as a ‘hostile act” (Mitchell 2006). In an
apparent concession China allowed the
ordination of a priest who enjoyed papal
approval (‘New ordination’ 20006).

Concern about the plight of the world’s
destitute has led the Vatican to champion
efforts to ameliorate poverty and provide
succour to refugees. Agencies like Catholic
Relief Services work in some of the
harshest places on earth, such as Darfur
refugee camps, and funnel information
and policy recommendations to the
Vatican. An example of one broad policy
initiative concerns debt relief, which is
particularly pressing in poor African coun-
tries whose debt service payments
crowded out expenditures for education,
healthcare and economic development. In
highly visible gestures Pope John Paul II
endorsed the 2000 “Year of Jubilee’ cam-
paign to write off such debts and even met
with rock star Bono, the signal celebrity
working for debt relief.

Another notable foray into global poli-
tics concerned war. While the Church is
known for having the most fully articu-
lated ‘just war’ doctrine, it has moved
toward a greater scepticism about the use
of force in international relations. As Drew
Christensen observes, ‘with Pope John
XXII’s landmark encyclical Pacem in Terris
(1963)’, the Church began developing a
concept of peace as more than ‘the
absence of war’. This trend accelerated
from 1991 onward, as John Paul II pro-
moted social justice as an antidote to war
and lauded ‘nonviolence and forgiveness
in international politics’. Increasingly,
the Pope questioned whether modern
warfare could meet the criteria of just war,
and erected a high moral threshold for the
use of force (Christensen 2006). This pos-
ture was demonstrated during the run up
to the US-led war against Iraq in 2003.
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Both in private conversations and public
pronouncements the Pope inveighed
against the war, and his nuncio to the US
joined the American bishops in challenging
its justification (Allen 2004: ch. 7).

If the Church has taken ‘progressive’
positions on human rights, poverty and
war, it remains a traditional body when it
comes to the constellation of issues sur-
rounding abortion, human sexuality, AIDS
prevention, population control, contracep-
tion and the family. The Church takes
issue with the ‘condom message’ of AIDS
activists, for example, pointing to absti-
nence and fidelity in marriage as the only
sure ways to prevent the spread of the dis-
ease (‘Pope rejects condoms for Africa’
2005). Because the Vatican has observer
status at the United Nations and its NGOs
attend AIDS summits, the Church is an
active lobbyist for this position. On the
other hand, the Church has joined the
AIDS community in calling for more
spending on medical treatment and succour
for AIDS orphans, and its own agencies
have such programmes.

On artificial contraception the Vatican’s
most visible initiatives have involved the
issue of birth control for minors. Whereas
a host of liberal and feminist NGOs
seek to provide ‘sexual and reproductive
health information and care’ to adoles-
cents, the Church has emphasized the
rights and responsibilities of families.
Church officials fear that the approach of
liberal NGOs undermines traditional
morality and promotes sexual permissive-
ness that leads to the abuse of girls and
women (Crossette 1994). Thus both in
international population summits and
on the ground Catholic representatives
have fought against bypassing parents in
dispensing contraception, and they have
opposed certain kinds of sex educa-
tion programmes (‘UN General Assembly
highlights: International Conference on
Population and Development” 1994). On
the other hand, some critics of the Church,
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including some lay Catholics, argue that
since the doctrinal prohibition against arti-
ficial means of contraception emerged
before the global population explosion, the
Church should ‘reassess the official
Catholic positions’ (Schwarz 1998).

By far the most vigorous lobbying on
the constellation of population issues
involves abortion. This was vividly dis-
played at the highly publicized United
Nations International Conference on
Population and Development, held at
Cairo, Egypt, in September of 1994, which
sought strategies to stabilize the global
population. Vice-President Al Gore, repre-
senting the Clinton Administration, pro-
moted language in conference documents
that advocated ‘reproductive choice’ and
wide access to all forms of birth control,
including abortion. This position was
widely backed by an alliance of western
nations, other countries, feminist groups,
and many NGOs.

But Church envoys fought tenaciously
against abortion language, in effect ‘filibus-
tering’ for changes. Frustrated delegates
negotiated with Catholic representatives
and agreed to altered wording that often
drew fine distinctions (Cowell 1994). The
Church went so far as to enlist allies
among Muslim nations, including Islamist
states, such as Iran and Libya. Not only
was this initiative successful in getting sev-
eral c