‘Religious Fundamentalism and Politics’ by Jeff Haynes

One of the most pivotal ideas about societal development during the twentieth century - that nations would inevitably secularise as they modernised - was misplaced. After World War II, apparent decline of religious faith and growing secularisation in Western Europe fitted neatly with the idea that technological development and the application of science to overcome perennial social problems of poverty, hunger, and disease would result in sustained progress for all. And in this process, it was believed, religion would be an inevitable casualty. 

One of the main tenets of modernisation theory was that societies would secularise as they modernised and industrialised. Harvey Cox (1965) argued that (Western, Christian, urbanised) theologians were fighting a losing battle in trying to swim against the tide of secularisation which accompanied the growth of industrial cities; their best chance of retaining any popular relevance and significance was to seek to influence the burgeoning secular movements of social change then common in the Americas and Western Europe. One practical result of the melding of spiritual and political concerns  was the involvement of left-leaning theologians in the neo-Marxist-influenced liberation theology movements which emerged in parts of Latin America, the Far East, and the Caribbean in the 1960s.

More than 35 years after the publication of The Secular City, it is no longer even slightly controversial to claim widespread links between religion and politics in the contemporary world. Over the last 20 years attention has focused, inter alia,on: the Iranian revolution of 1978-80, and more widely on Islamic militancy; Christian fundamentalism and the rapid growth of politically quietist Protestant evangelical sects in Africa and the Americas; Hindu and Buddhist ‘fundamentalist’ groups in India and South-east Asia; and Jewish ‘fundamentalists’ in Israel and elsewhere.

To many observers and ‘ordinary’ people, religious fundamentalism is always socially and politically conservative, backward looking, inherently opposed to change. But if this is the case how can we explain the activities of militant Islamic groups around the world - often dubbed ‘fundamentalist’ - who strive to overthrow regimes with which they disagree? Other groups which have been labelled fundamentalist - such as ‘born again’ Christians in the United States or orthodox Jews in Israel - seem to fit more closely the conventional wisdom, as they are often linked to very conservative political forces who seek to roll back what they perceive as an unwelcome liberalisation and relaxation of social and moral mores. 

The nature of the interaction between religion and politics has long posed problems for analysis. The main issue is how to analyse the phenomenon when until recently the consensus was that secularisation and modernisation would inexorably displace religion from most people’s concerns? Even a highly materialist strand of analysis, neo-Marxist thought, came eventually to recognise that politics was not merely concerned with economic structures and processes, but also with attitudes and values formed in part  by religious considerations. In other words, class-based analysis on its own was no longer a defensible form of political analysis without concern with other, non-materialist issues, including religion. In addition, advocates of another strand of political analysis - rational choice theory - were also obliged to amend their analytical frameworks; it was necessary, henceforward, to break out of their ‘reductionist microrational quandary’ by admitting that rational self-interest models must be set in a multifaceted context involving laws, rules, ideas, beliefs, and values in order to add to explanatory models (Almond 1993: xi) 
Both analytical frameworks -  neo-Marxist and rational choice theory - were in effect obliged to take into account political culture issues. Since Almond and Verba’s (1963) groundbreaking work nearly 40 years ago, the genre had become somewhat passé over time with the emergence of other, partially economistic forms of analysis from the 1960s and 1970s. Yet, over time, the perceived resurgence of religion in politics, sometimes linked to nationalist or ethnic concerns, could clearly not be explained by economic or class issues alone. The consequence was that political culture, reflecting important underlying beliefs, values and opinions, including religious concerns, had returned to the analytical centre stage after years of declining interest. Moyser posed two important analytical questions in this respect (1991: 8). First, to what extent are religious orientations linked to a national political culture and/or given subcultures? Second, are religious belief systems, such as they are at the mass level, systematically associated with ideological dispositions in the political realm? He suggests that in many ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries, religion and politics do seem to ‘connect’ in this way. For example, there appear to be connections between, on the one hand, religion and nationalism/ethnicity and, on the other, at least in some cases, between religious fundamentalism and political conservatism. 

In this chapter I will focus upon the following issues: (1) discussing what religious fundamentalism is; and (2) examining examples of fundamentalist groups’ involvement with political issues. I shall draw my examples from among: Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Hindu and Buddhist fundamenalists.

What is religious fundamentalism?

Religious fundamentalism is often seen as a ‘distinctively modern twentieth-century movement’ albeit with ‘historical antecedents’ (Woodhead and Heelas 2000: 32). As a concept, ‘religious fundamentalism’ has been widely employed since the 1970s, especially by the mass media, to describe and account for numerous, apparently diverse, religious and political developments around the globe (Caplan 1987). While the designation ‘religious fundamentalist’ was first applied to themselves by conservative evangelicals inside the mainstream Protestant denominations in the early years of the twentieth century, as a generic term, it is now widely applied additionally to a multitude of groups outside the corpus of Christianity, especially, but not exclusively, to Judaist and Islamist entities.

Generally speaking, the character and impact of fundamentalist doctrines is located within a nexus of moral and social issues revolving, in many contemporary countries and religions, around state-society interactions. In some cases, the initial defensiveness of beleaguered religious groups developed into a political offensive which sought to alter the prevailing social and political realities of state-society relations. Often encouraging this was a perception that rulers were performing inadequately and/or corruptly, with religious fundamentalists often (but not always, Buddhist and Hindu ‘fundamentalisms‘ are exceptions) relating contemporary developments to critical reading of religious texts. The significance of this from a political perspective was that it could serve to supply an already restive group with a ready-made manifesto for social change. Religious leaders used religious texts both to challenge secular rulers and to propose a programme for radical reform. Under these circumstances it was often relatively easy for fundamentalist leaders to gain the support of those who felt that in some way the development of society was not proceeding according to God’s will or the community’s interests. In sum, various manifestations of what might be called religious fundamentalism seem to appeal to different groups for different reasons at different times. 

The point is that in many cases contemporary religious fundamentalism is rooted in the failed promise of modernity, reactive against perceived unwelcome manifestations of modernisation, such as declining morals. To many fundamentalists the current era is one where God is in danger of being superseded by a gospel of technical progress accompanying sweeping socio-economic changes. The pace of change, especially since World War II, strongly challenged traditional habits, beliefs and cultures which were under considerable pressure to adapt. In an increasingly materialist world one’s individual worth was increasingly measured according to standards of wealth and status, with religion ignored or belittled. Such cultural and economic changes were regarded by many as the root cause of a perceived, generalised decline of the societal salience of religion. And it was this development which led to the growth of religious militancy and account in general terms for the recent rise of what is widely - if loosely - known as religious fundamentalism.

But there is a major analytical problem to confront: it is suggested that ‘religious fundamentalism’ is an empty and therefore meaningless term, erroneously and casually employed ‘by western liberals to refer to a broad spectrum of religious phenomena which have little in common except for the fact that they are alarming to liberals!’ (Woodhead and Heelas 2000: 32). Critics contend that the range of groups that have been called ‘fundamentalist’ is so wide - for example, resurgent Islam in Iran and Latin American Pentecostalism - that the term has no meaning; while it is often insulting for those people described as ‘fundamentalists’. Not least among the differences between such groups is that some wish to influence or even control the public and political arena while others actively work to disengage from social and political issues. As a consequence, it is argued, the

broad use of the term has become increasingly irrelevant. In sum, viewed as a derogatory concept, tied to Western stereotypes and Christian presuppositions, the casual use of the term easily causes misunderstandings and prevents the understanding of the dynamics and characteristics of different religious groups with explicit political objectives (emphasis added; Hallencreutz and Westerlund 1996: 4) 

However, as already noted, and despite such criticisms, the term ‘religious fundamentalism’ has become increasingly common, both in academic and popular discourse since the 1970s. Numerous journal articles and books on the topic, including volumes by Marty and Appleby (1991-5) and Lawrence (1995), have appeared in recent years. Those accepting the analytical relevance of the term do so because they perceive contemporary movements of religious resurgence - albeit encompassing different religious traditions around the world - as having various features in common which denote a shared concern with ‘fundamentalism’. Woodhead and Heelas (2000: 32) identify the following features of religious fundamentalism:

· ‘a desire to return to the fundamentals of a religious tradition and strip away unnecessary accretions

· an aggressive rejection of western secular modernity

· an oppositional minority group-identity maintained in an exclusivist and militant manner

· attempts to reclaim the public sphere as a space of religious and moral purity

· a patriarchial and hierarchical ordering of relations between the sexes’. 

Drawing on data from a large variety of fundamentalist movements, Marty and Scott Appleby define religious fundamentalism as a ‘set of strategies, by which beleaguered believers attempt to preserve their distinctive identity as a people or group’ in response to a real or imagined attack from those who, it appears, want to draw the religious believers into ‘syncretistic, areligious, or irreligious cultural milieu[s]’ (1993: 3). This defensiveness may develop into a political offensive aiming to alter prevailing socio-political realities. 
From the list of characteristics noted, it would appear that what religious fundamentalists have in common is a fear that their religiously-orientated way of life is under threat from unwelcome alien influences, especially secular-orientated governments. As a result, religious fundamentalists, believing themselves threatened by ‘modernisation’, which implies secularisation, have sought to reform society in accordance with what they believe are suitable religious tenets and to change the laws, morality, social norms and - if necessary - the political configurations of their polity. In other words, such people seek to create a traditionally-orientated, less modern(ised) society, willing in some cases to fight governments if the latter’s jurisdiction appears to be encompassing areas which the fundamentalists believe are integral to the building of an appropriate society: education, gender relations and employment policy, and the nature of society‘s moral climate. Fundamentalists may also struggle against those they see as ‘nominal’ or ‘backsliding’ co-religionists - whom they perceive as lax in their religious duties - and against members of opposing religions - whom they may perceive as evil or even satanic. 

Those who reject blanket use of the term ‘fundamentalism’ might however allow that it has relevance in one specific context: self designated, fundamentalist Christians in the United States. Such people wrote their declarations more than a hundred years ago, anxious to defend what they saw as fundamental doctrines of their faith. These included both the inerrancy of the Bible as well as a determination to fight back against what they saw as the unacceptable inroads of secular modernity. While such people were normally apolitical for decades - from the 1910s to the 1970s - American Christian fundamentalists began to realise that retreating from the world was a self-defeating strategy. This was because in so doing they were unable to alter what they saw as catastrophically unwelcome developments linked to the progress of modernisation. The consequence was that from the 1970s American Christian fundamentalists became an increasingly vociferous political constituency. Well-known examples include Jerry Falwell and his organisation Moral Majority, formed in 1979, as well as recent presidential candidates, Pat Robertson and Pat Buchanan. In sum, Christian fundamentalism in the United States is closely linked to conservative political forces seeking to reverse what they perceive as  excessive liberalisation and relaxation of social and moral mores, believed to be the root cause of what has gone wrong in American society since the ‘swinging 60s’. 

Drawing on the example of American Christian fundamentalists, many analysts who employ the term fundamentalism suggest that it is only properly applicable to Christianity and other Abrahamic religions of the ‘book’: Islam and Judaism. This is because, like fundamentalist Christians, Muslim and Jewish fundamentalists also take as their defining dogma what is believed to be the inerrancy of God’s own words set out in holy books like the Bible. In other words, in these three religions, singular scriptural revelations are central to each set of fundamentalist dogma. The inference is that, because neither Hinduism nor Buddhism have central tenets of political, social and moral import conveniently accessible in holy books, then it is not logically possible for there to be Hindu or Buddhist fundamentalism. However, somewhat confusingly, as we shall see later, in recent years popular ‘fundamentalist’ movements within both Hinduism and Buddhism have emerged in pursuit of demonstrably political goals. Such groups are not defined by their absolutist insistence upon the veracity of God’s revealed will, but by a desire to recapture elements of national identity which are perceived as being lost either by dint of cultural dilution or mixing or by perceived deviations from the religious philosophy and/or teachings (Ram-Prasad 1993: 288).

I will argue in this chapter that the growth of religio-political fundamentalist movements is linked both to modernisation and secularisation. These closely related developments served seriously to undermine or threatened to undermine the social importance of religion in many parts of the world, among both ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries. I will suggest that what is happening in the sphere of religion and politics is the consequence of a widespread ‘deprivatisation’ of previously privatised religions in the western world: Europe (including Israel) and North America. These are regions where there is a more or less clear tripartite division of democratic polities into state, political society, and civil society. According to conventional social science wisdom such an arrangement should - inevitably - lead to religion’s privatisation and corresponding decline in social and political importance. On the other hand, where the process of  religious privatisation is not so far advanced - that is, in most ‘developing’ countries - it is fear of imminent or creeping privatisation which, I believe, provides a stimulus for religious actors to act in the political sphere in order to try to prevent, what they see as the social marginalisation of their religion. Secular political ideologies - for example, liberal democracy and capitalism, socialism, or social democracy - have been tried and, in many cases, been seen to fail. A consequence is that, in many countries, the growth and emergence of religious fundamentalism, sometimes allied with nationalism, ethnicity, or communalism, can function as a mobilising ideology to focus opposition to the status quo (McGreal 2000). I should make it clear that I am not suggesting that religio-political movements were necessarily unimportant in the past; the growth and eventual politicisation of Christian fundamentalism in the USA and the emergence of successive waves of Islamic reformists over the last two centuries in West Africa and elsewhere, would belie that argument. What I am proposing is that the overtly politicised goals of contemporary fundamentalist movement are best understood in relation to the insecurities of the postmodernist era and the continual accretions of power sought by states as a function of the secularisation of state and society. 

While I shall focus explicitly on various kinds of religious fundamentalism later, I will continue with a brief survey of some of their main socio-political characteristics

Islamic fundamentalism 

A defining character of religious fundamentalism is that it is always socially but not necessarily politically conservative. For example, some Islamic fundamentalist (or, as I prefer, Islamist) groups seek an overthrow of the current socio-economic and  political order by the use of various means, including: violence or terrorism, incremental reform of existing political regimes or by winning elections through the mobilisation of a political party. Islamists, like their Jewish and Christian counterparts, take as their defining dogma what are believed to be God‘s words written in their holy book, the Quran. In other words, singular scriptural revelations are central to Islamic fundamentalist dogma. 

Modern Islamic resurgence dates from the 1920-1940 period. This was a time when growing numbers of countries in the Middle East were demanding - and in some cases receiving - political freedom from colonial rule. The main point of contention was how far should these predominantly Muslim states employ the tenets of sharia law in their legal systems. This example of a desire to islamicise polities had its precedents in the Muslim world in anti-imperialist and anti-pagan movements (jihads) which periodically erupted from the late nineteenth century, especially in parts of West Africa and East Asia (Haynes 1993). These were regions where the conflict between tradition and modernisation, and between Islam and Christianity, was often acute.

Going even further back, to the beginning of Islam over 1,300 years ago, religious critics of the status quo periodically emerged in opposition to what they perceived as unjust rule. Contemporary Islamic fundamentalists are the most recent example of such a phenomenon. They characterise themselves as the ‘just’ involved in a ‘holy war’ against the ‘unjust‘. The dichotomy between ‘just’ and ‘unjust’ in the promotion of social change throughout Islamic history parallels the tension in the west between ‘state’ and ‘civil society’. In other words, ‘just’ and ‘unjust’, like ‘state’ and ‘civil society’, are mutually exclusive concepts where a strengthening of one necessarily implies a weakening of the other. The implication is that the ‘unjust’ inhabit the state while the ‘just’ look in from the outside, aching to reform the corrupt political system. The Islamic ‘just’ strive to achieve their goal of a form of direct democracy under the auspices of sharia law. The ruler uses his wisdom to settle disputes brought before him by his loyal subjects. The Islamic concept of shura (consultation) does not by any means necessarily imply popular sovereignty, that is with God alone; ‘rather it is a means of obtaining unanimity from the community of believers, which allows for no legitimate minority position’ (Dorr 1993 151-52). The goal of the ‘just’ is an Islam-based society; at the current time in many countries, Islamic fundamentalist groups are the vehicle to achieve this end. To some Muslims, liberal democracy is fatally flawed and compromised, a concept of relevance only to secular, western(ised) societies which often appear to many Muslims unacceptably morally deficient. As a young Algerian graduate of the Islamic Science Institute of Algiers averred ‘The modern world is going through a major moral crisis which can be very confusing to young people. Just look at what is happening in Russia. Personally I have found many of the answers and solutions in Islam’ (Quoted in Ibrahim 1992).

The global Muslim community, the umma, is a good example of a transnational civil society (the Roman Catholic church is another), which contains the seeds of both domination and dissent. Shared beliefs, relating especially to culture, sentiments and identity, link Muslims. For this reason it is unsurprising that international manifestations of Islamic resurgence appeared after the humbling defeat of Arab Muslims by Israeli Jews in the Six-day War (June 1967). Since then a combination of poor government, growing unemployment and generalised social crisis together have produced Islamist movements throughout the Muslim world. These developments have also been the result of failed modernisation. Where possible, rulers have generally been content to gain rents accrued from their control of the sale of oil for hard currency. Little has been done to develop more representative polities, plan successfully for the future, or seek means to reduce un- and underemployment. In short, there has been a skewed modernisation, with urbanisation and the development of strong, centralised states proceeded while many people became increasingly dissatisfied with the way that their rulers rule.  

Christian fundamentalism

For many Muslims, poverty and a declining faith in the development abilities of their governments, has led to their being receptive to fundamentalist arguments. Poverty and a feeling of hopelessness may be exacerbated by a withering of community ties as people move from the countryside to the town in a search for paid employment. And when traditional communal and familial ties are seriously stretched or sundered, religion-orientated ones may replace them. In the United States, on the other hand, Christian fundamentalists are often found among affluent, successful people (Wald 1991: 271). Clearly, it would be absurd to argue that alienation explains the existence of such people in the USA.  

Christian fundamentalism, after achieving social and political prominence in the early decades of the twentieth century, re-emerged as a legitimate vehicle for political ideas in the USA from the 1970s, a period of political, social and economic upheaval in America. Less legitimate manifestations of what purported to be religiously-inspired groups, such as the Ku Klux Klan, had developed from the time of the American Civil War (1861-65), but they were hardly a part of the political mainstream except in areas of the southern United States where white Protestant hostility to Jews, Catholics and Black Americans surfaced after World War I. Instead, most Christian fundamentalists were concerned with allegedly high levels of amorality in the United States. Their success in terms of gaining recruits can be judged by the fact that, in the late 1980s, there was estimated to be around 60 million fundamentalist Christians in the USA, that is, over 20 per cent of the total population (Hertzke 1989: 298-9). And many were political: Christian Fundamentalists provided the core support for Pat Robertson’s unsuccessful 1988 presidential campaign, and for Pat Buchanan’s in 1992, 1996, and 2000.

Jewish fundamentalism 

The third religion of the book, Judaism, also has its religious fundamentalists; one of them, Yigal Amir, assassinated Yitzhak Rabin, then Israeli prime minister, in November 1995. Rabin’s ‘crime’ was negotiating with the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) leader, Yassar Arafat, with the goal of allowing Palestinians a large measure of self-government, premised upon a reduction in the physical size of Israel. It was this - a proposed reduction in the size of the God-given state of Israel - which incurred the wrath of Amir and other Jewish fundamentalists. In sum, Jewish fundamentalist groups in Israel, including the largest, Gush Emunim (Bloc of the Faithful), are characterised by an utter unwillingness to negotiate with Palestinians over what they see as holy land.   

