
The war in Yemen grinds on, instability persists in the 
Central African Republic, and the peace process in 

southern Thailand proceeds in fits and starts. Each of these 
conflicts poses its own particular chal-
lenges to conflict transformation. One 
aspect they all have in common is that 
each has a religious dimension. This is 
not surprising. The proportion of internal 
armed conflicts where religion plays a 
role has been on the rise since the 1970s. 
By 2015, well over half of all civil wars 
had a religious dimension. The entangle-
ment of religion in conflicts matters be-
cause it complicates efforts to address 
them. Fortunately, there has been a grow-
ing awareness amongst policy-makers 
and peace practitioners of the importance 
of understanding religion’s role in con-
flict. Nevertheless, we believe that efforts 
to transform conflicts with religious di-
mensions are being held back by an 
over-emphasis on the concept of ‘instru-
mentalization.’ 

When practitioners or poli-
cy-makers are confronted with conflicts 
involving religion, the term ‘instrumen-
talization’ is frequently used to try to 
make sense of the situation. The term is 
employed both by secular actors – who 
often dismiss religion as irrelevant for 

political analysis – and by religious actors – who fear that 
‘their’ religion is being misused or sullied by being associ-
ated with politics. We argue that a tendency amongst  
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Peacebuilders and policy-makers often accuse political 
elites of exploiting religion in conflicts for the purpose  
of achieving political objectives. However, diagnosing  
religion’s presence as ‘instrumentalization’ may be a  
barrier to conflict transformation. 
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Key Points

 While religion can shape conflicts in many ways, this does not 
necessarily mean that it is being instrumentalized. 

 Since it is difficult to assess the motives of actors, peacebuilding 
practitioners and policy-makers can be wrong about whether actors 
are instrumentalizing religion and may therefore misdirect their 
responses.

 Even though instrumentalization does happen, third parties seeking 
to transform conflict and contribute to peace should suspend judge- 
ment about intentions and avoid using the term ‘instrumentalization.’ 

 Peacebuilders who accuse actors of instrumentalizing religion may 
struggle to engage with these actors. They also risk neglecting the  
genuine concerns of people who support the alleged ‘instrumentalizers.’

 Rather than judging others’ use of religion, practitioners and 
policy-makers should focus on whether their own engagement with 
religious actors occurs in a respectful way, and is based on jointly 
agreed actions.

Policy Perspectives
Vol. 8/5, June 2020



The Instrumentalization of Religion in Conflict  2

secular Western actors to accuse conflict 
parties of instrumentalizing religion is 
based on a widespread normative as-
sumption that religion and politics ought 
to be kept separate. While we accept that 
instrumentalization does happen, we be-
lieve that focusing too heavily on deter-
mining whether it is happening often 
gets in the way of conflict transformation 
efforts. Specifically, by labelling actors’ 
references to religion as ‘instrumentaliza-
tion’ peace practitioners and policy-mak-
ers create three potential obstacles: First, 
they risk misdiagnosing what is going on. 
Second, by judging actors’ intentions 
rather than their actual behavior, they 
alienate those parties that should ideally 
be included in efforts to transform the 
conflict. Third, they may play down griev-
ances that should in fact be addressed.

The Instrumentalization of Religion
Talk of actors instrumentalizing religion usually refers to 
three kinds of situations. First, it may refer to religious 
leaders that use their religious authority to rise to positions 
of political power, such as Cardinal Mazarin in France in 
the 17th century or Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran in the 
1970s. Second, it is often tied to accusations of politicians 
playing identity politics with religion, emphasizing the sa-
lience of religious identity, and presenting themselves as 
defending the interests of a particular religious group in 
order to gain favor amongst important constituencies. 
Such criticisms were levelled against political leaders 
during the breakup of Yugoslavia in the 1990s, and are reg-
ularly heard in contemporary discussions of sectarian con-
flicts in the Middle East. Governments, and particularly 
authoritarian regimes, are regularly accused of purposefully 
inflaming sectarian differences as part of a ‘divide- 
and-rule’-strategy. Finally, political leaders have also been 
accused of instrumentalizing religion when they justify 
and seek support for particular policies, decisions, or be-
havior with reference to religious scripture or teachings. 
For example, many perceive the use of Islamic concepts by 
groups such as the Islamic State or Al-Shabaab as purely 
instrumental. 

