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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

The idea to publish a Special Edition of  Canons was hatched during the 
Faith and Globalisation Initiative (FGI) summer course at McGill nearly six 
months ago. Following the FGI summer course, we wanted to produce a jour-
QDO�WKDW�UHÁHFWHG�WKH�YLEUDQF\�DQG�LQWHQVLW\�RI �RXU�H[SHULHQFH�WKHUH��ZKHUH�ZH�
discussed topics relating to religion from across disciplines and cultures that af-
fected our increasingly interconnected world. Inspired by the students of  the 
summer course, the editorial team of  Canons endeavoured to put together an edi-
WLRQ�WKDW�UHÁHFWV�WKDW�H[SHULHQFH�DQG�GHVLUH��7KHVH�SDSHUV�DUH�GUDZQ�IURP�WKH�5H-
ligion and Globalisation course offered by the various FGI partner universities. 

Now, after many months of  coordinated efforts, as the editorial team here 
in snowy Montréal patters around the Birks building in our wool socks, I could 
QRW�EH�PRUH�SOHDVHG� WR�SUHVHQW� WKH�ÀUVW�HYHU�6SHFLDO�(GLWLRQ�RI �Canons. I am 
proud and grateful that the Faculty of  Religious Studies has been able to lend its 
H[SHULHQFH�LQ�XQGHUJUDGXDWH�DFDGHPLF�SXEOLVKLQJ�WR�WKLV�SURMHFW��,�DP�FRQÀGHQW�
that it will continue to grow, nourished by the wonderful support of  the TBFF, 
without which this Special Edition would not be what it is. 

,Q�PDQ\�ZD\V� WKLV� 6SHFLDO�(GLWLRQ� UHÁHFWV� WKH�GLYHUVLW\� DQG�YLYDFLW\�RI �
the FGI network, as well as the multifaceted challenges of  studying religion in a 
globalised world.  

$�NH\�FKDUDFWHULVWLF�RI �WKLV�HGLWLRQ�LV�WKH�VKRUW��EORJ�VW\OH�UHÁHFWLRQ�SLHFHV�
ZH�GHFLGHG�WR�LQFOXGH�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH��,Q�GRLQJ�VR�ZH�KRSHG�WR�LQFOXGH�D�ZLGHU�
array of  voices in these debates, as issues of  such critical importance ought to be 
widely accessible and so should take many forms. The issues discussed in these 
papers are issues that are lived realities; they are not relegated to the academy, and 
neither should discussions of  them be. 

7ZR�RI �RXU�EORJV�LQ�SDUWLFXODU�UHÁHFW�WKLV�GHVLUH��´6HFXODU�6DFUHGQHVVµ�E\�
0LFKDHO�0DUWLV�DQG� $́�5HÁHFWLRQ�RQ�2XU�'LDORJXH�ZLWK�%LVKRS�.D\�*ROGVZRU-
WK\µ�E\�7UDF\�+HUULFN��7UDF\�GLVFXVVHV�WKH�VKRUWFRPLQJV�RI �JHQHUDOLVLQJ�DERXW�
religion, while Michael uses various examples from popular culture to point out 
the potential intersections between a religious and a secular worldview. 

$QRWKHU�NH\�FKDUDFWHULVWLF�RI �ERWK�WKH�ÀHOG�RI �5HOLJLRXV�6WXGLHV�DQG�WKH�
)*,�QHWZRUN�WKDW� LV�ZHOO�UHÁHFWHG� LQ�WKLV�6SHFLDO�(GLWLRQ� LV�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI �D�
wide array of  views and voices; some authors write sympathetic to a religious 
SRLQW�RI �YLHZ��ZKLOH�RWKHUV�DGPLW�GLIÀFXOW\�LQ�UHFRQFLOLQJ�WKHLU�RZQ�YLHZV�ZLWK�
the religions they seek to understand.  This diversity in views extends to a diver-
sity of  methodological and disciplinary approaches. Such variety is necessary, as 
it creates out of  component parts a composite picture of  a global reality that 
transcends the boundaries of  academic disciplines. 

To that end, our papers draw from many different methodological back-
JURXQGV��´7KH�&ULVLV�RI �&RQVWUXFWLRQ�µ�E\�-HVVLFD�*RK��WDNHV�D�SROLWLFDO�DSSURDFK��



6KH�XVHV�6LQJDSRUH·V������´0DU[LVW�&RQVSLUDF\µ�WR�SUREOHPDWL]H�VWDWH�FRQVWUXF-
tion in Singapore and shed light on the uneasy relationship between the Catholic 
&KXUFK�DQG�WKH�6LQJDSRUHDQ�JRYHUQPHQW��,Q�´4XHVWLRQLQJ�WKH�¶6SLULWXDO·�LQ�3HQ-
WHFRVWDO�5HQHZDO�µ�6DUDK�&KDQ�TXHVWLRQV�WKH�H[FOXVLRQ�RI �VSLULWXDO�DFFRXQWV�IURP�
social and psychological explanations for the rise of  Pentecostalism, making the 
case for the academic inclusion of  such spiritual accounts. 

The imperative to problematize our terminology and uncover our hidden biases 
in the discourses surrounding Religion and Globalisation, a matter about which I feel 
SDUWLFXODUO\�VWURQJO\��RFFXSLHV�PDQ\�RI �RXU�SDSHUV�DV�ZHOO��,Q�´5HOLJLRXV�7HQVLRQV�LQ�
6UL�/DQND�µ�(OYLUD�9LWRXFKDQVNDLD�GUDZV�IURP�WKH�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�DSSURDFK�WR�UHOL-
gious dialogue to problematize the Western biases inherent in prevailing discourses on 
UHOLJLRXV�IUHHGRP��6LPLODUO\��LQ�KHU�EORJ��´4XHVWLRQV�RQ�6HFXODULVP�µ�0DDPH�6HUZDDK�
Frimpong questions the universalizing tendencies and implicit Western superiority in 
GLVFRXUVHV�VXUURXQGLQJ�VHFXODULVP��$GGUHVVLQJ�WKH�(XURSHDQ�&RXUW�RI �+XPDQ�5LJKW·V�
WUHDWPHQW�RI �FUXFLÀ[HV�DV�D�V\PERO��7UDF\�$YHU\�KLVWRULFL]HV�WKH�FXOWXUDO�VLJQLÀFDQFH�RI �
FUXFLÀ[HV�LQ�KHU�EORJ��´&UXFLÀ[HV��&XOWXUDO�RU�5HOLJLRXV"µ�

:KLOH�VRPH�RI �RXU�SDSHUV��VXFK�DV�2Z�<HRQJ�:DL�.LW·V�´.DUHQ�$UPVWURQJ·V�
&KDUWHU�IRU�&RPSDVVLRQ�µ�FRQVWLWXWH�JHQXLQHO\�QHZ�VFKRODUVKLS�²�LQ�WKLV�FDVH�RQ�WKH�
role the Charter for Compassion has had on civil society organizations in Singapore, 
RWKHUV�RIIHU�QHZ�SHUVSHFWLYHV�RQ�ZLGHO\�GLVFXVVHG�WRSLFV��0LFKHOOH�:ROIH·V�´&DQ�D�
0XVOLP�%H�)UHQFK"µ�DGGUHVVHV�)UDQFH·V�EXUTD�EDQ��D�GHEDWH�WKDW�KDV�UHFHLYHG�ZLGH-
spread media attention, but to which she brings an insightful perspective, pointing 
out what public arguments in favour of  the ban say about France’s national identity. 
The perceived or desired separation between religious life and government function-
ing is another widely discussed question facing the study of  religion. In his paper, 
´%ULQJLQJ�'RZQ�WKH�¶:DOO�·µ�0LFKDHO�6KHOGULFN�GLVFXVVHV�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�
of  a recent decision by the Australian Supreme Court regarding school chaplains, 
suggesting that a strict separation is not present in the Australian Constitution, coun-
ter to the views of  many voices in the debate. 

I invite you to share this journal, in its print or online form, with the hope 
that it furthers dialogue between people of  all traditions. Just as there are many ways 
of  being religious or not religious, there are many ways of  speaking about religion. 
As we have tried to portray through the collection of  papers and blogs here, such 
dialogue must necessarily be varied in its approaches and perspectives, or it does not 
adequately represent the lived realities at stake in our interconnected world. 

Thank you to Dean Aitken for her wisdom and kindness, and to all the 
faculty, staff  and students of  the Faculty of  Religious Studies at McGill who 
make up this challenging and supportive academic community. Above all, thank 
you to the authors and editors of  these pieces, whose hours and passion have 
really made this Special Edition possible. 

—Abbie Buckman
Editor-in-Chief, Canons
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LETTER FROM THE TONY BLAIR FAITH FOUNDATION

8SRQ�OHDYLQJ�RIÀFH�LQ�������RQH�RI �WKH�ÀUVW�WKLQJV�WKDW�7RQ\�%ODLU�GLG�ZDV�
EHJLQ�ZRUN�WR�HVWDEOLVK�WKH�7RQ\�%ODLU�)DLWK�)RXQGDWLRQ���+H�KDV�EHHQ�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�
WKH�UROH�RI �UHOLJLRQ�LQ�FRQWHPSRUDU\�OLIH�IRU�GHFDGHV��EXW�KLV�WLPH�LQ�RIÀFH�GLVWLOOHG�
the view that religious ideology will be to the 21st century what political ideology 
was to the 20th century.  Far from fading away, faith is at the core of  life for billions 
of  people.  If  we are to meet the challenges of  the 21st century, if  we are to build 
a more prosperous and peaceful global society, it is essential to understand the role 
that religion can and does play, for good or for ill.

It is to promote this understanding that the Faith and Globalisation Ini-
tiative was created.  We have built a network of  leading universities across the 
world, from Canada to China, India to Australia, and Singapore to Sierra Leone.  
These partners work with us and each other to deliver courses, conduct research, 
and engage with policy and the wider public to examine the role of  religion in 
WRGD\·V�ZRUOG���2QH�RI �RXU�SULQFLSOH�DLPV�LV�WR�SURYLGH�WKH�OHDGHUV�RI �WRPRUURZ�
with the knowledge and insight they need to grasp successfully the challenges 
and opportunities that religion presents to our future.

This special issue of  Canons provides a wonderful opportunity to showcase 
the results of  these efforts.  It is a collection of  both academic papers and more 
SHUVRQDO�HVVD\V�WKDW��DV�PDQDJHU�RI �WKH�)DLWK�DQG�*OREDOLVDWLRQ�,QLWLDWLYH��,�ÀQG�LP-
mensely gratifying to read.  It reveals what a fantastic job our universities are doing 
to meet the ambitions of  the Initiative.  The work that follows displays impressive 
academic rigour and the ability of  the students to relate theoretical approaches to 
real world issues.  Moreover, in the personal essays we see how the content of  the 
course has inspired the students to think deeply about their own beliefs, whether 
religious or not, and how they understand and relate to the beliefs of  others.

We at the Foundation are immensely grateful to McGill University for dedi-
cating this special issue of  Canons to the work of  Faith and Globalisation students.  
Dean Aitken and her colleagues in the Faculty of  Religious Studies are an enor-
mous asset to the Initiative. Many of  its greatest successes, such as our Summer 
School programme, are due to their efforts.  I would also like to extend my most 
sincere thanks to Abbie Buckman and her team of  student editors at McGill.  Their 
dedication, professionalism and intellectual rigour is an inspiration.

To date, courses in the Faith and Globalisation Initiative have equipped 
more than 3500 university students with the sort of  knowledge and awareness 
demonstrated in this collection.  If  they continue to do so in the years ahead, 
WKHQ�ZH�ZLOO�KDYH�PDGH�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�FRQWULEXWLRQ�WR�WKH�PRUH�SHDFHIXO��SURVSHU-
ous world we all seek.

—Craig Bardsley
Faith and Globalisation Initiative Manager, Tony Blair Faith Foundation



KAREN ARMSTRONG’S CHARTER 
FOR COMPASSION

Implication for Inter-Religious Efforts in Singapore

Ow Yeong Wai Kit

A bstract: The religious scholar Karen Armstrong advocates a concep-
tion of  religion that is at odds with many contemporary views on faith. 
Armstrong insists that true religiosity is not about faith in any articles 

of  belief, but is instead determined only by the centrality of  compassion. This 
paper analyzes Armstrong’s philosophy, particularly focusing on her response to 
the rise of  religious and secular fundamentalism, and the motivations behind the 
creation of  the Charter for Compassion, launched in 2009. Armstrong’s ideas 
are also compared with Singaporean perspectives on the role of  compassion in 
religion, as explicated by civil society leaders who have founded com.passion.
sg, a Singaporean network inspired by the Charter. This paper argues that Arm-
strong’s ideas on compassion, advanced in her works and manifest in her Charter 
for Compassion, offer a constructive ideological platform for Singaporean civil 
society organizations that seek to transcend religious differences and make posi-
tive social change. By incorporating material gleaned from personal interviews 
with the founders of  com.passion.sg, the paper explores the reasons for their 
interest in Armstrong’s philosophy and how the activities of  the network may 
UHÁHFW�KHU� LGHDV��)LQDOO\�� WKH�SDSHU�FRQVLGHUV�KRZ� IXWXUH�GHYHORSPHQWV� LQ� WKH�
Singaporean inter-religious landscape may be shaped by Armstrong’s idea that 
compassion can function as a unifying ethos to encourage cooperation between 
different faith communities.

Introduction

In the last decade, both religious fundamentalist ideas and anti-religious 
discourses have seen their own growth, gaining traction in an age often charac-
WHUL]HG�E\�YRFLIHURXV�LGHRORJLFDO�UKHWRULF�DQG�ULJLG�GRJPDWLVP��<HW�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�
scholar Karen Armstrong has insisted on treading a middle ground, advocating 
a conception of  religion in opposition to prevalent understandings of  the divine 
promoted by fundamentalist religionists and militant secularists alike. Religion, 
according to Armstrong, should not be about belief  in any particular faith-based 
doctrines, but should instead involve a whole-hearted devotion to the principle 
of  compassion. In keeping with this conception of  religion, Armstrong launched 
an international campaign called the Charter for Compassion (2009), intended to 
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promote compassion, mutual respect, and harmony between peoples across the 
ZRUOG��$UPVWURQJ�ÀUVW�H[SUHVVHG�KHU�GHVLUH�WR�FUHDWH�DQG�SURSDJDWH�WKH�&KDUWHU�
when she won the TED Prize on February 28, 2008 (Charter for Compassion). As a 
document based upon the Golden Rule, the Charter seeks to transcend religious, 
LGHRORJLFDO�� DQG� QDWLRQDO� GLIIHUHQFHV�� ,W� ZDV� RIÀFLDOO\� XQYHLOHG� LQ�:DVKLQJWRQ�
D.C. on November 12, 2009, receiving the widespread support of  leading think-
ers, individuals, and organizations from various faith traditions, including the 
Dalai Lama and the Mufti of  Egypt (Charter for Compassion).

To understand the background of  the Charter, we may consider Arm-
strong’s personal life and career, which reveals her perseverance in the face of  
adversity, her skill in writing sensitively about religion, and her popular appeal as 
a campaigner for interfaith harmony. She spent seven years as a Roman Catholic 
nun in the 1960s, but left her teaching order to read English at St. Anne’s Col-
OHJH��2[IRUG�� LQ� ����� �$UPVWURQJ��Spiral Staircase 11). During the period, she 
had suffered from hallucinations and anorexia, and it was only years later that 
she was diagnosed with temporal lobe epilepsy, though she managed to adjust 
to life after receiving proper treatment (Armstrong, Spiral Staircase 246). Becom-
LQJ�D�IXOO�WLPH�ZULWHU�DQG�EURDGFDVWHU��VKH�YLVLWHG�-HUXVDOHP�WR�ÀOP�D�WHOHYLVLRQ�
documentary, and the experience sparked her interest in the other two Abraha-
PLF�IDLWKV�²�-XGDLVP�DQG�,VODP��$UPVWURQJ��Spiral Staircase ������+HU�UHVHDUFK�
RQ�WKHVH�IDLWKV�DQG�RWKHU�UHOLJLRXV�WUDGLWLRQV�OHG�WR�KHU�ZULWLQJ�RI �RYHU�ÀIWHHQ�
books, including A History of  God (1993), Jerusalem: One City, Three Faiths (1996), 
biographies of  Muhammad (1991) and Buddha (2001), as well as two memoirs, 
Through the Narrow Gate (1982) and The Spiral Staircase (2004), about her religious 
life and her experiences after the convent respectively. In recent years, she has 
also written A Case for God (2009) and Twelve Steps to a Compassionate Life (2010). 
Today, she remains a best-selling author whose work has been translated into 
forty languages (Armstrong, Spiral Staircase i), writing and lecturing extensively 
about religious issues and spiritual values, especially compassion (Armstrong, 
Twelve Steps 3). 

*LYHQ�WKH�LQÁXHQFH�WKDW�$UPVWURQJ�KDV�KDG��LW�LV�VXUSULVLQJ�WKDW�WKH�ZD\�
Armstrong’s philosophy may continue to shape perspectives about religion has 
hardly been studied. There have been short analyses of  Karen Armstrong’s in-
dividual works, such as the review by Frances Spalding on The Spiral Staircase, as 
well as those by Diarmaid MacCulloch and John Wilson on The Great Transforma-
tion (2006). The Economist provides a succinct review on The Case for God, com-
PHQWLQJ�WKDW�$UPVWURQJ�LV�D�´VXFFHVVIXO�DPEDVVDGRU�RI �UHOLJLRQ�LQ�D�JHQHUDOO\�LU-
UHOLJLRXV�DJHµ��Q��SDJ����<HW�WKHUH�KDV�EHHQ�OLWWOH�DQDO\VLV�RI �$UPVWURQJ·V�UHOLJLRXV�
philosophy as a whole, and there has also been almost no research done on her 
Charter for Compassion. A study of  this nature is thus particularly worthwhile, 
JLYHQ�WKH�JURZLQJ�LQÁXHQFH�RI �WKH�&KDUWHU��ZKLFK�KDV�EHHQ�DIÀUPHG�E\�PRUH�
than 90,000 people around the world (Charter for Compassion).

We see a convergence of  Armstrong’s global perspective and the local con-
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text of  Singapore in the creation of  a Singaporean non-governmental network 
called com.passion.sg. By comparing the ideas advocated by Armstrong and those 
promoted by key civil society leaders who have promoted compassionate action, 
it is possible to analyze the local impact of  Armstrong’s ideas among civil society 
activists in Singapore. This paper argues that Armstrong’s ideas on compassion, 
advanced in her works and manifested in her Charter for Compassion, offer a 
constructive ideological platform for Singaporean civil society groups that seek 
to transcend religious differences and make positive social change. The Charter 
DQG�WKH�LGHDV�EHKLQG�LW�WKXV�VHUYH�WR�DUWLFXODWH��UHÁHFW��DQG�HFKR�WKH�YLHZSRLQWV�
on religion advanced by several Singaporean civil society leaders, suggesting that 
$UPVWURQJ·V�FRQFHSWLRQV�RI �IDLWK�PD\�FRQWLQXH�WR�LQÁXHQFH�WKH�SHUVSHFWLYHV�RI �
interfaith advocates in the city-state.

Armstrong’s Philosophy

Armstrong derives inspiration from earlier religious thinkers who have 
contributed to the spiritual development of  humanity, particularly those from 
the period that the German philosopher Karl Jaspers has called the Axial Age 
(Armstrong, Great Transformation xii). From about 900 to 200 BCE, in four dis-
tinct regions, the majority of  the world’s religious traditions began laying their 
roots:1�&RQIXFLDQLVP�DQG�7DRLVP�LQ�&KLQD��+LQGXLVP�DQG�%XGGKLVP�LQ�,QGLD��
monotheism in Israel; and philosophical rationalism in Greece.2 This Axial Age 
appears to be foundational to her thought: she credits the sages of  the period 
DV�´VSLULWXDO�DQG�SKLORVRSKLFDO�JHQLXVHV�>ZKR@�SLRQHHUHG�DQ�HQWLUHO\�QHZ�NLQG�RI �
KXPDQ�H[SHULHQFHµ��Great Transformation xii), and she describes the Axial Age as 
D�WLPH�RI �´UHOLJLRXV�UHYROXWLRQ�WKDW�SURYHG�SLYRWDO�WR�WKH�VSLULWXDO�GHYHORSPHQW�
RI �KXPDQLW\µ� �Twelve Steps 26). According to Armstrong, despite the different 
historical and cultural circumstances of  the period, the Axial sages continue to 
speak to our current condition, and humanity has never surpassed the insights 
of  the Axial Age (Great Transformation xii). These insights may be summarized in 
WKUHH�SRLQWV��ÀUVW��WKH�XOWLPDWH�FHQWUDOLW\�RI �FRPSDVVLRQ��VHFRQG��WKH�ÀUP�UHMHF-
tion of  fundamentalism; and third, the perception of  religion as practice, and 
not belief.

(a) Centrality of  Compassion

7KH�ZRUG�¶FRPSDVVLRQ·�GHULYHV�IURP�WKH�/DWLQ�compassiǀnem, which in turn 
stems from the root words com��¶ZLWK·��DQG�pati��¶VXIIHULQJ·���¶FRPSDVVLRQ·��OED). 
Compassion is less about feeling sorry for people, and more about feeling with 
them; it is about sharing others’ sufferings by assisting them in bearing their 
EXUGHQV��$UPVWURQJ� DUWLFXODWHV� WKLV� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI � FRPSDVVLRQ�� GHÀQLQJ� LW�
DV�´DQ�DWWLWXGH�RI �SULQFLSOHG��FRQVLVWHQW�DOWUXLVPµ��Twelve Steps 6), and she high-
OLJKWV�LWV�YLWDO�UROH�LQ�WKH�FXOWLYDWLRQ�RI �VSLULWXDOLW\��´&RPSDVVLRQ�>���@�GHWKURQHV�
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the ego from the centre of  our lives and puts others there, breaking down the 
FDUDSDFH�RI �VHOÀVKQHVV� WKDW�KROGV�XV�EDFN�IURP�DQ�H[SHULHQFH�RI � WKH�VDFUHGµ�
(Spiral Staircase 331). Armstrong’s conception of  compassion is universal and 
all-encompassing; she suggests that her readers meditate upon an early Buddhist 
SRHP��´0D\�RXU� ORYLQJ� WKRXJKWV�ÀOO� WKH�ZKROH�ZRUOG�� DERYH��EHORZ�� DFURVV�²�
ZLWKRXW�OLPLW��RXU�ORYH�ZLOO�NQRZ�QR�REVWDFOHV�²�D�ERXQGOHVV�JRRGZLOO�WRZDUG�WKH�
ZKROH�ZRUOG��XQUHVWULFWHG��IUHH�RI �KDWUHG�RU�HQPLW\µ��6XWWD�1LSDWD������TWG��LQ�
Twelve Steps 150). Thus, in the attempt to move beyond the self, individuals can 
WUDQVFHQG�WKHLU�HJRWLVP�DQG�VHOÀVKQHVV��DOORZLQJ�IRU�DQ�HQKDQFHG�DZDUHQHVV�RI �
spiritual reality. Armstrong notes that while the sense of  compassion need not 
HQWDLO�IHHOLQJ�´HPRWLRQDO�WHQGHUQHVV�IRU�HYHU\ERG\µ��Great Transformation 398), it 
does demand individuals be helpful, loyal, and willing to render practical support 
WR� WKHLU� QHLJKERXUV�� 6LQFH� WRGD\� ´HYHU\ERG\� RQ� WKH� SODQHW� LV� RXU� QHLJKERXUµ�
(Great Transformation 398), it remains an imperative to maintain a compassionate 
spirit towards fellow human beings, particularly in a globalized age.

(b) Rejection of  Fundamentalism

)RU�$UPVWURQJ��¶IXQGDPHQWDOLVP·�GRHV�QRW�KDYH�D�SHUIHFW�GHÀQLWLRQ��EXW�
LW�LV�D�´XVHIXO�ODEHO�IRU�PRYHPHQWV�WKDW��GHVSLWH�WKHLU�GLIIHUHQFHV��EHDU�D�VWURQJ�
IDPLO\�UHVHPEODQFHµ��Battle for God x-xi). Common traits that characterize reli-
gious fundamentalist movements include a tendency to reduce their ideology 
WR�VSHFLÀF�¶IXQGDPHQWDOV�·�DQ�HPSKDVLV�RQ�WKH�LQFRPSDWLELOLW\�EHWZHHQ�VHFXODU�
and religious worldviews, and a fear of  annihilation in response to perceived 
threats (Armstrong, Battle for God 368). Armstrong criticizes fundamentalists for 
distorting the Axial traditions by accentuating the aggressive elements that have 
evolved over the centuries at the expense of  those espousing compassion and 
respect (Great Transformation� ������ 5HOLJLRXV� IXQGDPHQWDOLVWV� KDYH� ´WXUQHG� WKH�
mythos of  their religion into logosµ��$UPVWURQJ��Battle for God 366),3 and they have 
lost sight of  some of  the most sacred values of  faith either by maintaining that 
WKHLU�GRJPDV�FDQ�EH�SURYHQ�VFLHQWLÀFDOO\��RU�E\�GHEDVLQJ�WKHLU�LQKHULWHG�FRPSOH[�
mythology as a streamlined ideology.

$UPVWURQJ� VLPLODUO\� GLVDSSURYHV� RI � ´VHFXODU� IXQGDPHQWDOLVPµ� �Case for 
God�������DQG�VKH�LQGLFWV�WKH�´QHZ�DWKHLVWVµ��Case for God 290), including Richard 
'DZNLQV�� &KULVWRSKHU�+LWFKHQV� DQG� 6DP�+DUULV�� IRU� QRW� EHLQJ� ´WKHRORJLFDOO\�
OLWHUDWHµ��Case for God 293). The new atheists, according to Armstrong, disregard 
the religious mainstream when they depict religion simplistically as capable of  
RQO\� HYLO� DQG� ELJRWU\�� 7R� KHU�� FRQÁLFWV� DQG� SUREOHPV� DUH� OHVV� GXH� WR� UHOLJLRQ�
than to the greed, hatred and ignorance of  people who commit atrocities in the 
name of  faith (Case for God 293). Just as religious fundamentalism frequently 
misrepresents the tradition it claims to defend, the new atheists preach a gospel 
RI �JRGOHVVQHVV�ZLWK�WKH�VDPH�]HDO�DQG�LQWROHUDQFH�DV�WKHLU�RSSRQHQWV��6DP�+DU-
ULV�� IRU� LQVWDQFH�� IRUFHIXOO\�DVVHUWV� WKDW�´Most Muslims are utterly deranged by their 
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religious faithµ������KLV�LWDOLFV���,Q�UHVSRQVH�WR�VXFK�DUGHQW�DQWL�UHOLJLRXV�IHUYRXU��
Armstrong insists that the new atheists present an exaggerated image of  faith, 
QHJOHFWLQJ�LWV�LQFOXVLYH�DQG�FRPSDVVLRQDWH�DVSHFWV��WKHLU�DUJXPHQW�´HQWLUHO\�IDLOV�
to mention the concern for justice and compassion that, despite their undeniable 
IDLOLQJV��KDV�EHHQ�HVSRXVHG�E\�DOO�WKUHH�RI �WKH�PRQRWKHLVPVµ��Case for God 293). 
The problem with both religious and secular fundamentalists, as Armstrong ar-
JXHV��LV�WKDW�WKH\�ERWK�EHOLHYH�WKDW�´WKHUH�LV�RQO\�RQH�ZD\�RI �LQWHUSUHWLQJ�UHDOLW\µ�
(Case for God�������ZKLFK�OHDGV�WKHP�WR�LJQRUH�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�´WKH�¶RWKHU·�VLGH�PD\�
DOVR�KDYH�PHULWµ� �Case for God 309). In an embattled and polarized world, any 
GLYLVLYH�LGHRORJ\�²�ZKHWKHU�UHOLJLRXV�RU�VHFXODU�²�UHÁHFWV�WKH�LQWHOOHFWXDO�P\RSLD�
RI � LWV�DGKHUHQWV��JLYHQ�´WKH�FRPSOH[LW\�DQG�DPELJXLW\�RI �PRGHUQ�H[SHULHQFHµ�
(Armstrong, Case for God 293).