Gush Emunim was founded after the 1978 Camp David agreement between Israel and Egypt, which resulted in the handing back of the Sinai desert to the latter. Other fundamentalist groups, such as the late Rabbi Meir Kahane‘s organisation, Kach, also fulminate against the return of territory to Egypt or any other non-Jews. The biblical entity, Eretz Israel, they argue, was significantly larger than the contemporary state of Israel. To hand back any territory to Arabs is tantamount, they argue, to going against God’s will as revealed in the Old Testament of the Bible. Simmering religious opposition to the peace plan with the PLO, involving giving autonomy to the Gaza Strip and to an area around Jericho, reached tragic levels in February 1994 when a religious zealot, Baruch Goldstein,  linked with militants of both Kach (Thus) and Kahane Chai (Kahane Lives), murdered a number of people during a dawn attack on a mosque in the occupied West Bank town of Hebron. After the massacre both Kach and Kahane Chai were banned by the Israeli government, a sign of its commitment to crush religious extremist groups which systematically used violence to gain their ends. However, the banning of such extremist groups did little to diminish the growing political influence of Jewish fundamentalist groups in Israel.

Hindu fundamentalism

While Hindu fundamentalism is rooted in cultural chauvinism it is by no means sui generis. Like Rabin, Mahatma Gandhi, the leading Indian nationalist and a committed Hindu, was assassinated by a religious extremist in 1948 for the ‘crime’ of appearing to condone the creation of a bifurcated homeland for India‘s Muslims, East and West Pakistan. More recently, simmering Hindu fundamentalist suspicion of India‘s largest religious minority - Muslims, comprising about 11 per cent of the population, more than 100 million people - was manifested in the destruction in 1992 of an historic mosque at Ayodhya in Uttar Pradesh. This mosque, according to militant Hindus, was built on the birthplace of the Hindu god of war, Rama. As long ago as 1950, the mosque was closed down by the Indian government, as militant Hindus long sought to build a Hindu temple in place of the mosque.  

In a further  example of the fanning of communal flames, the late prime minister, Indira Gandhi, paid with her life in 1984 by appealing to Hindu chauvinism to take on Sikh militancy in the Punjab. Her son, Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi was probably assassinated by a Tamil Hindu in 1991 because of his sending Indian troops to try to resolve the civil conflict in Sri Lanka between Hindu Tamils and Buddhist Sinhalese. Since then, the Hindu-chauvinist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has been an increasingly important political player, with a role in government since the mid-1990s.

Buddhist fundamentalism

In Thailand, a neo-Buddhist movement, Santi Asoke, made a unilateral declaration of independence from the orthodox Thai sangha (body of monks) in 1975. One of its most prominent followers, a former governor of Bangkok, Major-General Chamlong Srimaung, formed a political party in the late 1980s, called Palang Tham (tham means both ‘moral’ and ‘dhamma’ in the teachings of Buddhism). Some have argued that Palang Tham’s ultimate goal is the creation of a radical Buddhist state in Thailand (McCargo 1992). What this would entail, it would appear, is a corruption-free political environment with the role of the military downplayed and with state ideology rooted in Buddhist ideals and teaching. However, despite some initial political success, for example, winning 14 parliamentary seats in the 1988 elections, Palang Tham’s Buddhist fundamentalist message generally failed to influence Thais.

Religion and politics: what is the connection?

I have suggested that religious fundamentalism may be divided into two  broad categories: one, pertaining to religions of the book, with scriptural revelations relating to political, moral and social issues forming the core of fundamentalist belief, and often informing programmes of political action. The second comprises Hindu and Buddhist fundamentalisms. In this case, absence of definitive scriptures encourages fundamentalist dogma to move into nationalist and/or chauvinist dimensions. It should be noted, however, that, despite intermittent political importance, normally religious fundamentalist groups - India is an exception -  remain relatively marginal to national political processes and outcomes. 
Given the political foci of many religious fundamentalist groups it is useful to spend some time on the following issue: How do religious values, norms, and beliefs stimulate and affect socio-political developments and vice versa?  

It seems uncontroversial to note that belief - of some kind - is at the core of all religions. However, as Bellah noted more than 35 years ago, it has proved extremely difficult to come up with a ‘brief handy definition of religion’; nothing has changed since then to make the task any easier. Bellah defines religion as ‘a set of symbolic forms and acts which relate man (sic) to the ultimate conditions of his existence’ (1964: 359). In this chapter, I use the term religion in two distinct, yet related, ways. First, religion refers - in a  material sense - to religious establishments (that is, institutions and  officials), as well as to social groups and movements whose main raison d‘être is to do with religious concerns. Examples of the latter include the conservative Roman Catholic organisation, Opus Dei and various fundamentalist movements, such as Algeria’s Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) and the Hindu-chauvinist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) of India. 

Second, in a spiritual sense, religion pertains to models of social and individual behaviour that help believers to organise their everyday lives. Thus, religion is to do with: the idea of transcendence, that is, it relates to supernatural realities; with sacredness, that is, as a system of language and practice that organises the world in terms of what is deemed holy; and with ultimacy, that is, it relates people to the ultimate conditions of existence (Moyser 1991). In sum, I approach the issue of religion in politics, from three linked perspectives: (1) a body of ideas and outlooks (that is, as theology and ethical code) (2) as a type of formal organisation (for example, the ecclesiastical Church) (3) as a social group (for example, religious movements). 

Therborn argues that there are two basic ways ‘in which religions can affect this world’: (1) by what they say, and (2) by what they do (1994: 104). The former is the doctrine or theology. The latter refers to religion as a social phenomenon working through variable modes of institutionalisation, including political parties and church-state relations, and  functioning as a mark of identity for members of self-identified groups. In other words, in this conception religion does not simply have meaning at the individual level. That is, like politics, it also a matter of group solidarities and often of inter-group tension and conflict, focusing on shared or disagreed images of the scared. To complicate matters, ‘[t]hese … influences … tend to operate differently and with different temporalities for the same theologically defined religion in different parts of the world’  (Moyser 1991: 11). And, in addition, to assess ‘the political impact of religion depends greatly on what facet of religion is being considered and which specific political arena is under investigation’ (Wald: 1991: 251). 

The issue of church-state relations has been of pivotal importance for political analysis in many countries for a long period. (In this chapter, the term ‘church’  refers to any established form of religion; it is not restricted to the Christian church.) Therborn argues that, ‘the more close the relationship [of the church] to the state, the less resistance to adaptation [to modernity]‘ (1994: 105). For example, over time, especially in the industrialised west, mainline churches, that is, mainstream religious organisations, generally developed an empathetic relation with political power, even when they ideologically opposed it (for example, the Russian Orthodox Church during the communist era). 

Reflecting this affinity between temporal and spiritual power, most typologies of church-state relations underscore the mutual synergy between these actors. Weber identified three types of relations between secular and ecclesiastical power: hierocratic, that is, secular power is dominant but cloaked in a religious legitimacy; theocratic, that is, ecclesiastical authority is pre-eminent over secular power; and caesaro-papist, that is, secular power holds sway over religion itself (1978: 1159-60). More recent typologies  often take into account growing separation between church and state, assumed to be a function of western-style modernisation, a process that, typically, leads to increasing secularisation within nations. Reflecting on the creation of anti-religion states in the USSR, Albania and elsewhere, Parsons (1960) notes that a church may have a symbiotic relationship  with the state at one extreme or be totally separate from it at the other; the latter position is not reflected in Weber‘s tripartite typology. 

Medhurst (1981) extends the range of types of state-church relationship from three to four,  proposing: (1) ‘The Integrated “Religio-Political System”‘ (IRS) (2) ‘The Confessional Polity (or State)‘ (3) ‘The Religiously Neutral Polity (or State)‘, and (4) ‘The Anti-Religious Polity (or State)‘. The IRS is a type of theocracy, virtually extinct. (Saudi Arabia is Medhurst‘s only extant example) that pertains to pre-modern political systems where religious and spiritual power converge in one dominant figure. Historical examples of the IRS include pre-1945 Japan and ancient Mesopotamia. Medhurst argues that the IRS is contemporarily rare because one of the most consistent, global effects of modernisation is to separate religious and secular power. However, this should not be taken too far: The demise of the hardline Marxist states of Eastern Europe, such as Albania or the Soviet Union where religion was ‘throttled‘, meant that Medhurst‘s second category - the ‘Anti-Religious Polity‘ - also became practically extinct in recent times (with the exception of the last of the hardline communist states: North Korea).   

The remaining two categories of church-state relationship highlighted by Medhurst are, in contrast, common at the present time. The ‘Confessional Polity’ emerges when the ‘traditional “religio-political system” begins to crumble and gives way to a new situation of religious or ideological pluralism‘ (Medhurst 1981: 120). In other words, this is a situation characterised by a (more or less) formal separation of state and a (dominant) religion, although in practice close links between the two actors often endure. Examples of the Confessional Polity include: Ireland, Colombia, and post-revolutionary Iran. Finally, the category of ‘Religiously Neutral Polity‘ includes constitutionally secular states, such as: India, the USA, and the Netherlands. In such countries, no religion is privileged over others. 

Writing in the early 1990s, and hence reflecting the demise of the Eastern European communist bloc, Mitra offers four different categories of church-state relations: (1) hegemonic, that is where one religion dominates, but other religions are tolerated, as in Britain. (This category corresponds closely to Medhurst‘s ‘Confessional Polity‘) (2)  theocratic, for example in Iran, Israel. In this categorisation, unlike Medhurst‘s IRS formulation, state power is dependent upon a close relationship with the dominant religion (3) secular, corresponding to Medhurst‘s ‘Religiously Neutral Polity‘, for example in France, USSR, and the USA (4) neutral, for example, in India, where government is constitutionally obliged to be even-handed in its approach to all religions (Mitra 1991: 758-9).

For Mitra, religion provides the moral basis of the state‘s authority, as well as an institutional and metaphysical structure for social transactions. Yet, religion is affected by the dispositions of temporal power and by changing social norms and attitudes, especially secularisation. In the context of church-state relations, the ‘specific role attributed to religion at a given time and place depends primarily upon the status of religion in the constitutional framework and the social meaning attached to it‘ (Mitra 1991: 758). The constitutional position of religion is reflected in his typology. The social meaning, on the other hand, may alter, perhaps radically, a result of changing circumstances. 

It has long been assumed that the connection between politics and religion is only a problem in countries which are not religiously homogeneous. (Most political thinkers since Aristotle have taken it for granted that religious homogeneity is a condition of political stability within a polity.) Alford puts it thus: when opposing beliefs about ‘ultimate values enter the political arena, they exacerbate struggles by preventing compromise‘ (1969: 321). Such is clear in relation to India, upon which Mitra focuses, where communal strife between Hindus and Muslims is increasingly common, encouraging Hindu fundamentalism. The wider point is that, while the relationship between state and church within a country may well be of importance politically, the sociopolitical position of a religion cannot only be dependent on the constitutional position.

As Figure 1 shows, Mitra views the relationship between state, society, and religion as triadic. That is, in national settings, religion’s role in politics is ‘influenced by the specific kind of state and society relation that obtains in a given historical conjuncture … A particular historical conjuncture may be conducive towards the growth of a particular form of religious movement ‘ (Mitra 1991: 757).

Figure 1 The triadic relationship of state, society, and religion 
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(Source: Mitra 1991 757)

This point can be illustrated by reference to India. Following independence from British colonial rule in 1947, the postcolonial political elite who took power via the Congress Party expected that there would be a ‘natural’ process of modernisation which would, as in the west, ‘inevitably’ lead to the downgrading of religion in public life and its replacement by a more secular terrain. However, such expectations turned out to be misplaced: democratisation and secularisation worked at cross-purposes, with increasing participation in the political arena drawing in new social forces that demanded greater formal recognition of particular religions - especially Hinduism and Sikhism. The result was that, by the 1980s, far from receding as a political issue religion assumed a centrality that was certainly not envisaged by nationalist leaders at independence.

Secularisation and religious fundamentalists’ political involvement 
India is not an isolated example. Woollacott (1995) notes that: ‘[a]nybody who had prophesied 30 years ago that the 20th century would end with a resurgence of religion, with great new cathedrals, mosques, and temples rising up, with the symbols and songs of faith everywhere apparent, would, in most circles, have been derided’. For some observers, the rise of religious fundamentalisms is but one facet of a general religious resurgence around the world since the 1970s (Hadden 1987; Shupe 1990; Thomas 1999, 2000). Others argue, however, that, except under certain limited circumstances and conditions, secularisation is generally continuing (Wallis and Bruce 1992; Wilson 1992; Bruce 1993). The point here is that religious fundamentalism can be seen as a counter-movement to the onwards march of secularisation, a process whihc ultimately leads to the political and public marginalisation of religion.  

Secularisation, implying a significant diminishing of religious concerns in everyday life, has been one of the main social and political trends in Western Europe since the Enlightenment (1720-80). It was long believed that as a society modernises it inevitably secularises - that is, in becoming more complex, a division of labour emerges whereby institutions become more highly specialised and, as a consequence, are increasingly in need of their own technicians. To many, secularisation was one of the most fundamental structural and ideological changes in the process of political development, a global trend, a universal facet of modernisation. Everywhere, as societies modernised there would be a demystification of religion positing a gradual, yet persistent, erosion of religious influence. The end result of secularisation is a secular society, that is, where the pursuit of politics and public policy takes place irrespective of what religious actors do or say. 

In many cases, secularisation has gone hand in hand with separation of power between church and state. In much of Europe this situation developed over time, with an important symbolic starting point the Treaty of Westphalia (1648). This agreement not only brought to an end the Thirty Years War between Protestants and Catholics, but also saw the end of religious wars which had followed in the wake of the Reformation. The Westphalian settlement established the rule that it was for secular political leaders to decide which religion would be favoured in their polity. What this amounted to was that the emerging states of Western Europe tended to be more or less religious monopolies of one religion or another, as well as increasingly the homes of self-conscious national groups. Autocratic rulers saw religious conformity as an essential underpinning of their rule, necessary to maintain the existing social political order in their favour.

The tendency towards rulers’ absolutism and the growth of nationalism were both greatly affected by the French Revolution of 1789. In France itself, the Catholic Church, which had retained much of its wealth, social influence and political power after the 1648 Treaty, came under attack from radicals and revolutionaries. The division between them and the Church was not bridged during the nineteenth century: by its end the rise of socialism and communism helped to diminish further the Church’s influence in the political battles fought between socialists, social democrats, liberals and conservatives. While this necessarily simplifies a complex situation (for example, the Catholic church retained much power in some cases, for example, Italy and Ireland), the overall effect of the growth of nationalism and secular political mobilisation in Europe was effectively to diminish the Church‘s political power in relation to secular rulers.
The decline in the social and political importance of religion in the west is solidly grounded in mainstream social science (but see Dark 2000 for an alternative view). Shupe notes that ‘[t]he demystification of religion inherent in the classic secularisation paradigm posit[s] a gradual, persistent, unbroken erosion of religious influence in urban industrial societies‘ (1990: 19). Secularisation implies a unidirectional process, whereby societies move from a sacred condition to an increasingly areligious state until the sacred eventually becomes socially and politically marginal. Under secularisation, societies gradually move from being focused around the sacred and the divine, with religious professionals enjoying much power and authority, to the opposite: a steep decline in religious power and authority and the eventual result, a fundamental transformation in the traditional relationship between religion and politics. While having distinctive ideological positions, commanding figures of nineteenth century social science - such as, Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, Karl Marx - all concurred that secularisation was an absolutely integral facet of modernisation, a global trend of importance in all societies as they moved from ‘tradition’ to ‘modernity’. As a result of secularisation religion is privatised, losing its grip on culture and society, and becoming instead a purely personal matter of private belief. Consequently, religion would no longer be a collective force with mobilising potential for social change. In sum, secularisation was ‘the most fundamental structural and ideological change in the process of political development‘ (Smith 1970: 6).    

The processes of secularisation encompass a number of discrete areas that can be summarised as follows: (1) constitutional secularisation. Religious institutions cease to be given special constitutional recognition and support (2) policy secularisation. The state expands its policy domains and service provisions into areas previously reserved to the religious sphere (3) institutional secularisation. Religious structures lose their political saliency and influence as pressure groups, parties and movements (4)  agenda secularisation.  Issues, needs and problems deemed relevant to the political process no longer have an overtly religious content (5) ideological secularisation. ‘The basic values and belief-systems used to evaluate the political realm and to give it meaning cease to be couched in religious terms‘ (Moyser 1991: 14). 

Secularisation is clearest in the industrialised west, where falling income levels for mainline churches, declining numbers and quality of religious professionals, and diminishing church attendance collectively point to ‘a process of decline in the social significance of religion‘ (Wilson 1992: 198). In many western countries, religion has lost many of the functions it once fulfilled for other social institutions: providing ‘legitimacy for secular authority’; endorsing - even sanctioning - public policy; sustaining with ‘a battery of threats and blandishments the agencies of social control’; claiming to be the font of ‘true’ learning; socializing the young; and ‘sponsoring a range of recreative activities’ (Wilson 1992: 200).

It is suggested that secularisation will make progress except when religion finds or retains work to do other than relating people to the supernatural. As Bruce puts it, ‘[o]nly when religion does something other than mediate between man and God does it retain a high place in people‘s attentions and in their politics‘ (1993: 51). 

Put another way, under the influence of secularisation, religion shrinks in social significance except in two important ways. First, it may be a component of cultural defence, that is, ‘when culture, identity, and a sense of worth are challenged by a source promoting either an alien religion or rampant secularism and that source is negatively valued’. Second, it may be an aspect of cultural transition, that is, where ‘identity is threatened in the course of major cultural transitions’ (Wallis and Bruce 1992: 17-18). In both cases, religious belief can furnish the resources for attempting to deal with such circumstances by helping religious groups to asserting their claim to a sense of worth in a secularising society where the value and status of religion is perceived to be seriously declining. 

Opponents of the secularisation thesis assert that the current era is characterised, not by the decline of religion, but by its widespread resurgence; that is, the secularisation thesis is simply wrong (Shupe 1990; Sahliyeh 1990a, 1990b; Thomas 1995; Woollacott 1995; Dark 2000). Thomas argues that ‘the global resurgence of religious ideas and social movements is one of the most unexpected events at the end of the twentieth century …taking place at the same time among diverse cultures, in different countries, and in states at different levels of economic development‘ (1995: 1). Sahliyeh claims that over the last two decades or so, ‘a number of highly politicized religious groups, institutions and movements, surfaced in different parts of the world. Although of different faiths and sects, these groups shared a common desire to change their societies and even to change the international order‘.  Some confine their activities to the realm of political protest, reform or change through the ballot box, others resort to violence in pursuit of their objectives  (Sahliyeh 1990a: vi). In the many ‘developing’ countries, it is argued, religion has retained a high level of social importance, even in swiftly modernising societies. 

