religion and politics in south asia

Religion and politics in South Asia is a complex and multifaceted relationship that has shaped the
region's historical, cultural, and social landscapes. South Asia, which includes countries such as India,
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan, Sri Lanka, and the Maldives, is home to a diverse array of
religious beliefs and practices. This diversity plays a significant role in political dynamics, influencing
everything from national identity to electoral outcomes. Understanding the intersection of religion and
politics in this region requires an exploration of historical contexts, contemporary challenges, and the

interplay of various religious identities.

Historical Context

The Role of Religion in Historical Politics

Throughout history, religion has been a driving force in South Asian politics. The subcontinent has
been characterized by the prevalence of major religions such as Hinduism, Islam, Buddhism, and
Sikhism. The Mughal Empire (1526-1857) exemplified a period where Islamic governance coexisted
with various indigenous beliefs. The empire was known for its syncretic culture, which combined
elements of different religions. However, the decline of the Mughal Empire paved the way for colonial

intervention by the British, who exploited religious divisions to establish control.

Colonial Era and the Partition

The British colonial rule in India introduced a new dimension to the religion-politics nexus. The divide-
and-rule strategy often exacerbated communal tensions, leading to the rise of religious nationalism.

The ultimate culmination of these tensions was the Partition of India in 1947, which created two



separate nations: India, predominantly Hindu, and Pakistan, primarily Muslim. The Partition was
marked by widespread violence, displacement, and communal riots, setting a precedent for future

conflicts and identity politics in the region.

Contemporary Dynamics

Religious Nationalism

In contemporary South Asia, religious nationalism has emerged as a significant political force. Political
parties often mobilize religious identities to garner support, leading to the politicization of religion in

various forms:

1. Hindu Nationalism in India: The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has been at the forefront of promoting
Hindu nationalism, seeking to establish a Hindu identity as central to Indian nationalism. The party's
rise to power in the 2014 elections marked a shift towards policies that critics argue marginalize

religious minorities, particularly Muslims.

2. Islamic Identity in Pakistan: In Pakistan, the state’s identity is closely tied to Islam. Political parties
such as the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTl) and Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) often invoke
Islamic rhetoric, while religious groups like the Jamaat-e-Islami play significant roles in shaping public

discourse and policies.

3. Buddhism in Sri Lanka: In Sri Lanka, Buddhist nationalism has gained prominence, particularly with
the rise of the Bodu Bala Sena (BBS), a group that advocates for the protection of Buddhist identity

amid concerns over the growing Muslim population.



Secularism and Its Challenges

Despite the prevalence of religious nationalism, several South Asian countries have constitutions that
endorse secularism. However, the practical application of secularism is often challenged by the

following factors:

- Political Exploitation of Religion: Politicians frequently leverage religious sentiments to consolidate
power, undermining secular principles. For example, in Bangladesh, the Awami League has been
accused of using religious identity to counter the opposition, creating a fragile balance between

secularism and religious politics.

- Communal Violence: Religious conflicts, such as the riots in Gujarat (2002) and the anti-Muslim
violence in Sri Lanka, highlight the fragility of secularism in the face of communal tensions. These
events often lead to calls for stronger religious laws, further complicating the secular framework.

- Judicial Interventions: Courts in South Asia often grapple with cases that involve religious laws, such

as the Supreme Court of India’s verdicts on the Ayodhya dispute and the Triple Talaq ruling,

showcasing the ongoing struggle between religious practices and constitutional rights.

Regional Variations

While the relationship between religion and politics shares common threads across South Asia, each

country presents unique characteristics influenced by its historical, cultural, and social contexts.

India

India's diverse religious landscape makes it a microcosm of the broader dynamics of religion and

politics. With a Hindu majority and significant Muslim, Sikh, Christian, and other minority populations,



political parties often navigate a complex web of communal interests. The rise of Hindu nationalism
has led to heightened tensions, particularly in regions like Jammu and Kashmir, where identity politics

is intensely contested.

Pakistan

In Pakistan, the intertwining of religion and politics is enshrined in the very fabric of its identity. The
country was founded as a homeland for Muslims in the subcontinent, and Islamic principles continue to
inform governance. However, sectarian violence, particularly against Shia Muslims and ethnic

minorities like Ahmadis, presents ongoing challenges to national cohesion.

Bangladesh

Bangladesh, despite its majority Muslim population, has a history of secular governance. However, the
rise of religious fundamentalism has led to increased tensions, particularly against minority
communities. The political landscape is often characterized by a tug-of-war between secularist and

Islamist forces, with significant implications for governance and civil liberties.

Sri Lanka

In Sri Lanka, the Sinhalese Buddhist majority has historically dominated the political landscape. The
civil war (1983-2009) between the Sinhalese government and the Tamil Tigers was exacerbated by
ethnic and religious identities. Post-war, the resurgence of Buddhist nationalism has raised concerns

over religious minorities, particularly Muslims and Tamils.



Nepal and Bhutan

In Nepal, the transition from a Hindu monarchy to a secular republic has been fraught with challenges.
The country’s multi-religious fabric requires careful management to avoid communal tensions. Bhutan,
on the other hand, promotes a unique brand of Buddhism that informs its governance, with the state

emphasizing Gross National Happiness as a guiding principle.

Conclusion

The interplay between religion and politics in South Asia is a dynamic and ongoing process that
reflects the region's rich tapestry of beliefs and identities. As countries navigate the complexities of
secularism, religious nationalism, and communal tensions, it is crucial for policymakers and civil society
to foster dialogue and understanding among diverse communities. The future of South Asia hinges on
the ability of its nations to reconcile their religious identities with democratic principles, ensuring that
the diverse voices of their populations are not only heard but respected in the political arena. The
challenges are significant, but so too are the opportunities for building a more inclusive and

harmonious society.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does religion influence political party platforms in South Asia?

In South Asia, political parties often align with specific religious communities to garner support. For
instance, in India, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) promotes Hindu nationalism, while parties like the

Indian National Congress appeal to secular and diverse religious identities.



What role do religious leaders play in South Asian politics?

Religious leaders in South Asia often hold significant sway over their communities and can influence
political outcomes. They can mobilize voters, shape public opinion, and even serve as political

candidates, as seen with figures like Imran Khan in Pakistan.

How have recent elections in South Asia reflected religious tensions?

Recent elections, such as in India and Bangladesh, have highlighted rising religious tensions, with
campaigns often focusing on religious identity politics, leading to polarization and sometimes violence,

as communities rally around or against certain religious narratives.

What impact does religious extremism have on governance in South
Asia?

Religious extremism poses challenges to governance in South Asia by undermining democratic
processes, promoting violence, and leading to instability. Governments often struggle to balance

security measures with upholding civil liberties, creating tension within society.

How does the relationship between secularism and religion manifest in
South Asian countries?

Secularism in South Asia is often complex, with countries like India officially secular yet influenced by
religious ideologies in politics. In contrast, Pakistan’s identity is rooted in Islam, leading to debates on

the role of religion in public life and law.

What are the implications of religious nationalism for minority
communities in South Asia?

Religious nationalism can marginalize minority communities, leading to discrimination, violence, and
social exclusion. In countries like India, growing Hindu nationalism has raised concerns about the

rights and safety of Muslim and other minority populations.



In what ways have social movements in South Asia utilized religious
rhetoric?

Social movements in South Asia frequently employ religious rhetoric to mobilize support and legitimize
their causes. For example, environmental movements may invoke religious teachings about
stewardship of the earth, while feminist movements might draw on religious texts to advocate for

women's rights.
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