(c) Religion as Practice, Not Belief

For Armstrong, the crucial demand that religion should make upon indi-
viduals is not on what they believe, but how they behave; it is a transformative 
experience that changes individuals at a profound level. Armstrong appeals to 
the Axial Age thinkers to support this understanding of  faith, as for the Axial 
VDJHV��́ UHVSHFW�IRU�WKH�VDFUHG�ULJKWV�RI �DOO�EHLQJV�²�QRW�RUWKRGR[�EHOLHI �²�ZDV�UHOL-
JLRQµ��Great Transformation xiv). Religion thus requires orthopraxy, not orthodoxy 
(Armstrong, Spiral Staircase 267); right practice, not right belief. As Armstrong 
PHPRUDEO\�SXWV�LW��´5HOLJLRQ�LV�QRW�DERXW�DFFHSWLQJ�WZHQW\�LPSRVVLEOH�SURSRVL-
WLRQV�EHIRUH�EUHDNIDVW��EXW�DERXW�GRLQJ�WKLQJV�WKDW�FKDQJH�\RXµ��Spiral Staircase 
304). It is only after ethical behaviour is practised that individuals can encounter 
WKH�VDFUHG�SUHVHQFH�ZLWKLQ�²�D�SUHVHQFH�WKDW��DV�$UPVWURQJ�GHVFULEHV��́ PRQRWKH-
LVWV�FDOO�*RG��EXW�ZKLFK�RWKHUV�KDYH�FDOOHG�WKH�7DR��%UDKPDQ�RU�1LUYDQDµ��Spiral 
Staircase 328). Religious insight thus emerges on the condition that individuals 
practise a compassionate lifestyle, enabling them to be liberated from the prison 
of  selfhood.

In addition, Armstrong exhorts individuals to abandon what she describes 
DV� WKH� ´VWULGHQW� OXVW� IRU� FHUWDLQW\µ� �Case for God 276) which has characterized 
the modern age, as it is unrealistic and immature to expect religion to provide 
absolute certainty in their beliefs. The religious sages of  the Axial Age, as Arm-
VWURQJ�QRWLFHV��IRXQG�LW�´HVVHQWLDO�WR�TXHVWLRQ�HYHU\WKLQJ�DQG�WR�WHVW�DQ\�WHDFKLQJ�
HPSLULFDOO\µ� �Great Transformation�[LLL��²� LI � D�SDUWLFXODU� UHOLJLRXV�GRFWULQH�PDGH�
people kinder and more compassionate, it worked; but if  did not, it had to be 
discarded.4 Rather than blindly conforming to religious teachings, the Axial sages 
VHDUFKHG�IRU�WULHG�DQG�WUXH�PHWKRGV�WR�OLYH�D�FRPSDVVLRQDWH�OLIH��´/LNH�DQ\�VNLOO�µ�
$UPVWURQJ�PDLQWDLQV��´UHOLJLRQ�UHTXLUHV�SHUVHYHUDQFH��KDUG�ZRUN�DQG�GLVFLSOLQHµ�
(Case for God 4). Just as it is futile and ineffective to learn driving just by studying 
WKH�+LJKZD\�&RGH��LQGLYLGXDOV�PXVW�GLVFRYHU�UHOLJLRXV�LQVLJKWV�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV�E\�
translating doctrines into ethical action.
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Counter Arguments to Armstrong

While Armstrong’s arguments have received some support, there have 
also been criticisms of  her philosophy, as her ideas have been disparaged as 
RYHUO\�LGHDOLVWLF�DQG�WKXV�GLIÀFXOW�WR�DGRSW��7KH�ÀUVW�PDLQ�FRXQWHU�DUJXPHQW�LV�
WKDW�KHU�SRVLWLRQ�RI �XQLYHUVDOLVP�²�WKH�EHOLHI �WKDW�WKH�GLIIHUHQW�WHUPV�XVHG�E\�WKH�
$[LDO�VDJHV��OLNH�´¶*RG·��¶1LUYDQD·��¶%UDKPDQ·��RU�WKH�¶:D\·µ��$UPVWURQJ��Great 
Transformation�[LLL���GHVFULEH�WKH�VDPH�VDFUHG�UHDOLW\�²�LQYROYHV�DQ�RYHUVLPSOLÀFD-
tion and essentialization of  faith, failing to recognize the diversity and heteroge-
neity between various religions. Keith Johnson has criticized universalism on the 
JURXQGV�WKDW�IDLWKV�PDNH�´FRQWUDGLFWRU\�WUXWK�FODLPVµ�������DQG�DQ�DVVHUWLRQ�RI �
parity between faiths ignores their essential differences. For instance, Johnson 
FODLPV�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�D�´YDVW�FKDVPµ������EHWZHHQ�PRQRWKHLVWLF�DQG�SRO\WKHLVWLF�
UHOLJLRQV��ZKHQ�-HZV�GHFODUH�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�RQO\�RQH�*RG�EXW�+LQGXV�EHOLHYH�WKDW�
WKHUH�DUH�PDQ\�JRGV��´RQH�RI �WKHP�PXVW�EH�ZURQJµ�������$UPVWURQJ·V�HPSKDVLV�
on the commonality between faiths thus seems to gloss over their different truth-
FODLPV��DV�WKH�´ODZV�RI �ORJLFµ��-RKQVRQ�����QHFHVVLWDWH�WKH�FRQFOXVLRQ�WKDW�WKH�
validity of  a certain religion entails the fallaciousness of  others.

<HW�$UPVWURQJ� LV� IXOO\� DZDUH� RI � WKLV� FULWLFLVP�� VKH� KDV� DQWLFLSDWHG� WKDW�
some readers may regard her emphasis on compassion as a diversion from the 
essential question about the validity of  religious truth claims (Spiral Staircase 326). 
$UPVWURQJ�LQVLVWV�WKDW�KHU�SRVLWLRQ�´LV�QRW�WR�VD\��RI �FRXUVH��WKDW�DOO�IDLWKV�DUH�WKH�
VDPHµ��Case for God�������DQG�VKH�DFNQRZOHGJHV�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�´LPSRUWDQW�GLI-
IHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�%UDKPDQ��1LUYDQD��*RG�DQG�'DRµ��Case for God 306), but this 
does not mean that only one particular religious interpretation must be correct. 
Instead all religious language is necessarily limited in its capacity to articulate 
the nature of  the absolute. Religious thinkers of  various traditions, Armstrong 
REVHUYHV��KDYH�HQGHDYRXUHG�WR�H[SODLQ�WKDW�WKH�XOWLPDWH�´FDQQRW�EH�DGHTXDWHO\�
expressed in any theoretical system, however august, because it lies beyond the 
UHDFK�RI �ZRUGV�DQG�FRQFHSWVµ� �Case for God 307). Competing truth-claims are 
thus merely different linguistic expressions of  a Truth that is beyond language, 
and can be interpreted as contrasting lenses on the same reality. It seems that 
assigning an objective value to the truth-claims of  monotheism or polytheism 
is beside the point for Armstrong. As she points out, distinguished theologians 
of  various traditions have maintained that the divine is not a mere entity whose 
QDWXUH�FDQ�EH�GHÀQHG� LQ�REMHFWLYH� WHUPV� �Spiral Staircase 326). Any attempt to 
describe the elusive reality of  the absolute is merely one out of  many possible 
abstractions that are symbolic of  but do not manifest absolute truth.

A response to this argument may be that Armstrong suggests religious 
relativism, allowing one to adopt any conception of  God that suits the indi-
YLGXDO��EXW�VKH�KDV�DQRWKHU�UHMRLQGHU��2QH�FDQQRW�VLPSO\�EHOLHYH�ZKDW�RQH�ZDQWV�
about the divine, because a decisive test for the validity of  a religious doctrine is 
WKDW�´LW�PXVW�OHDG�GLUHFWO\�WR�SUDFWLFDO�FRPSDVVLRQµ��$UPVWURQJ��Spiral Staircase 
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������&RPSDVVLRQ�ZDV�WKH�´OLWPXV�WHVWµ��Spiral Staircase 328) for the Axial sages, 
who believed that if  a religious belief  compelled individuals to develop kindness 
and empathy, it was valid theology, whereas if  a doctrine led believers to become 
hostile or cruel towards others, it was demonstrably invalid (Armstrong, Spiral 
Staircase 328). Armstrong thus denounces the crusaders who slaughtered Mus-
OLPV�DQG�-HZV��WKH\�KDG�VXFFXPEHG�WR�LGRODWU\�E\�LPSRVLQJ�´WKHLU�RZQ�IHDU�DQG�
ORDWKLQJ�RQ�WR�D�GHLW\�ZKLFK�WKH\�KDG�FUHDWHG�LQ�WKHLU�RZQ�LPDJH�DQG�OLNHQHVVµ�
(Spiral Staircase� ������ %\� FRQWUDVW�� ´WKRXJKWIXO� -HZV�� &KULVWLDQV� DQG�0XVOLPVµ�
(Armstrong, Spiral Staircase 328) who commit themselves to the practice of  com-
SDVVLRQ��OLNH�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�RI �RWKHU�IDLWKV�ZKR�GR�WKH�VDPH��FDQ�H[SHULHQFH�´WKH�
WUDQVFHQGHQFH�WKDW�JLYHV�PHDQLQJ�WR�WKHLU�OLYHVµ��$UPVWURQJ��Case for God 308). 
For Armstrong, compassion is the benchmark by which religious believers may 
be judged, and the particular language used by individuals to describe the divine 
is less important than the actions they undertake which manifest their beliefs.

The second main argument made against Armstrong is that her call for 
compassion may be sound rhetoric, but it is too unrealistic given modern geo-
political realities. As articulated in a question raised during a lecture delivered by 
$UPVWURQJ��´7KHRU\�LV�JRRG��FRPSDVVLRQ�LV�JRRG�EXW�LI �VRPHRQH�NHHSV�NLOOLQJ�
RQH�RI �\RX��DQG�GRLQJ�LQMXVWLFHV�DJDLQVW�\RX��LV�LW�QRW�TXLWH�GLIÀFXOW�WR�EH�FRP-
SDVVLRQDWH"µ��08,6���6XFK�VHQWLPHQWV�ZHUH�DOVR�UHÁHFWHG�E\�DQRWKHU�DXGLHQFH�
PHPEHU� DW� WKH� VDPH� OHFWXUH��ZKR� DVNHG�� ´2Q�FRPSDVVLRQ�� GR� \RX� WKLQN� LW� LV�
SRVVLEOH� WR� VXFFHHG� LQ� WKH� FXUUHQW�ZRUOG�SROLWLFDO� VLWXDWLRQ"µ� �=DNLU�+����7KH�
concern is that the struggle for justice may demand bloodshed, and compassion 
might merely be a lofty ideal that can hardly be translated into reality.

Armstrong’s answer is to appeal to a wider perspective by considering 
the inadequacy of  alternative modes of  action other than compassion. As Arm-
VWURQJ�DUJXHV��FRPSDVVLRQ�LV�LQ�IDFW�́ WKH�RQO\�WKLQJ�WKDW�ZLOO�VXFFHHG�LQ�WKLV�PRG-
HUQ�SROLWLFDO� FRQWH[Wµ� �TWG�� LQ�=DNLU�+���� DV� VHOI�LQWHUHVW� DQG� VKRUW�WHUP�JRDOV�
RQO\�OHDG�WR�JUHDWHU�GLIÀFXOWLHV��$V�H[HPSOLÀHG�E\�ÀJXUHV�VXFK�DV�1HOVRQ�0DQ-
dela, Desmond Tutu or Mahatma Gandhi, non-violent campaigns were effective 
in achieving political reform. In any case, the problem with states or individuals 
employing non-compassionate approaches is that they result in the betrayal of  
WKH�YDOXHV�WKDW�WKH\�DUH�VXSSRVHG�WR�GHIHQG�²�$UPVWURQJ�SRLQWV�WR�$EX�*KUDLE�
and Guantanamo Bay as notorious examples of  torture and human rights vio-
lations (MUIS). Appealing to the Axial sages again to defend compassion, she 
REVHUYHV��´7KH�VDJHV�RI �WKH�$[LDO�$JH�GLG�QRW�FUHDWH�WKHLU�FRPSDVVLRQDWH�HWKLF�
in idyllic circumstances. Each tradition developed in societies like our own that 
ZHUH� WRUQ� DSDUW� E\� YLROHQFH� DQG�ZDUIDUH� DV� QHYHU� EHIRUHµ� �$UPVWURQJ��Great 
Transformation xiv). In other words, the Axial sages were not utopian dreamers 
who developed their ethics in ivory towers, but were actively responding to the 
violence of  their time, and nevertheless were convinced that compassion was 
not merely edifying rhetoric, but that it actually worked to transform society for 
the better. The challenge for religious believers then, according to Armstrong, 
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is how they can adapt the compassionate ethics of  the Axial Age to their own 
reality, translating them to a new cultural and religious context in a world scarred 
by injustice and aggression.

The Charter for Compassion

$UPVWURQJ·V�&KDUWHU�IRU�&RPSDVVLRQ��VHH�)LJ�����DUWLFXODWHV�DQG�UHÁHFWV�
key aspects of  her philosophy, establishing a way for religious discourses to be 
translated into an action-oriented campaign. Analyzing the text of  the Charter, it 
is evident that several of  Armstrong’s ideas are neatly encapsulated.5 According 
WR�WKH�&KDUWHU��FRPSDVVLRQ�LV�´DW�WKH�KHDUW�RI �DOO�UHOLJLRXV��HWKLFDO�DQG�VSLULWXDO�
WUDGLWLRQVµ��SDUD������DQG�WKH�*ROGHQ�5XOH�LV�HPEHGGHG�DV�DQ�XQGHUO\LQJ�UDWLR-
QDOH��7KH�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI �FRPSDVVLRQ��WKDW�LW�HQMRLQV�XV�WR�´GHWKURQH�RXUVHOYHV�
IURP�WKH�FHQWUH�RI �RXU�ZRUOG�DQG�SXW�DQRWKHU�WKHUHµ��SDUD������GLUHFWO\�HFKRHV�
LWV�GHÀQLWLRQ�LQ�$UPVWURQJ·V�The Spiral Staircase (331), while her exhortation to 
´UHWXUQ�WR�WKH�DQFLHQW�SULQFLSOH�WKDW�DQ\�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI �VFULSWXUH�WKDW�EUHHGV�
YLROHQFH��KDWUHG�RU�GLVGDLQ�LV�LOOHJLWLPDWHµ��SDUD�����LV�D�VFDUFHO\�YHLOHG�UHIHUHQFH�WR�
WKH�$[LDO�VDJHV�ZKR�SUHDFKHG�FRPSDVVLRQ�DQG�UHVSHFW��+HU�UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI �´WKH�
HYLOV�FRPPLWWHG�LQ�WKH�QDPH�RI �UHOLJLRQµ��Case for God 292) is further mirrored 
LQ�WKH�&KDUWHU·V�DFNQRZOHGJHPHQW�WKDW�´ZH�KDYH�IDLOHG�WR�OLYH�FRPSDVVLRQDWHO\�
and that some have even increased the sum of  human misery in the name of  
UHOLJLRQµ��SDUD������DSSDUHQWO\�SUH�HPSWLQJ�DFFXVDWLRQV�PDGH�E\�WKH�QHZ�DWKHLVWV�
that believers have ignored the atrocities perpetrated by their co-religionists.

+RZHYHU�� DV� LI � VSHDNLQJ� WR� ERWK� VHFXODULVWV� DQG� UHOLJLRQLVWV� ZKR� KDYH�
IDOOHQ� SUH\� WR� ELJRWU\��$UPVWURQJ�ZDUQV� WKDW� ´WR� LQFLWH� KDWUHG� E\� GHQLJUDWLQJ�
RWKHUV�³�HYHQ�RXU�HQHPLHV�³�LV�D�GHQLDO�RI �RXU�FRPPRQ�KXPDQLW\µ��SDUD������
suggesting that any attempt to demonize one’s adversaries will inevitably betray 
its own cause. Noticeably, there are no hints of  Armstrong’s belief  in the inef-
fability of  God, and little reference to her conception of  religion as practice 
and not belief. It is likely that by strategically de-emphasising this aspect of  her 
philosophy, Armstrong has couched the Charter in terms that would allow it to 
gain greater recognition and acceptance, attracting a wider audience. Nonethe-
OHVV��WKH�&KDUWHU�LQFOXGHV�QRW�PHUHO\�DEVWUDFW�UKHWRULF�EXW�DOVR�VSHFLÀF�FDOOV�IRU�
VRFLDO�DFWLRQ��SDUWLFXODUO\�HGXFDWLRQ�´WR�HQVXUH�WKDW�\RXWK�DUH�JLYHQ�DFFXUDWH�DQG�
UHVSHFWIXO� LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�RWKHU�WUDGLWLRQV��UHOLJLRQV�DQG�FXOWXUHVµ��SDUD������
Such calls echo appeals that have been made by other scholars, such as Charlene 
Tan’s recommendation for students in Singapore schools to be exposed to op-
SRUWXQLWLHV�WR�OHDUQ�PRUH�DERXW�RWKHU�IDLWK�WUDGLWLRQV��LQ�ZKDW�VKH�FDOOV�´6SLULWXDO�
(GXFDWLRQµ� ������� VR� WKDW� VWXGHQWV� FDQ� ´GHYHORS� DQ� HPSDWKHWLF� DZDUHQHVV� RI �
DQG�UHÁHFWLYH�DSSURDFK�WRZDUGV�WKH�YDULRXV�UHOLJLRQVµ��������7KH�&KDUWHU��LQ�LWV�
DUWLFXODWLRQ�RI �VSHFLÀF�LPSHUDWLYHV�DQG�UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV��WKXV�SURPLVHV�WR�RIIHU�
a useful platform on which interfaith leaders can ground their efforts to improve 
relations between faith communities and foster inter-religious harmony.
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The Development of  com.passion.sg

Interfaith harmony is particularly crucial for a country like Singapore, 
which has a diverse number of  faith communities. While Buddhism currently 
has the largest group of  adherents (Singapore Department of  Statistics), several 
RWKHU�UHOLJLRQV�DUH�SUDFWLFHG�OLNH�&KULVWLDQLW\��7DRLVP��+LQGXLVP��,VODP��-XGDLVP��
DQG�6LNKLVP��DV�ZHOO�DV�=RURDVWULDQLVP��-DLQLVP�DQG�%DKD·LVP��7KDP������$V�D�
FLW\�VWDWH�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�WUDQVQDWLRQDO�WUHQGV�VXFK�DV�LQFUHDVLQJ�UHOLJLRVLW\�DQG�WKH�
rise of  fundamentalism, Singapore has been alert to how these external pres-
sures may affect social stability and cohesion. Concerns about threats to religious 
harmony have led the Singapore government to enact legislation such as the 
0DLQWHQDQFH�RI �5HOLJLRXV�+DUPRQ\�$FW��05+$��LQ�������ZKLFK�JLYHV�WKH�VWDWH�
the legal option to prosecute individuals who present a threat to public order due 
WR�WKHLU�UHOLJLRXV�H[WUHPLVP��(��7DQ������<HW�D�UHOLDQFH�RQ�WKH�VWDWH�WR�SUHVHUYH�
social harmony may not be ideal, given that legislation may not be sustainable 
or effective in the long run. As Singaporean civil society leaders have pointed 
out, non-governmental initiatives at the grassroots level to promote interfaith 
harmony can balance with state intervention to provide a practical and balanced 
DSSURDFK��3KXD��+XL��DQG�<DS������

It is in this context that the movement called com.passion.sg was launched 
by a group of  Singaporean civil society leaders inspired by Armstrong’s Charter 
for Compassion. Formed on 14 June 2009, the movement is envisioned as a 
network of  individuals, rather than a new society, and aims to create opportuni-
WLHV�WR�SUDFWLVH�FRPSDVVLRQ�WKURXJK�UHÁHFWLRQ�DQG�VRFLDO�DFWLRQ��'��7DQ�+�����
Founding members include San Francisco-based Dr. Tan Chong Kee, who 
IRXQGHG�WKH�QRZ�GHIXQFW�RQOLQH�IRUXP�¶6LQWHUFRP·��$OYLQ�7DQ��DUWLVWLF�GLUHFWRU�
RI �6LQJDSRUHDQ�WKHDWUH�JURXS�¶7KH�1HFHVVDU\�6WDJH·��DQG�<DS�&KLQJ�:L��D�FRU-
SRUDWH�WUDLQHU��'��7DQ�+�����$FFRUGLQJ�WR�<DS��ZKR�GLVFXVVHG com.passion.sg in a 
personal interview,6�WKH�LGHD�IRU�WKH�JURXS�ZDV�WULJJHUHG�E\�D�FRQÁLFW�EHWZHHQ�
members of  the Association of  Women for Action and Research (AWARE), a 
non-governmental organization in Singapore,7 as the founding members were 
particularly concerned about potential religious polarisation in society:

People were galvanized into two camps. We realized that if  we were 
in the other camp’s shoes, we would have felt attacked, given the 
KRXUV�RI �QRQ�VWRS�VFUXWLQ\�>���@�:H�WKRXJKW��WKHUH�PXVW�EH�D�EHWWHU�
way to do this. Then somebody mentioned that this was what Karen 
Armstrong was trying to do with the TED Prize, and we all went to 
FKHFN�RXW�KHU�FRPSDVVLRQ�ZHEVLWH�>���@�:H�VWXGLHG�WKH�&RPSDVVLRQ�
Charter a lot more closely, and we realized that we could use their 
YDOXHV�DQG�SULQFLSOHV��<DS��
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A major motivation for the choice to employ the Charter as the basis for a new 
movement seems to have been the nature of  Armstrong’s discourse. In her prin-
ciple of  compassion, the founders of  com.passion.sg found a credible platform on 
which to build their movement. Comparing Armstrong’s ideas with the founders’ 
SHUVRQDO� SHUVSHFWLYHV�� VLJQLÀFDQW� RYHUODSV� FDQ�EH�REVHUYHG�EHWZHHQ� WKH� SULQ-
ciples explicated by Armstrong and those promoted by the founders.

The founders’ motivations are anchored by compassion, as its univer-
sality has an inherently positive appeal. Their testimony validates Armstrong’s 
point that compassion, far from being idealistic and untenable, can be a useful 
PHWKRG�LQ�UDOO\LQJ�VXSSRUW�IRU�VRFLDO�FDXVHV��$V�<DS�PHQWLRQV��´&RPSDVVLRQ�LV�
VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�QR�RQH�FDQ�TXDUUHO�DERXW��VR�LW·V�YHU\�XQLI\LQJ�µ�$UPVWURQJ·V�FDOO�
IRU�LQGLYLGXDOV�WR�GHYHORS�FRPSDVVLRQ�E\�UHPRYLQJ�WKH�´HJRWLVP�WKDW�KROGV�XV�
EDFN�IURP�>���@�WUDQVFHQGHQW�H[SHULHQFHµ��Spiral Staircase 313) also resonates with 
IRXQGLQJ�PHPEHU�$OYLQ�7DQ��ZKR�UHDVRQV� WKDW�´SHRSOH�ZKR�FOLQJ� WR�GRJPDV�
can be quite egocentric; the thinking is this: if  I believe all this, I’ll receive salva-
WLRQ�²�WKDW�LV�HJR�µ�,Q�WKH�UHMHFWLRQ�RI �HJRWLVP��GRJPDWLVP��DQG�IXQGDPHQWDOLVP��
the founders maintain that love and compassion surpass doctrine in importance. 
Tan, speaking from a Catholic background, maintains:

&KULVW�HPERGLHV�ORYH�²�ORYH�RQH�DQRWKHU�DV�,�KDYH�ORYHG�\RX��6R�DOO�
the other religions actually practise the same thing; it’s all semantics, 
LVQ·W�LW"�7KH�WKLQJ�LV��ZKDW�GR�\RX�SUDFWLFH"�>���@�7KHUH�DUH�D�ORW�RI �
things that already divide us in life, and there’s no reason why reli-
gion should serve to divide, rather than to unite so as to help people 
who are less fortunate (A. Tan).

The founders thus agree with Armstrong that religion should be less about 
RUWKRGR[\�DQG�PRUH�DERXW�RUWKRSUD[\��<DS��ZKR�LV�%XGGKLVW��DIÀUPV��´5HOLJLRQ�
VKRXOGQ·W� MXVW�EH� VHHQ�DV� D�EHOLHI��EHFDXVH� LW·V� D� ORQJ�SURFHVV�RI �SUDFWLFH�µ�%\�
emphasising the value of  compassion as a common denominator for all people, 
the founders seek to heed Armstrong’s call to promote harmony and mutual 
respect, adopting the Charter as an ideal platform for advancing the agenda of  
compassion.

Armstrong’s call to translate belief  into action is thus manifest in com.
passion.sg, which has focused mainly on poverty issues in Singapore, assisting the 
needy regardless of  their religion (com.passion.sg). Although Singapore has one 
of  the highest levels of  gross domestic product (GDP) per capita in the world, 
estimated at around US$56,532 (S$70,450) in 2010 (Wealth Report 2012, 11), 
there are still needy Singaporeans from the bottom 30 per cent of  local house-
KROGV�ZKR�VWUXJJOH�ZLWK�´UHODWLYH�SRYHUW\µ��$VKHU�DQG�1DQG\������,W�LV�WKLV�XQ-
derprivileged group that com.passion.sg has chosen to target, and the network’s 
VWDWHG�DLP�LV�WR�´LGHQWLI\�DQG�DGGUHVV�WKH�JDSV�LQ�DWWLWXGHV�DQG�SROLFLHV�WRZDUGV�
WKH�ORFDO�SRRUµ��com.passion.sg���$FFRUGLQJ�WR�<DS��ZKR�LV�D�IRUPHU�VRFLDO�ZRUNHU��
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public assistance is generally available for the poor in Singapore, but these social 
VDIHW\�QHWV�DUH�QRW�DOZD\V�VXIÀFLHQWO\�FRPSUHKHQVLYH��DQG�VRPH�QHHG\�IDPLOLHV�
VWLOO�VWUXJJOH�WR�VWD\�DÁRDW��<DS·V�FODLPV�DUH�FRUURERUDWHG�E\�DFFRXQWV�SURYLGHG�E\�
other charitable organizations in Singapore, noting that some low-income house-
holds are trapped in a poverty cycle due to factors such as health problems or 
family circumstances (Methodist Welfare Services Singapore n. pag.). The Singa-
pore government has consistently maintained that it cannot adopt a welfare-state 
V\VWHP�GXH�WR�WKH�QHHG�IRU�¶VHOI�UHOLDQFH�·�ZKLFK�PHDQV�WKDW�QRQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO�
organizations play an essential role in supporting needy households not eligible 
for public assistance (Lim n. pag.). In particular, com.passion.sg has contributed 
to this cause by introducing three kinds of  programmes, described in their bro-
chure, that have promoted compassion towards the poor through concrete ini-
WLDWLYHV��FDWHJRUL]HG�DV�FRPSDVVLRQ�LQ�´DFWLRQ�µ�´H[SUHVVLRQ�µ�DQG�´UHÁHFWLRQ�µ

�D��´&RPSDVVLRQ�LQ�$FWLRQ��9ROXQWDU\�,QLWLDWLYHV�µ

7KH�PDLQ�SURJUDPPH�DGYRFDWHG�LQYROYHV�ERWK�ÀUVW�KDQG�REVHUYDWLRQV�RI �
needy households and low-wage earners, as well as fundraising projects for the 
poor.