Sahliyeh argues that there are three broad reasons explaining what he sees as global  resurgence of religion. First, there is the destabilising impact of modernisation. Rather than leading to secularisation, the social upheaval and economic dislocation associated with modernisation leads to a renewal of traditional religions (Sahliyeh 1990b: 15). Second, religious resurgence is a response to a general ‘atmosphere of crisis’, with its origins in a range of factors, including 

the inconclusive modernizing efforts of secular elites in the Third World, growing disillusionment  with secular nationalism, problems of legitimacy and political oppression in many developing countries, problems of national identity, widespread socio-economic grievances, and the erosion of traditional morality and values both in the West and in the Third World. The coterminous existence of several or all of these crises in much of the contemporary  world provides a fertile milieu for the return to religion (Sahliyeh 1990b: 6).  

The third factor is the political activism of contemporary religious groups and  movements said to be accountable by reference to what Sahliyeh calls a ‘resource mobilization model‘. Three elements of this model are analytically important. Religious groups: (1) must have the opportunity to form political movements (2) should exhibit political vitality, a result of adequate financial resources, political leadership, organisational structures, communications networks, manpower, and a suitable mobilising ideology; and (3) need ‘incentives, reasons, and motives’ before they can successfully organise and endure (Sahliyeh 1990b: 10-11). In short, to be successfully politically active, religious groups must have: a political raison d’être, leaders, cadres, resources and  ideology.   

A second viewpoint is that, rather than religious resurgence, what is happening is that political religion is now simply more visible as a consequence of the communications revolution. Thus politicised religion is persistent rather than resurgent. Shupe argues that, throughout the world, ‘organized religion is a stubbornly persistent and … integral factor in … politics‘ (1990: 18). Smith claims that ‘[w]hat has changed in the present situation… is mainly the growing awareness of [global manifestations of political religion] by the Western world, and the perception that they might be related to our interests’ (1990: 34). Thus, what is said to be happening in many ‘Third World’ countries is merely the latest manifestation of cyclical religious resurgence, made highly visible (and to many alarming) by advances in communications technology and availability. Smith points to various religions - especially Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam - which experienced periods of intense political activity during the first half of the twentieth century (Haynes 1993, 1996). 

Between the world wars (that is, the 1920s and the 1930s), religion was frequently used in the service of anti-colonial nationalism, a major facet of emerging national identity  in opposition to alien rule (Haynes 1996: 55-6). For example, in some Muslim countries - including, Algeria, Egypt and Indonesia - Islamic consciousness was the defining ideology of nationalist movements. In 1947, immediately after World War II, Pakistan was founded as a Muslim state, religiously and culturally distinct from India, 80 per cent Hindu. A decade later, Buddhism was politically important in, inter alia, Burma, Sri Lanka, and (South)Vietnam. In the 1960s in Latin America, both Christian democracy - the application of Christian precepts to politics - and liberation theology - a radical ideology using Christianity as the basis of a demand for more equality for the poor - were politically consequential. Ten years later, in Iran and Nicaragua, religion also assumed an important  political role. During the 1980s and 1990s, religion was active in a number of contexts, including the demise of communism in Eastern Europe, neo-Buddhist movements in Southeast Asia, Hindu-chauvinist parties in India, and Algeria’s civil war. In sum, opposition is the traditional forte of political religious groups, and has been since the early years of the twentieth century. Current manifestations of political religion, including religious fundamentalism, should be seen in this historical context, and exemplifies continuity rather than integral change. 
Postmodernism and religious fundamentalism

At first glance, interconnections between various manifestations of religious fundamentalism, such as the ‘new political activism of American [fundamentalist] clergymen … the growth of Islamic fundamentalism … [and] Sikh separatism in India’ may seem ‘weak or non-existent. Liberation theologians and revolutionary ayatollahs may be aware of each other‘s existence but have not influenced each other very much’ (Smith 1990: 33).  What, if anything, do these manifestations of political religion have in common, other that they all occurred from the 1970s?  

As already discussed, secularisation has made sustained progress except when religion finds or retains work to do other than relating individuals to the supernatural.  Those who argue that there is conclusive evidence of a global resurgence of political religion, many of whom are religious people, are, in my opinion, indulging in wishful thinking. On the other hand, it cannot be gainsaid that examples of political religion abound and Smith’s (1990) argument that we are more aware of them than previously certainly has merit. I doubt, however, that this is the whole story. Sahliyeh’s (1990a) allusion to ‘social crisis’, the importance of communications networks, and  social upheaval and economic dislocation are all characteristic of the postmodern condition and it these concerns which, I will argue, inform most contemporary manifestations of religious fundamentalism with political concerns.

Examples of political religion noted above relate emphatically to the mundane, rooted in perceptions of a group feeling that the status quo is not conducive to long-term well-being. In the case of Sikh fundamentalism, the mobilising issue is cultural defence against the perceived hegemonic designs of the Indian (Hindu) state, itself challenged for being ‘too secular’ (read: pro-Muslim) by resurgent Hindu fundamentalists (Ram-Prasad 2000). In the other examples Smith employs - that is, American fundamentalist clergymen and Islamic radicals - the rigours of cultural transition threaten their identity and underpin and galvanise their religio-political reaction. 

Postmodernism, said to have been coined by J.-F. Lyotard (1979), is defined as: incredulity toward meta-narratives, that is, a rejection of absolute ways of speaking truth.  However, postmodernism is an enigmatic concept, whose ambiguity nevertheless reflects the confusion and uncertainty inherent in contemporary life for many people. The term has been applied in and to many diverse spheres of human life and activity. It is important for politics and political analysis as it decisively reflects the end of belief in the Enlightenment project, that is, an assumption of universal Progress based on Reason, and in the ‘modern Promethean myth of humanity‘s mastery of its destiny and capacity for resolution of all its problems‘ (Watson 1994: 150). Socially, postmodernism is related to ‘changes in the everyday practices and experiences of different groups, who … develop new means of orientation and identity structures …. Postmodernism … directs our attention to changes taking place in contemporary culture’ (Featherstone 1988: 208). According to Simpson, ‘the postmodern factor is defined by a sociopolitical dimension, a cultural/interpretative dimension, and a human rights dimension‘ (1992: 13). 

Concerns captured by the term postmodernism are, I will argue, are of importance in understanding the significance for political religion, including religious fundamentalism.  (For a discussion of postmodernism and Christianity, see Simpson 1992; and of postmodernism and Islam, see Ahmed 1992.) Ahmed argues that postmodernism ‘encourages the rejection of centres and systems, engenders the growth of local identity, makes available information and thus teaches people to demand their rights, … fosters ideas of freedom and eclecticism, [and] challenges the state‘ (1992: 129). Rosenau  stresses the fragmentation and voluntarism inherent in postmodernism.

Consistent with the decentralizing tendencies that have disrupted authority relations at all levels is the diminishing hold that all-encompassing systems of thought exercise over their adherents. This decay can be discerned in the pockets of disaffection with the scientific rationalism of Western thought - with what is considered to be the end of ‘progress‘ as defined by the ‘modernity project‘ - represented by postmodernist formulations … (1990: 414). 

De Gruchy also stresses both the opportunities and the destabilisation which  postmodernism is thought to represent: it is ‘turbulent, traumatic and dislocating, yet it is also one which is potentially creative‘ (1995: 5). Finally, various manifestations of  religious fundamentalism are said to be representative of  the cultural/interpretative dimension of postmodernism (Simpson 1992; Cox 1984). 

For many people, the epochal fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, followed by the sudden, completely unexpected demise of communist systems in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe in 1990-1, exemplified  the sociopolitical and human rights dimensions of the postmodern era. That is, these events symbolised a fundamental change from one epoch to another, helping to fuel widespread, yet transitory, optimism that a more benign ‘New World Order’ would follow the ideological divisiveness and malignity of the cold war. Western optimism, in particular, was premised upon the spread of liberal democracy, pluralism and human rights to countries not previously enjoying these benefits. And liberal democracy - with its implicit or explicit acceptance of religious pluralism - ‘found itself without enemies or viable alternatives’ after the cold war (Hyden 1992: 4).  

Religious fundamentalism is nearly always premised - some would say by definition - on a rejection of the values associated with liberal democracy.  Shupe suggests that endeavours ‘to salvage the secularisation model have interpreted evidence of burgeoning religiosity in many contemporary political events to mean that we are witnessing merely a fundamentalist, antimodernist backlash against science, industrialization, and liberal Western values’ (Shupe 1990: 19). Wald avers that

The political lines have increasingly been drawn between those in all  major religious communities who remain deeply enmeshed in religious cultures and persons who wear their religious loyalty rather more lightly. The former inhabit   subcultures that stress moral traditionalism and encourage its application to public policy while the latter, freed of exposure to traditional rules of conduct, are more disposed to accept a libertarian ethic in what is called “lifestyle choice”. By virtue of their encapsulation in organizations which transmit political norms, the strongly religious exhibit greater political cohesion than the unchurched who divide according to other criteria  (Wald 1991: 279-80). 

As these quotations suggest, religious fundamentalists, feeling their way of life under threat, aim to reform society in accordance with religious tenets. 

Religious fundamentalism and ethnicity
The aggregate trend in the west seems to be that, under conditions of democratic pluralism, secular materialism turns attention away from traditional forms of religiosity. Institutionalised political competition gives at least partial vent to nationalist aspirations, funnelling communal conflict from ‘potentially virulent combinations of God and nation’ (Johnston 1992: 237).   

In many ‘developing’ countries, in contrast, democratic pluralism is often either non-existent or bogus, while both ethnicity and religion are often of great social and political salience (Haynes 1998). Interaction of ethnic and religious concerns often lead to political conflicts that have their roots in what are known as ‘cultural’ concerns. The main reason why this is a live issue in so many ‘developing’ countries, unlike in most western nations, is because ‘the basic political issues of national sovereignty and the alignment of ethnic and national boundaries have not been settled’ (Bruce 1993: 65). This will affect the underlying beliefs, values and opinions which a people holds dear.

There may be close links between religion and ethnicity, while the political culture of such groups will be an important variable in understanding why they act politically in certain ways and not others. Sometimes, indeed, it is practically impossible to separate out defining characteristics of a group‘s cultural composition when religion and ethnicity combine to form an integral aspect of culture. In other words, both can be highly important components of a people’s self-identity. For example, it would be very difficult - if not impossible - to isolate different cultural components - religious and non-religious - of what it means to be a religiously committed Sikh, Jew, Tibetan Buddhist, Muslim Somali, Christian East Timorese, a Protestant ‘loyalist’ or a Roman Catholic ‘nationalist’ in Northern Ireland. 

It is important to note, however, that not all ethnic groups are also collectively followers of one particular religion nor employ an ideology of mobilisation that includes concerns that might be labelled ‘fundamentalist’. For example, the Yoruba of south-west Nigeria are divided roughly equally between followers of Islam and adherents of various Christianities. But Yoruba group self-identity is tied closely to identification with certain geographically specific areas; religious differentiation is a more recent accretion, traceable in part to the impact of British colonialism. It does not define ‘Yoruba-ness’ in relation to other ethnic groups. The Ibo of eastern Nigeria, on the other hand, are predominantly Christian; very few are Muslim. While this singular religious orientation is also largely a result of the effects of colonialism, Christianity developed into an integral facet of Ibo identity, particularly in relation to Nigeria’s Muslims, predominant in certain parts of the country, especially the north. Ibos came into contact (and conflict) with northern Muslims as a result of the migration of many of the former to the north of Nigeria in pursuit of economic rewards in the 1950s and 1960s. In Nigeria’s civil war (1967-70), Ibo secessionists used hatred of Islam, and championing of Christianity, as part of their nationalist rallying propaganda. Ibo nationalists sought to depict the north of the country as exclusively, and aggressively Muslim, determined to impose an Islam on Ibos and other non-Muslim Nigerians. In sum, the rise in religious conflict in Nigeria since the 1960s is linked to a feeling of nationalism among some of the country’s ethnic groups (Haynes 1996)  

The Nigerian Civil War is but one example of a discernible trend - religio-ethnic civil conflict in many countries - which became clear from the late 1960s. Until that time, scholars tended to argue that - like religion - ethnicity would gradually wither away as an important political and public issue as societies modernised. When this manifestly failed to occur, academic theories had to be turned on their head to posit a radically different interpretation of the continuity of ethnicity and religion in political conflict. The new approach was to suggest that what was known as ‘conflictual modernisation’ was a result of social, political and economic activity between groups. It did not necessarily lead to growing co-operation between groups as formerly expected, but instead could make inter-group conflict likely (Newman 1991). In short, modernisation was a likely condition for the emergence of ethnic and/or religious conflict. The growth of ethno-regional parties in ‘developed’ countries, such as the Parti Québecois (Canada), the Scottish National Party, Plaid Cymru (Wales), and various Belgian and Spanish groups, indicated that the continuing political salience of cultural issues was not confined to ‘developing’ countries. In the 1980s and 1990s, serious political conflicts between cultural groups in Eastern Europe, for example, in the erstwhile Soviet Union and former Yugoslavia, underlined further the potentials for conflict in multi-ethnic and multi-religion states. As the Soviet Union collapsed, conflict - involving religio-ethnic issues - erupted, involving, for example, Christian Armenia and Muslim Azerbaijan. In the former Yugoslavia, there was a three-way struggle in the 1990s between (Christian) Serbs, (Christian) Croats, and Muslims in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Each constituency has its international support - the Muslims, Arab states and Islamist groups, the Christians - Armenians, Serbs and Croats - looked to co-religionists in b, Germany and Greece. 

But it was not only religious conflicts between states which helped focus international attention on religious and ethnic conflict. The assassination of India‘s prime minister, Indira Gandhi, in October 1984, followed an assault - ‘Operation Bluestar‘ - by Indian security agents and the army on the most holy site for Sikhs: the Golden Temple, Amritsar. The aim was to end its occupation by a Sikh fundamentalist, Jernail Singh Bhindranwale and hundreds of his followers. This was accomplished - but at the cost of more than 2,000 people, mostly Sikhs, killed in the attack. This catastrophic event helped focus Sikh attention the demand for an independent state, Khalistan, to be carved out of the pre-existing Indian state of Punjab. Over time, however, Sikh unity fractured, with competing groups and ideologies coalescing that ranged along a spectrum from the ‘ultra-zealous’ at one extremity, willing to use terrorism and political violence in pursuit of their political aims, to the ‘moderate’ at the other end, using negotiation with the Indian state as their chief tactic. Sikhs failed to gain their state but their exemplary opposition to what they perceived as India’s creeping ‘Hinduisation’ helped encourage other religio-ethnic separatist movements in India. For example, Muslim radicals in the state of Jammu-Kashmir also used appeals to cultural solidarity to focus opposition to the central government in the 1990s.

The defensive nature of the Jammu and Kashmiri Muslim and Sikh mobilising ideologies is a common feature of cultural groups who perceive themselves under threat from hostile forces. In this respect, the emergence of putative unitary states in the ‘developing’ world as a result of decolonisation after World War II is closely linked to the process of modernisation which implies, among other things, the development of strongly centralised government, often along the lines bequeathed by former colonial administrations. The development of a centralised government, often dominated by ethnic, cultural, religious, or other particularistic groups, frequently exacerbates previously  latent tensions into overt conflict. 

For example, in Sudan, southern Sudanese Christian peoples, including the Dinka and the Nuer, have fought a civil war against northern Muslims since independence in 1956. The latter, aided by the government of Iran, seek to found an Islamic state throughout the country. Even though northern Sudanese leaders have claimed that sharia law would not be introduced in non-Muslim areas of the country, it is clear that their aim, involving forced conversion of Christians and pagans to Islam, is eventually to ‘arabise’ and Islamise the entire country. Culturally and religiously distinct southern Sudanese regard this as an assault upon their way of life, perhaps their very survival.

It is not only the case that religious and cultural conflict arose as a result of the political arrangements left by colonisation, as in India and Sudan. While China was never formally colonised by an external power, the development of a Chinese unitary state was not complete by the time of the triumph of the Communists in 1949 following a civil war. One of the foremost aims of the new Chinese government was to extend its writ throughout all the lands claimed to be integral parts of the country - including those with distinctive cultural and religious attributes. In one region, Tibet, the westernmost outpost of the Chinese state, a Buddhist theocracy had developed over centuries with minimal influence from Chinese control. Instead, Tibet was ruled by the supreme religious figure - the Dalai Lama, an individual thought by his followers to be endlessly reincarnated over a long period - until the Chinese army invaded in 1952. When the Chinese tried to impose their culture and religion on the Tibetans, Buddhist monks were in the forefront of Tibetan resistance (Haynes 1995). The Chinese tried to turn Tibet into a province of China, a process of enforced modernisation which, over time, resulted in a serious diminution of Tibetan Buddhist culture, due to an influx of non-Buddhist settlers from outside. Serious outbreaks of anti-Chinese resistance began to occur, especially during the 1980s and early 1990s, and intermittent opposition thereafter. By this time, Tibet, home to less than 10 million people, contributed more political prisoners than the rest of China’s provinces combined. More than 100 Tibetans were arrested and detained in the mid-1990s for demanding Tibet’s freedom from Chinese rule. Political unrest, linked to religion, also increased in other ‘national minority’ areas of China at this time. What the authorities referred to as ‘gang fighting’ (almost certainly with a religious and cultural component) broke out in 1993 in the Muslim Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region (Asia Watch 1994).

Attempts forcibly to engineer mass cultural and/or religious change also characterised the situation in East Timor, a province of Indonesia until 1999. Like in China, the aim was to change the cultural and religious distinctiveness of an area in the pursuit of a unitary state. East Timor had been annexed by Indonesia in 1975, following the sudden end, after centuries, of Portuguese colonialism and a short-lived civil war won by the main liberation movement, Fretilin (Frente Revolucionario de Timor Leste Independente). Indonesia spent the next 25 years trying to crush a low-profile resistance movement in order to change East Timor from a culturally distinct nation into a province of Indonesia conforming to that country’s religious (Islamic) and linguistic (Indonesian) norms. However, rather than engendering mass conversion to Islam, Indonesia’s efforts served to effect mass conversions among the East Timorese from traditional religions to Roman Catholicism. Whereas in the mid-1970s there were an estimated 250,000 Catholics, by the mid-1990s there were around three times as many. The point is that over time East Timor’s struggle for independence had become an inter-religious conflict, pitting Indonesian Muslims against East Timor’s Christians.

It is not only in the ‘developing’ world that religio-ethnic solidarity has taken a cultural form in recent years. Radical cultural groups gained prominence among disadvantaged black Americans and within Britain’s culturally distinct Muslim communities in recent years. Sometimes such organisations were linked to religious fundamentalist concerns. For example, various Islamic fundamentalist groups - including the Young Muslims, Al Muntada al Islami, Muslim Welfare House, and Hizb ut Tahrir (Liberation Party) - emerged in the 1980s and 1990s. Their activists advocated separation from British society and made clear their hatred of Jews. 