What, then, does it mean to say that someone is 
instrumentalizing religion? In common usage, the term ‘in-
strumentalization’ has both a descriptive and a normative 
component. It describes how something has a causal role in 
bringing about a particular effect – that is, how it is instru-
mental. It also judges someone by implying that they are 
exploiting, or taking advantage of, that causal power. To say 
that someone is ‘instrumentalizing religion’ is to suggest 
that their appeals to religion for the purpose of justifying 
political choices or policies are not based on shared con-
cerns with the community, whose identity or beliefs they 

reference; rather, they are pursuing their own separate po-
litical agenda, and simply framing their appeals in a way 
that they believe will mobilize the support of that commu-
nity. In short, ‘instrumentalizers’ are accused of using peo-
ple, through their relationship to religion, as a means to an 
end, rather than valuing them in their own right. 

We suggest that the term ‘instrumentalization’ 
functions as a kind of cognitive framing or heuristic device 
that causes people to conflate these two components of de-
scription and judgement. As a result, any situation in which 
religion is instrumental (i.e. has an effect on a situation) is 
judged as a morally suspect manipulation of religion for 
political ends. We believe that this conflation is often based 
on a narrow understanding of the relationship between re-
ligion and politics. 

The Relationship between Religion and Politics
The legacy of the religious wars in Europe and the En-
lightenment period mean that it has been common, partic-
ularly in the West, to draw a distinction between the polit-
ical and the religious realms. While politics is understood 
as the process of decision-making related to the organiza-
tion and governance of a society, religion has been relegat-
ed to the private realm and characterized as describing and 
engaging with an ‘other-worldly’ reality that is separate 
from that of the political world.

This effort to separate religion and politics has long 
been influential in Western thinking. This is, however, an 
artificial separation based on a specific conception of what 
‘religion’ is. It is certainly not how many religious people 
and communities understand their religion, for they tend 
not to think of the existence of a separate religious domain 
that is solely concerned with private, spiritual matters. For 
many, their religion provides, and is part of, an all-encom-
passing worldview that has much to say about how indi-

Supporters of the Law and Justice party walk with a portrait of late Pope John Paul II during a 
pro-government demonstration in Warsaw, Poland, December 2015. Kacper Pempel / Reuters
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viduals should live their lives, as well as about how society 
should be organized and governed. In some contexts, the 
term ‘religion’ does not even exist, as it would be nonsensi-
cal to have a word that describes someone’s beliefs, practic-
es, and way of life, and thereby treats these as something 
distinct. Insofar as we accept religion as a separate analytical 
category, the relationship between religion and politics is 
most obvious when political actors ground their political 
projects in a particular religious worldview, such as in the 
case of actors inspired by liberation theology or Islamist 
movements. However, even in so-called secular states, the 
basic values that underpin constitutions can often be traced 
back to a certain religious tradition. Religion can also 
shape power relations in a society, namely when someone’s 
religious identity will likely affect what rights and free-
doms they enjoy, who they might vote for, or whether their 
voice is heard. While individual practitioners and poli-
cy-makers may have their own personal views about the 
desirable relationship between religion and politics, the re-
ality is that in both implicit and explicit ways, religion and 
politics cannot be neatly separated. 

Obstacles to Conflict Transformation
Peace practitioners and policy-makers who accuse an actor 
of instrumentalizing religion run three risks. The first is 
that such a judgment is simply erroneous, and that, as a 
consequence, any policy decisions flowing from this assess-
ment will be misdirected. That religion is often instrumen-
tal in politics is a fact. However, this fact alone does not 
suffice to automatically infer that religion is being instru-
mentalized. While it is likely that many actors do instru-
mentalize religion, in the sense that they treat religion 
purely as a means to an end, it is impossible to know 
whether this is happening in a given instance. As social 
scientists are quick to point out, it is notoriously difficult to 
infer motives and intentions from behaviors. Philosophers 
call this the ‘problem of other minds’; we simply cannot 
know for sure why someone does something, which makes 
it well-nigh impossible to determine 
with absolute certainty whether a politi-
cal actor’s references to religion are ‘gen-
uine.’ While it may be reasonable to make 
inferences about the motivations of those 
whom we know well and who operate in 
an environment that we understand, the 
opposite is also true. The less familiar we 
are with the people we are judging and 
the world they live in, the less reliable our 
inferences will be. Religions are highly 
heterogeneous, with multiple combina-
tions of interpretations and practices 
producing many different strands of any 
one religion. This makes judgements 
about instrumentalization very difficult. 

