ALIER HAZEL COLLINS
Is it desirable to exclude religious belief from political discourse?
To start, I think it is important to note that the answer to this question is very dependent on the cultures and societies we belong to, and thus I will be focusing on the western perspective, mostly UK and US, and focusing on Christianity, but the same ideas and laws may not stand in all cultures and societies.
In short, yes. Religion has the potential to harm political structures, it infiltrates discussions and hurts real people in today’s world. This is because laws which limit the choices and freedom of people in marginalised groups are backed by religious groups and ideals, and therefore we should not seek to include religious rhetoric in our political systems and discussions. Despite the fact that it is an important cultural part of our societies, its foundations in antiquity and the harm it does in the modern multifaith world we live in make it incompatible with modern political discourse. 
Interpretation is key, there is a scale of devotion – some Christians do not have the same views as others, denominations vary massively, people are all different, differing views and experiences culturally and socially mean that we cannot rely on universalism due to the diversity of the human experience: economy, ethnicity, sexuality, gender identity, sex, marriage status, religion. In an ideal world (perfection is impossible, but we should aim for it anyway), our political system would reflect the diversity of our nation. Religious input in political discourse disrupts this because of how religion is used as a reason and justification to disrespect other people. It has been corrupted to allow it to create the laws which those in power want. It is not evil in itself, it is how it is used, or misused as the case may be which causes. For example, there are attempts across the western world to ban conversion therapy (the religious practice of attempting to change someone’s sexual orientation or gender identity) and prevention of these bans allows religious institutions to control and harm gender and sexually diverse people (Conley, 2018). Garrard Conley is an example I fall back to rather a lot, as his experiences are quite raw when he lays them out in his autobiography. He explains how he suffered a lot of physical and psychological torture as a result of his parents’ choice to send him to conversion therapy in Arkansas, despite the fact they believed they were doing the right thing, and how the practice destroyed his family relations and understandings of his own identity (Conley, 2018). Banning conversion therapy could prevent this happening in the future, but due to its foundations in religion, governments are tentative to move on it, and in the UK, they struggle to push it through parliament. However, not all Christians see homosexuality or gender diversity in a negative way, there are many queer Christian groups, such as Freed Hearts – a charitable organisation attempting to help religious parents recognise and love their children, rather than struggle with how their identity rests within their faith. Rob and Susan Cottrell are ex-evangelical Christians, and as Mrs Cottrell says in her Ted Talk; “I chose my child” (Cottrell, 2019). Therefore, using religion to justify anti-LGBTQ+ law and prejudice is invalid, and so it can be argued that powerful individuals in authoritative positions use religion to shroud their unjust views and push their harmful narratives, and it is thus desirable to exclude it from political discourse. 
Classical religion is founded in antiquity and therefore, its prejudices and perspectives lack some validity in the post-modern western world. It can do more harm than good as it places constrictions on our free will and ethical decision making, especially when bound by law. Due to the diverse nature of our current society, it is perhaps not fair to assume universalism of belief and therefore should not be using religion as a foundation for law, or reinforcement in political discourse. UK has Anglican religious leaders as members of the house of lords – only church of England therefore this does not replicate our society properly, thus any decisions passed may not be a fair representation of how our country works as a whole. For example, conservative Christianity has been used in recent years to justify abortion bans across America. This is largely problematic as the USA is a diverse country with a multiplicity of beliefs, and access to reproductive healthcare, especially abortion, is important for peoples safety (Woodward, 2023). Preventing access to safe abortions on the grounds of religion removes people’s rights in free choice and autonomy over their own bodies (BBC News, 2022). This causes harm and the use of Christian rhetoric has heightened this – there is not forcing others to have an abortion, but there are groups who are forcing others not to: “It erases whole groups of people who have different religious beliefs” – Rebecca Todd Peters (McLaughlin, 2022). Diversity is an important cornerstone of our modern western societies, and therefore erasing other beliefs and preventing free will in our ethical decisions should not be welcome in our political structures. 