The Nation of Islam, based in Chicago, was founded in the 1930s by Elijah Muhammad. During the 1980s and 1990s the organisation, led now by the fiery Louis Farrakhan, became an important focal point for alienated African-Americans. Preaching a virulent mixture of anti-semitism, anti-corruption, pro-community, self-help and black separatism, Farrakhan sought to mobilise frustrated African-Americans. Estimates of numbers of members of the Nation of Islam range from 10,000-30,000, with up to 500,000 additional ‘sympathisers’ (Fletcher 1994). Farrakhan’s main idea was for African-Americans to work together in common pursuit of group self-interest and solidarity. In addition, the Nation of Islam organises welfare agencies and a number of successful businesses in pursuit of the goal of emancipation from perceived Jewish and white domination. However, the relationship of Islam as a set of religious precepts to the rationale of the Nation of Islam is perhaps rather tenuous. The group‘s ideology reflects a dissatisfaction with mainstream  American culture rather than reflecting adherence to the idea of building an Islamic state. The choice of a name redolent of religious symbolism - the Nation of Islam - reflects the emergence of fundamentalist Islam in many Muslim countries as a potent symbol of anti-westernism and anti-Americanism.

To summarise, cultural groups may, under certain circumstances, rise up against groups  perceived as their oppressors. Such a development is very often driven  by the apparent dominance of the machinery of state by a specific religious or ethnic group - in India, by  Hindus, in Sudan, by  northern Arab Muslims, in Tibet, by Han Chinese, in East Timor, by Indonesians, and so on. Such conflicts are common in many countries where the process of building nation-states is still unfinished after colonisation. However, as events in former Yugoslavia and Soviet Union make plain, it is not the newness of  states per se which is necessarily the chief cause of cultural friction. Rather it is incomplete state formation and abortive attempts at modernisation. In states with a longer history - such as Britain and the United States - groups which perceive themselves as ignored or threatened by the state may seek to highlight cultural and religious singularities in order to increase solidarity and to press political claims against the centre. 

In conclusion, religious fundamentalism can offer community solidarity, which may be especially welcome for many in a period of serious social upheaval and perceived crisis,  while also fulfilling followers’ spiritual  needs. In other words, religious fundamentalism can offer a means of coming to terms with multifaceted changes by offering spiritual well-being and group solidarity through the application of community-focused efforts. However the connection between religious fundamentalism and political protest is not fixed but variable. For example, Moyser discovered that in Britain, a country characterised by both secularisation and popular adherence to mainline religion for the most part, ‘religious adherence generally reduced the propensity for protest‘ (1991: 8). In sum, religion, especially in the guise of fundamentalism, may serve to encourage rejection of unwelcome state policies which seem to threaten believers’ religious worlds.

Fundamentalisms: Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism

In order to exemplify the points already made, in the remainder of the chapter I will focus upon various kinds of religious fundamentalist groups in a number of case studies which have a range of religious and political concerns. I start with Christian fundamentalism in Africa, and seek to ascertain what are the socio-political goals of such groups and how they try to achieve them. Second, I turn to Islamist groups and seek to assess their political raisons d’être and goals. Third, I focus upon Jewish fundamentalism, while fourth, the emphasis shifts to India and its Hindu fundamentalism. Finally, I turn to an assessment of the political clout of Buddhist fundamentalism in Thailand. 
Christian fundamentalism and politics in Africa

Contemporary Christian fundamentalism is quintessentially modern, offering a response to contemporary conditions and events, including, perhaps, perceived threats from rival religions. In Africa, for example, contemporary Christian fundamentalism is sometimes seen to have its roots and raison d‘être in the failed promises of independence: reactive against unwelcome manifestations of modernisation - poverty, marginalisation, and insecurity - and, in some cases, for example in Nigeria, the perceived growth and combativeness of Islam (Haynes 1996). 

Recent growth of evangelical, ‘born again’ Christianity in various parts of the world, notably Latin America and Africa, is the result of a merging of two strands of Christian belief - pentecostalism and fundamentalism (Gifford 1990). American television evangelists, such as Pat Robertson, Jim and Tammy Bakker, Jimmy Swaggart and Oral Roberts, were instrumental in bringing together the two strands in the 1970s and 1980s. The appellation  ‘born again’ is given variously to those who may either remain in the mainline Protestant denominations (for example, Episcopalian, Presbyterian, Methodist, Baptist, and Lutheran), or in the Catholic Church (where they are known as ‘charismatics’), or who worship in their own denominational churches (Gifford 1991). 

Generally, ‘born again’ Christian evangelicals stress religious elements associated with pentecostalism: that is, experiential faith, the centrality of the Holy Spirit, and the spiritual gifts of glossolalia (‘speaking in tongues’), faith healing, and miracles. Such people are ‘fundamentalist’ in the sense of wishing to get back to the fundamentals of the faith as they see them. The ‘born again’ worldview is embedded in certain dogmatic fundamentals of Christianity, with emphasis placed on the authority of the Bible in all matters of faith and practice; on personal conversion as a distinct experience of faith in Christ as Lord and Saviour (being ‘born again’ in the sense of having received a new spiritual life); and, evangelically, in helping others have a similar conversion experience. 

To this end, ‘born again’ churches sponsor missionaries who are required to look to ‘God alone’ (by way of followers’ contributions) for their  financial support. They believe that their church is a lone force for good on earth, locked in battle with the forces of evil; the latter may even manifest itself in the form of Christians who do not adhere to the ‘born again’ worldview. Unsurprisingly, such ‘born again’ conservatives are opposed to the ecumenical movement because of the liberal theological views associated with it, which include a concern for social action in tandem with spiritual concerns. To them the proclamation of the gospel of redemption (often in tandem with the self-interest of the ‘gospel of prosperity‘) is paramount. 

‘Born again’ Christians typically seek God through personal searching rather than through the mediation of a hierarchical institution. The aim is to make beneficial changes to one’s life spiritually and life chances through communion and other interaction with like-minded individuals. To this end, groups may come together to pray and to work for both spiritual redemption and material prosperity, sometimes perceived as inseparable from each other. When the latter goal - that of material prosperity - is seen as paramount, this can lead to charges that it is in fact little more than a ‘mindless and self-centred appeal to personal well-being’ (Deiros 1991: 149-50. In sum, ‘born again’ Christians may see themselves as offering converts two main benefits: worldly self-improvement and ultimate salvation.  

Some accounts suggest that members of such ‘born again’ groups are politically more conservative than those in the mainstream churches and that such people are willing to submit, rather unquestioningly, to those in authority (Moran and Schlemmer 1984; Roberts 1968). In addition, they are said to assimilate easily to the norms of consumer capitalism which helps further to defuse any challenges to the extant political order (Martin 1990: 160).  In addition, in theological and academic debates they are often judged in relation to two other issues: their contribution to personal, social and political ‘liberation’, and their potential or actual role as purveyors of American or other foreign cultural dogma in non-western parts of the world. It is also claimed that the ‘born again’ doctrine may offer converts hope - but it is a hope without practical manifestation in the world of here and now; it does not help with people‘s concrete problems nor in the creation of group and class solidarities essential to tackle socio-political concerns (Martin 1990: 233). The reason for this political conservatism, it is alleged, is that conservative evangelical churches collectively form an American movement of sinister intent (Gifford 1991). 
Cognisant of such concerns, the spread of American-style ‘born again’ churches to Africa, Latin America, and elsewhere was greeted with concern by leaders of the mainline churches, who saw their followers leaving for the new churches in large numbers. Often sponsored by American television evangelists and local churches, thousands of born again foreign crusaders were seen to promote American-style religion and, in some cases, conservative politics from the 1980s. Ardently anti-communist, they worked to convert as many ordinary people as possible to a conservative Christian faith and in the process, it is argued, to promote America’s political goals (d’Antonio 1990).  

It was also alleged that a new religio-political hegemony emerged as a result of the impact of American fundamentalist evangelicals. Pieterse asserts, for example, that the so-called ‘faith’ movement gained the cultural leadership of Christianity in many parts of the ‘developing’ world, because of its social prestige and ideological persuasiveness (Pieterse 1992: 10-11). Norms, beliefs, and morals favourable to the interests of American interests were said to be disseminated among the believers as a fundamental part of the religious message.  What this amounts to is that individuals who converted to the American-style evangelical churches were claimed to be victims of manipulation by the latest manifestation of neo-colonialism; the objective was not, as in the past, to spirit away material resources from colonial areas, but rather to deflect popular efforts away from seeking necessary political and economic structural changes, in order to serve American strategic interests and those of American transnational corporations. In order to examine such concerns, I focus on Christian fundamentalism in Africa.

Observers have noted that something important seems to have been happening in African Christianity since the late 1970s. Crowds of up to half a million at a time were in attendance during the ‘Christ for All Nations’ crusade in Kenya in 1986, an event which resulted in mass conversions from mainline churches. The 1980s and 1990s also saw the emergence of thousands of new - mostly fundamentalist - Christian churches. From small beginnings, some of them reached an impressive size. An American, Kenneth E. Hagin,  head of  the Rhema Bible Church, founded ‘daughter‘ churches in South Africa, Zimbabwe, Swaziland and Malawi. Benson Idahosa’s Church of God Mission in Nigeria had more than 2,000 branches, while others, including Andrew Wutawunashe’s Family of God Church, Ezekiel Guti’s Zimbabwe Assemblies of God Africa (both Zimbabwe), Mensa Otabil’s International Central Gospel Church, and Bishop Duncan-William‘s Action Faith Ministries (both Ghana), also grew swiftly in terms both of numbers of churches and members. 

In sum, there were over 20,000 new churches in Africa of both indigenous and foreign origin by the mid-1990s; many of them could be described as fundamentalist (Gifford 1994). It has been estimated that more than 10 per cent of Africans - over 50 million people - now belong to such churches. In several African countries - including Nigeria, Kenya, South Africa, Ghana, Zimbabwe, Liberia, Malawi, and Zambia - Christian fundamentalists form at least 10 per cent of the population. It is believed that a large proportion of the estimated 6 million Africans a year who become Christians join fundamentalist churches.    

But these churches are not all the same, although they may share certain characteristics. Most of their members formerly belonged to the mainline Christian churches - that is, the Roman Catholic Church and various traditional Protestant denominations. While many of the adherents of the new churches were young or younger people, the class component of their memberships was by no means clear-cut: they were not simply ministering to the poor or the middle classes or some other identifiable societal group. Many of the new churches proclaimed ‘the faith gospel of health and wealth’, originally an American doctrine devised in the 1950s and 1960s. It was not clear, however, to what extent such a gospel remained an identifiably American doctrine or whether it had become Africanised. 

What types of Christianity in Africa can be labelled fundamentalist? While there are no definitive yardsticks for judgement, the following are often judged to be within the fundamentalist grouping. First, there are the Evangelicals who accept the Bible as the word of God but who incorporate a relatively flexible attitude towards its interpretation. Pentecostalism, on the other hand, is the product of a revival that developed in Africa from the early years of the present century. While Pentecostalists tend to be ‘fundamentalist’ in their attitude towards the Bible, they also stress the possibility of gaining the Gifts of the Spirit such as ‘speaking in tongues’. In general, it might be said that an African ‘Christian fundamentalist’ is typically informed by: personal conversion as a distinct experience of faith in Christ as Lord and Saviour (being ‘born again’ in the sense of having received a new spiritual life), and in helping others have a similar conversion experience. Rather than relying on foreign donations, as many of the former mission churches do, fundamentalist churches in Africa are often largely reliant upon donations from their members.    

Million of Africans have said to have joined fundamentalist churches because of the intensity of the prayer experience they offer, the attraction of a simple and comprehensible message that seems to make sense out of the chaos which many followers perceive all around them, a moral code that offers guidance and the resuscitation of community values and a sense of group solidarity exemplified in the way that individual followers often call each other ‘brother’ and ‘sister’. In addition to spiritual and social objectives, members of the fundamentalist churches often additionally seek more material goals. In other words, the hope and expectation of increased prosperity may be for some one of the main attractions of the churches, leading to the charge that their message of hope is little more than a mindless and self-centred appeal to personal material well-being. However, preachers in such churches claim they offer their followers two interlinked benefits: worldly self-improvement and ultimate salvation. 

In sum, in Africa, many fundamentalist churches function as welcome alternatives for those seeking  religious and social experiences that the mainline churches appear for many increasingly unable or unwilling to offer. To many African fundamentalist Christians, religion is concerned with social issues in the context of the creation of a  counter-culture involving a communal sharing of fears, ills, jobs, hopes, and material success. Earthly misfortune is often perceived to be the  result of a lack of faith; God will reward true believers. Such believers appear to estimate that people‘s redemption is in their own hands (or rather in both God’s and the individual’s hands), and that expectations that government could or should supply all or even most of people’s needs and deal with  their problems is misplaced. 

The fundamentalist churches challenge mainline Christianity both intellectually and materially. Such is the concern with the haemorrhaging of followers, that the mainline Christian churches make two main lines of attack. On the one hand, the fundamentalist churches are accused of being little (if anything) more than American Trojan horses, while at the same time the they rush to incorporate evangelical and pentecostal elements (glossolalia, faith healing, copious biblical allusions) into their services. Yet, the fact that millions of Africans - in common with their fellows in Latin America, East Asia, and the Pacific Rim - have converted to fundamentalist Christianity over the last two decades  suggests strongly that such people find something in their churches that they do not in what their mainline rivals offer. At the same time, the dominance of some fundamentalist churches by wealthy foreign (especially North American) pastors, may help to confirm the association between  religion and personal prosperity many appear to offer visions of western consumerist success that serve as a sometimes powerful inducement for less materially successful people to join.

Christian fundamentalism in Africa: Political issues
Despite many fundamentalist churches’ claims to political indifference or quietism, their political concerns often surface in a variety of ways. It is suggested that followers often have no problem in endorsing their (American or westernised) leaders’ aversion to socialism. Quite apart from the fact that to many socialism defines itself as a negation of the very existence of God, further distrust is born of a first-hand experience with variants of  ‘African socialism’ - as practised until the 1990s in Tanzania, Zambia, Kenya, Senegal, and so on - which for many people is still irrevocably associated with  bureaucratisation, elitist power concentration, waste, and ideological inflexibility. 

It is sometimes argued that, generally speaking, African fundamentalist Christians do not   join political parties or movements to pursue their political  and economic aspirations; many are said to believe in the biblical idea that political leaders should rule, religious professionals and followers should stick primarily to spiritual matters. What this implies is that such people do not ordinarily involve themselves in the cut and thrust of political competition. It does not mean, however, that when a clearly political issue - that is, a ‘trigger’ issue - arises of significance for fundamentalist Christians they will necessarily remain silent. For example, fundamentalist Christians in Nigeria - and to an extent also in Ghana and Kenya - have become a significant political voice against the perceived Islamicisation of their countries. 

It is difficult to know whether members of fundamentalist churches are more politically conservative than those who do not join them; it is debatable whether western conceptions of political preferences have all that much relevance in Africa where many people’s view of politics and political change is coloured by different experiences from those in the west. What does seem clear, however, is that the fundamentalist churches  can create a kind of counter-society among their followers, with several ramifications for social order. First, they often have rigid conceptions of morality: lying, cheating, stealing, bribing (or being bribed), adultery and fornication are all anathema. In short, many fundamentalist Christians usually have strongly moralistic worldviews and a strong sense that the well-being of society is highly dependent upon good standards of personal morality. Second, fundamentalist church members may also be concerned to increase collective material benefits. In Lagos, Nigeria, fundamentalists run their own catering companies, hospitals, kindergartens, and record companies. Employment is offered first to co-religionists because they are considered to be honest and to work hard. Third, the nature of social interactions within the fundamentalist churches may help to reorientate traditional gender relations and, in the process, transform sexual politics. While some of the churches continue to promote a doctrine of female submissiveness, many do not. This is one of the main attractions of the churches for young, urban women in South West Nigeria it is particularly in the spheres of marriage, family and sexuality that one finds born-again doctrines and practice transforming gender relations quite dramatically. Fourth, because members of the churches conceive of a clear division between what is right and what is wrong, they tend to be opposed to public corruption. 

Despite these impacts upon  morality and social interactions, it is often suggested that the growth of Christian fundamentalism in Africa is the result of foreign influence (Pieterse 1991; Gifford 1994). It is certainly true that fundamentalist Christianity in Africa has its  roots in the United States and Western Europe. Two waves of foreign proselytisation occurred, the first  between the 1920s and the 1950s, the second from the 1970s.   During the first wave, Seventh Day Adventists had an estimated 2,000 missionaries in the field by the 1950s, while the American Assemblies of God had about 750. By the early 1960s  the Full Gospel Businessmen‘s Fellowship International, founded in 1952 and with headquarters in Los Angeles, had established international chapters throughout  Southern and West Africa. It aimed, along with other groups, such as Campus Crusade, Youth With A Mission, and Christ for the Nations, to focus a fundamentalist message of redemption to higher education campuses, where mass conversions took place. A second wave of foreign evangelical penetration of Africa occurred from the 1970s, led by  American television evangelists - including  Pat Robertson, Jim and Tammy Bakker, Jimmy Swaggart and Oral Roberts - who saw sub-Saharan Africa as a benighted region crying out to be saved. 

The spread of American fundamentalist churches in Africa was greeted with understandable concern by leaders of mainstream churches, who often saw their followers leaving for the foreign sects. Sponsored by the American television evangelists and local allies, thousands of fundamentalist foreign crusaders promoted American-style conservative Christianity. Ardently anti-communist, they worked to convert as many Africans as possible to their type of Christianity and in the process, it is argued, to promote adherence to American values. The result, it is alleged, is that a new religio-political hegemony has emerged in Africa, which has gained the cultural leadership of Christianity because of its practitioners’ social prestige and personal persuasiveness. As a result, norms, beliefs, and morals favourable to American interests are said to be disseminated among believers as a principal aspect of the religious message. What this amounts to is the claim that Africans converting to American-style Christian fundamentalism are victims of manipulation by the latest manifestation of neo-colonialism; the objective is not to spirit away Africa‘s material resources, but rather to deflect popular political mobilisation away from seeking structural change of the society and the economy, in order to serve either American strategic interests and/or financial objectives of US transnational corporations.

I believe we should treat such claims with a degree of scepticism. This is because successive waves of foreign Christian proselytisation in Sub-Saharan Africa have  resulted in gradual religious indigenisation rather than replication along Western lines. Colonial-era Christianity tried unsuccessfully to appropriate the richness of the autochthones‘ imagination and beliefs, in order better to convert and to dominate (Haynes 1996). Colonial and post-colonial anti-establishment religious entrepreneurs  related their messages to the uncaptured store of paganism which existed side by  side with the orthodox Christian beliefs; their work resulted in the birth both of African independent churches as well as africanisation of the former mission churches. Generally, they rehabilitated certain central givens of orthodox Christianity and added to the structure elements adapted from local traditions and beliefs. The same process occurred in the post-colonial period in relation to Christian fundamentalism preachers attract followers in part because they offer the same kinds of material benefits that the mission churches did 100 years ago. Then, physical well-being was derived from the missions‘ control of health care systems, while prosperity was believed to be a function of education, which they also controlled. Over the last 20 years, health and education facilities have faltered in many African states, in part as a result of the effects of economic reform programmes. As an alternative to a declining state, material benefits may be found through membership of Christian fundamentalist churches, whose attractions may well be enhanced because they are seen to be closely linked with wealthy foreign figures. But this is not the same saying that the churches‘ followers blindly follow the dictates of their American leaders. 