�� Exposure visits to lower-income neighborhoods such as Jalan Membina 
�ZLWK�DERXW����SHUVRQV�DWWHQGLQJ���IROORZHG�E\�VKDULQJ�RI �UHÁHFWLRQV�DQG�
slide-show presentations

�� Familiarization tours to districts popular with migrant workers like Little 
India: such workers, who constitute about 20 per cent of  the resident popu-
lation in Singapore, are usually low-wage earners employed as manual labor 
in construction, shipyards, sanitation services and manufacturing (TWC2)

�� $�SURMHFW�FDOOHG�́ 1HLJKERXUV�LQ�1HHG�µ�ZKLFK�KDV�UDLVHG�PRUH�WKDQ�86������
(S$10,000) for the Evercare Welfare Centre’s Emergency Fund, for distribu-
tion to needy households and the poor

The exposure tours and familiarization visits aim to raise awareness about the 
local poor and inspire compassion for them, alerting individuals to the reality 
RI � ´WKH� LQHTXDOLW\� EHWZHHQ� ULFK� DQG� SRRUµ� �$UPVWURQJ��Twelve Steps 65). The 
PRYHPHQW�DOVR�FRUUHVSRQGV�WR�$UPVWURQJ·V�FDOO� WR�´WUDQVODWH�WKH�&KDUWHU� LQWR�
SUDFWLFDO��UHDOLVWLF�DFWLRQµ��Twelve Steps 5) when it directly seeks to alleviate the 
SRYHUW\�RI �ORZ�LQFRPH�KRXVHKROGV��<DS�UDLVHV�WKH�H[DPSOH�RI �D�QHHG\�PRWKHU�
with myopia who could not become a hospital attendant unless she had spec-
tacles, which she could not afford, and just US$65-81(S$80-100) provided by 
com.passion.sg for the Evercare Welfare Centre’s Emergency Fund allowed her to 
purchase the spectacles that she needed to secure employment.8 As Armstrong 
UHPLQGV�UHDGHUV��DQ�DFW�RI �FRPSDVVLRQ�´QHHG�QRW�EH�D�JUDQG��GUDPDWLF�JHVWXUHµ�
(Twelve Steps 103), and even a relatively small sum can go a long way in helping 
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WKH�QHHG\��7KXV��WKH�QHWZRUN·V�HIIRUWV�UHÁHFW�WKH�&KDUWHU·V�PHVVDJH�WKDW�WKH�VSLULW�
of  compassion obliges individuals to work unstintingly in assisting others in need 
(para. 1).

�E��´&RPSDVVLRQ�LQ�([SUHVVLRQ��$UWV�,QLWLDWLYHV�µ

Besides poverty alleviation efforts, a series of  arts initiatives have been 
spearheaded by members of  the network to raise societal awareness about the 
plight of  the local poor.

�� 6RFLDO�GLDORJXHV��IRU�LQVWDQFH�ZLWK�DUWLVW�DQG�DUWV�HGXFDWRU�)HOLFLD�/RZ�DW��4�
6$0��D�ORFDO�PXVHXP�����2FW�������

�� Public art installations advocating compassion, such as one displayed in col-
laboration with Post-Museum and Ngee Ann Polytechnic’s Interdisciplinary 
Studies’ conference (4-16 Nov. 2009)

�� 6KRUW�YLGHRV�RQ�<RX7XEH�ZLWK�FRPSDVVLRQ�DV�D�WKHPH�E\�ÀOP�PDNHU�/RR�
=LKDQ�� LQFOXGLQJ�D�YLGHR�LQWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�VRFLDO�ZRUNHU�$OYLQ�&KXD�HQWLWOHG�
´com.passion.sg�IRU�RXU�/RFDO�3RRUµ9

�� 3KRWRJUDSK\�SURMHFWV��OLNH�́ /RYH�0HPHµ�E\�SKRWRJUDSKHU�7DQ�1JLDS�+HQJ��
promoting the idea of  love and compassion in Singapore

$W�ÀUVW�JODQFH��DUWV�LQLWLDWLYHV�PD\�DSSHDU�H[WUDQHRXV�RU�SHULSKHUDO�WR�WKH�SURPR-
WLRQ�RI �FRPSDVVLRQ��VLQFH�WKHUH�DUH�QR�GLUHFW�EHQHÀFLDULHV�ZKRVH�VXIIHULQJ�LV�DO-
leviated by such artworks. But these initiatives are in line with Armstrong’s vision 
DERXW�´WKH�UROH�WKDW�DUW�FDQ�SOD\�LQ�H[SDQGLQJ�RXU�V\PSDWKLHVµ��Twelve Steps 88). 
The cultivation of  compassion demands that the faculty of  imagination has to be 
GHYHORSHG�ÀUVW��DOORZLQJ�LQGLYLGXDOV�WR�LGHQWLI\�HPSDWKHWLFDOO\�ZLWK�RWKHUV�ZKRVH�
experiences differ from their own (Armstrong, Twelve Steps 88). Armstrong ob-
VHUYHV�WKDW�WKH�SDLQ�RI �ÀFWLRQDO�FKDUDFWHUV�LQ�ÀOPV�PD\�PRYH�YLHZHUV�WR�WHDUV�DV�
their compassion is aroused, even though they may be aware that their suffering 
LV�ZKROO\�ÀFWLWLRXV��Twelve Steps 88). Similarly, it is plausible that the depiction of  
WKH�DFWXDO�GLIÀFXOWLHV�H[SHULHQFHG�E\�WKH�ORFDO�SRRU�PD\�HQFRXUDJH�DIÁXHQW�6LQ-
JDSRUHDQV�WR�EHFRPH�PRUH�VHQVLWLYH�WR�WKHLU�QHHGV��,I �DUW�FDQ�´XQVHWWOH�XV�DQG�
PDNH�XV�TXHVWLRQ� LQJUDLQHG�SUHFRQFHSWLRQVµ� �$UPVWURQJ��Twelve Steps 88), the 
artworks, videos and photographs of  com.passion.sg�PD\�SURPSW�GHHSHU�UHÁHFWLRQ�
about the reality that poor people do exist in Singapore, despite the country’s 
UHSXWDWLRQ�DV�D�SURVSHURXV� $́VLDQ�ÀQDQFLDO�KXEµ��/LP�Q��SDJ����7KURXJK�WKH�DUWV�
initiatives of  com.passion.sg, individuals may be led, in the words of  Armstrong’s 
&KDUWHU��´WR�FXOWLYDWH�DQ�LQIRUPHG�HPSDWK\�ZLWK�WKH�VXIIHULQJ�RI �DOO�KXPDQ�EH-
LQJVµ��SDUD�����

�F��´&RPSDVVLRQ�LQ�5HÁHFWLRQ��/HDUQLQJ�DQG�'LVFXVVLRQ�,QLWLDWLYHV�µ
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7KH�ÀQDO�SURJUDPPH�LQYROYHV�GHYHORSLQJ�D�GHHSHU�UHÁHFWLYH�DWWLWXGH��HP-
SKDVL]LQJ� D� FRQVLGHUDWLRQ� RI � WKH� FRPSOH[� GLIÀFXOWLHV� LQYROYHG� LQ� DWWHPSWV� WR�
tackle poverty.

�� The Singapore launch of  the Charter, conducted in conjunction with the 
international launch, involving talks and meetings (12 Nov. 2009)

�� )RUXPV��VXFK�DV�´:RUNLQJ�ZLWK�:DQW�µ�ZKLFK�SURYLGH�D�SODWIRUP�IRU�GLVFXV-
sions about the complexity of  poverty and possible strategies to assist the 
underprivileged

�� Round-table discussions with relevant stakeholders, such as government 
ERGLHV��SURIHVVLRQDOV�DQG�SKLODQWKURSLVWV��ZLWK�ÀQGLQJV�DQG�UHFRPPHQGD-
tions presented

$UPVWURQJ�XUJHV�KHU�UHDGHUV��´:H�PXVW�ORRN�DW�RXU�FRPPXQLW\�ZLWK�FRPSDV-
sion, estimate its strengths as well as its weaknesses, and assess its potential for 
FKDQJHµ��Twelve Steps 61). The members of  com.passion.sg�VHHP�WR�UHÁHFW�KHU�DW-
titude of  careful scrutiny about the ways to advance positive change in society, 
discussing ideas thoughtfully while avoiding hasty or simplistic approaches, and 
FRQVLVWHQWO\�DELGLQJ�E\�FRPSDVVLRQ�DV�´WKH�FRPPRQ�JURXQG�RQ�ZKLFK�ZH�QH-
JRWLDWH�RXU�GLIIHUHQFHVµ��com.passion.sg���5HÁHFWLYH�GHOLEHUDWLRQ�DQG�GLDORJXH�DUH�
thus guided by the essence of  the charter. com.passion.sg’s declaration states 
WKDW�´FRPSDVVLRQ��DQG�WKH�*ROGHQ�5XOH�RI �HWKLFV��FDQ�JXLGH�ZKDW�ZH�VD\�DQG�GR�
WR�EHWWHU�XQGHUVWDQG�RQH�DQRWKHUµ��com.passion.sg��LV�D�GLUHFW�UHIHUHQFH�WR�WKH�ÀUVW�
VHQWHQFH�RI �WKH�&KDUWHU��ZKLFK�FDOOV�XSRQ�DOO�LQGLYLGXDOV�´WR�WUHDW�DOO�RWKHUV�DV�
ZH�ZLVK�WR�EH�WUHDWHG�RXUVHOYHVµ��SDUD������:LWK�LWV�LQFOXVLYH�HWKRV��WKH�&KDUWHU�
SURYLGHV�DQ�LQVSLULQJ�PHVVDJH�DQG�D�ÀUP�IRXQGDWLRQ�IRU� com.passion.sg activists 
to stress the importance of  compassion for the economically underprivileged, 
RIIHULQJ�WKHP�WKH�´MXVWLFH��HTXLW\�DQG�UHVSHFWµ��SDUD����� WKDW�DOO�KXPDQ�EHLQJV�
deserve.

7KH�PRYHPHQW� WKXV�KDV�VLJQLÀFDQW�SRWHQWLDO� WR�PDWXUH�DV�DQ�DFWLRQ�
based network, encouraging dialogue between individuals of  different reli-
JLRXV�DIÀOLDWLRQV��$V�+HDWKHU�&KL��DQ�HDUO\�PHPEHU�RI � com.passion.sg, notes, 
´,WV�FRQFHSWXDO�XQGHUSLQQLQJ�KDV�D�EURDG�EDVHG�DSSHDO��DQG�WKURXJK�HQJDJH-
ment with a diverse range of  activist and faith groups, it might be able to 
VHUYH�DV�D�QHXWUDO�SODWIRUP�IRU�GHEDWH�DQG�GLVFXVVLRQ�µ�*URZLQJ�VWHDGIDVWO\�
ZLWK�PRUH� WKDQ� ����PHPEHUV� �<DS��� WKH� JURXS� LV� FXUUHQWO\� VXVWDLQDEOH� DV�
ÀQDQFLDO�FRVWV�DUH�VKDUHG�DPRQJVW�PHPEHUV�DQG�HDFK�FRQWULEXWHV�WKHLU�RZQ�
VNLOOV�VXFK�DV�JUDSKLF�GHVLJQ�RU�SKRWRJUDSK\��2Q�JRLQJ�SURMHFWV�LQFOXGH�SODQV�
to compile members’ personal experiences of  compassion together in a book 
RU� D�ZHEVLWH� �<DS���1HYHUWKHOHVV�� FKDOOHQJHV� UHPDLQ� DKHDG�� ÀUVW�� WR� HQVXUH�
that there are enough resources to sustain the movement; second, to pre-
serve an apolitical and secular basis so as to maintain neutrality; and third, 
WR�GHYHORS�ZKDW�&KL�GHVFULEHV�DV�´D�IRFXVHG�VHW�RI �SURJUDPPHV�WKDW�PDNHV�
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¶SUDFWLFLQJ�FRPSDVVLRQ·�OHVV�DEVWUDFW�DQG�PRUH�FRQFUHWH�µ�,I �WKHVH�FKDOOHQJHV�
are overcome, com.passion.sg promises to serve as an enriching organic initia-
tive, creating greater space in civil society to promote interfaith understand-
ing in Singapore.

Conclusion

%\�HQFRXUDJLQJ�DFWLYLVWV�ZKR�VHHN�WR�ÀQG�FRPPRQ�JURXQG�ZLWK�PHP-
bers of  other faiths, Karen Armstrong’s Charter for Compassion offers a 
constructive ideological platform for civil society groups that seek to tran-
scend religious differences and make positive social change. The useful ex-
ample of  com.passion.sg demonstrates how local civil society activists may be 
inspired by global campaigns. Indeed, campaigns like Armstrong’s Charter 
may have considerable impact in promoting awareness of  inter-religious 
engagement, and most importantly, the value of  compassion in faith and 
VSLULWXDOLW\��´&RPSDVVLRQ�µ�DV�$UPVWURQJ�QRWHV��´LV�QRW�D�YHU\�SRSXODU�YLU-
WXHµ��TWG��LQ�08,6���)UHTXHQWO\��UHOLJLRXV�EHOLHYHUV�KDYH�SUHIHUUHG�EHLQJ�ULJKW�
RYHU�EHLQJ�NLQG��VHOI�ULJKWHRXVQHVV�RIWHQ�WUXPSV�V\PSDWK\��<HW� WKHUH� LV�QR�
need to wait for the state to impose demands for greater civic conscious-
QHVV�ZKLFK�PD\� DSSHDU� VWUDLQHG� DQG� DUWLÀFLDO�� LQVWHDG�� FLYLO� VRFLHW\� OHDGHUV�
can initiate movements to uphold compassion, the Golden Rule, and the 
appreciation of  alternative perspectives. As See Guat Kwee recommends, a 
pool of  dedicated interfaith professionals can serve to deepen dialogue and 
broaden participation by involving not only mainstream religious leaders, but 
also youths, adults, and the elderly (683). Such professionals can effectively 
share Armstrong’s insight that there is a core spirit of  compassion within 
religion, though often hidden by secondary factors. In the journey of  faith, it 
is this spirit that demands to be uncovered, unveiling the beauty and power 
of  religion to bring light to a troubled world.

NOTES

1. Armstrong notes that Rabbinic Judaism, Christianity, and Islam were latter-
GD\�ÁRZHULQJV�RI �WKH�RULJLQDO�$[LDO�$JH��DV�WKHVH�WKUHH�WUDGLWLRQV�UHGLVFRY-
ered the Axial vision and translated it into an idiom that spoke directly to the 
circumstances of  their time (Armstrong, Great Transformation xii).

2. The sages of  the period included the Buddha, Socrates, Confucius and Jer-
emiah, as well as Mencius, Euripedes, and the mystics of  the Upanishads 
(Armstrong, Great Transformation xii).

3. As Armstrong explains, mythos�UHIHUV�WR�P\WKRORJLFDO�VWRULHV�WKDW�DUH�´QRW�
LQWHQGHG� WR�EH� WDNHQ� OLWHUDOO\µ� �Battle for God xiii) but are concerned with 
ultimate meaning, while logos� GHVFULEHV� ´UDWLRQDO�� SUDJPDWLF�� DQG� VFLHQWLÀF�
WKRXJKWµ��Battle for God xiv).
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4. For instance, Armstrong details how the religious reformers of  India took 
DJJUHVVLRQ�RXW�RI �VDFULÀFLDO�ULWXDOV��Great Transformation 79); Confucius tried 
to extract the militant egotism that had distorted Chinese rites and ceremo-
nies (Great Transformation 302), and early biblical writers took the antagonism 
and belligerence out of  the ancient creation stories, producing a cosmogony 
LQ�ZKLFK�*RG�EOHVVHG�DOO�KLV�FUHDWXUHV�²�LQFOXGLQJ�/HYLDWKDQ��ZKRP�+H�KDG�
slaughtered in older narratives (Great Transformation 177).

5. The full text of  the Charter for Compassion can be found at www.charter-
forcompassion.org.

6. With the help of  Dr. Lai Ah Eng, personal interviews were secured with 
0V��<DS�&KLQJ�:L�DQG�0U��$OYLQ�7DQ��'U��7DQ�&KRQJ�.HH�ZDV�XQDYDLODEOH�
DW�WKH�WLPH��+HQFH��IRU�WKH�SXUSRVHV�RI �WKLV�SDSHU��WKH�IRXQGHUV�UHIHUUHG�WR�
DUH�<DS�DQG�$��7DQ��0V��+HDWKHU�&KL��RQH�RI �WKH�HDUOLHVW�PHPEHUV��ZDV�DOVR�
interviewed, via e-mail.

7. The Association of  Women for Action and Research (AWARE) is a Singapor-
ean non-governmental organization concerned with promoting gender equal-
ity.The women’s advocacy group came under the spotlight in 2009 when it 
was taken over by a group of  new members, several of  whom belonged to the 
same church, who claimed that AWARE was promoting homosexuality. This 
¶QHZ�JXDUG·�H[HFXWLYH�FRPPLWWHH�ZDV�ODWHU�WKURZQ�RXW�GXULQJ�DQ�H[WUDRUGLQDU\�
JHQHUDO�PHHWLQJ�DWWHQGHG�E\�DQ�HVWLPDWHG�������PHPEHUV��'��7DQ�+����

8. 3XEOLF�DVVLVWDQFH�LV�DYDLODEOH�IRU�VXFK�FDVHV�LQ�6LQJDSRUH��EXW�<DS�H[SODLQV�
that if  the mother had applied to the local Community Development Coun-
cil for support, the processing time would take three weeks, and she had to 
UHSRUW�IRU�ZRUN�EHIRUH�WKDW��+HU�ORZ�OHYHO�MRE�PHDQW�WKDW�WKH�KRVSLWDO�ZRXOG�
be unwilling to wait for her to purchase spectacles, as there were several 
other applicants ready to take up her job, and if  she failed to report as re-
quired, the hospital would simply hire someone else.

9. The video can be accessed here: <http://www.youtube.com/
ZDWFK"Y �%/8�WNL3$0!�
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CAN A MUSLIM BE FRENCH?
National Identity and the Public Arguments for

France’s Burqa Ban

Michelle Wolfe

OQ�2FWREHU�����������WKH�)UHQFK�3DUOLDPHQW�SDVVHG�´7KH�$FW�3URKLELW-
LQJ�WKH�&RQFHDOLQJ�RI �WKH�)DFH�LQ�3XEOLF�µ�LQWR�ODZ��$VVHPEOpH�1DWLR-
nale and le Sénat). Although the law’s title does not contain religious 

ODQJXDJH�� LW�KDV�EHFRPH�NQRZQ�DV� WKH�´%XUTD�%DQ�µ�DV� LW� LV� WKRXJKW� WR� WDUJHW�
Muslim women in France, both real and imagined, who wear veils that cover 
WKHLU�IDFHV��,Q�WKH�PRQWKV�OHDGLQJ�XS�WR�WKLV�GHFLVLRQ��WKHUH�ZDV�D�PHGLD�ÀUHVWRUP�
in France and across the world. This media coverage displayed the public debates 
surrounding the ban, which brought issues such as immigration, Muslim integra-
tion, religious freedom, Muslim extremism, and national identity to the forefront 
of  the French, and international, consciousness. 

This article will analyze the public arguments made in support of  the 2010 
EDQ�RI �WKH�IXOO�YHLO�LQ�)UDQFH��,W�LV�LPSRUWDQW�ÀUVW�WR�FODULI\�WKH�WHUPLQRORJ\�EHLQJ�
used and to understand the historical background of  the law. After examining 
the context, this article will describe the arguments the French public used in 
support of  the ban while placing emphasis on the function of  national identity 
therein. In their struggle to maintain a unique cultural identity in the globalizing 
ZRUOG��WKH�)UHQFK�SHRSOH�GHÀQHG�WKHLU�QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\�WKURXJK�RSSRVLWLRQ�ZLWK�
ZKDW�WKH\�XQGHUVWRRG�WR�EH�WKH�VSHFLÀF�UHOLJLRXV�DQG�FXOWXUDO�LGHQWLW\�WKDW�WKH�
full veil represents. 

9HLOHG�7HUPLQRORJ\

Discussions about veils quickly become convoluted because of  the ter-
minology that is employed. In the dialogue about veiling in France, words from 
numerous languages are being used to describe an array of  veiling practices origi-
nating in different locations at different times. The situation is further compli-
cated as words are adopted into different languages. As words are detached from 
WKHLU�RULJLQDO�FXOWXUDO�FRQWH[W��WKHLU�PHDQLQJ�DQG�QXDQFH�DUH�PRGLÀHG�

There are two major veiling practices that must be distinguished because 
RI �WKHLU�GLIIHUHQW�WUHDWPHQW�LQ�)UHQFK�ODZ��7KH�ÀUVW�LV�ZHDULQJ�D�SLHFH�RI �IDEULF�
over one’s head in a manner that covers a woman’s hair but not her face. The 
WHUPV� XVHG� WR� UHIHU� WR� WKLV� ÀUVW� FDWHJRU\� RI � YHLOLQJ� DUH� ´KHDGVFDUI�µ� ´IRXODUG�
LVODPLTXH�µ�RU�´KLMDE�µ�,W�LV�WKLV�PDQQHU�RI �YHLOLQJ�WKDW�ZDV�EDQQHG�IURP�)UHQFK�
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schools in 2004.1 The second major category of  veiling that has been contested 
in France refers to a woman wearing a piece of  fabric over her head in a way that 
obscures both her face and her hair. This practice is commonly referred to using 
WKH�WHUPV�´IXOO�YHLO�µ�´IDFH�YHLO�µ�´EXUTD�µ�´YRLOH�LQWpJUDO�µ�RU�´QLTDE�µ�,W�LV�WKLV�
second veiling practice that was the source of  dispute for the 2010 ban. 

Within the two major categories, the terms are not identical, and it is im-
portant to distinguish their meanings. The broadest terms used in this discourse 
DUH�´YRLOHµ�DQG�´YHLO�µ�7KHVH�ZRUGV�FDQ�UHIHU�WR�DQ\�PDQQHU�RI �FRYHULQJ�RQHVHOI �
with fabric, as well as to practices that are secular or from religions other than 
Islam, such as the practice of  a bride veiling her face at a wedding. Similarly, 
WKH�WHUP�´KLMDEµ�LV�DQ�$UDELF�ZRUG�VLPSO\�PHDQLQJ�´FRYHUµ��,VODPLF�%RXWLTXH���
$OWKRXJK�LW�LV�WKH�$UDELF�HTXLYDOHQW�RI �WKH�WHUPV�´YHLOµ�DQG�´YRLOH�µ�LW�LV�XVHG�LQ�
WKLV�GLVFRXUVH�WR�UHIHU�VSHFLÀFDOO\�WR�WKH�SUDFWLFH�RI �D�0XVOLP�ZRPDQ�FRYHULQJ�
her hair while leaving her face uncovered. 

A niqab, from the Levant and Arabian Gulf  regions, falls into the second 
category of  veils, those that cover the wearer’s face (Stillman 143-148). The word 
´QLTDEµ� FRPHV� IURP� WKH�$UDELF�ZRUG�PHDQLQJ� ´WR� ERUH� KROHV�µ� LQ� UHIHUHQFH�
to the eye-holes that characterize it from other forms of  face veiling (Stillman 
������ 7KH� WHUP�´EXUTDµ� �VRPHWLPHV� VSHOOHG�´EXUNDµ��YDULHV�E\� UHJLRQ�� DQG�
while it is generally used to refer to the Afghan veil that covers a woman’s head 
and face, including her eyes, the common usage of  burqa in English and French 
VSHHFK�UHIHUV�JHQHUDOO\�WR�DQ\�YHLOHG�FRYHULQJ�RI �D�ZRPDQ·V�IDFH��7KH�WHUPV�́ IDFH�
YHLO�µ�´IXOO�YHLO�µ�DQG�´YRLOH�LQWpJUDOµ�DUH�XVHG�URXJKO\�V\QRQ\PRXVO\�WR�UHIHU�WR�
YHLOV�RI �DQ\�NLQG�WKDW�FRYHU�D�ZRPDQ·V�IDFH��DQG�RIWHQ�KHU�ERG\��´)XOO�YHLOµ�LV�D�
FRPPRQ�WUDQVODWLRQ�RI �WKH�WHUP�´YRLOH�LQWpJUDO�µ�DQG�´IDFH�YHLOµ�LV�D�WHUP�XVHG�
WR�VSHFLI\�ZKDW�PDNHV�WKH�YHLO�´IXOOµ�UDWKHU�WKDQ�MXVW�FRYHULQJ�WKH�KDLU��

Amidst the variety of  terminology, the choice of  particular words may 
LQGLFDWH�WKH�FRQWH[W�DQG�ELDVHV�RI �WKH�VSHDNHU���,Q�WKLV�HVVD\��WKH�WHUP�´IXOO�YHLOµ�
LV�XVHG�EHFDXVH�WKDW�LV�WKH�WUDQVODWLRQ�RI �WKH�ZLGHO\�XVHG�)UHQFK�WHUP�´YRLOH�LQ-
WpJUDOH�µ�ZKLFK�FRYHUV�D�ZLGH�UDQJH�RI �0XVOLP�IDFH�YHLOLQJ�SUDFWLFHV��:KHQ�WKH�
WHUP�´EXUTD�EDQµ�LV�XVHG��LW�LV�LQ�UHIHUHQFH�WR�WKH�)UHQFK�ODZ�WKDW�IRUELGV�SHRSOH�
IURP�FRYHULQJ�WKHLU�IDFHV�LQ�SXEOLF��WKXV�XVLQJ�WKH�WHUP�´EXUTDµ�QRW�WR�UHIHU�WR�D�
VSHFLÀF�IRUP�RI �YHLOLQJ��EXW�DQ\�YHLO�WKDW�FRYHUV�WKH�IDFH��

Before delving into the arguments themselves, it is important to note a 
major distinction between the French legal discourse and the public debates: 
QDPHO\��WKH�VSHFLÀF�ODQJXDJH�XVHG�LQ�UHIHUHQFH�WR�WKH�EDQ��:KLOH�WKH�ODZ�RIÀFLDOO\�
EHDUV�WKH�WLWOH�´7KH�$FW�3URKLELWLQJ�WKH�&RQFHDOLQJ�RI �WKH�)DFH�LQ�3XEOLF�µ�WKH�
)UHQFK�SHRSOH��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�FRPPXQLW\��XVHG�QDPHV�WKDW�VSHFLÀ-
FDOO\�UHIHUHQFHG�,VODPLF�YHLOV��VXFK�DV�´WKH�EXUTD�EDQ�µ�´WKH�EDQ�RI �WKH�IXOO�YHLO�µ�
DQG�´WKH�ODZ�IRUELGGLQJ�WKH�QLTDE�µ�7KLV�GLVWLQFWLRQ�LV�KLJKO\�VLJQLÀFDQW�EHFDXVH��
while the legal title does not reference Islam at all, the reformulations of  the title 
used in public discourse did. 

While both the legal and the public arguments supporting the ban largely 



avoided religious language, the legal realm took extra precaution to use secular 
language in order to remain constitutional. Because the law had to meet French 
and European constitutional requirements guarding freedom of  religious prac-
WLFH��WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�FRXOG�QRW�H[SOLFLWO\�OHJLVODWH�DJDLQVW�D�VSHFLÀF�UHOLJLRXV�SUDF-
WLFH��+RZHYHU��WKH�OHJLVODWRUV·�UHOLJLRXV�UHDVRQV�IRU�SXUVXLQJ�WKH�ODZ�FRQWLQXHG�
to manifest themselves in the documents that explained their motivations be-
hind the ban. In the public sphere, there is no constitutional mandate to use 
non-religious language in reference to the ban, yet the comments about religion 
remained limited. The public’s avoidance of  religious language could be due to 
a number of  factors such as genuinely non-religious motives, strategic choice of  
the least controversial arguments, and fear of  being labeled Islamophobic.

+LVWRULFDO�%DFNJURXQG

In the last ten years, the full veil has become the subject of  increasing 
concern and media attention. The rising French disquiet seems to coincide with 
a greater number of  women wearing the full veil in France. According to the 
Ministry of  the Interior, there were no women wearing the full veil in France in 
the early 2000’s, but by 2009, 1,900 women wore it (Assemblée Nationale, Gar-
raud 9).2 In addition to the increased number of  women wearing the full veil in 
France, the French public’s conception of  the symbolism of  full veil as a sign of  
Islam, radicalism, and Middle Eastern culture has contributed to the heightened 
attention. 