Politics and law are, and always have been influenced by religious thought, for example, the American constitution. These texts (both political and religious) are ancient, they are not updated, and the postmodern world is ever-changing. We cannot rely on this to dictate our ethics today, as our world is so different from the era contemporary of the Bible. The impact of the spread of secularisation and growth of multi-faith societies as a result of globalisation (both physical and technological) and understandings of religious pluralism mean that fewer people are reliant on religion as their sole belief system in today’s world. Therefore, the beliefs of one religion should not be impressed on everyone as this way of thinking can exclude those of alternative faiths and world views. For example, in the euthanasia debate, it could be argued that denying access to safe and legal euthanasia is prolonging suffering because of religious and ethical beliefs (Ahluwahlia, 2018), should we be removing the option for those who wish to end their own suffering? This debate is very complicated, there are many facets of understanding, but broadly, removal of free choice is problematic. People should be free to choose how to act, and be able to do so safely, regardless of the beliefs and judgements of others. 
Biases are constantly creating problems as it is unclear who has the power to judge morality in political systems. It seems that anyone in power who thinks they do is somewhat corrupt, and therefore the interests of minority groups are largely ignored. Mistakes are part of human nature, part of our history but we have a duty to do our best to avoid suffering, and this does not seem to be a duty taken on by those with the power to create and enforce law. This creates natural political and social instability and tension as disagreements over ethical decisions lead to attempted control over others which is difficult to regulate. There is a natural tension between modernity and traditional religious beliefs however, there are various examples of where religion holds power, and gives people strength to fulfil their aims, i.e. a positive power in protecting and standing up for people. The one which comes most immediately to mind is the case of Martin Luther King Jr. He came from a middle class, traditional Baptist family, and his father and grandfather were priests before him, having a heavily religious, secure upbringing, but still experienced the racism which was then (and arguably remains) common in America (Encyclopaedia Britannica, n.d.). His work was largely focused around the civil rights movement, culminating in the “I have a dream” speech on 28th August 1963. King is often described as a pacifist as he used and promoted non-violent protest in his work (Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, n.d.). Driven by his religious upbringing, it is important to recognise that power in religion does not have to come from governments to be political, and that using faith in a positive way to achieve one’s goals can be very beneficial to society, both in the moment and for generations to come. Examples such as that of Martin Luther King Jr can be shown to create opportunity for free will and choice out of religious thought, it is used for good and opens positive discussions about required change, rather than preventing change and remaining entirely traditional in its role. 
In conclusion, it is not religion itself which harms political discourse, it is the way in which it is distorted and used to oppress and control people and create justifications for prejudice. In other words, religion is not the problem, people are. Therefore, religion should be largely excluded from political discourse purely because it is used as an excuse to hurt people in the modern world, but it should not be taken away as a motive for positive changes which need to be made to make our society a better place. 

References
Ahluwahlia, L., 2018. Oxford A-Level Religious Studies for OCR Revision Guide. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
BBC News, 2022. Roe v Wade: US Supreme Court ends constitutional right to abortion. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-61928898
[Accessed 9th March 2023].
Conley, G., 2018. Boy Erased: A Memoir of Identity Faith and Family. 2018 ed. s.l.:William Collins.
Cottrell, S., 2019. Why I chose my LGBTQ daughter over the Evangelical Church. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rP01bH9Ljf4
[Accessed 23rd December 2020].
Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, n.d. Martin Luther King, Jr. Timeline. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.britannica.com/summary/Martin-Luther-King-Jr-Timeline
[Accessed 10th March 2023].
Encyclopaedia Britannica, n.d. Martin Luther King, Jr.: American religious leader and civil rights activist. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.britannica.com/biography/Martin-Luther-King-Jr
[Accessed 10th March 2023].
McLaughlin, E. C., 2022. How the supreme court recalibrated the abortion debate in just 3 words. [Online] 
Available at: https://edition.cnn.com/2022/07/17/us/abortion-religion-dobbs-roe/index.html
[Accessed 9th March 2023].
Woodward, A., 2023. Florida’s latest anti-abortion bill could nearly eliminate access across the South. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.msn.com/en-us/health/medical/florida-s-latest-anti-abortion-bill-could-nearly-eliminate-access-across-the-south/ar-AA18lgEU
[Accessed 9th March 2023].