On the other hand, it would be naive to claim that American fundamentalists‘ tactics have not been successful. Personal ‘crusades‘ are popular, in tandem with radio and television broadcasts. Radio stations controlled by foreign fundamentalists broadcast throughout  Africa. For example, the Sudan Interior Mission‘s radio station, known as ELWA, broadcasts from Monrovia, Liberia, transmitting programmes in about forty languages across West Africa. Trinity Broadcasting Network  (TBN) broadcasts to an appreciative audience in South Africa, also providing the Swazi television network with programmes. In 1988 TBN hosted three evangelical rallies in Ciskei (formerly a ‘homeland‘ in South Africa) which each attracted crowds of over 10,000 and which resulted in a reported ‘6,000 decisions for Christ‘ - a conversion rate of one in five of those attending. There is also the Christian Broadcasting Network, the fourth largest cable network in the USA, which broadcasts  programmes to  some 25 African countries, including Egypt, Kenya, Uganda, Nigeria, Zimbabwe, and South Africa.

Critics of the foreign fundamentalists argue that their message is inappropriate in the current phase of economic and political upheaval in Africa, for reasons to do with the nature of the purveyors of the message, the social effects of the message, and the (not so) hidden agenda of the message. First, the churches are said to be spiritually fraudulent, little more than money-making machines taking advantage of the naiveté of their followers. Second, they are said to encourage a passive acceptance of disasters, misfortune and a lack of social responsibility, leading to the absence of any commitment to development. Finally, American-promoted Christian fundamentalism has as its primary aim, critics argue, a decidedly non-spiritual concern the promotion and pursuit of America‘s anti-communist foreign policy goals.  In sum, the alliance of capitalism and foreign fundamentalism are said to work together to limit severely the impact of progressive Christianity in Africa.

Two questions suggest themselves in relation to these issues. First, is there a distinctively African Christianity?; and, if so, is it being subverted - and with what results - by the influence of the foreign fundamentalist preachers? As already noted, Africans were never fully appropriated by mission Christianity with its tendency, especially pronounced in Catholicism, to proclaim one narrow set of spiritual and theological concerns as the ‘truth‘. Arguable, a primary aim of many Africans who adopted Christianity was to benefit materially in some way. In the post-colonial era, many Africans have continued to regard Christianity as a means to attain both  material as well as spiritual goals; many preachers have emerged in response to social needs, as the material quality of life diminished.

Many of those who regard themselves as socially progressive Christians appear to assume that the impact of foreign fundamentalists  is to prevent the development of appropriate religious vehicles of community advancement, such as Base Christian Communities (BCCs). Yet, even in Latin America where BCCs have traditionally been strong, their numbers and dynamism appear to be diminishing, with hundreds of thousands of  former Catholics converting to fundamentalist Protestantism in recent years (Haynes 1995). Progressive Catholicism, standing for solidarity and collective commitment, for a reading of the Bible through the eyes of the poor, and for the pursuit of the Kingdom of God on earth and in society, rather than in heaven and in individual isolation, is seen to be lacking as an ideology of community development in many social environments. Given that the nature of African society has - like Latin  America - changed greatly over the last 30 years or so, then we might well expect that the types of churches which people want would reflect this development. 

African societies, riven by ethnic schisms, are inherently unlikely to develop a set of religious beliefs which are orientated towards the amelioration of structural deficiencies. It is far more likely that people will be attracted to a religion which puts the individual and his or her family first. By giving money to the church the individual will become richer, conversion will solve the individual‘s and those of his or her family. Salvation comes through faith. Fundamentalist  churches in Africa, as in Latin America, are largely urban phenomena, they are products of  modernisation. Their followers come both from the ranks of the poor and from the urban middle classes. Their churches reflect the social changes that accompany modernisation as well as a globalisation of ideas whereby a faith concocted in one place - the United States - can be adopted and adapted elsewhere - for example, Africa  - to satisfy the religious needs of millions of people. 

Rather than seeing the fundamentalist churches of sub-Saharan Africa as an indication of the negative impact of American cultural and spiritual hegemony, they should be regarded as manifestations of both individual and community self-interest. They may acquire political interests and have an important role as mobilising agents. Churches will interact with public authority when they seek to diversify into other activities - such as education, health care, or business - because they will be subject to governmental regulation. Given that the standard procedure for dealing with drawbacks, i.e. the bribe, is not (or not so readily) open to fundamentalist Christians, then the religious community as a whole may be mobilised to achieve desired results. 

Conclusion
Fundamentalist Christianity in Africa is a distinctive reinvention of an externally derived innovation. Just as ‘orthodox’ Christianity and ‘orthodox’ Islam have taken on African characteristics, so too is American-style Christian fundamentalism being transformed into  something recognisably African. The original (American) religion is being indigenised, appropriated and reconstructed to serve popular aims and objectives -  moulded and adapted to offer spiritual re-birth, potentialities for material improvements, and an urban community spirit. Sometimes, in addition, it informs political issues.

Islamic fundamentalism

To many people, Bealey notes, religious fundamentalism is a 

religious position claiming strict adherence to basic beliefs. This frequently results in intolerance towards other beliefs and believers in one‘s own creed who do not strictly observe and who do not profess to hold an extreme position. Thus Protestant fundamentalists scorn Protestants who fail to perceive a danger from Catholicism; Jewish fundamentalists attack Jews with secularist leanings; and Muslim fundamentalists believe that they have a duty to purge Islam of any concessions to cultural modernisation. A political implication is the tendency of fundamentalists to turn to terrorism (emphasis added; 1999: 140).

While the Muslim world, like the Christian universe, is divided by religious disputes, it is also the case that many Muslims accept they are linked by belief, culture, sentiments and identity. International manifestations of Islamic resurgence appeared after the humbling defeat of the Arabs by Israel in the Six-day war of June 1967. In addition, the Iranian revolution of 1979 was also a formative experience for many Muslims.

It was the latter event which for many non-Muslims, ordinary citizens and academic observers alike, suggested that Islamic ‘fundamentalism’ posed a serious threat to political stability at both the global and domestic levels (Huntington 1993). It should be noted, however, that there are numerous different kinds of Islamic ‘fundamentalist’ groups. Some propose (and/or practise) armed struggle to wrest power from governments that are seen to be ruling in un-Islamic way; some believe in incrementalist change through the ballot box; some seek to achieve their goals by way of a combination of extra-parliamentary struggle, societal proselytisation and governmental lobbying. But despite differences in strategy and tactics, what such groups have n common is twofold: (1) that politics and religion are inseparable; and (2) that sharia law should be applied to all Muslims. Many also share a concern that Muslims as a group are the focal point of a conspiracy involving Zionists and western imperialists aiming to take over Muslim-owned lands and resources (notably oil). Such a concern is underlined by American transnational corporations’ control over Arab oil, as well as by Israel’s implacable denial of political and civil rights for its (largely Muslim) Palestinian constituency. These issues provide grist to the mill of Islamic fundamentalists‘ claims of conspiracy to belittle and deprive Muslims. In sum, ‘Islamic fundamentalists’ or, as I shall call them, Islamists, have two sets of enemies: backsliding governments and aggressive, alien foreign interests and governments.

Islam is often regarded by western liberals as a reactionary, decidedly undemocratic, set of ideas. Indeed, the very concept of the Islamic state suggests to many the clear antithesis of democracy. In December 1991 Algeria held legislative  elections which most independent observers characterised as amongst the freest ever held in North Africa or the Arab Middle East. The following January, however, Algeria’s armed forces seized power to prevent an overwhelming victory in the elections by the radical Front Islamique du Salut (FIS), an act generally welcomed in the western media. The assumption was that if the FIS achieved power it would summarily close down Algeria‘s newly refreshed democratic institutions and political system. A respected London-based weekly news  magazine, The Economist, posed a question on many people’s lips at the time:  ‘What is the point of an experiment in democracy if the first people it delivers to power are intent on dismantling it?’ (The Economist, 2 January 1992, p. 3)  The answer might well be: this is the popular will, it must be respected whatever the outcome. Algeria‘s army nevertheless had its own ideas. The FIS was summarily banned, thousands of supporters were incarcerated from 1992, and a civil war ensued which led to between 80,000-100,000 deaths.

How best are we to perceive such a development? Is it simply a backlash by dangerous religious conservatives, determined to prevent the modernisation of their societies? Or is Islamism more to do with a religiously-orientated socio-political movement seeking what proponents regard as necessary improvements in how societies are led and run? Mardin reminds us that since the beginning of Islam, over 1300 years ago, critics of the status quo in Muslim-led polities periodically emerged to oppose what they perceived as unjust rule (S. Mardin, cited in Dorr 1993: 151). Contemporary Islamists can be seen as an example of this tradition, people who characterise themselves as the ‘just’ fighting against their ‘unjust’ rulers, anxious to reform the corrupt system. The dichotomy between ‘just’ and ‘unjust’ in the promotion of social change throughout Islamic history, according to Mardin, parallels the historic tension in the West between ‘state’ and ‘civil society’. 

Historically, the goal of the Islamically ‘just’ was to form popular consultative mechanisms so that the ruler would be compelled to listen to what the mass of ordinary people had to say on important issues. However, this concept - shura (consultation) - should not be equated closely with the western notion of popular sovereignty because sovereignty, according to Islam, resides with God alone. Instead, shura is a way of ensuring unanimity from the community of Muslims, ‘which allows for no legitimate minority position. The goal of the “just” is an Islamically based society’ (Dorr 1993: 151). The consequence of this is that most Islamists would oppose western interpretations of democracy, where sovereignty, at least theoretically, resides with the people, because such a system would inevitably negate God’s own sovereignty. It is largely for this reason that Islamists have been conspicuous by their absence in current demands for western-style democratic changes in their countries. Despite an unwillingness to accept any sovereignty other than God’s, some Islamic radicals nevertheless accept the need for earthly rulers to seek a mandate from their citizens. For example, Dr Abdeslam Harras, leader of the Moroccan radical Islamic movement, Jama’at al-Da’wa al-Islamiyah, asserted that the ruler of an Islamic country should be elected by a majority of the people (Harras quoted in Dorr 1993: 152) More often, however, Islamists perceive liberal democracy as fatally flawed and compromised, of relevance only to secular, western(ised) societies which often appear to them morally deficient.

Governing regimes in Muslim countries often seek to utilise Islam as a facet of national identity and state power, and to bolster autonomy and influence in the international Muslim community. The state aims to dominate all international Muslim transactions; it strives to be the interlocutor, the negotiator and the beneficiary of all relations and communications that its national Muslim community maintains with the wider Islamic world; the state seeks to make use of Islam as an ideology of national unity. In many cases, state-controlled national Muslim organisations seek to channel the faith of the Prophet into specific organisations which help to integrate a putative counter-elite of reformists into the state framework (Bayart 1993). 
However, at the root of the rise of the Islamists in many Muslim countries is the failure of government-propelled modernisation to deliver its promises of improvement to the mass of ordinary people. As Etienne and Tozy argue that Islamic resurgence in Morocco carries within it ‘the disillusionment with progress and the disenchantments of the first 20 years of independence’ (1981:  251). This argument can be extended. Faced with state power which apparently seeks to destroy or control communitarian structures and to replace them with an idea of a national citizenry based on a systematic link between state and individual, popular (as opposed to state-controlled) Muslim groups emerged as a vehicle of political aspirations. Put another way, the Muslim awakening should be seen in relation to its capacity to oppose the state “It is primarily in civil society that one sees Islam at work” (Coulon 1983: 49).  Opposition groups seek to appeal to differing ideological constructs, bolstering and justifying campaigns against incumbent political and religious elites, functioning in many cases as conduits of oppposition and anti-regime solidarity. In other words, the state does not necessarily a monopoly of control of social organisations. As Fossaert notes: ‘men-in-society (sic) are organized in and by the state, but they are also organized in families, in village communities, in provinces, in workplaces, in factories in which the state is not always the proprietor, in trade unions, in parties and in associations and in other ways which the state does not necessarily control (1978: 149).  The point to underline is that Islam is the expression of community, a system of relations between individuals; at local and community level it may well be an ‘anti-structure’ expressing what Turner (1969) refers to as ‘the powers of the weak‘; in its own way, it is a counter-society. In urban surroundings, manifestations of Muslim community, outside of the state‘s control, include Islamist associations (such as the Hamadiyya Shadhiliyya of urban Egypt) and the growing network of ‘community’ - that is, not state controlled - mosques. 

However, Muslim civil society is not only the product of universalist Muslim cultural currents. Although it is characterised  by certain unchanging cultural referents, the latter are still moulded by discrete, even unique, social and political situations which serve to alter the original ‘arabist’ significance. Popular Islam, often leaning towards a ‘fundamentalist’ perspective, is present in civil society to an extent which is only matched, perhaps, in religious terms, by the ‘born again’ Christian churches which, as noted above, have grown rapidly in Africa and elsewhere in recent times. It is the political potentialities which such Islamic organisations contain, which makes the state both suspicious and wary of them. The state seeks to dislocate Islamic resentment by controlling and defusing it. While the state ‘must “put its nose” into the life of the Muslim community’ where Islam is the main ideological referent, it will be aware that its ‘secular discourse and secularity is scarcely effective as a mobilizer’ among devout Muslims (Coulon 1983: 50).
Popular Islamic political modes are often subversive to elites’ interests. Three ideal types can be identified. There is the ‘Islam of the social activists’, for example, associations of Muslim women, which are sometimes described as ‘apolitical’ (Piel with Sada 1984: 199). However, such organisations, which focus their activities on helping poor females and spreading education among girls, are actually highly political at the level of gender politics, working as they do towards women‘s liberation. Growing numbers of female Muslims find employment in the modern sector - for example, as teachers and secretaries - as a direct result of the spread of education to areas previously isolated. Second, there are the millenarian or utopian movements, for example that associated with the Cameroonian, Muhammad Murwa, in and around Kano in northern Nigeria in the late 1970s and 1980s. Third, there are the counter-elites that utilise Islam as a revolutionary ideology. They offer a programme  aiming to unify the restless ambitions of a counter-elite and the ever-present material grievances of the Muslim masses. Examples include FIS in Algeria, the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood and their counterparts elsewhere in the Arab Middle East, Balukta  in Tanzania, and the Islamic Party of Kenya (Haynes 1996). 

Conclusion
The politics of the secularisation of society, that is, the determination of rulers to mobilise the people in ‘mass’ parties, have often been unsuccessful in their aims of subjugating  autonomous forms of collective life to state control. In urban settings, replacing former social solidarity networks focused on kinship structures, clan and age groups, there is a sense of Muslim community which offers a welcome structure of solidarity. It seeks to transcend ethnic division in the same way that Christian ‘born again’ churches often do. Such religious organisations offer important ways of affirming the autonomy and the identity of a community in a new type of social surrounding, the city. 

Jewish fundamentalism

Since the establishment of the state of Israel as a homeland for the Jews in 1948, there has been intense controversy in the country over whether the state should be a modern, western-style country - where normally religion would be privatised - or a Jewish state with Judaist law and customs taking precedent over secular ones. Luckmann noted more than 30 years ago that the state of Israel was characterised by a process of bureaucratisation along rational business lines, reflecting for many Jewish Israelis, he argued, accommodation to an increasingly ‘secular’ way of life (1969: 147). According to  Weber’s classificatory schema (1978: 56), Israel would be judged a ‘modern’ state, that is, with a powerful legislative body (the Knesset) enacting the law; an executive authority - government - conducting the affairs of the state; a disinterested judiciary enforcing the law and protecting the rights of individuals; an extensive bureaucracy regulating and organising educational, social and cultural matters; and with security services -  notably the police and the armed forces - protecting the state from internal and external attack.

Yet, to many, Israel is not ‘just’ another western state. This is largely because in recent years religion seems to have gained an increasingly central public role. Religious Jews    warn of the social catastrophes that they believe will inevitably occur in secular, ‘godless’, societies, while many non-religious Jews see such people as  intolerant  religious fanatics. Then, in November 1995, the then Prime Minister, Yitzhak Rabin, was assassinated by Yigal Amir, a 25-year old religious Jew because of Rabin’s willingness to negotiate with the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) to end the conflict between Israel and the PLO. The murder led some Israelis to fear that violence would increasingly characterise the already tense relationship between religious and secular Jews. Yet what appeared initially to some observers to be the onset of a religious war among the Jews seems so far to have had little impact in a setting where, despite much intense political and social conflict, religious interests have never emphatically been able to determine major issues of public policy. 

On the other hand, the murder of Rabin by a Jewish fundamentalist appeared to be a clear manifestation of the willingness of ‘Jewish fundamentalists [to] attack Jews with secularist leanings’ in pursuit of their religo-political agendas (Bealey 1999: 140). The killing of Rabin served to focus attention on the growing polarisation in Israel between, on the one hand, non-religious or secular Jews, and, on the other, highly religious or ‘fundamentalist’ Jews. The latter are characterised by a determination personally to follow the ‘fundamentals’ of Judaism and to work to get them observed in public and private life (Silberstein 1993). Contemporary Jewish fundamentalism - manifested by organisations such as Gush Emunim - is believed, in part, to be a result of the impact of Israel’s victory over the Arabs in the 1967 war (Sprinzak 1993). For many religious Jews this was a particular triumph as it led to the regaining of the holiest sites in Judaism from the Arab control, including Jerusalem, the Temple Mount, the Western Wall, and Hebron. This was taken as a sign of divine deliverance, an indication of impending redemption. Even some secular Jews spoke of the war’s outcome in theological terms.
Jewish identity has long been understood as an overlapping combination of religion and nation. Put another way, the Jews of Israel tend to think of themselves as a nation inhabiting a Jewish state created by their covenant with God. The interpretation of the covenant and its implications gave rise to the characteristic beliefs and practices of the Jewish people. Vital to this covenant was the promise of the land of Israel. Following their historical dispersions under first the Babylonians and then Romans, Jews had prayed for centuries for the end of their exile and a return to Israel. However, except for small numbers, Jews lived for centuries in exile, often in separate communities. During the diaspora while awaiting divine redemption to return them to their homeland, many Jews’ lives were defined by halacha (religious law), which served as a national component of Jewish identity. The Jews’ historical suffering during the diaspora was understood as a necessary continuation of the special dedication of the community to God. 

Political Judaism

While monotheistic, Judaism lacks the universalist and proselytising tendencies of both Islam and Christianity. As former Chief Rabbi Epstein put it: ‘when paganism gave place to Christianity and later also to Islam, Judaism withdrew from the missionary field and was satisfied to leave the task of spreading the religion of humanity to daughter faiths’ (quoted in Parrinder 1977: 67). In addition, Jews have a different view of revelation from Christians. For the latter, the proclaimed messiah - Jesus Christ - has already come;  Jews, however,  look forward to the arrival of their Mashiah at some future date. 