While France’s concern with the full veil is recent, the roots of  the issue 
run deep into France’s identity as a colonial nation. In order to understand the 
veiling controversy, it is necessary to understand the history of  Muslim immigra-
tion to France from the colonial territories, and the related notion of  French 
national identity. 

The majority of  the French Muslim population arrived through immigra-
tion from the French colonial territories in the 20th century. Algerian immigrants 
FRPSULVHG�WKH�ÀUVW�ODUJH�VFDOH�PLJUDWLRQV�RI �0XVOLP�SHRSOH�WR�)UDQFH��DQG�WKHLU�
descendants comprise the majority of  the French Muslim population today. 
France took control of  Algeria in 1830, yet citizenship was not offered as a pos-
sibility for the Algerian people until the mid-twentieth century (Bowen 16). The 
distinction between the inclusion of  the Algerian land as French territory and 
the exclusion of  the Algerian people from French citizenship revealed the preju-
dices inherent in the colonial system, which created a hierarchy of  the colonizing 
people as superior to the colonized. The necessary factors for French citizenship 
KDYH�YDULHG�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�VLQFH� WKH�)UHQFK�5HYROXWLRQ��DQG� WKRVH�FKDQJHV�KDYH�
often been due to particular racist and colonialist agendas.3 Traces of  this colo-
QLDO�UDFLVP�UHPDLQ�SUHVHQW�LQ�SRVW�FRORQLDO�)UDQFH��DQG�WKH\�OLNHO\�LQÁXHQFH�WKH�
modern French views of  North African immigrants, and of  Islam more broadly.

In 2007, Nicolas Sarkozy founded the French Ministry of  Immigration, 
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Integration, National Identity, and Co-Development,4 in part to attempt to cre-
DWH� DQ� DXWKRULWDWLYH� GHÀQLWLRQ� RI � QDWLRQDO� LGHQWLW\� LQWR� ZKLFK� WKH� LPPLJUDQW�
groups are expected to integrate (or, as some would argue, assimilate). In an 
HIIRUW�WR�GHÀQH�)UHQFK�LGHQWLW\��WKH�PLQLVWU\�FUHDWHG�WKH�´*UHDW�'HEDWH�RQ�1D-
WLRQDO�,GHQWLW\µ�LQ�������ZKLFK�LQFOXGHG�DQ�RQOLQH�IRUXP��D�TXHVWLRQQDLUH��DQG�
nearly 300 live debates around the country (Samuel). The results of  the Great 
Debate were released publicly in January 2010. According to the report, 85% 
RI � WKH� SRSXODWLRQ� RI � )UDQFH� EHOLHYHV� WKDW� WKHUH� LV� D� ´)UHQFK� QDWLRQDO� LGHQWL-
W\µ�DQG�����RI �WKH�SRSXODWLRQ�EHOLHYHV�WKDW�WKH�LGHQWLW\�LV�FXUUHQWO\�ZHDNHQLQJ�
(Ministere De l’Immigration 39). This perceived threat to the French national 
LGHQWLW\�LV�YHU\�VLJQLÀFDQW�IRU�WKH�EXUTD�EDQ�GHEDWHV�EHFDXVH�WKH�ZHDNHQLQJ�RI �
the French identity has become tied to the presence of  Muslims within France. 
%DVHG�RQ�WKH�UHVSRQVHV�LQ�WKH�RQOLQH�IRUXP��WKH�UHSRUW�LQFOXGHV�D�OLVW�RI �´:KDW�
LW�LV�WR�EH�)UHQFKµ��(WUH�)UDQoDLV�F·HVW���3URSRQHQWV�RI �WKH�EXUTD�EDQ�DUJXH�WKDW�
ZRPHQ�ZHDULQJ�EXUTDV�YLRODWH�WKH�ÀUVW�WZR�RI �WKHVH�HLJKW�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�RI �EH-
ing French: adhering to republican values and being attached to the principle of  
laïcité5 (Ministere De l’Immigration, 30-33). 

Although the discourse on French national identity can be dismissed by 
outside commentators as thinly covered xenophobia, this view fails to take the 
French concerns seriously. The apprehensions about maintaining a national iden-
tity in a globalizing world are very real. France has never claimed to be a country 
of  immigrants in the way that the United States, for instance, has. In fact, the 
IRUPHU�)UHQFK�3UHVLGHQW��1LFRODV�6DUNR]\��ÀUPO\�UHMHFWHG�WKH�LGHD�RI �PXOWLFXO-
WXUDOLVP��VWDWLQJ�LQVWHDG�WKDW��´,I �\RX�FRPH�WR�)UDQFH��\RX�DFFHSW�WR�PHOW�LQWR�D�
single community, which is the national community, and if  you do not want to 
DFFHSW�WKDW��\RX�FDQQRW�EH�ZHOFRPH�LQ�)UDQFHµ��´1LFRODV�6DUNR]\�MRLQVµ���,V�WKH�
French identity static, or can it accommodate the beliefs and practices of  the im-
PLJUDQW�FRPPXQLWLHV"�&DQ�D�0XVOLP�EH�)UHQFK"�

Public Arguments in Favor of  the Ban

The French public was overwhelmingly in favour of  banning the full veil. 
TNS Sofres, a major French Market Research company, conducted a survey in 
April 2010 which revealed that 64% of  the French public were in favour of  a ban 
of  the full veil (either in all public space or limited to certain regions), and only 
����RI �WKH�SRSXODWLRQ�ZDV�RSSRVHG�WKH�EDQ��´/HV�)UDQoDLV�HW�OD�EXUTDµ���$Q-
other survey performed at the same time demonstrated that 84% of  the French 
population supported a ban of  the full veil (Conseil Francais du Culte Musul-
PDQ���$GGLWLRQDOO\��-HDQ�)UDQoRLV�&RSp��WKH�OHDGHU�RI �)UDQFH·V�803�SDUW\6, cited 
a third survey in his interview with the French newspaper le Figaro, stating that 
����RI �WKH�)UHQFK�SRSXODWLRQ�IDYRUHG�D�JHQHUDO�EDQ�RI �WKH�IXOO�YHLO��+XHW����

The voices of  the French people in favour of  the ban were revealed in 
many forums including newspaper and magazine articles, books, and personal 



LQWHUYLHZV��7KHLU�DUJXPHQWV�IHOO�LQWR�ÀYH�SULPDU\�FDWHJRULHV������)UHQFK�QDWLRQDO�
identity, (2) public order, (3) equality of  men and women, (4) public safety, and 
(5) respect for Islam. Although these arguments were distinct from one anoth-
HU��WKH\�FRQQHFWHG�LQ�LPSRUWDQW�ZD\V��2Q�D�SUDFWLFDO�OHYHO��WKH�DUJXPHQWV�ZHUH�
XQLWHG�EHFDXVH�SHRSOH�FRPELQHG� WKHP�WR�GHIHQG�D�YLHZSRLQW��7KH�ÀUVW� WKUHH�
DUJXPHQWV��DQG�WR�D�OHVVHU�H[WHQW��DOO�ÀYH��KDYH�DQ�DGGLWLRQDO�UHVHPEODQFH��%RWK�
public order and equality of  men and women could easily be included under the 
overarching discourse of  national identity. They are listed as separate arguments 
here because proponents of  the ban also used them independently, without re-
ferring to national identity. When examples of  arguments are cited in this paper, 
it will be to highlight one argument that a writer used, even if  she presented 
several others in her work. The nuances of  these arguments will be explored 
within the subsections.

1. Reasoning that appealed explicitly to French national identity was the 
most prevalent type of  argument used to support the ban of  the full veil. The 
WHUP�´)UHQFK�QDWLRQDO� LGHQWLW\�µ�KRZHYHU�� LV� YDJXH�� DQG�GLIIHUHQW�SHRSOH�XVHG�
it to mean different things. Most generally, it is a set of  principles, documents, 
events, and/or beliefs unifying the French people into a single national com-
munity. When the French public used this term, people referenced three main 
SULQFLSOHV�RI �)UHQFK�QDWLRQDO� LGHQWLW\��7KH�ÀUVW�RI � WKHVH�SULQFLSOHV�RI �)UHQFK�
national identity was the equality of  men and women. According to this perspec-
tive, the full veil was seen as a sign of  women’s submission to men, and it should 
therefore be banned. This will be discussed further in section three.

The second way that people formulated the French national identity argu-
ment is based on French customs: it has not historically been a part of  French 
customs for a woman to cover her face, and the customs of  the territory should 
EH�HQIRUFHG��)UHQFK�SROLWLFLDQ�(ULF�=HPPRXU�WRRN�WKLV�SRVLWLRQ�LQ�D�WHOHYLVLRQ�
LQWHUYLHZ��´7KH�RQO\�WUXH�GLVFXVVLRQ�LV�WKDW�LQ�)UDQFH��\RX�PXVW�EHKDYH�OLNH�WKH�
)UHQFK�µ�7KLV�DUJXPHQW�ZDV�DFNQRZOHGJHG�LQ�)UDQFH�WR�EH�OLPLWHG��KRZHYHU��EH-
cause it depended on a static French code of  behaviour that resists incorporating 
new styles and practices (Dieguiste). 

The third principle that proponents of  the ban used when referencing 
French national identity is laïcité.  As the ban was being formulated, the Conseil 
d’État recommended that the National Assembly remove the language of  laïcité 
from the legal discourse on the grounds that laïcité does not affect individuals 
or the public space, but rather the state and its public institutions. In the public 
discourse, however, people often referenced the importance of  laïcité in their 
support of  the burqa ban. They generally argued that wearing a full veil dem-
RQVWUDWHG�DQ�XQZLOOLQJQHVV�WR�OLYH�LQ�D�VHFXODU�VWDWH��)RU�LQVWDQFH��+XEHUW�6DJH��
a representative of  the Association of  Free Thinkers in France, argued that the 
EDQ�RI �WKH�IXOO�YHLO�PXVW�EH�´SURFODLPHG�LQ�WKH�QDPH�RI �RXU�ODwF�SXEOLF�RUGHUµ�
(Assemblée Nationale, Gerin et al. 94). 

Because the French national identity was such a widely used, yet poorly 
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GHÀQHG��FRQFHSW��LW�LV�SRVVLEOH�WKDW�SHRSOH�UHIHUUHG�WR�LW��HLWKHU�LQWHQWLRQDOO\�RU�
unintentionally, in order to provide a socially acceptable way to express their 
xenophobia and/or Islamophobia. For instance, Wassyla Tamzali, the former 
GLUHFWRU� RI �81(6&2·V�'HSDUWPHQW� RI �*HQGHU�(TXDOLW\��ZKR� VXSSRUWHG� WKH�
ban, questioned the motives behind people who argue that the burqa is contrary 
WR�WKH�)UHQFK�QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\��6KH�H[SUHVVHG�FRQFHUQ�WKDW�IHDU�RI �´WKH�RWKHUµ�
is inherent in the idea of  national identity because the concept is dependent on 
H[FOXGLQJ�WKH�XQZDQWHG�´EODFN�VKHHSµ�ZLWKLQ�D�SDUWLFXODU�FRPPXQLW\�������

7KH�SUHVVXUHV�RI �JOREDOL]DWLRQ��DQG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�LPPLJUDWLRQ��GLUHFWHG�WKH�
debate of  national identity towards a discussion of  integration. Joan Wallach 
6FRWW�DUJXHG�WKDW�LQWHJUDWLRQ�UHTXLUHV�D�´VLQJXODU�QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�µ�:KHQ�
immigrants are naturalized to France they must assert their desire to become 
)UHQFK��WR�HQWHU�LQWR�WKH�´SROLWLFDOO\�KRPRJHQHRXVµ�)UDQFH�ZKHUH�DOO�DUH�HTXDO���
6KH�DUJXHG�WKDW�)UHQFK�QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\�LV�´DQWLWKHWLFDO�WR�DQ\�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI �
GLIIHUHQFH�µ�ZKLFK�ZRXOG�LQKHUHQWO\�UHYHDO�LQFRPSOHWH�LQWHJUDWLRQ��DQG�D�ODFN�RI �
unity in the Republic (Scott 29). Thus, many French people believed that the full 
veil was an unacceptable sign of  difference from mainstream French culture, 
a gesture signalling that the individual wearing the veil resisted integration and 
therefore stood in opposition to France.

2. The second argument the French public used to support the ban was 
public order. This argument was also the legal foundation that allowed the bill 
to pass.7 While this argument was crucial for legislators to create the law, in the 
public sphere it was rarely used independently of  other arguments.  

7KH�SXEOLF�RUGHU�DUJXPHQW�WRRN�WZR�SULPDU\�IRUPV��7KH�ÀUVW�ZDV�EDVHG�
on ease. Proponents argued that social interactions are easier when everyone 
has an uncovered face. The second formulation of  the argument was founded 
in necessity. For instance, it was argued that in cases where identity must be 
determined, such as when withdrawing money at the bank, one’s face should be 
uncovered. The public order argument is notable because it completely lacks re-
ligious language. Because it did not distinguish between face coverings, a surgical 
mask and a veil are equally problematic. 

´3XEOLF�RUGHUµ�FRXOG� UHIHU� WR�D�EDVLF� OHYHO�RI �KXPDQ� LQWHUDFWLRQ�DFURVV�
cultures. Representatives from the Conseil Constitutionnel used the argument in 
WKLV�ZD\�ZKHQ�WKH\�ZURWH�WKDW�WKH�SUDFWLFHV�RI �FRYHULQJ�RQH·V�IDFH�́ IDLO�WR�FRPSO\�
ZLWK�WKH�PLQLPXP�UHTXLUHPHQWV�RI �OLIH�LQ�VRFLHW\µ���&RQVWLWXWLRQDO�&RXQFLO�� $́FW�
3URKLELWLQJµ���7KLV�JHQHUDO�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI �SXEOLF�RUGHU�LV�YXOQHUDEOH��KRZHYHU��
on grounds that it is Euro-centric, because there are societies, such as Saudi Ara-
bia, where women usually wear the full veil in public. Although this argument did 
not depend explicitly on a particular conception of  the French national identity, 
WKHUH�ZDV�D�VWURQJ�LPSOLFLW�FRQQHFWLRQ�EHFDXVH�´SXEOLF�RUGHUµ�ZDV�XVHG�LQ�WKLV�
FRQWH[W�UHIHUV�WR�D�VSHFLÀFDOO\�)UHQFK�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI �D�VRFLDO�VSDFH��7DP]DOL������
In other words, because France is a society in which residents do not cover their 
faces, in order for everyone to interact properly in society, everyone must also 



have an uncovered face.
3. Compared to arguments based in public order, arguments founded on 

the principle of  equality between men and women were especially prevalent in 
French public discourse. Proponents of  this argument stated that the full veil 
was incompatible with the equality of  men and women. This was by no means 
a new argument—Western civilizations have long accused Islam of  oppressing 
women. In the colonial period, the idea that Muslim men oppressed women was 
XVHG�E\�WKH�)UHQFK�´WR�MXVWLI\�PRUDOO\�WKHLU�REOLWHUDWLRQ�RI �WKH�FXOWXUHV�RI �WKH�
FRORQL]HG�SHRSOHµ��/LQGLVIDUQH�������$QG�WKH�FXVWRPV�RI �YHLOLQJ�DQG�VHJUHJDWLRQ�
RI �ZRPHQ�ZHUH�VHHQ�DV�V\PEROV�RI �WKHLU�RSSUHVVLRQ�DQG�HYLGHQFH�RI �WKH�´EDFN-
ZDUGQHVV�RI �,VODPLF�VRFLHWLHVµ��$KPHG�������,Q�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI �WKH�EXUTD�EDQ�
debates, however, the language that was used did not generally imply that Islam is 
backwards or oppressive of  women, but that the cultural (non-religious) practice 
RI �ZHDULQJ�WKH�IXOO�YHLO�ZDV�VSHFLÀFDOO\�ZKDW�ZDV�RIIHQVLYH�WR�ZRPHQ·V�OLEHUW\�

There are three reasons people argued that the full veil was incompatible 
with the equality of  men and women: compulsion, inherent inequality of  the veil, 
and oppression of  bystanders. Compulsion referred to the concern that women 
were being forced to wear the full veil against their will, often by their husbands 
or male relatives. The ban itself  directly referenced this concern of  the French 
public by creating a separate category of  punishment for those who force some-
one to cover their face. While the punishment for wearing a full veil was relatively 
ORZ��½����DQG�FLWL]HQVKLS�FODVVHV�IRU�D�ÀUVW� WLPH�RIIHQFH�� WKH�SXQLVKPHQWV�IRU�
compelling someone to wear a full veil were severe: up to €30,000 and a one-
year prison sentence, or, if  the victim was a minor, up to €60,000 and a two-year 
sentence (Assemblée Nationale; Garraud 5). Because the legislators created such 
a severe contrast between the punishment categories, it is clear that they, like the 
larger French society, were concerned with the possibility that women were being 
forced to wear the full veils against their will.

In addition to having fears about compulsion, the public and legal realms 
were both concerned with the inherent inequality of  the full veil. Because wom-
en were covered, and thus distanced from society in a way that men are not, the 
veil represented the view that men are superior to women, regardless of  whether 
the woman freely chose to veil or not (Boubakeur). In the public sphere, Fad-
ela Amara, France’s Minister for Urban Regeneration, has stated that the full 
YHLO�UHSUHVHQWV�´WKH�RSSUHVVLRQ�RI �ZRPHQ��WKHLU�HQVODYHPHQW��WKHLU�KXPLOLDWLRQµ�
�´)UHQFK�0LQLVWHU�FDOOVµ���6LPLODUO\��7DP]DOL�DUJXHV�WKDW�WKH�EXUTD�LV�´DQ�LQVWUX-
PHQW�WR�GHKXPDQL]H�ZRPHQ�µ�DQG�WKXV�WKDW�WKH�)UHQFK�SHRSOH�VKRXOG�FRQVLGHU�
LW� ´D�PRQVWURVLW\µ� DQG� ´DQ� DERPLQDWLRQµ� ������ $GGLWLRQDOO\�� WKH� RUJDQL]DWLRQ�
´Egalité, Laïcité, Europeµ�FRRUGLQDWHG�)UHQFK�FLWL]HQV�WR�DGYRFDWH�IRU�WKH�EDQ�RQ�
WKH�JURXQGV�WKDW�WKH�IXOO�YHLO�YLRODWHV�´WKH�GLJQLW\�DQG�WKH�HTXDOLW\�RI �ZRPHQµ�
(Delfau and Cerf). The Conseil Constitutionnel echoes these public concerns in ar-
JXLQJ�WKDW�́ ZRPHQ�ZKR�FRQFHDO�WKHLU�IDFH��YROXQWDULO\�RU�RWKHUZLVH��DUH�SODFHG�LQ�
a situation of  exclusion and inferiority patently incompatible with constitutional 
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SULQFLSOHV�RI �OLEHUW\�DQG�HTXDOLW\µ��&RQVWLWXWLRQDO�&RXQFLO���7KLV�DUJXPHQW�KDV�
the interesting effect of  suggesting that women need to be freed of  the full veil, 
even if  they made the free choice to wear it. 

The least common formulation of  the argument, based on equality of  
women and men, mimicked a predominant argument in the earlier headscarf  af-
fair: when any woman wears a full veil, she violates, or risks violating, the rights 
of  the women around her. This could be because the onlookers feel pressured 
to wear the full veil as well, which was one of  the reasons the Stasi Commission 
recommended banning headscarves in schools (77). Additionally, even if  they 
do not feel pressured to veil themselves, onlookers may feel that the presence 
of  the veil offends their liberty because its presence is symbolic, in their view, of  
women’s oppression. In one extreme case, at the peak of  the burqa debates, a 
French woman physically attacked a woman wearing a full veil because she felt as 
if  her own liberty was threatened because of  the presence of  the veiled woman 
�9HQH]LD��

The principle of  the equality of  men and women relates directly to French 
national identity. While one could certainly make this argument by saying that the 
equality of  men and women is a universal principle, and thus the burqa should 
EH� EDQQHG�� WKH� )UHQFK� SHRSOH� WHQG� WR� VXSSRUW� WKHLU� EHOLHI � XVLQJ� VSHFLÀFDOO\�
)UHQFK�OHJDO�WH[WV�ZKLFK�DIÀUP�WKLV�SULQFLSOH��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�)UHQFK�&RQVWLWXWLRQ��
Tamzali, for instance, wrote that the burqa must be banned in all public space 
EHFDXVH�´WKH�HTXDOLW\�RI �WKH�VH[HV�LV�DQ�LQDOLHQDEOH�SDUW�RI �WKH�ODZV�ZKLFK�JRYHUQ�
)UDQFHµ��Dévoilement 69). Thus, although the French believe the equality of  men 
and women to be a universally true principle, the evidences used to demonstrate 
this belief  are entrenched in the essential values of  the French Republic.

4. The fourth argument used in support of  the full veil is that the practice 
represents a danger to public security. This argument had two facets. First, the 
full veil could endanger French society because criminals motivated by radical 
Islam could hide weapons underneath the loose clothing and conceal their iden-
tities with the face veil.8 In addition to the practical concern that the veil could 
conceal dangerous criminal activity, the second reason full veils might be dan-
gerous to public security is their symbolic and historical association with radical 
Islam.9 Advocates of  the ban hoped that the law would be a statement of  the 
)UHQFK�SHRSOH·V�GLVDVVRFLDWLRQ�ZLWK�DQ\�PLOLWDQW�,VODPLVW�JURXSV��DQG�WKHLU�GHÀ-
nition of  the French national identity as completely incompatible with radical 
Islam. 

� ,Q�D�)UHQFK�RQOLQH�GHEDWH� IRUXP�DIÀOLDWHG�ZLWK�/H�+XIÀQJWRQ�3RVW, par-
ticipants used both aspects of  the public security argument to advocate for the 
ban.10 The forum administrator suggested that terrorists could obscure their 
LGHQWLWLHV�WKURXJK�ZHDULQJ�IDFH�YHLOV��9DULRXV�FRPPHQWHUV�DJUHHG��DQG�VXJJHVWHG�
WKDW�WKRVH�ZKR�ZHDU�WKH�IXOO�YHLO�DUH�UDGLFDO�DQG�WKHUHIRUH�GDQJHURXV��´/H�SRUW�GX�
YRLOH�LQWHJUDOµ���(YHQ�VRPH�SHRSOH�ZKR�DUJXHG�DJDLQVW�WKH�EDQ��VXFK�DV�*HRUJHV�
Malbrunot on the blog for French Newspaper Le Figaro, conceded that a more 



WDLORUHG�EDQ�RI �WKH�IXOO�YHLO�PLJKW�EH�QHFHVVDU\�WR�HQVXUH�WKDW�́ WKH�VHFXULW\�RI �RXU�
FRXQWU\�LV�QRW�SXW�LQWR�GDQJHU�µ��,Q�WKH�OHJDO�VSKHUH��WKLV�DUJXPHQW�IURP�WKH�SXE-
lic discourse emerged despite the recommendation of  the Conseil d’État that an 
DUJXPHQW�EDVHG�RQ�SXEOLF�VDIHW\�ZRXOG�QRW�EH�VXIÀFLHQW�WR�VXSSRUW�WKH�EDQ�������
,Q�WKHLU�ÀQDO�UHSRUW��WKH�Conseil Constitutionnel did explicitly reference these public 
VDIHW\�FRQFHUQV�LQ�GHVFULELQJ�WKH�SUDFWLFHV�RI �FRYHULQJ�RQH·V�IDFH�DV�´GDQJHURXV�
IRU�SXEOLF�VDIHW\�DQG�VHFXULW\µ��&RQVWLWXWLRQDO�&RXQFLO�� $́FW�3URKLELWLQJµ�����

���7KH�ÀQDO�DUJXPHQW�LV�WKDW�WKH�EXUTD�LV�QRW�WUXO\�,VODPLF��DQG�WKHUHIRUH�
eradicating it in France will be a positive step for the French Muslim community. 
In this argument, it is apparent that the full veil debates evoke questions not just 
of  French national identity, but also of  the boundaries of  the identity of  the 
French Muslim community.  Dounia Bouzar, a French Muslim political leader 
who served on the CFCM, used this argument alongside appeals to French na-
WLRQDO�LGHQWLW\�WR�VXSSRUW�KHU�FRQGHPQDWLRQ�RI �WKH�IXOO�YHLO�LQ�)UDQFH��´5HIXVLQJ�
WKH�EXUTD�LV�WR�UHPDLQ�IDLWKIXO�WR�WKH�5HSXEOLF��EXW�LW�LV�DOVR�UHVSHFWIXO�WR�,VODPµ�
(Bouzar 7). She asserts that the burqa is a manipulation of  Islam, and for that 
reason it should be entirely rejected in order to respect the Islamic tradition. 
Claude Ber, a professor at Sciences Po in Paris, used this same argument by citing 
an imam from Al Azhar University in Egypt, Mohammed Tantawi, who encour-
DJHG�KLV�VWXGHQWV�WR�UHPRYH�WKHLU�QLTDEV�EHFDXVH�WKLV�IRUP�RI �GUHVV�´VXSSRUWV�
WUDGLWLRQ��QRW�UHOLJLRQµ��%HU�������,Q�DGGLWLRQ��)DGHOD�$PDUD��WKH�0XVOLP�0LQLV-
ter of  French Urban Regeneration, supported the burqa ban on the grounds that 
EXUTD�LV�WKH�´FDQFHU�RI �UDGLFDO�,VODPµ�VSUHDGLQJ�LQ�)UDQFH��DQG�IXUWKHUPRUH��LW�LV�
WKH�´SROLWLFDO�PDQLSXODWLRQ�RI �D�UHOLJLRQµ��´)UHQFK�0LQLVWHU�8UJHV�%XUND�%DQµ���
Thus she believes that the burqa denigrates Islam by acting as a dangerous politi-
FDO�´FDQFHUµ�ZLWKLQ�LW��

This argument is distinct from the previous four because it is explicitly 
religious, and it is predominantly used within the France’s Muslim communities. 
Because the proponents of  this argument desire to purify conceptions of  Islam, 
it would not have been possible for legislators to include it in their support of  
the ban. Instead, this is an argument used within France’s Muslim community 
LQ�RUGHU�WR�GHÀQH�WKHLU�RZQ�ERXQGDULHV�RI �ZKDW�LW�PHDQV�WR�EH�0XVOLP�DV�WKH�
FRXQWU\�RQ�WKH�ZKROH�LV�GHÀQLQJ�ZKDW�LW�PHDQV�WR�EH�)UHQFK�

Conclusion

,GHQWLW\�LV�XQTXHVWLRQDEO\�D�FUXFLDO��\HW�SRRUO\�GHÀQHG��IDFWRU�LQ�WKH�IXOO�
veil debates. National identity, especially, entered the debate on all levels. People 
in the public sphere argued that the full veil is contrary to French national iden-
tity in many ways, including the following: French people do not cover their 
faces in public, French people do not marginalize women, and French people do 
QRW�VXSSRUW�UDGLFDO�UHOLJLRXV�EHOLHIV��2I �FRXUVH��DOO�RI �WKHVH�DUJXPHQWV�FRXOG�EH�
ZRUGHG�SRVLWLYHO\��VXFK�DV�´)UHQFK�SHRSOH�UHYHDO�WKHLU�IDFHV�LQ�SXEOLFµ��KRZHYHU��
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the negative articulations of  the arguments reveal that the discourse of  national 
identity can be a coded way of  articulating the identities with which the French 
national identity is contrasted. National identities are inherently oppositional 
identities. Benedict Anderson describes this concept by emphasizing that na-
WLRQV�DUH�OLPLWHG��´7KH�QDWLRQ�LV�LPDJLQHG�DV�OLPLWHG�EHFDXVH�HYHQ�WKH�ODUJHVW�RI �
WKHP�>���@�KDV�ÀQLWH��LI �HODVWLF�ERXQGDULHV��EH\RQG�ZKLFK�OLH�RWKHU�QDWLRQVµ��TWG��LQ�
Ashcroft 125). Just as nations have borders, national identities have boundaries, 
DQG�WKH\�DUH�GHÀQHG�WKURXJK�FRQWUDVW�WR�WKH�LGHQWLWLHV�RI �RWKHU�QDWLRQV�DURXQG�
the world.