The second risk is that actors will 
interpret any third party accusations that 

the former are instrumentalizing religion as an attack on 
their credibility. Accusations of instrumentalization are 
themselves often used by conflict parties. One may accuse 
the opposing other of instrumentalizing religion in order 
to delegitimize them. Consequently, any expression of 
judgment about an actor instrumentalizing religion by 
practitioners and policy-makers might be seen as taking 
sides, which, in turn, will make it difficult to assume the 
role of an impartial third party seeking to engage key ac-
tors in a process of conflict transformation.  

The third risk is that this leads to an ignorance or a 
downplaying of the role of religion in the conflict at hand. 
Whether it is instrumentalized or not, religion often be-
comes a dimension of the conflict. When a group of people 
are mobilized by appeals to their religion, they genuinely 
feel that their religious identities are threatened, or that 
their beliefs require them to support certain kinds of ac-
tions. These feelings need to be taken seriously. If practi-
tioners and policy-makers dismiss people’s concerns as the 
product of instrumentalization, they risk alienating the very 
people who need to be engaged if the conflict is to be trans-
formed. 

Engagement without Instrumentalization
In facilitating conflict transformation processes, practi-
tioners and policy-makers should begin by checking their 
own impulse to diagnose instrumentalization of religion. 
Since the latter can antagonize, efforts should also be made 
to keep the term out of the conflict transformation pro-
cesses that are to be supported or facilitated. To achieve 
this, third parties can introduce their dialogue participants 
to the principle of ‘judging actions, not intentions.’ Parties 
should be encouraged to jointly agree on accepted stan-
dards of behavior and actions that are off-limits. Actions 
can then be assessed against these standards, while leaving 
aside any judgements about intentions. Where no consen-
sus can be found, third parties should seek to identify the 
lowest common denominator – that is, the minimum ‘rules 
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of the game’ that the majority of actors deem agreeable, 
and which will lead to their participation.

As previously mentioned, there has been a growing 
awareness amongst policy-makers and practitioners of the 
value of working with religious actors in conflict transfor-
mation processes. Such engagement, however, also bears 
the increased risk of ‘instrumentalization’ by the third party 
themselves. Secular third parties may seek to ‘use’ religious 
actors or religious discourses to advance peacebuilding and 
conflict transformation goals. Yet, such practices become 
particularly problematic if they simply treat said actors as 
means to an end. Thus, while it is difficult to reliably judge 
the motivations of others, policy-makers and practitioners 
can and should reflect on their own. When, for instance, 
secular actors help themselves to elements in a religious 
tradition that suit their arguments, they are not taking into 
account that religious interpretation is, in fact, a practice 
with a long-established tradition that has its own rules. 
Not following these rules is exactly the reproach levied 
against fundamentalists: selectively highlighting some ele-
ments found in a sacred book without putting it in context 
of the tradition as a whole. 

To avoid such criticisms, this kind of ‘use’ of religion 
and religious actors should be based on a consensual dia-
logue with religious actors and legitimate interpreters of 
the religion, bearing in mind the importance of engaging 
with a variety of voices within a religious tradition. Actions 
must be jointly agreed. When done in this way, religious 
actors may willingly become ‘instruments.’ That is to say, 
they may lend their support to particular policies or actions 
because they believe that, from a religious perspective, they 
are worthwhile, while at the same time fully realizing that 
their counterparts’ motivations for agreeing to them may 
not be religious. What prevents this practice from being 
labelled as ‘instrumentalization’ is the fact that it is collabo-
rative, and based on consultation that both respects and val-
ues the other. The goal must therefore be one that is shared, 
and the approach one that is jointly designed.

Conclusion
Faced with analyzing the role of religion in conflict, peace 
practitioners should have five reactions. The first is to rid 
themselves of any blanket assumptions that religion and 
politics are neatly separable. Second, they should accept 
that they cannot know whether references to religion in a 

specific situation are sincere. Third, if they wish to engage 
in conflict transformation, they should avoid counter-pro-
ductively accusing actors of instrumentalizing religion. 
Fourth, they must not allow a suspicion of instrumental-
ization to serve as a reason to ignore the role of religion in 
conflict. Finally, peace practitioners should worry less about 
whether others are instrumentalizing religion or religious 
actors, and more about examining their own practices to 
ensure that their engagement with religion is collaborative 
and based on a relationship of mutual respect. Transform-
ing conflicts with religious dimensions requires self-reflec-
tion, sensitivity to the complexities involved in these pro-
cesses, and a genuine respect for a religion’s meaning and 
value to others. Without these qualities, practitioners and 
policy-makers risk doing more harm than good.
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