There are two main strands of the Jewish faith: Orthodox and Reform Judaism. The division between them is ostensibly on the question of whether tradition can be changed in the face of new situations. In other words, is the Torah, the Jewish holy book (essentially the first five books of the Hebrew Bible), theoretically totally immutable? While still a highly important issue for many Jews, it would be fair to say that, over time, the hegemony of Orthodoxy has declined. Earlier, in medieval times Jewish ritual life was highly elaborated, the result of the dominance of the rabbis, both spiritual counsels and teachers of the traditions of the Torah. Various injunctions of the Torah controlled nearly all acts of everyday life in both the home and the synagogue, serving constantly to remind  Jews that they were God’s chosen people (Smart 1989: 265). Ethically and morally, Jews were expected to keep to the high standard of the Ten Commandments and other injunctions promulgated by the rabbis, such as monogamy. Regarding doctrine,  the insistence on strict monotheism was absolute.  

The traditional view of Judaism as a revealed religion governing every aspect of life began to face increasingly serious challenges at the end of the 18th century following the French and American Revolutions. Henceforward, Jews in growing numbers began to participate fully in the life of  their wider societies and, in many cases, increasingly to share many of its values ‘in contradiction to traditional Jewish life and values’ (Jacobs 1992: 31). A consequence was the emergence of the Haskalah (Enlightenment) movement, led by a German Jew, Moses Mendelsohn. The Haskalah  aimed to  influence Jewish intellectuals towards a greater appreciation of the need to adapt to the  new order.  They did not necessarily seek to reject tradition, but to promote a new approach whereby traditional practices could live side by side with new learning and social forms. Essentially, the Haskalah was a Jewish Renaissance whereby the Jewish Middle Ages came to an end. It spread to Eastern Europe where it met with considerable hostility on the part of traditional rabbis but its impact was such that no Jew could be impervious to its influence (Jacobs 1992: 31).  

The ideology of Zionism - that is, the political endeavour to create a national home for  the Jews - emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century. Fundamental to Zionism is the recognition of the national identity of the Jews, the rejection of the exile and a belief in the impossibility of assimilation. While the Bible is central to secular Zionists as a ‘historical’ document, many seem to be unclear concerning the centrality of religious elements in Jewish cultural history and the rejection of orthodox practice. The ‘political’ Zionism of Theodor Herzl’s World Zionist Organisation (WZO), founded 1897, was condemned as ‘idolatry’ by many orthodox Jews, who felt it replaced reverence for God and the Torah by secular nationalism and the ‘worship’ of the land. Orthodox Jews were instrumental in founding the Mizrahi party (Merkaz Ruhani or Spiritual Centre) in 1902 and Agudat Israel (Association of Israel, founded 1912), although many supported  Zionist efforts to establish a Jewish state. Although by the 1930s there was growing support for the idea of Israel from many orthodox Jews, the Holocaust in Nazi-controlled Germany - when some six million Jews were killed - was actually pivotal in the founding of the state of Israel in 1948. 

In the next section I want to examine the interaction of  religion and politics in Israel, where historically religious Jews and more recently various fundamentalist groups have been  significant political actors in recent years.   

Judaism and politics in contemporary Israel

Aiming to exploit divisions between secular and religious Jews, governmental policy has traditionally favoured the political centre ground; consequently, neither religious nor anti-religious extremes has been able to dominate the political agenda. Increasingly, however, religious Jews have become an important political voice, although like Christian fundamentalists  in the USA, they are not strong enough normally to determine  electoral outcomes. However, as they are particularly vocal on the issue of conceding parts of biblical Israel for the sake of peace with the Palestinians, a subject of intense controversy profoundly dividing the country, as that issue has dominated the political agenda so the political influence of the religious Jews has increased. In addition, the issue of the state’s role in determining what are traditionally religious concerns - Sabbath observance, kosher food, secular marriage, divorce, burial, abortion and other medical matters, the definition of who is a Jew, and the rights of non-Orthodox congregations and their rabbis - is of growing public concern. 

The public face of religion in Israel is expressed through a number of religious parties. Traditionally, the National Religious Party (NRP) and Agudat Israel were the most important, although othershave more recently emerged. Normally in elections religious parties achieve about 15 per cent of the vote - about 20 per cent of the Jewish population of Israel is strictly religious-observant - and between 15-18 seats in the 120-seat Knesset.  However, in elections since the mid-1990s the religious parties collectively gained around 25 seats (21 per cent of the total), making them crucial elements in both the Likud government headed by Binyamin Netanyahu and its successor Labor-dominated regime, led by Ehud Barak.

The predecessor of the NRP, Mizrahi, won 16 seats in the first general election in 1949,  before becoming the NRP in 1956 after a merger of several parties. Its success in 1949 meant that it was able to force a series of compromises from the then national president, David Ben-Gurion, despite the fact that the latter regarded the new secular Israeli state - rather than religion per se- as the focal point of popular allegiance. Under pressure from the NRP, Ben Gurion agreed: (1) to set up a ministry of religious affairs with formal authorisation over many aspects of Jewish life and (2) not to formulate a permanent constitution. This was because NRP leaders feared that the status of Halacha (religious law) would be diminished if a constitution was written. 

From the 1950s to the 1970s the NRP held at least two cabinet posts under successive Labour governments. Through control of the Ministry of Religious Affairs, it had wide-ranging control over the rabbinical establishment and the religious councils operating in both the urban and rural areas, providing religious services to the citizenry. It also periodically had authority over the Ministries of the Interior and Social Welfare giving it, by control of the latter, patronage abilities in relation to the social-welfare allowances of the underprivileged. This power enabled it ‘generally’ to get such people’s electoral ‘support as a token of gratitude’ (Dieckhoff 1991: 10-11). In the 1980s, however, the NRP saw its electoral support fall away dramatically as erstwhile supporters perceived it as not radical enough  (Morris 1989: 129).

Agudat Israel, with, typically, four or five seats after each parliamentary election, was the second largest religious party until the late 1980s, when it was overtaken by Shas. Agudat traditionally represented a section of the ultra-orthodox community but only rarely sought cabinet posts in the Labour governments. In 1977, however, when Likud ousted Labor, it became a regular feature in government. Between 1977-84, Agudat had  the chairmanship of the important Finance Commission as well as the vice-speakership of the Knesset. It was able to introduce and strengthen religious legislation in various areas,  including abortion, autopsy, and national airline flights on the Sabbath. In the national unity governments between 1984 and 1988, its role diminished as the Labor-Likud coalition could function without it. However, it returned to prominence following the Likud election victory of 1990, gaining several cabinet seats. It was behind several  pieces of religious legislation in the early 1990s, such as the banning of ‘offensive’ advertisements (displaying parts of the body of a man or a woman), the sale of pork, the closing of businesses on the Sabbath, and further restrictions on abortion rights. The party’s political influence in the 1990s reflected the fact that many religious Jews were coming  to the conclusion, like Christian fundamentalists in the USA at the same time, that the defence of their interests was best pursued via involvement  in the decision making process rather than by a holy separatism.    

Also understanding the importance of political involvement rather than standing aside was Shas (Sephardi Torah Observance) an orthodox Jewish party, representing the interests of the Sephardi constituency. It was founded in 1984, gaining six seats in both the 1988 and 1992 general elections, before rising to 10 in 1996. Like the NRP and Agudat, it held various ministerial posts - Absorption, Communications, and the Interior. Closely linked to Shas is yet another religious party - Degel Torah (Torah Flag), an ultra-orthodox party which gained two seats in the 1988 election. In the 1996 election - as United Torah Judaism - it increased its representation to four seats.   

The presence of religious parties in government since 1949  was both to protect the interests of the religious community and to increase its influence in a variety of social areas. But until 1967 such groups remained a decidedly subordinate trend in the political life of Israel. It was Israel’s decisive victory in that conflict which for many religious Jews ushered in the messianic age and the recreation of the kingdom of Israel and  provided an important incentive for new religious movements, including: Edah Haredit (God Fearful Community), Neturei Karta (Guardians of the City) and Gush Emunim (Bloc of the Faithful). The most important, Gush Emunim was from its founding in 1974  committed to establishing Jewish settlements in the West Bank and, until its handing over to the Palestinians in the mid-1990s, the Gaza Strip,  judged to be integral parts of the biblical land of Israel (Sprinzak: 1993 347). The general point is that such groups - mouthpieces of the mostly Orthodox settlers - had a  major and direct influence on Israeli politics in addition to that wielded by the traditional religious parties. 

Gush Emunim was formed in early 1974 in the West Bank settlement of Kfar Etzion.  Its main concern was the conquest and settlement of the whole land of Israel. Between the mid-1970s and mid-1980s, Gush grew rapidly, especially after the 1978 Camp David agreement led to the return of the Sinai desert - grabbed by Israel in the 1967 war - to Egypt. Gush Emunim and other fundamentalist groups, such as the late Rabbi Meir Kahane’s organisation, Kach (Thus), argued strongly, on religious grounds, against giving back territory  to Egypt. This was because the biblical entity, Eretz Israel, they argued was significantly larger than today’s Israeli state. To hand back any territory to Arabs, non-Jews, was tantamount to going against God’s will. Simmering religious opposition to the peace plan with the PLO, involving giving autonomy to the Gaza Strip and to an area around Jericho, reached tragic levels in February 1994 when a religious zealot, Baruch Goldstein, who had links with militants of both Kach and Kahane Chai (Kahane Lives), murdered between 15-20 people in a dawn attack on a mosque in the  West Bank town of Hebron. After the massacre both Kach and Kahane Chai were banned by the Israeli government, a sign of its commitment to crush religious extremist groups systematically using violence to gain their ends.

But this was not to be the end of political murders in Israel. Less than two years after the Hebron massacre, Israel suffered another destabilising blow when Prime Minister  Rabin was assassinated. After the killing, the 1996 general election was widely assumed to be a likely win, because of the expected huge ‘sympathy vote’, for Labor, then the governing party. As the election campaign progressed, however,  it began to dawn on many Israelis that the Labor government’s undeclared aim was to assist in the creation of an independent Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. ‘Labour’s coalition partner, Meretz ,was open about these objectives; Labour was more cautious’ (Bhatia 1996). As far as the Israeli secular right-wing and the ultra-orthodox were concerned this meant the slow dismemberment of the Jewish state. Their leaders were not prepared to accept PLO leader, Yasser Arafat’s, assertion that his people finally recognised Israel’s right to exist within its pre-1967 borders. When the Labor government began to discuss the issue of Palestinian refugees returning home, the religious and right-wing disquiet grew. ‘They were not only worried about the fate of 150,000 Jewish settlers in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, but they were also concerned at the prospect of hundreds of  thousands of Arab refugees converging on the [Israeli] homeland’ (Bhatia 1996). 

Such concerns were important in the Likud (Unity) party’s victory in the 1996 elections, achieved under the flamboyant leadership of Binyamin ‘Bibi’ Netanyahu. Likud and its secular allies won 45 seats, while religious parties gained 23 seats in the 120 seat parliament - giving the Netanyahu government a clear majority.  The  religious parties’ 23 seats  meant that they could hope to  occupy some very important ministries, including  Education, Housing and the Interior. Control of the Ministry of Education would allow a new stress on the importance of Jewish religious traditions and culture in the country’s schools, while  management  of Housing would almost certainly lead to increases in  funding for Jewish settlements in Palestinian areas. Domination of the Interior would allow them to ‘reward’ those municipalities - like Jerusalem - controlled by like-minded politicians and allow the religious new influence to impose edicts such as all shops, pubs, restaurants and night clubs would have to close on the Sabbath (Saturday).

There was speculation that the rise in the religious parties’ share of the vote heralded a crisis in Israel’s politics. Like in 1988, when the religious parties’ share of seats increased to 18 seats, the outcome of the 1996 election prompted commentators to write of impending ‘war’ between the religious and non-religious. Many secular Jews appeared to fear that the religious constituency would attempt to create a theocratic state by using their new strength  to lever substantial religious concessions as the price for their support in Netanyahu’s government  (Black 1996; Bhatia 1996; Oz 1996). While almost certainly not heralding a theocratic state, the rise in the share of the vote of the religious parties did reflect the period of intense self-questioning as to Israel’s identity as a nation in the late 1990s. The self-scrutiny took many forms - for example, the meaning of ‘Jewish’ in the phrase ‘the Jewish State’, as formulated in Israel’s Declaration of Independence (1948), to the adherence to the democratic values, also enshrined in the same Declaration, in the light of an anticipated Arab majority at some stage in the future.    

Given the maintenance of the religious parties’ vote in the 1999 elections which saw the election as prime minister of Ehud Barak, and the poll of 2000 that led to the accession to power of the hardline Likud leader, Ariel Sharon, there are several good reasons why the political impact of Jewish fundamentalist parties and movements in the Israel is unlikely to diminish significantly. First, the basis of both nationality and the creation of the state of Israel is religious identity. This makes it highly vulnerable to the claims of the religiously observant militants. Second, there has been a spectacular growth of orthodox Jewry since the early 1970s. In the late-1990s, it was claimed that one in three Jews in Israel  ‘respects the religious commands’ and one in ten belongs to the haredi (ultra-orthodox) community. Sixty per cent of the haredi  population is under 25 years  - and the proportion of the orthodox is likely to grow  because many have large numbers of children (Bhatia 1996). Such people are highly likely to be impressed by the arguments of the religious movements and parties. Third, the latter will continue to have major political influence because of the nature of the country’s political system. As in the past, they have a capacity  to gain numerous benefits in return for support of either Likud or Labor. Finally, a dovetailing of secular right-wing concerns (security) and religious interests (fear of secularisation) produces a powerful coalition likely to endure until - or if - the  issue of the Palestinians is finally settled. 

Hindu fundamentalism 
We have seen that, since the 1970s, Christian, Muslim, and Jewish fundamentalists have all exhibited ‘a refusal to be restricted to the private sphere of religious traditions’ (Casanova 1994: 6). Until recently, less noticed was the contemporaneous resurgence of Hindu fundamentalism in India. Hindu fundamentalism, like its counterparts in other religions, reacted intensely against the secular visions of modern nationalism, using a number of strategies for change, including targeting the traditional secular parties, India’s Muslim minority, the political process itself and the country’s secular political culture that underpinned it. What is striking about the Indian case is how consistently Hindu fundamentalists aimed at political targets in order to solve religious problems or to bring about a consolidation of religious identities and values. The level of violence associated with the Hindu fundamentalist movement became intense in the 1990s, with frequent political assassinations. The Indian case is useful for understanding the variety of ways in which religious militants seek to achieve their objectives from political violence to electoral politics. Both strategies have at their heart a total rejection of India’s secular state, a notion at the heart of the country’s political culture since independence.        

India’s secular state emerged out of the trauma of a communal holocaust, leading - in 1947 - to partition along communal lines, with (East and West) Pakistan as the designated homeland for Muslims. Since then, it has been impossible in India to replicate a western version of secularism through a strict institutional separation between church and state. This is partly because Hinduism, the  religion of  most of  the population, does not have an institutionalised hierarchy - hence, no ‘church’ - and partly because of the historically short time since the founding of India. Comparable attempts at building secular states in Western Europe, it should be remembered, took at least four centuries. 

The rise of the politics of religious identity underlines a central problem: how can  religiously plural India survive the creation of a powerful sense of identity based upon religion? Eighty-two per cent of the more than one billion Indians are Hindus, 11 per cent  are Muslim, 2.5 per cent are Christians, and 1.6 per cent are Sikhs. There are also small  numbers of Buddhists, Parsis, Jains, and followers of traditional religions. Because of such diversity it was central to the concept of the Indian state at  independence that its leaders would pursue a development path firmly located within a secular socio-political and cultural milieu. The core of Indian secularism was tolerance towards religious plurality - denoted in the Sanskrit phrase sarva dharma sambhava (‘equal treatment for all religions’). 

Perhaps the most significant implication of the recent electoral success of Hindu extremism at the polls was not the likelihood of the formal founding of a Hindu state, which may never come about, but the general stimulation it provided for extremists from other cultural groups. It appears to many observers that the secular features of the existing state are weakening, helping fuel political campaigns, not only by Hindu extremists, but also  from regional Muslim, Christian and Sikh groups. However, this is not necessarily Hindu fundamentalism - which would for many observers be rooted in a common understanding linked to the revealed words of God in a holy book as a set of socio-political aspirations and goals - but rather a nationalist project with the goal of the projection of a wider Hindu identity at its core. 

Various theories have been offered to explain the resurgence of political religion in India; many see the 1980s as a crucial period. But why the 1980s? It was not a decade when India’s government overtly sought to privatise religion, but it was a period of pronounced economic instability and of  ‘new distortions of the homogenised Western menu of modernity and its consumerist culture peddled through its multinationals’  (Ray 1996: 10). This coincided with the re-emergence of the question of both Hindu and Sikh  national identity, issues which quickly became central to India’s political scene.

Explanations for the religio-political resurgence of Hindu nationalism can be roughly divided into political, psychological, socio-economic, cultural and ‘the impact of modernisation’ theories. However, it is important to note that they are not mutually exclusive - none can claim to be exclusively ‘correct’ - but that taken together they may explain reasonably well the rather unexpected resurgence of religion in politics in India in recent times. 

Arguing for a political explanation, Juergensmeyer asserts that the secular Congress Party government, which ruled from independence until the mid-1970s, became a target for the wrath of Hindu nationalists because it was perceived to be favouring Muslims, Sikhs, Christians and other religious minorities (1989: 100). While ‘the rise of Sikh fundamentalism in the Punjab especially played on Hindu nerves’ (Copley 1993: 57), increased Muslim assertiveness - following the Iranian revolution - seemed to many Hindus also to threaten them. 

Psychological theories stress high-caste alarm at the conversion to Islam of Dalits (erstwhile ‘untouchables’) in various parts of India, especially the well-publicised case of the Tamil Nadu  village of Meenakshipuram in 1984 (Copley 1993: 57). This incident is thought to have led many Hindus to vote for the leading Hindu nationalist party, the   Bharatiya Janata Party (the BJP, or Indian People’s Party) in following elections. More generally, Chiriyankandath (1996) notes that many conservative Hindus were incensed over the government’s protection of mosques built over Hindu sacred sites during the Mughal period. In 1984 the Vishwa Hindu Parishad  (VHP) called for a reassertion of Hindu control over a dozen such sites. Observers point out that many Muslims would have consequently seen themselves  as the focus of Hindu attacks, perhaps in turn encouraging Islamic radicalism (Sisson 1993: 58-9; Talbot 1991: 149-51).

Also encouraging communal friction was political instability caused by economic uncertainty, the third factor. In the 1980s, Callaghy notes, the Indian economy was suffering serious problems ‘the balance of payments and inflation moved beyond control; foreign exchange reserves dropped; a debt crisis loomed; and pervasive statism and bureaucratic controls were having increasingly negative consequences …’ (1993: 194-5). The government attempted (initially timidly) to liberalise the economy; the main impact, however, was probably unintended: the creation of a tiny group of super rich and a growing stratum of extremely poor people. Many urban middle class Hindus were unsettled by the economic reforms and, like many poor Hindus, looked to a party - notably the BJP - promising that Hindus would be privileged over other groups. In sum,  economic changes were probably an important  factor  in the growing appeal of Hindu nationalism among both the poor and the rapidly expanding sector of urban middle class producers and consumers.