There are many legitimate fears that the French people express when 
they refer to national identity. In an increasingly globalized world, it is becom-
ing more challenging to maintain a distinct cultural identity. The prominence 
of  immigrants within France is deeply upsetting to many of  the French people, 
especially when the immigrants are outwardly manifesting distinct cultural and 
religious identities through wearing the full veil. Through the arguments used in 
GHIHQVH�RI �WKH�EDQ��LW�LV�FOHDU�WKDW�)UDQFH�KDV�KDG�WURXEOH�PDLQWDLQLQJ�WKH�XQLÀHG�
national consciousness it desires. The racial and colonial agendas within French 
FLWL]HQVKLS�ODZ�UHÁHFW�WKLV�VDPH�FRQFHUQ�IRU�PDLQWDLQLQJ�ERXQGDULHV�RI �QDWLRQDO�
identity that are evident in the full veil debates—how the French people can 
remain distinctly French. 

While the number of  women wearing the full veil in France might be 
small, the impact of  this law is far reaching. Through the implementation of  
this law, the government declared that the full veil is not welcome in France, 
and that they desire the integration of  immigrant communities into mainstream 
)UHQFK�FXOWXUH�� ,Q� WKLV�ZD\�� WKH� ODZ�FRGLÀHG�FHUWDLQ�HOHPHQWV�RI �D�VSHFLÀFDOO\�
French national identity. The framing of  the arguments supporting the law were 
HVVHQWLDO�WR�WKDW�IRUPXODWLRQ�RI �QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\��EHFDXVH�WKH\�UHYHDO�WKH�VSHFLÀF�
concerns and biases of  the French people as they wrestle with how to maintain 
D�XQLÀHG�QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\�LQ�WKH�JOREDOL]LQJ�ZRUOG��DQG�XOWLPDWHO\��DV�WKH\�WU\�WR�
understand the role of  the Muslim communities in France.

NOTES

1. 7KH�́ KHDGVFDUI �DIIDLU�µ�DV�LW�LV�IUHTXHQWO\�FDOOHG��EHJDQ�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V��2YHU�
D�SHULRG�RI �ÀIWHHQ�\HDUV��KHDGVFDUYHV�EHFDPH�WKH�IRFDO�SRLQW�IRU�WHQVLRQV�
UHODWLQJ�WR�,VODP��LQWHJUDWLRQ��DQG�QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\�LQ�)UDQFH��2Q�0DUFK�����
������WKH�)UHQFK�&RQJUHVV�SDVVHG�D�ELOO�WKDW�RIÀFLDOO\�EDQQHG�WKH�ZHDULQJ�
of  headscarves and any other visible religious symbols in public elementary, 
middle, and high schools.

2. While the Ministry of  Interior’s exact numbers could be questioned due to 
the practical challenges of  such a survey and the government’s agendas, the 
YLVLELOLW\�RI � WKH�YHLO� GRHV� VHHP� WR�KDYH� LQFUHDVHG� VLJQLÀFDQWO\�GXULQJ� WKLV�
period.



3. For more information on French Nationality Law, see Patrick Weil’s How to 
be French. Durham: Duke University Press, 2008.

4. Due to considerable public pressure, Sarkozy changed the name in late 2010 
WR� WKH� ´0LQLVWU\� RI � ,PPLJUDWLRQ�� ,QWHJUDWLRQ��Asylum, and Co-Develop-
PHQW�µ

5. /DwFLWp� LV�D�SULQFLSOH�ÀUPO\�HVWDEOLVKHG�LQ�WKH�)UHQFK�FRQVWLWXWLRQ�DQG�WKH�
)UHQFK�VHOI�FRQFHSWLRQ��/DwFLWp� LV�GHÀQHG�VLPSO\�DV�´ZKDW� LV� LQGHSHQGHQW�
RI �WKH�FKXUFK��RI �UHOLJLRQ�µ�KRZHYHU�WKHUH�LV�QR�FRQVHQVXV�DERXW�ZKDW�WKLV�
PHDQV�LQ�SUDFWLFH�WRGD\��79��RUJ��

6. 803�VWDQGV�IRU�´Union pour un Mouvement Populaireµ�RU�8QLRQ�IRU�D�3RSXODU�
Movement. This major French political party, founded in 2002, considers 
itself  to be center-right.  Former French President Nicolas Sarkozy served 
as the leader of  the party between 2004 and 2007 (Union pour un movement 
populaire).

7. )RU�LQVWDQFH��´SXEOLF�RUGHUµ�ZDV�FLWHG�DV�D�UHDVRQ�IRU�LPSOHPHQWLQJ�WKH�EDQ�
LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SURSRVLWLRQ�IRU�WKH�ODZ��ZKLFK�HQWHUHG�WKH�1DWLRQDO�$VVHPEO\�RQ�
Feb 5, 2010 (Assemblée Nationale, Copé). Public order was also suggested 
by the Conseil d’État as the only possible legal foundation for the ban (Con-
seil d’Etat: Section du Rapport et des Etudes).

8. It is not only the French who are concerned that the full veil is a potential 
VHFXULW\� WKUHDW��+LODU\�&OLQWRQ�� WKH�8�6��6HFUHWDU\�RI �6WDWH�� H[SUHVVHG� WKDW�
burqa bans would be useful in preventing suicide bombers from disguising 
WKHPVHOYHV�LQ�WKHP�SULRU�WR�DWWDFNV��2DNHV��

9. According to the report to the French National Assembly, Muslim extrem-
ists, such as the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, were the initial advocates 
IRU�WKH�IXOO�YHLO��$VVHPEOpH�1DWLRQDOH��*DUUDXG�����2WKHU�VRXUFHV�DIÀUP�D�
FRQQHFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�VSHFLÀF�W\SH�RI �IXOO�YHLO�ZRUQ�LQ�)UDQFH��niqab) with 
VDODÀVP��%RX]DU�����6DODÀVP�LV�D�PRGHUQ�6XQQL�,VODPLVW�PRYHPHQW�WKDW�HP-
phasizes the importance of  returning to the way Islam was practiced in the 
time of  the earliest Muslims. This movement has inspired extreme Islamist 
JURXSV�VXFK�DV�DO�4DHGD��7KH�JRYHUQPHQW�FLWHG�WKHVH�DVVRFLDWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�
the full veil and radical Islamist movements to validate legislation that would 
FRPEDW�WKH�´GDQJHURXV�WUHQG�µ

10. While online debate forums tend to draw the most extreme forms of  argu-
ments, and they should not be assumed to represent the opinions of  the 
French people at large, they do provide voice to citizens that would other-
wise not be heard through more wide-reaching platforms, such as written 
publications.
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THE CRISIS OF CONSTRUCTION
State Hegemony, Catholic Social Activism and the 

1987 “Marxist Conspiracy” in Singapore

Jessica Goh

A bstract: In the early hours of  21 May and 20 June 1987, the Internal 
Security Department (ISD) arrested 22 Singapore citizens as alleged 
0DU[LVW�FRQVSLUDWRUV��<HW��DJDLQVW�WKH�VHYHULW\�RI �WKH�DFFXVDWLRQV�OHYHOOHG�

against the detainees, the reality was that the group of  Catholics at the core 
of  this controversy was engaged in social work to help the poor, the marginal-
ized, and the oppressed, in accordance with the social teachings of  the Catholic 
Church. Why then did the state apply such apparently disproportionate repres-
VLRQ�LQ�LQYRNLQJ�WKH�,QWHUQDO�6HFXULW\�$FW��,6$��DJDLQVW�WKHVH�LQGLYLGXDOV"�7KLV�
SDSHU�DUJXHV�WKDW�WKH������´0DU[LVW�FRQVSLUDF\�µ�DQG�WKH�VXEVHTXHQW�GHWHQWLRQV�
of  Catholic workers was a deliberate attempt to label the situation as a so-called 
crisis. This was done with the express purpose designed to buttress the politi-
cal legitimacy of  the state, as well as a political move to neutralize alternative 
GLVFRXUVHV�WKDW�FRXOG�SRWHQWLDOO\�FKDOOHQJH�VWDWH�KHJHPRQ\��([WHUQDO�LQÁXHQFHV�
IURP�WKH�UHIRUPV�RI �9DWLFDQ�,,�DQG�OLEHUDWLRQ�WKHRORJ\�SHUPHDWLQJ�WKH�&DWKROLF�
Church were able to create a potential threat to the state’s articulation of  its 
ideology of  development. The involvement of  priests as alternative sources of  
authority necessitated the construction of  the conspiracy to meet a political goal: 
the removal of  these priests from positions of  authority from which they could 
QHJDWLYHO\� LQÁXHQFH� WKH�6LQJDSRUHDQ�ERG\�SROLWLF��+HQFH�� WKH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI �
the conspiracy, as mediated through the press, was intended deliberately to create 
a crisis within the Church and society to effect compliance and ensure the state’s 
continuing hegemony.

Introduction

In the early hours of  21 May and 20 June 1987, 22 Singapore citizens 
were arrested by the Internal Security Department (ISD) in a security operation 
QDPHG�2SHUDWLRQ�6SHFWUXP��´���+HOG�LQ�6HFXULW\�6ZRRSµ���7KHLU�RIIHQFH"�7KH\�
were all allegedly co-conspirators in a network of  civil and Catholic religious 
RUJDQL]DWLRQV�WKDW�VSUHDG�DQWL�JRYHUQPHQW�DQG�´0DU[LVWµ�LGHRORJLHV�DV�D�PHDQV�
WR�RYHUWKURZ�WKH�6LQJDSRUH�JRYHUQPHQW��´0DU[LVW�3ORW�8QFRYHUHGµ���7KH\�ZHUH�
a diverse group of  lawyers, church workers and theatre practitioners, but the 
core of  the movement was purportedly the group of  Catholics linked to Church 
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organizations that aimed to spread unrest among Singapore’s dispossessed. Their 
OHDGHU��9LQFHQW�&KHQJ��ZDV�DFFXVHG�RI �XVLQJ�WKH�&DWKROLF�&KXUFK�DV�D�SODWIRUP�
for Tan Wah Piow, an exiled student activist, to further this agenda. All 22 ar-
rested were detained without trial, and suffered beatings and torture at the hands 
of  the ISD (Barr 228; Fong; Teo). The so-called Marxist Conspiracy was kept 
DÁRDW�DV�D�VHFXULW\�WKUHDW�LQ�SXEOLF�GLVFRXUVH�WKURXJK�V\VWHPDWLF�DQG�FRQWLQXRXV�
coverage, which saw the detainees paraded before the public, through newspaper 
DQG�WHOHYLVLRQ�DV�´FRPPXQLVWV�DQG�VXEYHUVLYHVµ��%DUU�������<HW��DJDLQVW�WKH�VH-
YHULW\�RI �WKH�DFFXVDWLRQV�OHYHOHG�DJDLQVW�9LQFHQW�&KHQJ�DQG�KLV�IHOORZ�GHWDLQHHV��
the reality was that the group of  Catholics at the core of  this controversy was 
engaged in social work to help the poor, the marginalized, and the oppressed, in 
accordance with the social teachings of  the Catholic Church. 

Why then, did the state apply such blatantly disproportionate repression 
LQ� LQYRNLQJ� WKH�,QWHUQDO�6HFXULW\�$FW� �,6$��DJDLQVW� WKHVH�&DWKROLF� LQGLYLGXDOV"�
Such a query is helpful in making the great leap of  logic necessary to explore 
the government’s connection between Catholicism and Marxism, two ideological 
forces that have been, in world history, often diametrically opposed. Asking such 
a question also leads to an exploration of  Singapore’s model of  church-state 
relations. This reveals a situation in which a hegemonic state clearly dominates, 
while religion, though at times co-opted into the discourse of  Singapore’s nation-
building efforts, is primarily privatized and de-politicized to forestall potential 
sources of  authoritative challenge. Catholic social activism in Singapore, accusa-
WLRQV�RI �0DU[LVW� LQÀOWUDWLRQ�QRWZLWKVWDQGLQJ��DUH�WKXV�WR�EH�FRQVLGHUHG�ZLWKLQ�
the larger context of  a post-colonial state that framed the necessity for develop-
ment as dominant over all other considerations. Thus, the question of  determin-
ing the veracity of  this so-called Marxist conspiracy, where the Catholic Church 
had allegedly been systematically penetrated and used as a platform for Marxist 
organization, is not under consideration. Instead, the activities of  both religious 
and lay members of  the Catholic Church were centered on key organizations that 
aimed to help foreign and industrial workers perceived to be oppressed, which 
was inspired by the spirit and the moral exhortations of  Catholic social teaching. 
This challenged the ability of  the state to monopolize a developmental ideology 
that emphasized modernization at the expense of  human dignity and individual 
liberty. 

Prevailing domestic and regional political considerations, such as fears of  
liberation theology and so-called Filipino tactics1 being exported to Singapore, as 
well as anxiety over losses in the upcoming elections due to unpopular policies, 
ZHUH�DOVR�VLJQLÀFDQW�GHYHORSPHQWV�WR�EH�FRQVLGHUHG��7KHVH�DUUHVWV�RFFXUUHG�DW�
the intersection of  the interaction between complex world-historical and reli-
gious forces that sought to guide society in one direction, while the state was 
FOHDUO\�VWHHULQJ�LW�LQ�DQRWKHU��+HQFH��WKH�VR�FDOOHG������0DU[LVW�FRQVSLUDF\��DQG�
the subsequent detentions of  Catholic workers, was the deliberate state con-
struction of  a crisis designed to buttress the political legitimacy of  the state that 



also served to neutralize alternative discourses that could potentially challenge 
its hegemony. 

Church-state relations in Singapore are distinctly characterized by inequal-
ity. This is because a religiously plural society, comprised of  Buddhists, Muslims, 
QRQ�UHOLJLRQLVWV��&KULVWLDQV��7DRLVWV��DQG�+LQGXV��(��.��%��7DQ������KDV�QHFHVVL-
tated the elevation of  a strong, secular and centralized state to mediate the inter-
DFWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�DQ�DUUD\�RI �FRPSHWLQJ��DQG�DW�WLPHV�FRQÁLFWLQJ��LQWHUHVWV��7KH�
VWDWH·V�DXWKRULW\�LQ�PHGLDWLQJ�WKHVH�LQWHUHVWV�VWHPV�QRW�IURP�WKH�´GLYLQH�PDQGDWH�
RI �D�GRPLQDQW�UHOLJLRQµ��EXW�IURP�LWV�DELOLW\�WR�UHPDLQ�HTXLGLVWDQW�IURP�DOO�UHOL-
gions in disputed matters (K. P. Tan 341). This authority enabled it to depoliticize 
religion in Singapore by categorically naming politics as the exclusive preserve 
of  political parties, hence limiting viable challenges to its hegemony. In addition, 
by insulating religious institutions and norms from politics, its social function 
is encouraged through its voluntary welfare organizations to provide welfare to 
WKRVH�LQ�QHHG��KHOSLQJ�WR�EXLOG�D�́ GHSROLWLFL]HG�FLYLF�VRFLHW\µ��.��3��7DQ�������7KH�
Singapore government’s putative model of  pragmatic governance co-opts both 
religious leaders and religion, as part of  its nation-building process. This creates 
impediments to potential challenges initiated by these leaders as their legitimacy 
is thus derived from state endorsement (K. P. Tan 342). Such tight governmental 
control over religion, and religious belief  and action in Singapore is enabled by 
the state’s hegemony over society. This hegemony is guaranteed either through 
WKH�´VSRQWDQHRXV�FRQVHQWµ�RI �LWV�FLWL]HQV�VWHPPLQJ�IURP�WKH�JUHDW�SUHVWLJH�DQG�
legitimacy of  the dominant political actor, in Singapore’s case the People’s Action 
Party (PAP), or through the use of  coercive institutions (Gramsci 12). To main-
WDLQ�WKLV�KHJHPRQ\��WKH�VWDWH�DWWHPSWV�WR�´DOLJQ�DQG�DUWLFXODWH�ZLWK�WKH�GRPLQDQW�
LGHRORJ\�WKH�FRQWUDGLFWRU\�LQWHUHVWV�RI �FODVVHV�DQG�IRUFHV�LQ�VRFLHW\µ��.��3��7DQ�
������/HJLVODWLRQ�� VXFK� DV� WKH�0DLQWHQDQFH�RI �5HOLJLRXV�+DUPRQ\�$FW� �������
and the repressive Internal Security Act (1963), as well as normative persuasion 
VXFK�DV�WKH�'HFODUDWLRQ�RI �5HOLJLRXV�+DUPRQ\��FUHDWH�DQ�LGHRORJLFDO�EODQNHW�RYHU�
religiously-inspired dissent against other religions or even against the state (E. K. 
B. Tan 65). 

Despite their being co-opted by the state, and amidst the reality of  a he-
gemonic state apparatus, religious leaders still seek a public role for religion to 
articulate moral considerations to form the basis for a just and compassionate 
VRFLHW\��+RZHYHU��WKHLU�H[FOXVLRQ�IURP�SXEOLF�SROLWLFDO�DFWLRQ�HIIHFWLYHO\�FXUWDLOV�
WKH�PRUDO�LQÁXHQFH�WKH\�FDQ�EULQJ�XSRQ�JRYHUQDQFH�DQG�SROLWLFV��5HOLJLRXV�OHDG-
ers are constantly exhorted not to encroach into the political domain, and re-
IUDLQ�IURP�PRELOL]LQJ�WKHLU�FRQJUHJDWLRQV�WR�EH�´FRQIURQWDWLRQDOµ�WRZDUGV�WKH�
state (E. K. B. Tan 70). The Catholic Church in Singapore is no exception. The 
Church does not engage in party politics, which is partly due to its inability to be 
a political force of  critical mass since Singapore’s Catholic population is small. 
+RZHYHU�� LW� ´EUHDWKHV�SROLWLFDO� DLUµ� �-��*RK�´,QWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�&DWKROLF�3ULHVWµ���
namely that the moral aspirations of  its leaders towards a more just society char-
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DFWHUL]H�LWV�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�WKH�EURDG�SROLWLFV�RI �GHÀQLQJ�DQG�VHWWLQJ�WKH�DJHQGD�
IRU�6LQJDSRUH·V�GHYHORSPHQWDO�GLVFRXUVH��+HQFH��UHOLJLRXV�DFWLYLVP�KDV�WKH�LQKHU-
ent potential to be interpreted as a political act, especially if  it intrudes in the 
dominant interests of  the state. 

The Catholic Church in Singapore is never an isolated actor, nor solely 
concerned with the interests of  Singapore alone. Any study of  local Catholic 
dioceses must recognize that the Roman Catholic Church is at once both a local 
and transnational actor, where each diocese can trace its authority to the seat of  
Catholicism in Rome. Because of  this, developments and decisions promulgated 
in Rome have aftershocks that reverberate worldwide, which can fundamentally 
LQÁXHQFH� ORFDO� SUDFWLFHV�� MXVW� DV� WKHVH� ORFDO� SUDFWLFHV� FRQWULEXWH� WR� DQG� DGDSW�
canon. Despite being a divinely-legitimated authority, the Church has also been 
UHJDUGHG�ZLWK�SROLWLFDO� LPSRUW�� DQG� LV� ´HQPHVKHG� LQ�ZRUOGO\� DIIDLUVµ� �+HUW]NH�
48). The Catholic Church as a socio-political actor engages in continual negotia-
tion and adaptation to the current historical context, while its moral purpose and 
intrinsic values remain as an anchor. Following a period of  conservatism and 
support for political authoritarianism in the early decades of  the 20th century, 
progressive voices within the Church were to make compelling cases for the 
compatibility of  Catholicism and democracy, grounded upon the Catholic be-
lief  in human dignity (Philpott 114). This was to set the context for the Second 
9DWLFDQ�&RXQFLO��NQRZQ�LQIRUPDOO\�DV�9DWLFDQ�,,������������ZKHUH�WKH�ELVKRSV�
sought to realign the mission of  the Church to the ministry of  Jesus. In doing 
VR��WKH\�ZRXOG�SURYLGH�D�´IRXQGDWLRQ�IRU�PRUDO�UHDVRQLQJ�RQ�PDWWHUV�RI �SROL-
WLFVµ��+LPHV������7KH�$SRVWROLF�&RQVWLWXWLRQV�VWHPPLQJ�IURP�9DWLFDQ�,,�ZHUH�
LQWHQGHG�WR�UHDIÀUP�WKLV�UHLQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI �WKH�&KXUFK·V�UROH�LQ�FRQWHPSRUDU\�
society. As such, these constitutions, such as Lumen Gentium (Light of  the Na-
WLRQV��DQG�*DXGLXP�HW�6SHV��-R\�DQG�+RSH��ZHUH�LQWHQGHG�WR�QDPH�WKH�&KXUFK�
as responsible for ensuring the social and material (not merely spiritual) needs 
RI �VRFLHW\�ZHUH�PHW��+LPHV������,Q�HVVHQFH��9DWLFDQ�,,�ZDV�FRQYHQHG�WR�HPEUDFH�
DQG�FRGLI\�WKH�QRWLRQ�WKDW�´WKH�GHVLUH�WR�EH�IDLWKIXO�WR�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�PLVVLRQ�UH-
quires an indirect vocation to transform the realms of  social life to serve rather 
WKDQ�WKUHDWHQ�WKH�KXPDQ�SHUVRQµ��+LPHV������7KH�&KXUFK�ZDV�WKXV�WR�VKLIW�LWV�
focus from legitimating the state, to serving society.

9DWLFDQ�,,·V�HPEUDFH�RI �WKH�SXEOLF�UROH�RI �WKH�&KXUFK�ZDV�PHDQW�WR�JDOYD-
nize the cause of  human rights and provide a renewed impetus to social activism 
XQGHUSLQQHG�E\�&DWKROLF�EHOLHI��,W�FUHDWHG�D�´&DWKROLF�0RPHQWµ�LQ�KLVWRU\�ZKHUH�
the Church was transformed into a defender of  basic human rights (Richard 
1HXKDXV�� TWG�� LQ�<DPDQH� ����$XJPHQWLQJ� WKDW� FRPPLWPHQW�ZDV� WKH�&DWKROLF�
belief  in human dignity as the foundation for moral reasoning on matters of  
politics. Such a shift in focus was to spark similar theological debate and intro-
spection within the Church. 

A prominent case is that of  Latin America, where the Bishops of  South 
American countries met in 1968 in the Colombian town of  Medellin for the 



Second General Conference of  Latin American Bishops (Consejo Episcopal 
Latinoamericano, CELAM) (Pottenger). Against the backdrop of  South Ameri-
can societies beleaguered by sluggish economies, great poverty and authoritarian 
government, CELAM was to force a reassessment of  the mission of  the Church, 
guided by its teachings, towards the alleviation of  such poverty and oppression 
�3RWWHQJHU������<HW�WKH�VSLULW�RI �9DWLFDQ�,,�LQ�0HGHOOLQ�ZDV�DOVR�XVHG�WR�LQVSLUH�
a group of  radical Christian theologians, who argued that not only spiritual, but 
also material liberation, was possible for the poor and oppressed. Justice, they 
argued, was a fundamental theological and scriptural principle that needed to be 
sought in temporal situations. This was because liberation theologians argued 
that improvements to the lives of  the poor and oppressed need not be deferred 
to the next life, as per Catholic doctrine, but should rightfully be pursued in this 
PDWHULDO�OLIH�DV�ZHOO��3RWWHQJHU������6XFK�D�WKHRORJ\�RI �´OLEHUDWLRQµ�ZDV�DGYRFDW-
ed by a leading theologian, Gustavo Gutierrez, whose seminal work, A Theology 
of  Liberation, was used to galvanize the radicalism of  Catholic theology to more 
actively advance a sociopolitical agenda (Gutierrez, Inda and Eagleson). 

The search for a methodology by which social reform could be achieved 
brought what was still fundamentally a Catholic theological offshoot directly 
into contact with Marxism, its professed antagonist. The primary source of  ten-
sion between Catholic theology and Marxist ideology was the incompatibility 
between the violent strategies of  revolution and struggle by the latter and the 
rejection of  Marxism’s destructive and harmful means of  protest by the former. 
Thus, the tension between Catholicism and Marxism would surface due to the 
sheer attractiveness of  Marxism to liberation theologians, in its ability not only 
to diagnose the root of  poverty as structural, but also to offer a methodologi-
cal framework guided by normative intent for the alleviation of  economic and 
political subjugation.

7KXV� DW� WKLV� SRLQW�ZH� FDQ� REVHUYH� D� OLPLWHG� GHJUHH� RI � FRQÁXHQFH� EH-
tween Catholicism and Marxism that could have provided some grounds for a 
´0DU[LVW�&RQVSLUDF\�µ�7KH�0DU[LVW�VWUDWHJLHV�RI �YLROHQW�FRQÁLFW�DQG�UHYROXWLRQ-
ary struggle, if  adopted in a Singaporean context, would no doubt have heralded 
D�UHWXUQ�WR�VRFLHWDO�FRQÁLFW�UHPLQLVFHQW�RI �SDVW�DQWL�FRORQLDO�VWUXJJOHV��ZLWK�WKH�
possibility of  escalation into communal clashes. It is still unclear as to the extent 
RI �WKH�LQÁXHQFH�RI �OLEHUDWLRQ�WKHRORJ\�RQ�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�DQG�OD\�PHPEHUV�RI �WKH�
&DWKROLF�&KXUFK��+RZHYHU��WKH�VWDWH�ZRXOG�GUDZ�DQG�IUDPH�WKLV�FOHDU�FRQQHF-
tion between the increasingly vocal social activism of  the Church, and the pos-
sibility of  Marxist subversion, even hinting at the possibility of  the importation 
RI �´)LOLSLQR�WDFWLFVµ�RI �SURWHVW�DQG�UHYROXWLRQ�LQWR�6LQJDSRUH��%DUU�������7KH�
Catholic Church in the Philippines had similarly assumed the mantle of  a politi-
FDO�DFWRU��EDFNLQJ�SRSXOLVW�OHDGHU�&RUD]RQ�$TXLQR�LQ�GHÀDQFH�RI �3KLOLSSLQH�GLF-
tator Ferdinand Marcos’ blatant corruption and political authoritarianism. The 
revolutionary nature of  this action in both its methods and its motivations was to 
sound the alarm in the minds of  Singapore’s politicians that the Catholic Church 
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LQ� 6LQJDSRUH�ZDV� VLPLODUO\� FDSDEOH� RI � VXFK� D�PRYH��+RZHYHU�� ZKDW�PDNHV� LW�
implausible that such an agenda could have been exported to Singapore, with 
WKH�SRWHQWLDO� IRU� FUHDWLQJ� D�PRYHPHQW�RI � VLJQLÀFDQW� IRUFH� WR� ´RYHUWKURZ� WKH�
JRYHUQPHQWµ��´0DU[LVW�3ORW�8QFRYHUHGµ���ZDV�WKH�ODFN�RI �SURSHU�FRQGLWLRQV�IRU�
such movements to take root. The PAP’s ability to generate the rapid economic 
development and material prosperity Singaporeans enjoyed, on the one hand, 
and the demographic minority of  the Catholic Church, on the other, precluded 
any revolution from taking root.

Regardless of  whether there was a communist agenda, the more press-
ing issue at stake was the nature of  the work these priests and church workers 
were engaging in and its possible implications for state interests. As previously 
mentioned, work with migrant and industrial workers formed the backbone of  
this movement. The GCC formed the vanguard, which consisted of  providing 
counselling to workers on the rights they possessed, teaching them English, and 
mediating their interaction with the Ministry of  Labour. The GCC was to focus 
particularly on foreign maids suffering abuse, through providing advice, and act-
ing as liaisons to the government ministries (D. P. S. Goh 68). Solicitors formed 
much of  the volunteer staff  in this work, which explained the large numbers of  
lawyers that would be counted among the detainees. Catholic organizations were 
also used to confront poor working conditions on matters of  policy, such as 
WKURXJK�WKH�<&:·V�VXUYH\�RI �ZRUNHUV�RQ�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW·V�LQWURGXFWLRQ�RI �WKH�
���KRXU�VKLIW�LQ�������+HUH������ZRUNHUV�ZHUH�VXUYH\HG�RQ�SDWWHUQV�RI �UHVW�GD\V�
and workweeks, social life and family time, tiredness, health and opinions regard-
ing the 12-hour shift (Barr 238; Wijeysingha and Nicolas). Keeping the agenda 
current was its prominent coverage in The Catholic News, where its dissemina-
tion to virtually all parishes in Singapore on a bi-monthly basis helped to apprise 
the Catholic community of  the nature of  the work (Wijeysingha and Nicolas). 
The entire movement was given spiritual and moral impetus through the JPC, 
ZKLFK�HQDEOHG�QHWZRUNLQJ�DPRQJ�WKH�YDULRXV�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�ZLWK�9LQFHQW�&KHQJ�
as secretary. The JPC’s main role was to engage in raising social and political 
FRQVFLRXVQHVV�RI �WKH�SXEOLF�UHJDUGLQJ�LVVXHV�RI �MXVWLFH�DQG�RSSUHVVLRQ�E\�´URX-
tinely placing these overtly social and political issues in spiritual and theological 
FRQWH[WVµ��%DUU�������

$W�ÀUVW�JODQFH��WKH�ZRUN�ZDV�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�HQDFW�WKH�VRFLDO�WHDFKLQJV�RI �
Jesus in treating the poor and marginalized with a sense of  justice and compas-
VLRQ��+RZHYHU��WKH�PRUDO�LQWHQW�RI �VXFK�DFWLYLWLHV��WKRXJK�LQKHUHQWO\�YLUWXRXV�LQ�
IXOÀOOLQJ�WKH�QHHGV�RI �WKH�LQGLYLGXDO��ZRXOG�SRVH�DQ�LQVLGLRXV�FKDOOHQJH�WR�WKH�
VWDWH·V�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI �IXOÀOOLQJ�WKH�QHHGV�RI �WKH�FROOHFWLYH��7KH�VREHULQJ�UHDOLW\�
of  Singapore’s constant geographic and material insecurity has necessitated a 
continuous process of  adaptation to the rapidly shifting demands of  the inter-
national economy, as Singaporean leaders have emphatically argued that Singa-
pore’s survival lies intrinsically in her continued economic success. The Second 
Industrial Revolution was to shift the fulcrum of  industry from labour to capital, 



DFFHOHUDWLQJ�´6LQJDSRUH·V�WUDQVLWLRQ�WR�D�PRUH�VRSKLVWLFDWHG�WHFKQRORJLFDO�EDVHµ�
to remain ahead of  regional competition (Rodan). Creative adjustments to the 
socio-political control of  labour were introduced (Rodan), creating a quiescent 
workforce subject to the exacting demands of  capital. Such a relationship was to 
be the basis of  Singapore’s continued economic viability in the face of  regional 
competitors that boasted large, cheap labour forces. In contrast, the work of  the 
&DWKROLF�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�DSSHDUHG� WR�EH� LQ�GLUHFW�FRQÁLFW�ZLWK� WKH�VWDWH·V�HVWDE-
lished discourse of  development. This was because in actively encouraging work-
ers to question the fairness and justice of  prevailing working conditions, there 
ZDV�WKH�LQHYLWDEOH�FUHDWLRQ�RI �WKH�SRWHQWLDO�IRU�UHVLVWDQFH�DQG�FRQÁLFW��7KURXJK�
helping workers understand their rights, the Church was restoring individual dig-
nity and the right to fair treatment, but this undermined the state’s pervasive 
HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI �D�KHJHPRQLF�GLVFRXUVH�RI �GHYHORSPHQW��4XHVWLRQLQJ�WKH�VWDWH�
on grounds of  morality presented an incursion of  state authority and sovereignty 
in being the sole arbiter of  Singapore’s development. 

The Catholic challenge to the state extended beyond merely matters of  
policy, however. The collective efforts of  the church organizations to challenge 
the validity, consciously or not, of  the state’s model of  capitalist development 
displayed uncomfortably similar resemblances with the goals and aspirations of  
liberation theology. The ability of  church workers and members of  the clergy to 
organize and voice opposition to state policy under the auspices of  the Church 
was a profound blow to the hegemonic character of  state-society relations. This 
entailed the loss of  the state’s monopoly in determining the ideological and dis-
cursive boundaries within which opposition was permissible. What was at stake 
was the spontaneous consent by the people for the vision of  a society embodied 
in state policy, stemming from the prestige and legitimacy enjoyed by the ruling 
3HRSOH·V�$FWLRQ�3DUW\�LQ�GHOLYHULQJ�D�VWURQJ�PDQGDWH�RI �VXFFHVV��+HUH��FRPSOL-
DQFH�FRXOG�EH�DFKLHYHG�ZLWKRXW�WKUHDW�RI �IRUFH��+RZHYHU��ZKDW�WKH�&DWKROLF�VR-
FLDO�DFWLYLVWV�UHSUHVHQWHG�ZDV�GLVVHQW��RU�WKH�IDLOXUH�RI �´GLUHFW�VSRQWDQHRXV�FRQ-
VHQW�µ�DQG�KHQFH�WKH�VWDWH·V�LGHRORJLFDO�FRQIRUPLW\�KDG�WR�EH�HQIRUFHG�WKURXJK�
the apparatus of  state coercive power (Gramsci 266), such as through the arrests 
of  Catholics under the guise of  Marxist conspiracy.

6XFK�D�MXVWLÀFDWLRQ�IRU�WKH�DUUHVW�RI �WKHVH�&DWKROLFV�GLG�QRW�SRVVHVV�WKH�
evidence necessary to withstand the rigor of  the courts, however, thus requir-
ing the draconian methods of  abuse and detention without trial (Mathews 187). 
:KDW�ZDV�QHHGHG�ZDV�D�FULVLV��DQG�WKH�LPSOLHG�FRQQHFWLRQ�RI �0DU[LVW�LQÀOWUDWLRQ�
through liberation theology provided the perfect material for conspiracy con-
struction. Following the arrests of  the 16 individuals by the ISD on 21 May, the 
Straits Times was to launch a barrage of  articles detailing the uncovering of  a 
0DU[LVW�FRQVSLUDF\�WR�RYHUWKURZ�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW��ÀUVWO\�WKURXJK�UH�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�
its presence once again in society under the auspices of  the Church. The pe-
ULRG�ZDV� WKHQ�GHVFULEHG�DV� D�´QHZ�SKDVH� LQ� WKH�XQFHDVLQJ�FRPPXQLVW� HIIRUWV�
WR� VXEYHUW� WKH� H[LVWLQJ� V\VWHP�RI �JRYHUQPHQW� DQG� VHL]H�SRZHU� LQ�6LQJDSRUHµ�
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�´0DU[LVW�3ORW�8QFRYHUHGµ���7KH�GHWDLQHHV�ZHUH� DOO� FDWHJRULFDOO\� GHVFULEHG� DV�
´0DU[LVW� FRQVSLUDWRUVµ�ZKR�´KHOG� WKHPVHOYHV�RXW� DV�GHGLFDWHG� VRFLDO�ZRUNHUV�
ÀJKWLQJ�DJDLQVW�DOOHJHG� LQMXVWLFH�DQG�RSSUHVVLRQµ� �´0DU[LVW�3ORW�8QFRYHUHGµ���
9LQFHQW�&KHQJ�ZDV�DOVR�UHSRUWHG�WR�KDYH�FRQIHVVHG�WR�XVLQJ�&KXUFK�JURXSV�DV�
D�PHDQV�RI �IXUWKHULQJ�KLV�´VXEYHUVLYH�DFWLYLWLHV�µ�ZKLFK�KDG�UHFHLYHG�LQVSLUDWLRQ�
from his past experience in the Philippines and exposure to liberation theology 
�´+RZ�,�XVHG�WKH�&KXUFKµ���7KH�VHYHULW\�RI �WKH�GHWDLQHHV·�SROLWLFDO� WUDQVJUHV-
sions was further deepened through the introduction of  exiled student activist 
7DQ�:DK�3LRZ�LQWR�WKH�FRQVSLUDF\�DV�WKH�´PDVWHUPLQGµ�EHKLQG�WKH�HQWLUH�FRQ-
VSLUDF\��ZLWK�&KHQJ�DV�KLV�SRLQW�RI �FRQWDFW�LQ�6LQJDSRUH��´&KHQJ��:KDW�,�GLG�IRU�
:DK�3LRZµ���%\�OLQNLQJ�WKHP�WR�HDFK�RWKHU��WKH�&DWKROLF�ZRUNHUV�DQG�GHWDLQHHV�
could be framed as more responsible for a political crime against the nation-state 
than they were guilty of. In constructing the specter of  a Marxist threat, the 
JRYHUQPHQW�ZDV�DEOH�WR�ODEHO�WKH�GHWDLQHHV�DV�´VXEYHUVLYHVµ�DQG�WKH�DUUHVWV�DV�
´HVVHQWLDOµ�WR�QDWLRQDO�VHFXULW\��DQG�KHQFH�DERYH�TXHVWLRQ�DQG�GHEDWH��

7KH�VWLÁLQJ�RI �RSSRVLWLRQ�WR�VWDWH�KHJHPRQ\�ZDV�EXW�RQH�WKUHDG�RI �WKH�
interwoven matrix of  motivations that led to the construction of  this crisis. The 
key motive, as ever, was profoundly political. Unfortunately for the state, by 1987, 
the emergence of  Catholic social activism had coincided with unpopular policies 
that threatened to erode the electoral dominance of  the ruling People’s Action 
Party at the polls. Foremost among these was the Graduate Mothers’ Scheme, 
which was intended to give the children of  female university graduates priority 
in registration in the application process to any school. This directly contradicted 
the principle of  meritocracy that Singapore’s reputed model of  governance had 
been built on, which led many to fear that society was becoming increasingly 
non-egalitarian (Barr 239; D. P. S. Goh 68). Anxiety over the impending 1988 
elections and the fear of  a spillover effect from the poor 1984 election results 
caused the People’s Action Party to return to the study of  a politically maturing 
electorate, and hence reinvent ways to sustain the people’s spontaneous consent 
WR�WKHLU�UXOH��7KH�´FULVLVµ�RI �WKH�´0DU[LVW�FRQVSLUDF\µ�DOORZHG�WKH�VWDWH�WR�UH-
inforce the discourse of  a supposed existential threat to the Singaporean polity 
WKURXJK�H[WHQVLYH�PHGLD�IUDPLQJ��DV�D�PHDQV�WR�´NHHS�DQ�LQFUHDVLQJO\�DUWLFXODWH�
SHRSOH�DV�FRPSOLDQW�DV�SRVVLEOHµ��%LUFK������7KH�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI �WKH�HIÀFDF\�RI �
the state in neutralizing the specter of  Marxism was calculated to bolster their 
political legitimacy as much as to neutralize discursive opposition to their nation-
building agenda, over which the state jealously guarded its monopoly (Barr 242). 

The primacy of  the political in the construction of  the conspiracy was to 
manifest itself  in one key area: the role of  the Catholic priests. The profound 
suspicion with which the state regards religious clergymen and religious leaders 
RI �OHJLWLPDWH�DXWKRULW\�VWULNHV�DW�WKH�KHDUW�RI �WKH�FRQÁLFW�EHWZHHQ�UHOLJLRQ�DQG�
WKH�VWDWH�LQ�6LQJDSRUH��,Q�VSLWH�RI �WKH�RVWHQVLEO\�MXVWLÀDEOH�GUDFRQLDQ�GHWHQWLRQV�
and abuse of  the Catholic workers by the ISD, the real target of  the political 
campaign against the Church was the four Catholic priests who all held posi-



WLRQV�RI �SURPLQHQFH� DQG� LQÁXHQFH� LQ� FKXUFK�RUJDQL]DWLRQV��2Q��� -XQH�������
$UFKELVKRS�*UHJRU\�<RQJ�DQG�RWKHU�SURPLQHQW�FKXUFK� OHDGHUV�XQLQYROYHG� LQ�
the social activism of  the implicated groups were summoned to the Istana2 for 
D�IDFH�WR�IDFH�PHHWLQJ�ZLWK�WKHQ�3ULPH�0LQLVWHU�/HH�.XDQ�<HZ��´0DU[LVW�3ORW�
5HYLVLWHGµ��� �*RYHUQPHQW� UHFRUGV� RI � WKH�PHHWLQJ� UHYHDO� WKDW� 3ULPH�0LQLVWHU�
Lee’s main concern lay not with the detainees, whom he described as a group of  
QDwYH�´GR�JRRGHUV�µ�EXW�LQVWHDG�ZLWK�WKH�UROH�RI �WKHVH�IRXU�SULHVWV�LQ�RUJDQL]LQJ�
FRRUGLQDWHG�DFWLRQ�RQ�EHKDOI �RI �WKH�&KXUFK�WKDW�ZRXOG�OHDG�LW�LQWR�D�´FROOLVLRQ�
FRXUVH�ZLWK�WKH�JRYHUQPHQWµ��%DUU�������7KH�XQLTXH�QDWXUH�RI �UHOLJLRXV�DXWKRU-
LW\�HQWDLOHG�WKDW�UHOLJLRXV�ÀJXUHV�ZHUH�FRQIHUUHG�OHJLWLPDF\�E\�WKH�YHU\�PRUDOLW\�
RI �WKHLU�UHOLJLRXV�YRFDWLRQ��+HQFH�HDFK�6XQGD\��WKURXJK�WKHLU�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�UROH�
LQ�WKH�0DVV��&DWKROLF�SULHVWV�WKURXJKRXW�6LQJDSRUH�SUHDFKHG�WR�D�´FDSWLYH�DXGL-
HQFH�µ�QR�PDWWHU�WKH�FRQWHQW�RI �WKHLU�VHUPRQV��-��*RK�́ ,QWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�D�&DWKROLF�
3ULHVWµ���7KXV�� DW� WKH�PHHWLQJ�� DQG� VXEVHTXHQW� H[KRUWDWLRQV� WR�9LFDU�*HQHUDO�
Msgr Francis Lau, it was made clear that the role of  these priests, more so than 
the Church workers generally, constituted a direct violation of  the avowed sepa-
ration of  church and state. This violation was an unequivocal demonstration 
RI � FKXUFK� LQYROYHPHQW� LQ�SROLWLFV�� DQG� WKXV�KDG� WR�EH� HOLPLQDWHG��+HQFH�� WKH�
&DWKROLF�&KXUFK�ZDV�RUGHUHG�WR�´SXW�RUGHU�LQ�\RXU�KRXVH��RU�WKH�6WDWH�ZLOO�GR�
LW�IRU�\RX�µ��´0DU[LVW�3ORW�5HYLVLWHGµ���7KH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI �WKH�FRQVSLUDF\�WKXV�
served the need of  meeting a political goal: the removal of  troublesome priests 
IURP�SRVLWLRQV�RI �DXWKRULW\�IURP�ZKLFK�WKH\�FRXOG�QHJDWLYHO\�LQÁXHQFH�WKH�6LQ-
gaporean body politic. 

<HW�WKH�GHOLEHUDWH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI �D�FRQVSLUDF\��DQG�KHQFH�D�VHFXULW\�FULVLV��
did not represent the efforts of  the state in marginalizing the Catholic Com-
munity in Singapore per se. Rather, at the time, Prime Minister Lee would voice 
his praise for Catholics as staunch supporters of  the community (Wijeysing-
KD�DQG�1LFRODV���7KH�GHÀQLQJ�PRWLYH�LQ�WKH�FODVK�RI �FKXUFK�DQG�VWDWH�ZDV�WKH�
struggle over who had the greater legitimacy to set the agenda and establish 
the standards upon which society would progress. This was because Catholic 
movements advocated for justice and compassion, while the state demanded 
economic progress and compliance. Both motives in themselves need not have 
FRPH�LQWR�FRQÁLFW��,QVWHDG��LW�ZDV�WKH�VWDWH·V�GHVLUH�IRU�FRPSOHWH�KHJHPRQ\�LQ�
Singapore’s political landscape that generated the struggle between church and 
state. In 1987 Singapore, it was the state that would win the struggle. Archbishop 
*UHJRU\�<RQJ�ZDV�XQDEOH�WR�GHÀQLWLYHO\�UHMHFW�WKH�HYLGHQFH�EURXJKW�EHIRUH�KLP�
UHJDUGLQJ�9LQFHQW�&KHQJ·V�XVH�RI �WKH�&DWKROLF�&KXUFK��QRU�ZDV�KH�DEOH�WR�LJQRUH�
WKH�GHPDQGV�RI �WKH�VWDWH��2Q���-XQH�KH�ZRXOG�DFFHSW�WKH�UHVLJQDWLRQ�RI �WKH�IRXU�
priests from their positions, and the next day, he suspended them from preaching 
and delivering sermons, and with Father Arotcarena, closed the Catholic Centre 
IRU�)RUHLJQ�:RUNHUV��+RZHYHU��LW�ZDV�QRW�HQRXJK�WR�VXVSHQG�WKH�SULHVWV�IURP�
preaching, though all were ultimately pressured to, and left Singapore, some for 
LQGHÀQLWH�SHULRGV�RI �WLPH��VRPH�SHUPDQHQWO\��:LMH\VLQJKD�DQG�1LFRODV���$UFK-
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ELVKRS�<RQJ�ZDV�KHQFH�WR�VWHHU�WKH�&KXUFK�DZD\�IURP�RYHUW�FRQIURQWDWLRQ�ZLWK�
the state, for the time being, soundly closing the door to further religious in-
volvement in politics. 

7KH� FRQVWUXFWLRQ� RI � WKH� ´0DU[LVW�&RQVSLUDF\µ�ZDV� GHVLJQHG� WR� ´QLS� D�
JURZLQJ�SUREOHP� LQ� WKH�EXGµ� �.XDK�������+RZHYHU�� WKH� VRXUFH�RI � WKH�SURE-
lem did not stem from secular civil, societal institutions and organizations, but 
instead from the Catholic Church, a leading actor in transnational politics, and 
D�VRXUFH�RI �UHOLJLRXV�DXWKRULW\�DQG�OHJLWLPDF\�LQ�6LQJDSRUH��+RZHYHU��WKH�VWDWH·V�
willingness to use force against the church’s lay members and threaten the use 
of  coercion against its religious clergy clearly demonstrates its supremacy in 
PHGLDWLQJ�FRQÁLFW�DQG�UHVROYLQJ�FRQWHQWLRXV�LVVXHV�ZLWKLQ�VRFLHW\��7KLV�PDUNHG�
asymmetry of  power greatly informs the nature of  church-state relations within 
a one-party hegemonic polity, in which the church is constrained in both its ac-
WLYLWLHV�DQG�LWV�LQÁXHQFH��+RZHYHU��WZHQW\�ÀYH�\HDUV�KDYH�SDVVHG�VLQFH�WKHQ��DQG�
the trend towards political liberalization has helped to narrow the rift created 
between the Church and the public sphere. Despite this, no one can determine 
whether future struggles between religion and the state in Singapore will be met 
with negotiation, or with coercion.

*N.B. Out of  respect for the wishes of  the individual whom I interviewed for this research 
paper, his identity will be withheld. 

NOTES

1. )HDUV� RI � ´)LOLSLQRµ� WDFWLFV� DURVH� IURP� WKH� �����3HRSOH�3RZHU� UHYROXWLRQ�
in the Philippines in which the Catholic Church aligned with the populist 
movement led by opposition leader Corazon Aquino to depose the incum-
bent dictator Ferdinand Marcos. The government in Singapore feared that 
the Catholic Church in Singapore could be inspired to assume a similarly 
political role.

2. 7KH� RIÀFLDO� UHVLGHQFH� DQG� RIÀFH� RI � WKH�3UHVLGHQW� RI � 6LQJDSRUH�� DQG� WKH�
ZRUNLQJ�RIÀFH�RI �WKH�3ULPH�0LQLVWHU�RI �6LQJDSRUH�
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BRINGING DOWN THE ‘WALL’
The Quest for Secular Education in Australia

Michael Sheldrick

A bstract: The recent controversy over the constitutional challenge to the 
National School Chaplaincy Program (NSCP) has reinvigorated public 
debate over the extent to which separation of  church and state is upheld 

in Australia.  After setting out the context of  the NSCP challenge, this paper 
examines the degree to which separation of  church and state actually exists in 
Australia.  After concluding that there is no formal separation, the paper goes 
on to explore whether one should be entrenched in Australia.  Primarily looking 
at the experience of  the United States, I conclude that an attempt to entrench a 
IRUPDO�VHSDUDWLRQ�ZLOO�QRW�RQO\�EH�GLIÀFXOW�WR�UHDOLVH��EXW�ZRXOG�LURQLFDOO\�XQGHU-
mine secularism in Australia. Finally, this paper explores, and rejects, the notion 
that separation of  religion and state is the essence of  secularism, suggesting that 
Australia’s current institutional arrangements are adequate in protecting secular 
education from dogmatic proselytising whilst at the same time also safeguarding 
against undue encroachments on individual religious freedom. 

Introduction

Ever since the controversial decision of  Attorney-General (Vic) (Ex rel 
Black) v Commonwealth (1981), referred to as the Defence of  Government Schools 
�'2*6��FDVH��DOOHJDWLRQV�KDYH�EHHQ�PDGH�WKDW�WKH�VHSDUDWLRQ�RI �FKXUFK��RU�UH-
ligion) and state in Australia’s education system has been eroded.  The recent 
+LJK�&RXUW�FKDOOHQJH�WR�WKH�FRQVWLWXWLRQDOLW\�RI �WKH�1DWLRQDO�6FKRRO�&KDSODLQF\�
Program (NSCP),1�WKH�IHGHUDOO\�IXQGHG�VFKHPH�WKDW�SURYLGHV�´VFKRROV�DFFHVV�WR�
WKH�VHUYLFHV�RI �D�FKDSODLQ�µ2 has provided new ammunition for such allegations 
WR�EH�PDGH��´1DWLRQDO�6FKRRO�&KDSODLQF\µ����,QGHHG��LQ�WKH�PHGLD�DW�OHDVW��WKH�
EUHDFK�RI �VHSDUDWLRQ�RI �FKXUFK�DQG�VWDWH�LV�́ RQH�RI �WKH�VWDQGDUG�DUJXPHQWV�XVHG�
WR�DWWDFN�WKH�SURJUDPµ��%LUG���<HW��FRQWUDU\�WR�ZKDW�VRPH�FRPPHQWDWRUV�PD\�
believe, it will be shown that the NSCP, as well as other forms of  religious in-
YROYHPHQW�LQ�HGXFDWLRQ��GRHV�QRW�HURGH�VXFK�D�¶ZDOO�RI �VHSDUDWLRQ·�EHFDXVH�VXFK�
a wall does not exist, at least in any real legal sense.  Moreover, it is questionable 
whether entrenching such a formal separation is necessary in order to safeguard 
the secular nature of  our society.  Looking at the American experience, not only 
may such rigid separation prove elusive to enforce, but also, attempts to do so 
may actually undermine secularism.  Finally, when consideration is given to the 
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actual objectives of  secularism, it will be seen that the doctrine of  separation is 
nothing more than an out-dated institutional arrangement that no longer has a 
place in Australia’s rapidly diversifying 21st century society.

Separation of  Church and State in the Context of  Williams 

Williams v. Commonwealth of  Australia and Ors (2012) concerned the consti-
WXWLRQDO�YDOLGLW\�RI �WKH�16&3��ZKLFK�ZDV�FKDOOHQJHG�RQ�VHYHUDO�JURXQGV��+&$�
23).  Among the issues raised were:

�� Whether the Commonwealth had the power to publically fund chaplains 
LQ�VFKRROV�� �6SHFLÀFDOO\��ZKHWKHU�FKDSODLQF\�ÀWWHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI �
´EHQHÀWV�WR�VWXGHQWVµ�XQGHU�6HFWLRQ����[[LLL$��RI �WKH�&RQVWLWXWLRQ��DQG

�� Whether the requirement that school chaplains be religious3 contravened 
Section 116 of  the Constitution, which prohibits a religious test being ap-
SOLHG�WR�DQ�RIÀFHU�XQGHU�WKH�&RPPRQZHDOWK��

7KH�FDVH�ZDV�KHDUG�LQ�WKH�+LJK�&RXUW�RQ�WKH�������DQG����$XJXVW������DQG�WKH�
&RXUW·V�ÀQDO�GHFLVLRQ�ZDV�GHOLYHUHG�RQ����-XQH�������5HMHFWLQJ�WKH�6HFWLRQ�����
argument, the Court ultimately found that the funding agreement for the NSCP 
²�EHWZHHQ�WKH�&RPPRQZHDOWK�DQG�WKH�LQGHSHQGHQW�FKDSODLQF\�SURYLGHU�²�ZDV�
not supported by the Commonwealth’s executive power under Section 61 of  the 
Constitution.

Despite the fact that Williams was a case concerning legal restrictions and 
limitations on Commonwealth power, commentary went far beyond such par-
ticulars.  Regardless of  its actual relevance to the challenge itself, commentary 
around the case has reignited the debate concerning the relationship between 
education and religion: ranging from debate about the permissibility of  religious 
practices, symbols and dress in schools to the role of  religious education, to 
public funding of  religion in both public and private schools.  In particular, the 
dialogue in the media has tended to confuse the chaplaincy program with the 
GHVLUH�WR�KDYH�´UHOLJLRXV�LQVWUXFWLRQ�FODVVHV��DQ�DOORFDWLRQ�RI �FXUULFXOXP�WLPH�WR�
UHOLJLRXV�RUJDQLVDWLRQVµ� �7KLHONLQJ��� �7KH�FRQÁDWLRQ�RI � WKHVH� LVVXHV� LV�HYLGHQW�
IURP�VXFK�KHDGOLQHV�DV�´)DWKHU�RI �6L[�5RQ�ZLOO�JR�WR�WKH�+LJK�&RXUW�RYHU�UHOL-
JLRXV�FODVVHV�LQ�VFKRROVµ��'LOORQ�����´.HHS�UHOLJLRQ�RXW�RI �RXU�VHFXODU�VFKRROVµ��
DQG�´&RXUW�WR�UXOH�RQ�UHOLJLRXV�VFKRROLQJµ��3RWWV���

Ultimately, the main issue in much of  the commentary around Williams 
is not the legal question of  whether the Commonwealth had the power to fund 
FKDSODLQV��RU�´ZKHWKHU�SDUWLFXODU�FKDSODLQV�DUH�HIIHFWLYH�RU�QRW��>RU@�ZKHWKHU�WKH�
SURJUDP� YLRODWHV� D� FHQWUDO� WHQHW� RI � VHFXODU� HGXFDWLRQµ� �Williams). Rather, the 
question is whether the oft-cited doctrine of  separation of  church and state ex-
ists, at least in a legal sense, in Australia. Commentators like actor Michael Caton4 
and former Premier of  New South Wales Bob Carr are adamant that in secular 
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societies like Australia, publically funding chaplains breach this separation of  
FKXUFK�DQG�VWDWH�� $́�&KDOOHQJHµ������5RQ�:LOOLDPV��WKH�4XHHQVODQGHU�DUWLFXODW-
LQJ�WKH�FKDOOHQJH��QRWHV�WKDW�WKH�FDVH�´FRQFHUQV�DOO�$XVWUDOLDQV�>���@�ZKR�VXSSRUW�
WKH�VHFXODU� ¶ZDOO�RI �VHSDUDWLRQ·�FRQFHUQLQJ�FKXUFK�DQG�VWDWHµ��Williams).  Such 
FRQFHUQV�UDLVH�D�TXHVWLRQ�RQ�ZKHWKHU�D�¶ZDOO�RI �VHSDUDWLRQ·�DFWXDOO\�H[LVWV�XQGHU�
Australian law, and if  it does not, given peoples’ concerns, whether one should 
be erected, at least with regard to education.