Fourth, Hindu nationalism received a cultural boost when the immensely popular Hindi serialisations of the Ramayana and Mahabharatha’ appeared on state television in the early 1990s. Observers assert that these television programmes helped to foster an all-India Hindu self-consciousness.  

Fifth, it is in the context of cultural change that the final set of theories - those linked to the impact of modernisation - are located.  As Chiriyankandath notes, ‘much of the recent electoral success of the neo-religious  parties can be ascribed to their endeavour to provide those uprooted from their traditional environment with a bridging ideology’ (1994: 36-7). What he is referring to is the Hindu nationalist appeal which, not only   offered an intensely needed emotional tie with the past, but also claimed to provide a ‘philosophical and practical framework for coping with, and regulating change’. The BJP aim, according to K. R. Malkani, a vice-president of the party and its chief theoretician, was to ‘remain anchored to our roots as we modernise so we don’t lose ourselves in a tidal wave of modernisation’ (quoted in ibid.). In sum, the BJP and other Hindu nationalist groups expressed their political programmes in the form of reinterpretive responses to the impact of western expansion and accompanying technological modernisation within the historically well-established Hindu religious traditions.

These five factors collectively helped to facilitate the rise of the Hindu nationalists - while leading to an increase in minorities’ self-awareness. In the 1980s, movements such as the VHP attempted to contrive a ‘semetised’ ‘fundamentalist’ version of Hinduism, while Hindu nationalist political parties - notably the BJP - fought for political power via the ballot box. Unlike Sikh nationalists who, because of their small numbers and intra-group schisms, cannot plausibly achieve their objective - independent Khalistan -  through the electoral process, Hindu nationalists progressed electorally. From the late 1980s, the BJP made an increasingly effective showing in the electoral battle against what its leader, Lal Krishna Advani, called the ‘pseudosecularism’ of secular politicians (Juergensmeyer 1993: 81). From  two seats in 1984,  rising to 85 in 1989, the BJP won  119 seats in 1991, making it the largest opposition party  in the Lok Sabha, India’s national parliament (Hellman 1996: 237).  Five years later, the party secured 188 seats, making it the largest single party, before achieving power in a coalition government in 1998.   

Juergensmeyer notes  that  ‘one of the reasons why India has been vulnerable to the influence of Hindu nationalists is that Hinduism can mean so many things’ (1993: 81).  Before continuing it may be useful to describe briefly, first, the essential characteristics of Hinduism and, second, the traditional relationship between Hinduism and politics in  India. After that I will trace the electoral rise of the BJP.

What is Hinduism?          

The term ‘Hindu’ has been used to refer to what has been believed and practised religiously for around 5,000 years by many people living in present-day India. Taken as a whole, the Hindu tradition is one of the oldest religious traditions in the world.  But it is exceedingly difficult to take as a whole, for it is also one of the most diversified extant religious traditions. There is no single teacher acknowledged by all nor any one creed recited   by all. As Lewis and Slater put it Hinduism ‘is a great Ganges River of religious beliefs and practices fed by  many streams’ (1969: 31). Chiriyankandath asserts that the ‘plural religious culture of Hinduism  … renders it meaningless to try to discern any singular religion or “faith”’ (1996: 45).  

Perhaps all that can be stated with confidence when referring to this great tradition is that we are dealing with a cluster of practices arising on Indian soil and largely, but by no means entirely, confined to India. Religiously, the Hindu tradition is notable for the following: It has no central church; it has no historical basis and stands in contrast to the West-Asian Judaic tradition; it has a cyclical vision of universal evolution creation, maintenance, and destruction are the processes that recur over macro-time spans called yugas or epochs;  its beliefs and practices are a compendium of animistic, polytheistic, and monotheistic principles; the caste system; the concept of Absolute Brahminism  (Venugopal 1990: 78). Hindus share a basic idea with Buddhism - that of karma, denoting the conception of moral causation, that is, the idea that what a person is and where they are today is largely determined by what they have done in past lives (moral responsibility). Moksha is the notion of salvation, signifying emancipation from the bonds of present existence. To attain this it is necessary to transcend avidya (ignorance) or maya (illusion) (Lewis and Slater 1969: 32).

Hinduism caters to a variety of groups. In general, most ordinary people follow a mixture of animistic and polytheistic beliefs, while those belonging to the reformed sects have a monotheistic base. A notable dimension of Hinduism is its immanentism - that is, the belief that gods are pervasive and easily accessible to the people. The Hindu notion of avataras implies that gods take birth in animal or human form to redeem mankind. Hindu soteriology - that is, the way to achieve salvation - rests on the renunciation of worldly ties and the attainment of moksha, wherein the cycle of births and deaths no longer  operates. 

Hinduism rests on a stable social organisation, the caste system. In this ascriptive stratification system some castes are placed higher than others in order of ranking. The higher castes are believed to be purer in ritual terms than the lower ones.  People are expected to follow the traditional practices and rites prescribed by their caste. For most ordinary Hindus the final goal is not moksha but simply a scrupulous observance of rites prescribed by the sacred texts. Two widely used Indian terms may be mentioned in this connection. These are the Varnas (originally meaning colour), the four  basic caste divisions, which are notional rather than empirical. There are four Varnas - Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya, and Sudra - arranged hierarchically. Empirically, however, there are numerous castes, high or low, which are concrete constituents of Varnas, called Jatis. No one is born into a Varna, but everyone is born into a Jati (Venugopal 1990: 579).   

The Hindu sacred literature, written in the ancient language of Sanskrit, consists of four Vedas, collections of hymns, prescriptive rites and procedures for five sacrifices, believed to bring prosperity or victory to the performers. Today, however, Vedas are read almost solely as sacred verses. The Vedas reflect changes of thought over time. Many of the gods mentioned in one of the early Vedas, the Rig Veda, disappear from view by the end of the Vedic period. In the later Vedic texts the main trend of thought is neither polytheistic nor theistic but in the direction of  a pantheistic monism. In the epic scriptures, however, the trend is theistic. References abound to the high gods, Vishnu and Shiva. They, together with the god Bramah, later  constitute what is sometimes called the Hindu trinity (Slater and Lewis 1969: 33). Second, there are  the Upanishads, philosophical, speculative discourses usually held between master (guru) and pupil. Third, there are the Puranas (myths), held in high popular esteem. Immanentism is central to the Puranas because gods and goddesses arrive on earth to redeem humans from their tormentors. Fourth, there is the Bhagavad Gita (’the Song of the Lord’). The Bhagavad Gita is part of the epic Mahabharata, which, along with the Ramayana, discusses the dynastic struggles of antiquity. Both were writen down in their present literary forms around the first century AD.  It is generally agreed that the Bhagavad Gita, more than any other sacred text, informs contemporary Hindu thought and conduct. Many scholarly Hindus believe that the Bhagavad Gita brings together all that is the most significant in the Hindu tradition. For many Hindu nationalists it is the most sacred text (Jaffrelot 1995). 

Hindu nationalism and politics

Although officially secular, nationalist leaders in India drew much of their  ‘inspiration from religious faith. Religious appeals and symbolism popularised the nationalist message’ (Talbot 1991: 134). In the 1940s, India’s independence movement couched its  message in recognisably Hindu terms, referring not only to the notion of dharmic obligation, but also to the idea of Mother India with the characteristics of a Hindu goddess. Breaking with what they saw as the Hinduised nationalist movement, Mohammad Ali Jinnah and the Muslim League demanded a separate state for Muslims. After bloody civil conflict, the goal was achieved in 1947. Although ‘Mahatma’ Mohandas Ghandi, the leader of India’s nationalists, strongly protested against the partition of India and the communal hatred it involved, militant Hindus considered that he had capitulated to Muslim pressure. He paid the ultimate price - a member of  the extremist Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh - assassinated him  in 1948. 

In the first years after independence, with the murder of Gandhi no doubt fresh in many people’s minds, religion as a source of political tensions appeared to be a spent force (Parrinder 1977: 69-70, 105-7). India’s first post-colonial prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, stressed the themes of economic modernisation and secularism, which were enshrined in the 1950 constitution. The Preamble to the Constitution states ‘We the people of India, having solemnly resolved to constitute India into a sovereign socialist, secular democratic republic …in our constituent assembly … do hereby adopt, enact, and give to ourselves this constitution’. The constitution itself sought to remove the threat of the disruptive potential of religion in two ways. First, it employed an intentionally unclear concept of secularism that was however widely interpreted as according equal respect to all religions, while protecting religious minorities. Second, the 25-state, linguistically-based federal structure would, it was hoped, prove to be sufficiently flexible to allow for the cognizance of ethnic plurality. 

However, it seems very likely that the absence of an accepted role for religion in politics made for an unworkable situation in post-colonial India: ‘as a generally shared credo of life’ secularism in India ‘is impossible, as a basis for state action impracticable, and as a blueprint for the foreseeable future impotent’ (Madan 1987: 748). Democratisation and secularisation would, it was feared, work at cross purposes. Increasing participation in the political arena  drew in new social and religious  forces whose demands for greater formal recognition of  Sikhism, Islam, Christianity, and Hinduism were partly  ‘responsible for making religion the dominant issue in Indian politics today’ (Mitra 1991: 759). 

There was a relative - albeit shortlived - religious calm in the first decade and a half after independence. However, the year of prime minister Nehru’s death, 1964, saw a sharp increase in communal incidents. Two thousand lives were lost that year to fighting between Muslims and Hindus (Sisson 1993: 58). In the 1970s and 1980s communal  violence continued. The average annual number of deaths during the former decade was 111, while in the latter it was four times higher at 454. At the heart of the matter lay the question of the role that religion should play in a modernising society. Nehru and his fellow secularists believed that the only way forward was steady reduction of religion’s influence and creation of a more secular culture, to be achieved primarily via a progressively more prosperous society. To this end, Nehru  sought to promote the existence of  an inclusive political community within which groups were differentiated by economic and social interests rather than by ties based on religion, language, ethnicity or locality. However, this glossed over the glaring paradox at the core of the state: India’s secular constitution gave no role for religion in public affairs; this situation was to be superimposed on a society where religion was a vital interpersonal bond for hundreds of millions of people. It would have been miraculous if religion did not at some stage become central to politics. In the 1980s, it did. 

As we have seen, the selective adaptation of tradition is indispensable to Hindu nationalism. The long campaign to construct a temple upon the site of a mosque at the supposed birthplace of the deity Rama (or Ram), the Hindu god of war, in Ayodhya,  had a dramatic influence upon the pattern of politics of some Indian states (such as, Uttar Pradesh, Gujarat) but not others. Reference to popular regional religious and cultural traditions might help explain the differential response to the contemporary Hindu nationalist evocation of tradition. However, because of the potential repercussions for the country’s more than 100 million Muslims and other minority groups, Hindu nationalism - focused by the violence surrounding the destruction of the Babri mosque at Ayodhya in December 1992 - is widely thought to threaten seriously India’s ultimate survival as a pluralist democracy. This event conclusively destroyed the democratic, secular consensus envisaged by the architects of the Indian Constitution.  

W hat religious edifice would take pride of place at Ayodhya has long been a contentious  issue. In 1949, following riots, the mosque was closed down by the government. Forty years later, The Times of India claimed presciently that the ‘laying of the foundation stone of the Rama temple in Ayodhya can be seen to be a dangerous turning point in the history of independent India’ (quoted in Copley 1993: 47). However, the  wider significance of  the Ayodhya  incident was it threw into the open an issue ignored for a long time, that is, ‘the relationship between religion and politics, and, more darkly, its seemingly inevitable concomitant relationship with communalism’ (ibid). 

But Ayodhya did not come out of the blue. More than 30 years ago, anti-Muslim rhetoric informed the ideology of the Bharatiya Jana Sangh (BJS),  the forerunner of the BJP (Chiriyankandath 1996: 53). But the BJS did not enjoy anything like the same electoral success as the BJP. Part of the reason was historical. Because overt Hindu communalism was discredited  in the backlash following Gandhi’s assassination, the BJS had to narrow its sights. It had to be content with sniping at the Muslim way of life shored up by the Urdu language and loyalty to sharia law. But this was not electorally successful. In addition, in Uttar Pradesh, the focus of the BJS’s linguistic anti-Urdu campaign in the 1960s, the Congress government was itself staunchly pro-Hindi - and the BJS made little headway. Nationally at this time, the BJS was only able to identify itself as a ‘narrow, northern, regional, Hindi, imperialist party’, without  wider appeal (Copley 1993: 56). 

The picture changed in the 1980s. From being just one of the diverse currents in the ebb and flow of Indian politics in the 1960s and 1970s, the Hindu nationalists, by now focused in the BJP,  began to project themselves  as the party of the future. Between 1989-91 its share of the vote tripled  to 20 per cent. By 1991, it had  become ‘the strongest official parliamentary opposition to the Congress Party since independence’ (Chiriyankandath 1994: 31). Between 1990 and 1995 the BJP won power in the National Capital Territory of Delhi and in six of India’s 25 states - four in the Hindi-speaking belt of north India  and two on the west coast. Of the 119 BJP members in the 545-seat Lok Sabha in 1995, 106 came from these areas, while only eight of the 220 seats in the eastern and southern regions of India were held by the party. Yet, in the 1996 general  election the BJP’s share of the vote did not increase much above the 1991 figure, only to 23.5 per cent.  But this was enough to give it  and its allies 188 seats, that is, more than a third of seats on less than a quarter of the vote. The geographical unevenness of the Hindu nationalist support  reflects the plural character of the Indian political scene. The challenge for Hindu nationalism is ‘to overcome the centrifugal trends that arise from this heterogeneity, based both on vertical (caste and class) and horizontal (language and region) distinctions’ (Chiriyankandath 1995: 1). 

However, the 1996 result also confirms the steady polarisation of Indian society. The Congress Party, the traditional ruling party, lost seats heavily in the north, west, and south, although it managed to maintain its position in the east of the country, hanging on to  36 seats. The share of the vote for Congress declined from 48 per cent in 1984 to just over 28 per cent in 1996. The fading of Congress in the first three regions was hastened because of the failure of India’s Muslims to do what they traditionally have done vote for the Congress Party.  In the 1995 round of state elections, it is reckoned that most Muslims  voted against both the BJP and Congress  in favour of candidates or parties with secular credentials (Bhatia 1995). This helps explain the rout of the ruling Congress party in 1996 many Muslims identified the party with pro-Hindu sentiments, particularly  because of the demolition of the mosque in Ayodhya four years earlier.  More widely, the Ayodhya incident also had a dramatic influence upon the pattern of politics of several  states -  Uttar Pradesh, Gujarat, Maharashtra, where the BJP or its allies made huge gains -  but not in  others - Kerala, Tamil Nadu - where the Hindu nationalist message was  received with coolness.

However, partial scepticism was not enough to prevent the BJP’s relentless electoral progress. But the BJP was not able to achieve power on its own. The BJP’s chief   difficulty lay in  persuading  those unimpressed by its nationalistic agenda that its political aims had a wider applicability in India’s pluralist society. The BJP did not manage to convince non-nationalist politicians following its failure to stitch together  a  government, the second largest party - Congress - was able to put together a ruling coalition that managed survived into 1997. Later, from 1998, the BJP achieved power at the head of a coalition government, and managed to stay there for the next three years.

The BJP now dominates the political landscape of north and west India;  however it  has found the south  and west of the country a tougher nut to crack this is because it is regarded as a northern-dominated party,  intent on imposing its narrow version of the Hindu tradition, at the expense of alternative regional traditions. In the 1996 and 1998 elections the BJP and its allies only managed to acquire a handful of seats in the south and east. Compare this to the 180 it gained - of the 323 on offer - in the north and west in 1996. In these regions, its communistic programme, perceived by many Indian secular intellectuals as the expression of primordial sentiments indicative of the underdeveloped nature of the people concerned, was obviously highly appealing to millions of Indians.  Why does the BJP - and Hindu nationalism more generally - appeal?  Why in some regions and not others? 

Recent Hindu attacks on the status quo in part reflect the absence of a religious hierarchy and organisation which engages with the state at the institutional level. Hindu-chauvinist anger is directed  at a modernisation that failed to benefit all groups in society; it reflects the existence of enduring and deepening societal crisis and the apparent inability of secular government to correct matters. Whereas in different ways Christian and Islamic notables reacted to issues of democratisation by either attacking governments or closing ranks with them, it is significant for political culture issues  that religious resurgence tended to be at the level of popular political culture. Political and religious elites, especially in the Abrahamic religions, generally profess adhesion to religious precepts of equality  at the same time as they act - and are seen to act -  self-interestedly. 

Conclusion
As with Christianity and Islam, the processes of global modernisation through electronic media have not only diminished the state as a source of identity for many people, but have also stimulated the spread of radical religious ideas. Hinduism is no exception to this trend. Even though Hindu doctrine separates people into a ‘complex series of castes that defines their rights, privileges, and ways of life... (it) has not posed (until recently) much of an obstacle to the practice of liberal politics in India’ (Fukuyama 1992: 228). As already noted, several mass organisations have emerged or re-emerged as significant political players. Among these are the RSS, one of whose members assassinated (‘Mahatma’) Mohandas Gandhi in 1948, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad  (VHP ‘All Hindu Conference‘) and the BJP. By the late 1980s the VHP had more than 3,500 branches throughout India and over a million dedicated workers. The context of the rise of these organisations is not only disquiet at the effects of modernisation, but also the historic clash between Muslim and Hindu in the region. Internationally, rivalry is manifested between India and Pakistan, while local Muslims in Kashmir (backed by the latter in a proxy war against the former) fight against Indian troops. Intensifying religious strife in India also manifests itself in conflict between the state and militant Sikhs fighting for  Khalistan. The destruction of the Ayodhya mosque in December 1992 brought to the fore the issue of whether India would remain a secular democratic state or become a Hindu-dominated one. The issue in essence reduces itself to the question of whether India would remain committed to the principles of modernity and secularism, with no religion receiving especial treatment, or whether Hindu chauvinism would triumph. Certainly, India‘s middle class would defend the status quo to keep its own position in the state and India‘s in the world. As Ajami notes, ‘A resourceful middle class partakes of global culture and norms’ (1993: 3). He argues that as a result of the long struggle to overturn British rule and the struggle against ‘communalism’, the champions of national unity constructed a large yet durable state they would not give up lightly, especially for ‘a political kingdom of Hindu purity’ (Ajami 1993: 3). While this is a decidedly optimistic and touching demonstration of belief in the incipient good sense of India‘s middle class, much will rely upon the ability of central government to deliver sufficient economic growth, relatively equitably spread, to head off Hindu chauvinism and allay Muslim fears. Only time will tell whether international-orientated political culture will triumph over the local brand of intolerance rooted in India‘s past which the BJP and other militant Hindu groups represent.

Buddhist ‘fundamentalism’ in Thailand

Buddhism in Thailand provides the state with an ideological basis and political legitimacy and is widely used to facilitate government policies and to maximise its legitimacy. In Thailand, where over 90 per cent of the people are Buddhists, there is a traditionally close political connection between Buddhist professionals and political rulers. The links between religious and temporal power are reflected in the fact that the present  monarch, King Bhumipol Adulyadej, must profess and defend both the Buddhist dharma and the sangha (the body on monks). However, reflecting the prevailing power arrangements he must also reach a modus vivendi with the most powerful social group - the military -  because of its traditional political role as power broker (Chai-Anan 1993).