Separation of  Church and State in Australia - Section 116

The Commonwealth shall not make any law for establishing any 
religion, or for imposing any religious observance, or for prohibit-
ing the free exercise of  any religion, and no religious test shall be 
UHTXLUHG�DV�D�TXDOLÀFDWLRQ�IRU�DQ\�RIÀFH�RU�SXEOLF�WUXVW�XQGHU�WKH�
Commonwealth. 

—Constitution of  the Commonwealth of  Australia (Section 116)

7KHUH�LV�QR�HIIHFWLYH�VHSDUDWLRQ�RI �FKXUFK�DQG�VWDWH�LQ�$XVWUDOLD�>���@�
7KH�IDFW�>WKDW@�WKHUH�LV�QR�UHDO�VHSDUDWLRQ�LV�RQH�RI �$XVWUDOLD·V�EHVW�
kept political secrets.

—Max Wallace

$UPHG�ZLWK� D�ÁDZHG�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI � WKH� VHSDUDWLRQ�RI � FKXUFK�
DQG�VWDWH��WKHUH�LV�D�VZHOOLQJ�FKRUXV�ZKR�EHOLHYH�>���@�IDLWK�FDQ�SOD\�
QR�UROH�LQ�SXEOLF�>VSKHUHV@�

—Scott Morrison

First coined by Thomas Jefferson in a letter to the Danbury Baptist As-
VRFLDWLRQ�LQ�������WKH�SKUDVH�´VHSDUDWLRQ�RI �FKXUFK�DQG�VWDWHµ�LV�JHQHUDOO\�XVHG�
in reference to the view that in secular societies guaranteeing religious freedom 
requires that a government not interfere or involve itself  in religious affairs, and 
religion not involve itself  in governmental affairs (Jefferson 1).  In other words, 
there should be freedom from religion, as well as freedom of religion.  Although 
interpreting the doctrine in different ways, France and the United States serve as 
FODVVLF�H[DPSOHV�RI �FRXQWULHV�LQ�ZKLFK�VXFK�¶ZDOOV�RI �VHSDUDWLRQ·�DUH�HQVKULQHG�
in law.  In France, the separation is explicitly encapsulated in the 1905 French 
law on the Separation of  the Churches and the State.  In contrast, the American 
separation has been held as implicit5 in the First Amendment,6 which prohibits 
the making of  laws for the establishment of  religion and guarantees the free 
H[HUFLVH�RI �UHOLJLRQ��DQG�$UWLFOH�9,��6HFWLRQ��7 of  the American Constitution, 
ZKLFK�SURKLELWV�WKH�LPSRVLWLRQ�RI �UHOLJLRXV�WHVWV�IRU�SXEOLF�RIÀFHV��

At a Commonwealth level, Section 116 of  the Australian Constitution is 
IUHTXHQWO\� WKRXJKW� WR�HUHFW�D� ¶ZDOO�RI �VHSDUDWLRQ·� LQ�$XVWUDOLD�� �7KH�ÀUVW� WKUHH�
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OLPEV�RI �6HFWLRQ�����SURKLELW�WKH�&RPPRQZHDOWK�IURP�PDNLQJ�ODZV�´IRU�HVWDE-
OLVKLQJ�DQ\�UHOLJLRQµ��´IRU�LPSRVLQJ�DQ\�UHOLJLRXV�REVHUYDQFHµ��DQG�´IRU�SURKLELW-
LQJ�WKH�IUHH�H[HUFLVH�RI �DQ\�UHOLJLRQ�µ��7KH�IRXUWK�OLPE�SUHYHQWV�WKH�&RPPRQ-
wealth from imposing a religious test or observance in order to qualify for any 
&RPPRQZHDOWK�RIÀFH���'HVSLWH�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI �WKHVH�IRXU�OLPEV��6HFWLRQ�����
does not explicitly establish separation of  church and state at a Commonwealth 
level in Australia,8 at least as far as the courts are concerned.

$OWKRXJK�6HFWLRQ�����PD\�DSSHDU�WR�EH�D�́ IDLUO\�EODWDQW�SLHFH�RI �WUDQVFULS-
WLRQµ�RI �WKH�$PHULFDQ�SURYLVLRQV��WKHUH�DUH�VRPH�VOLJKW�GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�WKH�ZRUG-
LQJ�RI �WKH�OHJLVODWLRQV��3DQQDP�������7KLV�GLIIHUHQFH�KDV�SURYHQ�WR�KDYH�VLJQLÀ-
FDQW�UDPLÀFDWLRQV�LQ�KRZ�6HFWLRQ�����KDV�EHHQ�LQWHUSUHWHG�E\�WKH�+LJK�&RXUW��,Q�
UHIHUHQFH�WR�WKH�'2*6�FDVH��WKH�+LJK�&RXUW�KHOG�WKDW��XQOLNH�LWV�$PHULFDQ�FRXQ-
WHUSDUWV��6HFWLRQ�����GRHV�QRW�´DQVZHU�WKH�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI �D�ODZ�ZKLFK�JXDUDQWHHV�
ZLWKLQ�$XVWUDOLD�WKH�VHSDUDWLRQ�RI �FKXUFK�DQG�VWDWHµ��-XVWLFH�:LOVRQ�TWG�LQ�6\PHV�
�������$V�-XVWLFH�6LU�1LQLDQ�0DUWLQ�6WHSKHQ�IXUWKHU�QRWHV�LQ�'2*6��6HFWLRQ�����

cannot readily be viewed as the repository of  some broad statement 
of  principle concerning the separation of  church and state, from 
which may be distilled the detailed consequences of  such separation 
(Ex Rel Black v. Commonwealth at 609).

8OWLPDWHO\�²�E\�D�PDMRULW\�RI �����²�'2*6�IRXQG�WKDW�WKH�&RPPRQZHDOWK·V�
provision of  public funding to non-government religious schools did not violate 
WKH�&RQVWLWXWLRQ·V�SURKLELWLRQ�RI �D�ODZ�´IRU�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�DQ\�UHOLJLRQ�µ��,Q�RWKHU�
words, the Commonwealth funding scheme was not in contravention of  Section 
116.  In their reasoning, the Court drew a distinction between the Australian 
Constitution’s prohibition on laws for�WKH�´HVWDEOLVKPHQW�of�DQ\�UHOLJLRQµ�DQG�WKH�
American First Amendment’s prohibition on laws respecting�WKH�́ HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI �
UHOLJLRQ�µ��7KH\�VWUHVVHG�WKDW�WKH�LQFOXVLRQ�RI �WKH�ZRUGV�´IRUµ�DQG�´DQ\µ�ZLWKLQ�
6HFWLRQ�����PHDQW�WKDW�WKH�SURYLVLRQ�´GRHV�QRW�VLW�ZHOOµ�ZLWK�´WKH�VHSDUDWLRQ-
LVW·V� YLHZ�RI � HVWDEOLVKPHQW�µ�ZKLFK� FDOOV� IRU� IUHHGRP� IURP� UHOLJLRQ� DV�ZHOO� DV�
freedom of  religion (Ex Rel Black at 654).  Justice Barwick indicated that a law 
ZRXOG�RQO\�EUHDFK�6HFWLRQ�����LI �HVWDEOLVKLQJ�D�UHOLJLRQ�ZHUH�LWV�´H[SUHVV�DQG«�
VLQJOH�SXUSRVHµ��Ex Rel Black at 579).  This position is in contrast to the United 
States where a law does not need to have establishment of  religion as its single 
SXUSRVH�LQ�RUGHU�WR�EH�FODVVLÀHG�DV�D�ODZ�´UHVSHFWLQJ�HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI �UHOLJLRQµ�
under the First Amendment.  Moreover, whilst the American First Amendment 
SUHYHQWV�WKH�´HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI �UHOLJLRQµ�JHQHUDOO\��UHIHUHQFH�WR�´HVWDEOLVKLQJ�any 
UHOLJLRQµ�LQ�6HFWLRQ�����ZDV�UHDG�DV�QRW�LQFOXVLYH�RI �ODZV�WKDW�EHQHÀWWHG�UHOLJLRQ��
EXW�ZKLFK�IHOO�VKRUW�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�DQ�RIÀFLDO�VWDWH�UHOLJLRQ��

Despite continued debate over what the Framers of  the Australian Consti-
tution intended when they drafted Section 116,9 it is safe to say that the doctrine 
RI � VHSDUDWLRQ�RI �FKXUFK�DQG� VWDWH� LV�QRWKLQJ�PRUH� WKDQ�DQ�´DPELJXRXVµ�DQG�



´QRWLRQDOµ� FRQVWLWXWLRQDO� JXDUDQWHH� DW�EHVW� �6\PHV������ ������ �5HVXOWLQJ� IURP�
the narrow interpretation given to Section 116, few laws if  any have been struck 
GRZQ�RQ�WKLV�JURXQG��+DQNV�������

Whilst Williams�ZDV�WKH�ÀUVW�FDVH�LQ�$XVWUDOLDQ�OHJDO�KLVWRU\�WR�UHO\�RQ�WKH�
fourth limb of  Section 116 concerning the religious test or observance require-
ment, Williams’ argument on this ground did not succeed.  Although the funding 
VWUXFWXUH�RI �WKH�16&3�ZDV�GHFODUHG�XQFRQVWLWXWLRQDO��´WKH�FRXUW�XQDQLPRXVO\�
KHOG�WKHUH�>ZDV@�QR�SUREOHP�RI �¶FKXUFK�²�VWDWH·�VHSDUDWLRQ�IURP�FKDSODLQF\�DQG�
WKDW�RWKHU�IXQGLQJ�PRGHOV�>ZHUH@�SRVVLEOHµ��TWG�� LQ�0XKOHQEHUJ��� �,QGHHG��WKH�
+LJK�&RXUW�DSSHDUHG�XQPRYHG�E\�:LOOLDPV·�DUJXPHQW�UHODWLQJ�WR�6HFWLRQ�����10  
Ultimately, the lack of  separation has led to an argument that Australia should 
entrench a clear separation of  church and state, as exists in the United States. 

The Case For Entrenching Separation in Australia

,Q�WKH�ZDNH�RI �WKH�+LJK�&RXUW·V�UHMHFWLRQ�RI �:LOOLDPV·�6HFWLRQ�����DUJX-
ment, undoubtedly renewed calls for a constitutional separation of  church and 
state will emerge, at least as far as education is concerned.µ����<HW��HYHQ�LQ�SXW-
WLQJ�DVLGH�WKH�GLIÀFXOWLHV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�DPHQGLQJ�WKH�&RQVWLWXWLRQ�12 it is ques-
tionable whether merely including wording similar to the American provisions 
ZRXOG� DFKLHYH� WKH�RXWFRPH� VR�FDOOHG� VHSHUDWLRQLVWV�GHVLUH�� � 6SHFLÀFDOO\�� EDVHG�
on the American experience, there is no certainty that such an amended provi-
sion would keep religious affairs and practices separate from public education, 
DQG�JRYHUQPHQW�IXQGLQJ�VHSDUDWH�IURP�UHOLJLRXV�HGXFDWLRQ���+RZHYHU��WKH�)LUVW�
Amendment has adequately prevented some religious practices from taking place 
in schools.  For example, in Engel v Vitale (1962) the Court held that a voluntary, 
state drafted non-denominational school prayer was unconstitutional.  Likewise, 
in Wallace v. Jaffree (1985) the court struck down a law in Alabama that required a 
period of  silence for mediation and voluntary prayer in state schools. 

<HW��HYHQ�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��WR�HFKR�WKH�6XSUHPH�&RXUW·V�RZQ�ZRUGV�LQ�
Lynch v. Donnelly (1984), it has proven impossible to enforce a regime of  total and 
consistent separation of  church and state (at 673).  As Pannam notes:

HYHQ�LI �LW�>VHSDUDWLRQ�RI �FKXUFK�DQG�VWDWH@�ZHUH�GHVLUDEOH�LW�ZRXOG�
be a complete impossibility. The idea of  a wall separating church 
and State is misleading because it can never be a reality.  It may be a 
good battle cry but it is poor law (qtd. in Puls 159). 

6XFK�GLIÀFXOW\�KDV�EHHQ� LOOXVWUDWHG�E\� D� QXPEHU�RI �$PHULFDQ� FDVHV�� � )RU� H[-
ample, Bowen v. Kindrick (1988) concerned whether or not the Government could 
ÀQDQFLDOO\� DLG� SULYDWH� UHOLJLRXV� JURXSV� DQG� FKXUFKHV� WKDW� FRXQVHOOHG� SUHJQDQW�
teenagers.  The Court concluded that it could.  While Bowen was a case that did 
not directly concern education, it is analogous to the debate around govern-
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ment funding of  chaplains that provide counselling services.  Moreover, to echo 
WKHQ� -XVWLFH�*LEEV� LQ�'2*6�� ´LW� LV� FOHDU� WKDW� WKH� >$PHULFDQ@� 6XSUHPH�&RXUW�
KDV�QRW�WDNHQ�WKH�YLHZ�WKDW�>«�WKH�)LUVW�$PHQGPHQW@�HQWLUHO\�IRUELGV�WKH�JUDQW�
RI �DQ\�ÀQDQFLDO�DLG�>DOEHLW�LQGLUHFWO\@�WR�FKXUFK�VFKRROVµ��Ex Rel Black at 602).  
In Mueller v. Allen (1983) for instance, the Court upheld a law of  Minnesota in 
which parents were entitled to an income tax deduction for school expenses 
even where their children attended a private religious school.  A further example 
is seen in Zelman v. Simmons-Harris (2002), which upheld a government voucher 
scheme that funded students to attend private school, whether secular or reli-
gious schools, in some cases effectively subsidising religious instruction (Irving).  
7KHUHIRUH��HYHQ�LI �6HFWLRQ�����ZHUH�DPHQGHG�WR�UHÁHFW�WKH�$PHULFDQ�SRVLWLRQ��
it is possible that public funding of  religious education could still be permissible.

Not only may a strict separation prove elusive to enforce, ironically, it 
FRXOG�KDYH� UDPLÀFDWLRQV�FRQWUDU\� WR� WKH�GHVLUHV�RI � VHSDUDWLRQLVWV�� �6HHNLQJ� WR�
HVFDSH�´WXUPRLO��FLYLO�VWULIH�DQG�SHUVHFXWLRQVµ�FDXVHG�E\�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�GRJPDV�RI �
WKH�HLJKWHHQWK�FHQWXU\�� WKH�$PHULFDQ�FRQVWLWXWLRQDO� IUDPHUV�HUHFWHG�D� ¶ZDOO�RI �
separation’ arguably in a bid to prevent religious disputes and sectarianism from 
HQWHULQJ�SXEOLF�DUHQDV��VXFK�DV�VFKRROV��:LOOR[�TWG��LQ�3XOV��������<HW��SDUDGR[L-
FDOO\��LW�LV�VXFK�D�VWULFW�VHSDUDWLRQ�LWVHOI �WKDW�KDV�´EURXJKW�DERXW�WKH�YHU\�VLWXDWLRQ�
ZKLFK�WKH\�>WKH�IUDPHUV@�VRXJKW�WR�DYRLG�>���@� WKH�SROLWLFLVDWLRQ�RI �UHOLJLRQ�DQG�
WKH�HYDQJHOLVDWLRQ�RI �SROLWLFV�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHVµ��3XOV��������3XOV�DUJXHV�WKDW�
GHVSLWH� WKH� IUDPHUV·�´ORIW\� LGHDOV�µ� WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI �D� VWULFW� ¶ZDOO�RI � VHSDUDWLRQ·�
EHWZHHQ�UHOLJLRQ�DQG�VWDWH�´KDV�RQO\�LQFUHDVHG�WKH�GHVLUH�RI �WKHVH�QHLJKERXUV�WR�
look over the wall into each other’s yard, constantly paranoid that the other is 
VLOHQWO\�VKLIWLQJ�WKH�ZDOO�GXULQJ�WKH�QLJKWµ��3XOV��������7KLV�SDUDQRLD�LV�LOOXVWUDWHG�
by the number of  times the First Amendment has been litigated in comparison 
to the few times challenges have been brought on the basis of  Section 116.  It is 
VLJQLÀFDQW�WKDW�Williams�UHPDLQV�WKH�PRVW�VLJQLÀFDQW�FDVH�WR�FRQFHUQ�6HFWLRQ�����
in thirty years.  Indeed, the state of  affairs between religion and state in Austra-
lia, which debatably promotes equal treatment and non-discrimination amongst 
UHOLJLRXV�DQG�QRQ�UHOLJLRXV�ZRUOGYLHZV��KDV�DUJXDEO\�SURGXFHG�´D�PRUH�SHDFH-
IXO��PRUH�UHDVRQDEOH��DQG�LURQLFDOO\��DUJXDEO\�PRUH�VHSDUDWH�FR�KDELWDWLRQµ��3XOV�
�������,W�JRHV�ZLWKRXW�VD\LQJ�WKDW��RQ�PRVW�DFFRXQWV�� $́XVWUDOLD�UHPDLQV�D�PXFK�
PRUH�VHFXODU�VRFLHW\�WKDQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHVµ��6\PHV��������7KHUHIRUH��QRW�RQO\�LV�
LW�TXHVWLRQDEOH�ZKHWKHU�WU\LQJ�WR�HUHFW�D�ULJLG�¶ZDOO�RI �VHSDUDWLRQ·�LV�IXWLOH��EXW�WR�
do so could bring about the very outcome separationists are trying to safeguard 
against.

2I � FRXUVH�� WKH� REYLRXV� FRXQWHUDUJXPHQW� KHUH� LV� WKDW�ZKLOH� WKH�8QLWHG�
States may not be the perfect example to mirror in terms of  entrenching a sepa-
ration of  church and state, other countries, such as France, have been more 
VXFFHVVIXO�LQ�HUHFWLQJ�DQ�LQVXUPRXQWDEOH�¶ZDOO�RI �VHSDUDWLRQ�·�SDUWLFXODUO\�LQ�SXE-
lic spaces such as schools.  In contrast to the United States, French secularism 
(referred to as laïcité��SURPRWHV�´D�PRUH�VWULGHQW�>���@�VWDQFH�ZKLFK�REMHFWV�WR�DQ\�



UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI �UHOLJLRXV�IDLWKV�ZLWKLQ�SXEOLF�OLIHµ��0LWFKHOO������7R�WKLV�H[WHQW��
the French system experiences more success than the American system of  sepa-
UDWLRQ�LQ�WHUPV�RI �NHHSLQJ�UHOLJLRQ�DQG�HGXFDWLRQ�VHSDUDWH���<HW��ZKHWKHU�RU�QRW�
such a division should be emulated in Australia requires addressing broader ques-
WLRQV�UHODWLQJ�WR�WKH�HVVHQFH�RI �VHFXODULVP�LQ�WKH���VW�FHQWXU\���6SHFLÀFDOO\��LV�WKH�
notion of  separation of  church and state in fact a necessary element of  a secular 
VRFLHW\��RU�GRHV�LW�PHUHO\�UHÁHFW�KLVWRULFDO�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�DUUDQJHPHQWV�WKDW�DUH�RXW�
RI �SODFH�LQ�D�UDSLGO\�GLYHUVLI\LQJ�VRFLHW\"�

6HFXODULVP�DQG�WKH�¶:DOO�RI �6HSDUDWLRQ·

7KH�VHSDUDWLRQ�RI �´FKXUFK�DQG�VWDWHµ�LV�WKH�HVVHQFH�RI �VHFXODULVP�
—The Secular Party of  Australia (Secular.org.au)

As seen in much of  the commentary around Williams, it is often argued, 
´WKH�secular state should be characterised by a constitutional separation of  church 
DQG�VWDWHµ��´&KXUFK�DQG�6WDWH� LQ�$XVWUDOLDµ��� �,PSOLFLW� LQ�WKLV�DUJXPHQW�VHHPV�
WR�EH�WKH�YLHZ�WKDW��SXWWLQJ�SUDFWLFDOLWLHV�DVLGH��VXFK�D�FRPSOHWH�DQG�ULJLG�¶ZDOO�
of  separation’ is necessary for establishing a neutral public space, which itself  
is a precondition or prerequisite of  a secular society.  As the Australia and New 
=HDODQG�6HFXODU�$VVRFLDWLRQ�DUJXHV��´ZLWKRXW�FRQVWLWXWLRQDO�VHSDUDWLRQ�>���@�$XV-
WUDOLDQ�JRYHUQPHQWV�DUH�HVVHQWLDOO\�VRIW�WKHRFUDFLHVµ��:DOODFH����6HFXODULVP�LV�WKXV�
perceived in this view as synonymous with the ability of  the state to consign 
religion to private spaces (Taylor 40). 

It is questionable whether separation of  religion and state is the essence of  
secularism however.  Secularism is a far more complex process than simply draw-
ing a line between public and private spheres and consigning religion to the latter.  
According to Charles Taylor, at the core of  secularism is the pursuit of  several, 
often competing, goals such as: freedom of  religious expression and conscience; 
equality between people with religious, non-religious or anti-religious conscious-
nesses; and, an open (public) forum where people who speak on behalf  of  these 
different points of  views can have that discussion (Taylor 34).  As illustrated by 
the debate over whether religious headscarves should be allowed in schools, of-
ten these goals require a delicate balancing of  competing interests and agendas.  
Freedom of  religious expression, for instance, may be traded off  for the sake of  
preserving an open forum in schools in which people are able to speak freely.13  

*HWWLQJ� WKH�EDODQFH�ULJKW� LQ�VXFK�VLWXDWLRQV� LV�GLIÀFXOW�DQG�ZLOO�EH�GHSHQGHQW��
in large part, on context.  As a result, how a secular society manifests itself  will 
FKDQJH�RYHUWLPH�WR�UHÁHFW�WKH�FXUUHQW�FRPSRVLWLRQ�RI �VRFLHW\��

7KH�GLIÀFXOWLHV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�DFKLHYLQJ�WKH�ULJKW�EDODQFH�DUH�LOOXVWUDWHG�
in the question of  whether or not governments should fund non-government 
UHOLJLRXV�VFKRROV���2Q�WKH�RQH�KDQG��LW�FDQ�EH�DUJXHG�WKDW�QR�SHUVRQ�VKRXOG�EH�
coerced by the use of  his or her taxes to subsidise a religious belief  or activity, 
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such as religious education or instruction, for which they have no sympathy or 
LQYROYHPHQW���2Q�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��LI �WKH�VWDWH�SURYLGHV�IUHH�SXEOLF�VFKRROLQJ�EXW�
no funding to religious schools, then religious parents will have to pay higher fees 
for their children to attend those particular schools.  Such an arrangement may 
infringe on the ability of  the parents and their children to freely exercise their 
religious beliefs.

$W�WKH�KHDUW�RI �VHFXODULVP�DUH�´GLOHPPDV�>���@�WKH�UHVROXWLRQ�RI �ZKLFK�FDQ-
QRW�EH�UHVROYHG�WKURXJK�WKH�DSSOLFDWLRQ�RI �D�XQLYHUVDO�SULQFLSOHµ��0F/HLVK��������
7R�LQVLVW�RWKHUZLVH��LQ�WKH�ZRUGV�RI �7D\ORU��ULVNV�́ QHHGOHVVO\�OLPLWLQJ�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�
IUHHGRP�RI �PLQRULWLHV� >���@�ZKLOH� VHQGLQJ� D�PHVVDJH� WR� WKHVH� VDPH�PLQRULWLHV�
WKDW�WKH\�E\�QR�PHDQV�HQMR\�HTXDO�VWDWXV�ZLWK�WKH�ORQJ�HVWDEOLVKHG�PDLQVWUHDPµ�
(Taylor 48).  The American case of  Reed v. van Hoven (1965), which found it was 
unconstitutional for a student to pray aloud over his lunch, is often cited as 
an example here.  In another relevant case, this time in a ruling by the Second 
United States Circuit Court of  Appeals, it was held that a church could not hire 
SXEOLF�VFKRRO�IDFLOLWLHV��ZKLFK�ZRXOG�FKDUJH�WKHP�́ VXEVWDQWLDOO\�EHORZ�>���@�PDUNHW�
UHQW�µ�WR�FRQGXFW�%LEOH�VWXGLHV�FODVVHV��HYHQ�WKRXJK�WKH�FODVVHV�ZHUH�SULYDWH�DQG�
WDNLQJ�SODFH�DIWHU�VFKRRO�KRXUV��2ORIIVRQ����)XUWKHU�H[DPSOHV�DUH�WKH�*HUPDQ�
laws banning teachers from wearing religious headscarves in schools.  Far from 
SUHVHUYLQJ�QHXWUDOLW\�DQG�SURPRWLQJ�HTXDOLW\��WKH�ODZV�VHHP�WR�SURPRWH�WKH�́ LGHD�
WKDW�RQO\�XQPDUNHG�SHRSOH�FDQ�EH�DXWKRULW\�ÀJXUHVµ��7D\ORU�������(YLGHQWO\�WKHQ��
a rigid separation of  church and state can in some instances manifest hostility, 
UDWKHU�WKDQ�QHXWUDOLW\��WRZDUGV�UHOLJLRQ�²�WKH�YHU\�DQWLWKHVLV�RI �VHFXODULVP��0LWFK-
ell 3).  As Monsma explains:  

When all religious references, acknowledgements, ceremonies, and 
beliefs have been carefully removed from an activity or institution 
one does not end up with an activity or institution that occupies a 
QHXWUDO��PLGGOH�JURXQG�EHWZHHQ�UHOLJLRQ�DQG�VHFXODULVP���2QH�HQGV�
up with an activity or institution that, for most intents and purposes, 
is secular, not religious (53).

Eliminating all reference to religion does not lead to a value-neutral centre 
ground, but rather creates a space that simply promotes the secular over the 
UHOLJLRXV���$V�0RQVPD�IXUWKHU�QRWHV��´LW�LV�QR�PRUH�QHXWUDO�WR�IDYRXU�WKH�VHFXODU�
RYHU�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�WKDQ�LW�LV�WR�IDYRXU�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�RYHU�WKH�VHFXODUµ������

In contrast, an approach to secularism that seeks to maximise the three 
basic goals articulated by Taylor (that is, freedom of  individual religious expres-
sion, the pursuit of  equality and the creation of  an open forum where people 
can discuss their views) is more likely to promote neutrality between religious, 
non-religious and even anti-religious views (Taylor 35-37).  Admittedly, there 
may have been a time, such as during the American post-revolutionary period 
in the late 18th century, when strict separation of  religion and state was a neces-



sary institutional arrangement for achieving these secularist ideals.  But given the 
diverse composition of  the 21st century, such an arrangement should give way 
WR�D�PRUH�´LQFOXVLYH�PRGHO�>���@��>WKDW@�GRHV�QRW�REMHFW�WR�UHOLJLRXV�V\PEROV�DQG�
UHOLJLRXV�H[SUHVVLRQV�WDNLQJ�WKHLU�SODFH�ZLWKLQ�VWDWH�VSRQVRUHG�DFWLYLW\µ��0LWFK-
ell 3).  Funding of  chaplains (of  all faiths or none) or religious education in 
VWDWH�VFKRROV��ZLWK�RSWLRQDO�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ��ZRXOG�DSSHDU�WR�ÀW�FRPIRUWDEO\�ZLWKLQ�
this model (Mitchell 4).  Ultimately, while secularism may have once required 
anything remotely religious to be banished from public schools as a legitimate 
response to the dogmatic preaching of  the 18th, 19th and early 20th centuries, 
religious education and our understanding of  young people has progressed a 
great deal since then, and so too should our understanding of  secularism.