The interaction between Buddhism and political rulers in Thailand is taken as a case of reference because, first, since the formation of the Thai state, Buddhism has uninterruptedly been the dominant religion of a great majority of its people. Second, unlike, for example, Laos, Burma or Cambodia, Thailand did not experience the effects of  colonial rule. Third, as a result, its traditional mode of government has recognisably continued for many centuries (Somboon Suksamran 1993: 109-10). The general point is that the mobilisation of traditional institutions, notably Buddhism and the monarchy, in aid of political stability in Thailand, has been remarkable. In other words, Buddhism and the  monarchy have together functioned traditionally as the most visible symbol of national unity.   

However, as Swearer notes, while ‘the national monastic order strongly supports the state, there have been instances of charismatic monks … who have resisted pressures by the state towards standardisation of monastic education and practice’ (1987: 64). This points to what Somboon Suksamran has described as a ‘continuous dialogue’ between the country’s Buddhist order and the state (1982: 7). At the heart of the interlocution is the question of whether Buddhism is, or is not, the state religion. Buddhism is known in Thailand  as the sasana pracham chat, that is, the ‘inherent’ national religion. However, no Thai constitution has ever specified that Buddhism is actually the state religion, although all have stated that the King must profess the Buddhist faith. Thus the constitutional position of Buddhism is open to interpretation and its public role open to debate. 

Historically, a number of  measures have highlighted attempts by the secular authorities to bring Buddhism under  firm  control. This was well expressed in the 1962 Sangha Act which  sought to make direct use of Buddhist monks in the service of the state. Henceforward, monks were enlisted in various programmes combining Buddhist proselytising with combating communism and spreading state ideology  to Thailand’s minority (non-Buddhist) tribal peoples with the goal of  assimilating them into mainstream society. Since the early 1970s, however, not all  interaction between monks and the state  has been  mutually supportive. The catalyst for change was the so-called ‘October Revolution’ of 1973 when student- and monk-led demonstrations succeeded in toppling the military dictatorship of Field Marshals Thanom Kittikachorn and Praphat Charusathien. The result of the monks taking the side of the opposition in 1973 was that henceforward the traditional pattern of a subservient sangha legitimating an authoritarian government was emphatically broken. From this time, monks openly and regularly took political sides some on the side of political liberalisation and reform, while others were opposed. Many among the against expressed the view that the post-1973 regime was dangerously liberal, seriously undermining traditional state-sangha relations and, consequently, Buddhism itself. 

The most radical monks tended to look beyond the confines of state-sangha concerns,  and some openly supported a reformist student movement campaigning for a modern democratic system while others canvassed for the avowedly secular Socialist Party in the 1975 elections. Both  professed to see a clear parallel between the inequality and authoritarianism of the sangha hierarchy, and wider socio-economic injustices in Thailand.  However, monks whose politics challenged the power of the state were not easily tolerated. Many were severely disciplined (Somboon Suksamran 1982: 56-61, 84-90, 103-5). At the other end of the political spectrum, an outspoken right-wing monk, Kittiwuttho,  founded an extreme nationalist movement, Nawaphon,  declaring  a ‘holy war’ on communism, proclaiming that  ‘killing communists is  no sin’  (McCargo 1992: 11).  Despite such inflammatory statements, his organisation was permitted to pursue its activities unhindered, while Kittiwuttho himself established close ties with a group of  right-wing military officers. This seeming double standard serves to underline the sometimes rather ambiguous nature of the ‘dialogue’ between religious and political authorities in Thailand. 

The general point is that the 1962 Sangha Act was the product of a period of Thailand’s political history characterised by a rather crude authoritarianism. As a result of the Act, a handful of elderly and extremely conservative monks were able to rule the sangha with a dictatorial hand. Yet, they conspicuously failed to address such urgent problems as poor internal discipline and declining numbers of long-term ordinations. It is scarcely surprising that, by the very nature of the system which selected them, such senior monks tended to be strongly supportive of the political status quo. 

As already noted, however, since the 1970s challenges emerged from within the collectivity of monks which  not only focused upon the nature of the state policies but increasingly upon the nature of the sangha regime itself. Since that time, a new generation of monks has emerged. Such individuals aimed to teach a contemporary Buddhism relevant to a rapidly changing society. In some ways they resembled Latin America’s Catholic priests animated by the concerns of liberation theology that were such an important feature of the religio-political scene in  the 1960s and 1970s. In Thailand, such ‘progressive’ monks were similarly  engaged in development work, including environmental, conservation and  community projects and moral education, largely for the same reasons as their Catholic counterparts. The monks believed that the pre-eminent place and relevance  of Buddhism in Thai society - like that of Catholicism in Latin America - must be ensured by its evolution in the context changing circumstances. They must achieve an active engagement with  society, rather than being satisfied with a  ritual legitimation of the state alone. However, most were no more or less ‘political’ than their titled superiors; the point is that the former worked for socially progressive goals while the latter were, for the most part, strongly  conservative. It is this schism that led McCargo to contend that the ‘existing edifice of the Thai Buddhist sangha, for all its traditional centrality in the rituals of the state, contains dangerous cracks’ (1992: 12).

The division within the sangha is not, however, the only recent development within Thai Buddhism with political resonance. Another is the emergence of a number of  ‘new Buddhist movements’, including  Phuttathat Bhikku’s Suan Moke, Wat Phra Dharmakaya, and Photirak’s Santi Asoke. All have  been  beneficiaries of the mainstream sangha’s high-level paralysis and indirection. In their different ways,  each movement is concerned with Buddhism’s  quest for modern relevance; broadly, they are  society-oriented. Santi Asoke, uniquely, has openly entered the political arena. In sum, their emergence may well reflect a general shift in Thailand’s political power, that is, away from traditional - and conservative - state institutions such as the military and the orthodox sangha, and towards a stronger and more diverse civil society (Hewison 1993 180-1).  Before analysing such groups and their contribution to an emerging Buddhist ‘fundamentalism’ in Thailand it may be appropriate to describe the fundamentals of Buddhism as these seem relatively little known.

The fundamentals of Buddhism

While sharing many features of Hinduism, Buddhism  broke away more than  two thousand years ago owing to dissatisfaction with the former’s ritualism  and the dominance of the priestly class. It developed as a separate religious tradition, both rationalistic and atheistic: there is no all-powerful God believed to be presiding over people’s destiny.  However, Buddhism is a thoroughgoing ethical system; its followers  believe that people prosper or not according to the Buddhist  law of karma, that is, what has been enacted in some distant past affects what is possible in the present. Every individual goes through a series of births, with salvation eventually attained through cessation of  the cycle of births and deaths.

For lay people to define themselves as ‘Buddhist’, it is often sufficient for them to declare that they go to the Three Refuges: the Buddha, the Dharma (the Buddha’s doctrine) and the body of  monks and nuns (the sangha), and that they will abide by the Five Precepts (not to kill, steal, be unchaste, lie, or take intoxicants). There are days in the lunar month of intensified observance (uposatha days) when, ideally, a lay person takes the Eight Precepts - that is,  the basic five, plus all sexual activity to be excluded, not to watch entertainments or  use adornments nor use luxurious beds. This is close to lower ordination (pabbajja) entailing taking the Ten precepts. This is like the Eight, except the  stricture against adornments and entertainments are separated, while the use of money is forbidden.  

Theoretically, the single aim of Buddhist practice is to achieve nirvana, the extinction of desire and  the end to rebirth and suffering. Traditionally, the way  to attain the goal is to progress via moral purity, self-restraint and the practice  of meditation to the acquirement of wisdom, a path which only a monk or nun can hope to tread successfully.  Practically, however, the religious goal of nirvana is either too remote or too difficult to understand to be attractive to the vast majority of ordinary people. In addition, the Buddhist teaching that existence is ‘unsatisfactory’ or ‘suffering’ (dukkha) is probably only partially accepted by many people. This is because they can see or imagine states of wealth and power where suffering is outweighed by happiness and pleasure. These states, even if impermanent, still  seem desirable. Thus the ideal goal for many becomes, practically,  not nirvana but a better re-birth, probably as a wealthy person. 

To achieve the diminished goal of a better rebirth it is necessary  to acquire merit. As a result, virtually all Buddhist religious practice, whether by monks or laity, has merit as its aim. Merit-making is compatible with doctrine, since it all contributes - ultimately - to nirvana. To attain merit, which in turn will help achieve a better rebirth, it is essential not to do bad actions. The latter produces karmic retribution in the form of a worse rebirth. Merit is perceived by many Buddhists as a kind of intangible spiritual ‘currency’ which can be reckoned and ‘transferred’, increasing in proportion to the amount ‘invested’ (Johnson 1988: 734). There are ten ways of earning merit the most rewarding activity - generosity, especially giving food and other goods to monks in exchange for various religious services, plus observing the precepts, meditation, transferring merit, empathising with merit, serving one’s elders, showing respect, preaching, listening to preaching, and holding right beliefs. For the layperson, the most important function of the sangha is to provide the individual  with the opportunity to make merit by giving to the monks. As a result, most monks spend much of their time performing merit-making rituals - especially sermons and readings from the texts - for  laypeople. Since few monks consider nirvana to be a realistic goal, such activity is in fact beneficial for them as well as laypeople. This is because preaching and propagating the Dharma is one of the ways in which they require merit and thus the chance of a better rebirth. Thus there is a symbiotic relationship between laypeople and monks each benefits from merit-making, while overall the store of merit goes on increasing  (Johnson 1988: 735). 

Buddhism and politics in Thailand

In Thailand, a Buddhist ‘fundamentalist’ group, Santi Asoke, was accused in the early 1990s of trying to create a model society, a ‘Thai Buddhist utopia’ (McCargo 1992: 2). Even though Thailand is a strongly Buddhist country (it is one of the three foundations of the state along with loyalty to king and country), it has played a fairly insignificant minor overt role in Thai national politics. The sangha (monkhood) remains relatively apolitical, as it is well organised in a hierarchical structure under the leadership of the king. One of  the most significant aspects of Thailand‘s politics is the traditional political importance of the military. The absence of colonialism in Thailand served to create a Thai military unaffected by anti-colonial aspirations. Whereas most military structures were strongly anti-colonial in many colonies, the role of the military in Thailand was traditionally strongly in support the status quo, especially in the context of regional attempts to impose communist regimes. Indeed, in the 1960s when fear of communist insurgency in the country was at its height, members of the sangha were involved in policies emphasising development, national unity and anti-communism, the values which the military in Thailand appeared to hold most dear. However, in recent years Thailand has been striving to become more democratic. 

What this amounts to is that in Thailand the political orientations of the elites were often shaped not so much by religious concerns as by  fear of radical political change which might overthrow them all, including the powerful military leaders. An ideology of development had as its rationale and centrepiece a requirement for an effective political authority rather than one that was necessarily democratically accountable. The idea of stability as more important than democracy was not undermined by strong challenges from Buddhist sources. This was in part because Thai Buddhism was not ‘plugged into‘  a universal religious structure, unlike Islam or Christianity, which could sometimes transcend the effects of local political cultures. In part this was because of the fact that the relationship between state and society (in Thailand, as elsewhere in Asia) was more intricate even ‘multidimensional’ than in many Western countries (Chai-Anan Samudavanija 1993: 270).  

On the other hand, the image of a quiescent, even passive Buddhist population was strongly shaken by two events in recent times in Thailand. The first was the founding of a Buddhist-orientated political party, the Palang Tham Party, whose main figure, Major-General Chamlong Srimaung, initially enjoyed some political success. The second was the probably unprecedented outbreak of popular political rebellion in May 1992 against the appointment of a non-elected prime minister. What was of significance was the international diffusion effects of pro-democracy agitation which reached Thailand via the electronic media. In the ensuing political violence, hundreds of demonstrators were killed, and thousands injured (Chai-Anan Samudavanija 1993: 286). In the resulting elections in September 1992 the civilian-led, modernising Democratic Party won the poll and its leader took the post of prime minister in the new government.   

New Buddhist movements and politics 
Since the 1930s, Thai politics has been a situation where the interests of  civilian and military elites have been privileged, enjoying a monopoly of real political power. While procedural elements of democracy (political parties and elections, more or less democratic constitutions) have been - intermittently - present, representative democracy has not developed to any great extent. There has been little room for countervailing forces of civil society - socially progressive monks, reformist business groups, trade unions,  environmental protection groups, pro-democracy organizations, new political parties, the mass media and so on - to pursue  essentially  reformist goals. In short, until recently politics has been understood primarily as the domain of elite interests, while those challenging the status quo have been  marginalized (Chai-Anan Samudavanija 1993: 282-87; Hewison 1993: 167-84). The emphases and directions of new Buddhist movements in Thailand are basically reformist and should be understood in relation to the foregoing they are attempts to make the religion meaningful to modern life, both as critique and affirmation (Satha-Anand Suwanna 1990: 405). Put another way, they should  be understood in the context of Thailand’s changing political system. 

Various scholars have argued that the rise of new social forces in civil society has served to invalidate the conventional elite-centred conception of Thai politics (Swearer 1987; Hewison 1993; Somboon Suksamran 1993). This has occurred because, whereas in the past the elites  were normally  able to co-opt any challengers to the status quo, recent rapid socio-economic  change has  shifted power especially towards a new business class. Such business interests have worked with some of the emerging civil society groups to wrest a degree of economic power from the hands of state officials and the military. But the impact has not only been felt in the economic sphere, but also in those of religion and politics. 

According to temple statistics, most members of one of the new Buddhist movements - the Wat Dharmakaya - are from the middle class. Forty-one per cent  are said to be university students and 22 per cent private business owners. They ‘seem to represent a segment of the emerging middle class that is keen on achieving both wordly pleasure and peace of mind in religious form’  (Satha-Anand Suwanna 1990 407). In short,  an area of democratic ‘space’ has  opened up  where  new political and religious  forces operate with greater freedom and effectiveness, challenging not just the religious, but also the wider socio-political, status quo. 

The rise of the new Buddhist movements is an important part of this process of political change because they offer emergent  social groups the ability to develop religious practices - broadly within the Buddhist tradition - which, crucially, are not subject to the direct day-to-control of senior monks or  the Thai state.  As McCargo (n/d: 19) notes,  ‘orthodox Thai Buddhism  amounts to an extension of bureaucratic dominance into the religious and personal life of ordinary citizens’. There is also a widening social gulf between most ordinary monks - over 90 per cent hail from the rural uneducated populace - and the emerging middle class of Bangkok and other population centres (Satha-Anand  Suwanna 1990: 407).  While many orthodox monks offer ritualistic services and give occasional sermons to the urban middle class,  a widening gap  exists between the two groups which the new Buddhist  movements help to fill.  By adopting new modes of Buddhist practice and belief, members of key civil society  groups are able to define for themselves a distinct identity which is no longer subservient to state concerns. Yet, changing class structure and an emerging civil society is not the only explanation for the rise of the  new Buddhist  movements they are also, it is argued, a fundamental  part of what is  has been  called Thailand’s  ‘individualistic revolution’ (Keyes 1989; Taylor 1990). 

Conclusion
New Buddhist movements in Thailand are difficult to account for  definitively because, so far, they have not been fully quantified, nor adequately classified. It is nonetheless fairly clear that they are the result of social change, of urbanisation and of resulting spiritual dislocations.  Reflecting the impact of modernisation,   Thailand’s new Buddhist movements are part of a global pattern of religious resurgence -  a development which cannot wholly  be correlated with country-specific patterns of socio-economic change and which, in some contexts, has seen the emergence of religious fundamentalist groups. However, the increased pluralism of Buddhist teaching and practice offered by the new movements  testifies to the emergence of a less homogeneous society and religion, and a reduction of the capacity of the state to impose religious, social and political values upon middle class Thais.  It is less clear that they reflect manifestations of Buddhist fundamentalism.          

Overall Conclusion
The concept of popular religious interpretations, including religious fundamentalist ones, is not new; there have always been opponents of mainline religious interpretations. What is novel, however, is that in the past manifestations of popular religion were normally  bundled up within strong frameworks that held them together, serving to police the most extreme tendencies, as in the Christian churches, or were at least nominally  under the control of the mainline religion - as with popular sects in Islam and Buddhism. In the contemporary era, however, it is no longer possible to keep all  religious tendencies within traditional organising frameworks. This is primarily a consequence of two developments: (1) widespread, destabilising change after World war II - summarised as postmodernism -   leading many people to question what were once their most unshakeable convictions; and (2) religious privatisation, especially in the increasingly secular west.  

In the past, popular religious groups functioned in isolation. This is no longer the case. Paralleling, and in some ways reinforcing, the impact of postmodernism, is that of globalisation. In the context of the spread of ideas, especially religious views, globalisation - particularly  the impact of the spread of communications to all parts of the world - means that groups are no longer isolated as in the past. Historically, when there were breaks in religious traditions, the breakaways were either recaptured  or, if they stayed independent, came in time to reflect again the diversity from which they wished to escape. 

It seems clear that  - under certain circumstances of cultural defence and transition - religion has had increasingly political impacts in many parts of the world. Confidence that the growth and spread of urbanisation, education, economic development, scientific rationality and social mobility would combine to diminish significantly the sociopolitical power of religion was not well founded, with various ‘fundamentalist’ groups emerging in many countries as vehicles of popular opposition to the status quo. Threats emanating either from powerful, outsider groups or from unwelcome symptoms of modernisation (breakdown of moral behaviour, perceived over-liberalisation in education and social habits) helped galvanise such religion-based reactions. 

Religious fundamentalism can be divided into two categories the ‘religions of the book‘ and nationalist-oriented Hinduism and Buddhism. Scriptural revelations relating to political, moral and social issues form the corpus of fundamentalist demands. Sometimes these are deeply conservative (American Christian fundamentalists), sometimes they are reformist or revolutionary (some Islamist and Buddhist groups), and sometimes they are xenophobic, racist, and reactionary (some Jewish groups, such as Kach and Kahane Chai, and various Islamist groups). Hindu ‘fundamentalism’, on the other hand, assumed a nationalist dimension when it sought a re-birth of national identity and vigour denied in the past, zealots considered, by unwelcome cultural dilution and inadequate government.

While secularisation seems the ‘normal’ - and continuing - state of affairs in most western societies, the various religious groups examined in this chapter tend to share a disaffection and dissatisfaction  with established, hierarchical, institutionalised religious bodies; a desire to find God through personal searching rather than through the mediation of institutions; and a belief in communities‘ ability to make beneficial changes to their lives through the application of group effort. This desire to ‘go it alone‘, not to be beholden to ‘superior’ bodies, tends to characterise any of the groups we have examined.  For some, religion offers a rational alternative to those to whom modernisation has either failed or is in some way unattractive. Its interaction with political issues over the medium-term is likely to be of especial importance, carrying a serious and seminal message of societal resurgence and regeneration in relation to both political leaders and economic elites.
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