Conclusion

Williams has reignited public debate on the proper relationship that should 
exist between religion and education.  Critics allege that publically funded chap-
lains (as well as publically funded religious education more generally) infringe a 
central tenant of  secularism, primarily the separation of  religion and state.  Upon 
FORVH�H[DPLQDWLRQ�KRZHYHU��LW�LV�FOHDU�WKDW�QRW�RQO\�LV�VXFK�D�¶ZDOO�RI �VHSDUDWLRQ·�
non-existent in Australia (at least in a strict legal sense), arguably it may be futile 
to attempt to enforce one.  In any case, if  the American experience is considered 
D�UHOHYDQW�PRGHO��LQVLVWLQJ�RQ�HUHFWLQJ�D�¶ZDOO�RI �VHSDUDWLRQ·�FRXOG�LURQLFDOO\�PDNH�
Australia less, not more, secular.  Finally, it is questionable as to whether a strict, 
LPSHQHWUDEOH�¶VHSDUDWLRQ�RI �FKXUFK�DQG�VWDWH·�LV�DFWXDOO\�DQ�HVVHQWLDO�SUHFRQGL-
tion of  secularism at all.  Ultimately, having considered the essence of  secular-
ism, this paper has found that separation of  religion and state is an out of  date 
institutional arrangement that has little place in 21st century religiously diverse 
Australia.    

NOTES

1. 6HH��+HUDOG��6\GQH\�0RUQLQJ�� $́�FKDOOHQJH�IRU�WKH�+LJK�&RXUW�²�DQG�WKH�QD-
WLRQ�²�WR�FRPH�WR�JULSV�ZLWK�UHOLJLRXV�HGXFDWLRQ�µ�The Australian Rationalist, 
87, (2011): 1-4.

2. Note that on 7 September 2011, arguably in response to mounting criti-
cism, the Government announced that the National School Chaplaincy Program 
would undergo several changes and be known as the National School Chap-
laincy and Student Welfare Program��ZKLFK�ZRXOG�´SURYLGH�IXQGLQJ�WR�VFKRROV�
WR�DFFHVV�WKH�VHUYLFHV�RI �D�VFKRRO�FKDSODLQ�RU�VHFXODU�VXSSRUW�ZRUNHU�µ�6HH��
´1DWLRQDO�6FKRRO�&KDSODLQF\�DQG�6WXGHQW�:HOIDUH�3URJUDP�µ�DEEWR. De-
partment of  Education, Employment, and Workplace Relations: Australian 
Government, 7 Sept. 2011. Web. 10 Jan. 2013.

3. &KDSODLQV�DUH�UHOLJLRXVO\�WUDLQHG�VWDII �ZLWK�WKH�DLP�RI �´DVVLVWLQJ�VWXGHQWV�LQ�
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exploring their spirituality; providing guidance on religious, values and ethi-
cal matters; helping school counsellors and staff  in offering welfare services 
and support in cases of  bereavement, family breakdown or other crisis and 
ORVV�VLWXDWLRQVµ��7KLHNOLQJ��

4. 6HH��´,QWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�5RQ�:LOOLDPV�µ�,QWHUYLHZ�E\�7UDF\�%RZGHQ��ABC 7:30. 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation. ABC News Australia, Sydney, New 
South Wales, 10 Aug. 2011. Television.

5. Reynolds v. United States (98 U.S. 145. United States Supreme Court. 1878.) and 
Everson v. Board of  Education (330 U.S. 1. United States Supreme Court. 1947.) 
held that by virtue of  the Fourteenth Amendment, separation of  church and 
state also existed at a state level.

6. ([DFW�ZRUGLQJ��´&RQJUHVV�VKDOO�PDNH�QR�ODZ�UHVSHFWLQJ�DQ\�HVWDEOLVKPHQW�
RI �UHOLJLRQ��RU�SURKLELWLQJ�WKH�IUHH�H[HUFLVH�WKHUHRI«µ

7. ([DFW�ZRUGLQJ��´1R�UHOLJLRXV�WHVW�VKDOO�HYHU�EH�UHTXLUHG�DV�D�TXDOLÀFDWLRQ�WR�
DQ\�RIÀFH�RU�SXEOLF�WUXVW�XQGHU�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�µ

8. At a state level, it is beyond question that separation does not exist. Although 
LURQLFDOO\� VLWXDWHG� LQ� WKH�&KDSWHU�9�RI � WKH�&RQVWLWXWLRQ� HQWLWOHG�´6WDWHV�µ�
Section 116 does not apply to the states. Moreover, with the exception of  
Tasmania, none of  the state constitutions contain equivalent provisions to 
6HFWLRQ������6HH��+DQNV��3HWHU��HW�DO��Australian constitutional law: Materials and 
commentary. Butterworths, 1994. 963.

9. Some commentators believe that the Framers intended Section 116 to re-
ÁHFW� WKH� LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�JLYHQ� WR� WKH�$PHULFDQ�SURYLVLRQV��7KDW� LV��6HFWLRQ�
����VKRXOG�EH�UHDG�DV� LPSO\LQJ�VHSDUDWLRQ�RI �FKXUFK�DQG�VWDWH��+RZHYHU��
given that at the time Section 116 was drafted in the 1890s the American 
provisions had not by then been given their contemporary meaning, this is a 
highly dubious argument. See: Ex Rel Black at 654.

10. In a letter to supporters of  the NSCP, YouthCARE�VDLG�´LW�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�
QRWH�WKDW�WKH�&RXUW�>���@�GLG�QRW�QHHG�WR�KHDU�DQ\�DUJXPHQWV�LQ�GHIHQFH�RI �WKH�
3ODLQWLII ·V�FDVH�UHODWHG�WR�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�WHVW�EHLQJ�DSSOLHG��2QH�FRXOG�WDNH�WKLV�
as an indication that the Court thought that this part of  the Plaintiff ’s case 
KDG�OLWWOH�PHULW�µ�6HH��/HWWHU�IURP�6WDQOH\�-H\DUDM�WR�)ULHQGV�DQG�6XSSRUWHUV�
RI �<RXWK&$5(�����$XJXVW������

����6HH�IRU�H[DPSOH��6WHYHQVRQ��&K\UV��´&KDSODLQF\�FKDOOHQJH��7URSK\�IRU�:LO-
OLDPV��EXW�¶SRLVRQ�FKDOLFH·�IRU�WKH�VWDWHV"µ�Abc.net. ABC Religion and Ethics. 
Web. Dec. 11 2012.

12. The entrenchment of  separation of  church and state would require an 
amendment to the Constitution, and would therefore need to pass through 
WKH�GLIÀFXOW�UHTXLUHPHQWV�VHW�E\�6HFWLRQ�����

13.  Such a trade-off  is illustrated in the case of  France with its 2004 ban on reli-
gious headscarves.  Alternatively, the United Kingdom enforces no such ban, 
appearing to prioritise freedom of  expression. Germany strikes a balance 
somewhere in between.  Students are permitted to wear religious headscarfs 



and other symbols in German public schools, but teachers are not.
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QUESTIONING THE ‘SPIRITUAL’ IN 
PENTECOSTAL RENEWAL

Sarah Chan

A bstract: Many theories have been postulated to account for the remark-
able rise of  Pentecostalism in Singapore and around the world by elu-
cidating the social and psychological factors at play. This essay seeks to 

address the way in which these theories may be used to question and evaluate 
WKH�DXWKHQWLFLW\�RI � WKH� ¶VSLULWXDO·� LQ�3HQWHFRVWDO� UHQHZDO�� ,W�ZLOO� DUJXH� WKDW� WKH�
relationship between the spiritual and the physical or material in Pentecostalism 
makes it necessary to distinguish between the origin of  the Pentecostal expe-
ULHQFH�DQG� LWV� HIIHFWV��2QO\� WKHRULHV� WKDW� DGGUHVV� WKH�QDWXUH�RI � WKH�RULJLQ�FDQ�
possibly be relevant to the evaluation of  whether the nature of  Pentecostal re-
QHZDO� LV� ¶VSLULWXDO·��ZH�PXVW�WKHUHIRUH�FODULI\�ZKLFK�DVSHFW�WKH�SURSRVHG�VRFLDO�
and psychological explanations seek to account for. The historical genesis of  
the Charismatic renewal in Singapore will be used as a case study to illuminate 
characteristics of  Pentecostal renewal—namely its spontaneity, ability to con-
WH[WXDOL]H��DQG�LWV�HFXPHQLFDO�SRWHQWLDO��9LHZHG�WKURXJK�D�OHQV�WKDW�QHFHVVDULO\�
excludes the spiritual, these characteristics cannot be accounted for conclusively 
by social and psychological explanations. The examination furthers the argument 
that social and psychological theories should not be seen as alternative explana-
tions mutually exclusive to the spiritual account, and hence cannot be used to 
HYDOXDWH�WKH�DXWKHQWLFLW\�RI �WKH�¶VSLULWXDO·�LQ�3HQWHFRVWDO�UHQHZDO��7KLV�OHDGV�LQ�WR�
the suggestion that these explanations can be viewed as complementary to the 
spiritual account. 

Introduction

The dramatic rise of  Pentecostalism has played an indisputable role in the 
VLJQLÀFDQW�JURZWK�RI �&KULVWLDQLW\�LQ�SRVW�FRORQLDO�6LQJDSRUH��$VLD�DQG�EH\RQG�
�*RK�´5HWKLQNLQJµ��<XQJ���1XPHURXV�WKHRULHV�KDYH�EHHQ�SURSRVHG�WR�DFFRXQW�
for this rise: from a social perspective, Pentecostalism has been conceptualized as 
D�ZD\�RI �GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�LVVXHV�LQ�6LQJDSRUHDQ�PRGHUQ�VRFLHW\��*RK�´6WDWH�DQG�6R-
FLDO�&KULVWLDQLW\µ���DQG�IURP�D�SV\FKRORJLFDO�SHUVSHFWLYH��LW�LV�SRVLWHG�WR�SURYLGH�
a worldview which resolves the problems of  the individual self  in Singaporean 
PRGHUQLW\��*RK�´5HWKLQNLQJµ���

Amidst the diverse theories on the issue, doubt is often cast on the nature 
and authenticity of  Pentecostal conversion. Some have regarded the movement’s 
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strong emphasis on the emotional and experiential with suspicion, and suggested 
WKDW�WKHVH�FRQYHUVLRQV�DUH�´QRW�D�GHHS�WXUQLQJ�RI �WKH�KXPDQ�EHLQJ�WR�*RG��EXW�
D� VXSHUÀFLDO�PDQLSXODWLRQ�RI �SHRSOH·V�HPRWLRQVµ� �/DPE�DQG�%U\DQW������7KLV�
VHQWLPHQW�FRXOG�EH�IUDPHG��KRZHYHU��LQ�WKH�IRUP�RI �D�SURELQJ�TXHVWLRQ��´+RZ�
can anyone be sure that the ultimate sources of  (spiritual) revival rest not in 
God, but in the restless human psyche, searching for certainty at the end of  a 
PLOOHQQLXP"µ��3HUF\�������$Q�LQKHUHQW�GLFKRWRP\�XQGHUOLHV�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ��DV�ZHOO�
DV�WKH�GRXEWV�UDLVHG�FRQFHUQLQJ�WKH�DXWKHQWLFLW\�RI �3HQWHFRVWDO�FRQYHUVLRQ��2Q�
the one hand there is the authentic spiritual renewal—that is, that which arises 
from God—and on the other hand there is that which arises from causes such as 
emotional manipulation or the searchings of  the human psyche, and which—it 
is implied—do not arise from God. This has crucial implications because when 
placed under the lens of  this dichotomy, theories attempting to account for the 
rise of  Pentecostalism seem to acquire decisive importance: if  emotional, psy-
chological, and social reasons are shown to be valid accounts of  the rise of  the 
Pentecostal movement, would not the aforementioned dichotomy imply that the 
VSLULWXDO�QDWXUH�RI �3HQWHFRVWDO�UHQHZDO�ZRXOG�WKHUHIRUH�EH�SXW�LQWR�TXHVWLRQ"�

This essay will argue that in understanding Pentecostalism, this dichotomy 
of  the spiritual versus the psychological, emotional, and social must be revisited. 
First, I will examine the relationship between the spiritual and the physical or ma-
terial in Pentecostal renewal. I will demonstrate that in light of  this relationship, 
interpretation of  social and psychological explanations as either/or alternatives 
to the spiritual account can only be made if  these explanations address the na-
ture of  the original source of  the individual’s experience (henceforth termed the 
´RULJLQDO�QDWXUHµ�RI �WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�HQFRXQWHU���UDWKHU�WKDQ�VROHO\�WKH�HIIHFWV�RI �
the encounter. Subsequently, I will use the historical genesis of  the Charismatic 
renewal in Singapore as a case study in order to examine the adequacy of  these 
H[SODQDWLRQV�LQ�DFFRXQWLQJ�IRU�WKH�RULJLQDO�QDWXUH�RI �3HQWHFRVWDO�UHQHZDO��+HUH��,�
will illustrate that when taken in mutual exclusion with the spiritual account, both 
the psychological and social approaches lead us to more questions than answers 
regarding both the original nature of  the Pentecostal renewal and the underlying 
reasons for the movement’s adaptability and ecumenism. Finally, I conclude with 
a suggestion that these approaches can be viewed in tandem with, rather than in 
opposition to, the spiritual account.

Spirituality in Pentecostalism

¶6SLULWXDOLW\·� RU� WKH� ¶VSLULWXDO·� LV� FRPPRQO\�GHÀQHG� LQ�RSSRVLWLRQ� WR� WKH�
PDWHULDO�RU�SK\VLFDO��7KH�2[IRUG�GLFWLRQDU\��IRU�H[DPSOH��GHÀQHV�WKH�¶VSLULWXDO·�
DV�WKDW�´UHODWLQJ�WR�RU�DIIHFWLQJ�WKH�KXPDQ�VSLULW�RU�VRXO�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�PDWHULDO�
RU�SK\VLFDO� WKLQJV�µ�7KLV�FDSWXUHV� WKH�FRPPRQO\�DGRSWHG�GLFKRWRP\�EHWZHHQ�
WKH�¶VSLULWXDO·�DQG�WKH�PDWHULDO�DVSHFWV�RI �KXPDQ��$Q�H[DPLQDWLRQ�RI �3HQWHFRVWDO�
WKHRORJ\��KRZHYHU�� LQGLFDWHV�WKDW�WKLV�GHÀQLWLRQ�UHTXLUHV�FODULÀFDWLRQ�ZKHQ�DS-



SOLHG�LQ�WKH�VSHFLÀF�FRQWH[W�RI �3HQWHFRVWDOLVP���
,W�LV�QHFHVVDU\�KHUH�WR�ÀUVW�GHÀQH�3HQWHFRVWDOLVP�DV�LW�LV�XVHG�LQ�WKLV�HV-

VD\��'HVSLWH�GLIÀFXOWLHV�LQ�FRQFHSWXDOL]LQJ�D�VLQJOH�KRPRJHQRXV�GHÀQLWLRQ��LW�KDV�
been widely agreed upon that the unifying characteristic of  Pentecostalism is the 
SHUVRQDO�HQFRXQWHU�ZLWK�DQG�WKH�H[SHULHQFH�RI �WKH�+RO\�6SLULW��E\�ZKLFK�WKH�EH-
OLHYHU�LV�HPSRZHUHG�WR�ZRUVKLS�DQG�ZLWQHVV��7DQ�&KRZ�����$QGHUVRQ������<XQJ�
66). Because this unifying characteristic has been expressed in diverse forms—
LQFOXGLQJ��IRU�H[DPSOH��´FODVVLFDOµ�DQG�´&KDULVPDWLFµ�3HQWHFRVWDOLVP³VFKRODUV�
H[DPLQLQJ�WKH�PRYHPHQW�KDYH�RIWHQ�FKRVHQ�WR�DGRSW�DQ�LQFOXVLYH�GHÀQLWLRQ�HQ-
compassing Pentecostalism in its diverse forms of  expression (Tan-Chow 17; 
Anderson 13-14). I will similarly use the term inclusively.

)URP� WKH� DERYH�GHÀQLWLRQ��ZH�FDQ� LGHQWLI\� WZR�GHÀQLQJ� DQG� LQWLPDWHO\�
UHODWHG�DVSHFWV�RI �3HQWHFRVWDOLVP��WKH�GLYLQH�HQFRXQWHU�ZLWK�WKH�+RO\�6SLULW�DV�
experienced by the individual, and the resulting transformation in the individual 
DQG�EH\RQG��7KH�3HQWHFRVWDO�H[SHULHQFH�� VRPHWLPHV�GHVFULEHG�DV� ¶VSLULWXDO� UH-
newal,’ has been observed to begin essentially from a personal encounter with 
the Spirit of  God. Although Pentecostals hold a wide range of  views regarding 
how this encounter may unfold, none would disagree that this encounter is fun-
damentally of  a spiritual nature. 

The effects of  this divine encounter both on the individual and through 
the individual are by no means exclusively spiritual, however. For all its diverse 
expressions and beliefs in the manifestations that accompany the encounter with 
WKH�6SLULW��3HQWHFRVWDOLVP�DW�LWV�HVVHQFH�LV�´FHQWUHG�RQ�WKH�experience of  the Spirit 
that pervades the whole personµ��$QGHUVRQ�������7KH�VSLULWXDO�HQFRXQWHU�´PDNH�V��
WKH�LPPDQHQFH�RI �*RG�WDQJLEOHµ�WR�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�DQG�WKH�FRPPXQLW\��$QGHU-
son 187); in the individual, this tangibility is often manifested in the form of  
speaking in tongues, physical sensations, feelings of  joy and elation, etc. (An-
GHUVRQ�������DQG�LV�DFFRPSDQLHG�E\�´VLJQV�DQG�ZRQGHUVµ�VXFK�DV�KHDOLQJV�DQG�
miracles, serving to make evident the presence of  God in the community (An-
GHUVRQ�������7KHVH�PDQLIHVWDWLRQV�JR�EH\RQG�WKH�VSLULWXDO�DV�GHÀQHG�DERYH�DQG�
into the physical, material, and emotional. What begins as a spiritual encounter is 
thus simultaneously experienced and made manifest in the tangible.

7KH�¶)XOO�*RVSHO·

$� FORVHU� ORRN� DW� WKH� ¶IXOO� JRVSHO�·� DQRWKHU� FHQWUDO� DVSHFW�RI �3HQWHFRVWDO�
spirituality, deepens this insight by highlighting that the pervasion into the physi-
cal or material is not a side-effect of  the Pentecostal experience, but rather fun-
GDPHQWDO� WR� 3HQWHFRVWDO� WKHRORJ\�� 7KHUH� LV� HPHUJLQJ� DJUHHPHQW� WKDW� WKH� ¶IXOO�
JRVSHO�·�ZKLFK�LV�WKH�LGHD�RI �-HVXV�&KULVW�DV�6DYLRXU��%DSWL]HU��+HDOHU�DQG�6RRQ�
Coming King, is at the heart of  Pentecostal spirituality (Kärkkäinen 160). It is 
understood to contain good news for problems faced by humanity and society, 
ZKHUHE\�¶VDOYDWLRQ·�LV�QRW�MXVW�FRQFHLYHG�RI �LQ�WKH�VSLULWXDO�VHQVH��EXW�DOVR�DV�D�KR-
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listic term meaning deliverance in all aspects, including spiritual, material, social, 
SROLWLFDO��DQG�KLVWRULFDO�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��$QGHUVRQ���2QH�SURPLQHQW�HPSKDVLV�LQ�
Pentecostal missions, for example, is on the performance of  not just spiritual but 
also physical healing. It is believed that Christ’s work on the cross has brought 
QRW�MXVW�VDOYDWLRQ�IURP�VLQ��EXW�DOVR�YLFWRU\�RYHU�DOO�IRUPV�RI �DIÁLFWLRQV��LQFOXG-
ing physical sickness (Anderson 231). In this framework, the encounter with and 
outworking of  the Spirit is seen to serve as evidence of  the truth of  the gospel.   

It is thus evident that central to Pentecostal theology is the belief  that 
WKH�HQFRXQWHU�ZLWK�WKH�VSLULWXDO��PDGH�SRVVLEOH�WKURXJK�WKH�+RO\�6SLULW�� LV�H[-
perienced in, affects, and transforms the material and the physical. Without a 
clear understanding of  this intimate relationship, however, we run the risk of  
FRQÁDWLQJ�WKH�RULJLQDO�QDWXUH�RI �WKH�HQFRXQWHU�ZLWK�LWV�PDQLIHVWDWLRQ�RU�HIIHFWV��
Accordingly, we realize that we can only interpret social or psychological expla-
nations as alternative accounts to spiritual explanations if  we are able to locate 
the former as addressing the original nature of  the encounter rather than merely 
LWV�PDQLIHVWDWLRQ�RU�HIIHFWV��7KLV��ZH�QRZ�XQGHUVWDQG�� LV�H[WUHPHO\�GLIÀFXOW� WR�
accomplish. I will now illustrate, through an examination of  the genesis of  the 
FKDULVPDWLF�UHQHZDO�LQ�6LQJDSRUH��WKH�GLIÀFXOWLHV�WKDW�DULVH�ZKHQ�ZH�HPSOR\�VR-
cial and psychological explanations to account for the original nature of  the 
¶VSLULWXDO·�HQFRXQWHU�LQ�3HQWHFRVWDO�UHQHZDO�

The Beginnings of  Charismatic Renewal in Singapore

2Q���1RYHPEHU� ������The Straits Times� UHSRUWHG�� ´6RPH� VWXGHQWV�ZKR�
have been taking part in religious meetings after school hours have ended up 
HLWKHU� LQ�K\VWHULFV�RU� LQ�D� WUDQFHµ��.ZHH������$FFRUGLQJ�WR�6QJ·V�VWXG\�RI � WKH�
church in Singapore, this was the second of  two articles in The Straits Times that 
´VLJQDOOHG�WKH�ÀUVW�SXEOLF�DQQRXQFHPHQWµ�RI �ZKDW�ZDV�WR�EH�WHUPHG�WKH�&KDULV-
PDWLF�PRYHPHQW��������+LV�DFFRXQW�LQFOXGHV�D�SHUVRQDO�WHVWLPRQ\�RI �RQH�RI �WKH�
students involved, who explained that: 

There were a number of  us at the school who were generally dissat-
LVÀHG�ZLWK�RXU�OLYHV��2XU�OLYHV�ZHUH�HPSW\�DQG�ZH�ZDQWHG�WR�UHDOO\�
NQRZ�*RG�>«@�VR�ZH�XVHG�WR�PHHW�HYHU\�PRUQLQJ�EHIRUH�FODVVHV�
IRU�SUD\HU��2QH�GD\�LQ�0D\��LW�VXGGHQO\�KDSSHQHG��$V�ZH�OLIWHG�RXU�
lips in praise to God, a number of  us broke out into tongues (Sng 
288). 

7KHVH� H[SHULHQFHV�� WHUPHG� WKH� ´&ORFN� 7RZHU� 6WRU\µ� EHFDXVH� RI � WKHLU� RFFXU-
rences in the Anglo-Chinese School clock tower at Barker Road, have been de-
VFULEHG�E\�WKH�VWXGHQWV� LQYROYHG�DV�D�´PRYH�RI �*RG�µ�DQ�´RXWSRXULQJ�RI � WKH�
+RO\�6SLULWµ� �3RRQ���7KH� VWRU\�KDV� VLQFH�EHHQ�KLVWRULFDOO\� DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK� WKH�
genesis of  the Charismatic renewal that hit Singapore in the 1970s (Poon; Sng 
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288). The spiritual renewal experienced by the ACS boys in the clock tower was 
later embraced and supported by two former Anglican bishops, Chui Ban It and 
0RVHV�7D\��DQG�WKURXJK�WKHLU�VXSSRUW��JDLQHG�VWUHQJWK�DQG�LQÁXHQFH�LQWR�ZKDW�
came to be known as the Charismatic movement (Poon; Tan-Chow 19).

7KH�ODFN�RI �RIÀFLDO�GRFXPHQWDWLRQ�RI �WKHVH�HYHQWV��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�DQHFGRW-
DO�QDWXUH�RI �H[LVWLQJ�GRFXPHQWDWLRQ��PDNHV�LW�FKDOOHQJLQJ�WR�GHÀQLWLYHO\�SLQSRLQW�
the experience of  the ACS boys as the genesis of  the Charismatic movement in 
6LQJDSRUH��+RZHYHU��LWV�LPSRUWDQW�SODFH�LQ�WKH�FROOHFWLYH�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�RI �WKRVH�
involved in the beginnings of  the Charismatic renewal indicates that it played at 
OHDVW�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�UROH��)XUWKHUPRUH��WKH�&ORFN�7RZHU�H[SHULHQFH�LV�XQLTXH�LQ�LWV�
ability to illuminate certain aspects of  Pentecostalism that might otherwise be 
GLIÀFXOW�WR�GLVFHUQ��

Individual Encounter and the Psychological Account

We have seen through a brief  examination of  Pentecostal spirituality that 
UHQHZDO�EHJLQV�IURP�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO·V� ¶VSLULWXDO·�HQFRXQWHU��,W� LV�WKHUHIRUH�XVHIXO�
for us to begin by examining the individual encounter. 

Psychological explanations positing that the appeal of  Pentecostalism lies 
LQ�LWV�DELOLW\�WR�IXOÀOO�FHUWDLQ�QHHGV�RI �WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�QHFHVVDULO\�GHSHQG�RQ�WKH�
individual’s reaction to aspects of  the movement. The notion of  appeal already 
presumes that the individual must be acquainted with at least some aspects of  
3HQWHFRVWDOLVP��ZKLFK�KH�WKHQ�ÀQGV�DSSHDOLQJ�RU�RWKHUZLVH��6HHQ�WKURXJK�D�OHQV�
that excludes the spiritual, this must be through social means, whereby the in-
GLYLGXDO� LV� H[SRVHG� WR�DVSHFWV�RI �3HQWHFRVWDOLVP� WKURXJK�VRFLDO� LQÁXHQFH�DQG�
WKHUHE\� UHDFWV� WR� WKHVH�DVSHFWV��*RK� �´5HWKLQNLQJµ������H[SODLQV� WKDW�ZKLOH� LW�
is the appeal of  Charismatism that accounts for conversion, the exposure to 
Charismatism through various social contexts (such as friends, Christian schools, 
and at the workplace) provides a critical basis for these conversions. Thus the 
individual encounter is made possible through social means.

7KH�&ORFN�7RZHU�H[SHULHQFH�KLJKOLJKWV�WKH�GLIÀFXOWLHV�WKDW�DULVH�ZKHQ�ZH�
DWWHPSW�WR�XVH�SV\FKRORJLFDO�H[SODQDWLRQV�VSHFLÀFDOO\�IRU�WKH�original nature of  the 
LQGLYLGXDO·V�HQFRXQWHU��9LHZHG�WKURXJK�D�¶GH�VSLULWXDOL]HG·�OHQV��WKH�ER\V�LQ�WKH�
Clock Tower events had virtually no contact with the Pentecostal movement. 
Although the gathering may be said to be in a social setting, the boys’ lack of  
knowledge of  Pentecostalism and the collective, simultaneous nature of  their 
encounter makes it unlikely that their experience resulted from a reaction to each 
other. As described by one of  the boys, 

At the beginning, we had no guidance from church leaders. We had 
not even heard of  the Charismatic movement that was already af-
IHFWLQJ�RWKHU�SDUWV�RI �WKH�ZRUOG�>���@�%XW�ZH�ZHUH�DOO�YHU\�FRQVFLRXV�
RI �WKH�+RO\�6SLULW·V�SUHVHQFH�DQG�ZH�VLPSO\�ZDQWHG�WR�SUDLVH�DQG�
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worship God (Sng 288). 

7KHUH�VHHPV�WR�EH�LQ�WKLV�FDVH�D�QRWDEOH�DEVHQFH�RI �DQ\�VRFLDO�LQÁXHQFH�RU�FRQ-
WH[W� WR�ZKLFK� WKH� LQGLYLGXDOV� FRXOG� HQFRXQWHU� ¶3HQWHFRVWDOLVP·³WKDW� LV�� ¶3HQ-
tecostalism’ when understood as necessarily expressed and communicated via 
social means. 

While this observation poses a challenge to the idea that the nature of  
the individual’s encounter in Pentecostal renewal might be a non-spiritual, psy-
FKRORJLFDO�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�ZLWK�DVSHFWV�RI �3HQWHFRVWDOLVP��LW�GRHV�QRW�FRQFOXVLYHO\�
debunk this possibility either. Possible explanations might be given here, the 
probability of  which is beyond the scope of  this essay to evaluate. For example, 
it may be argued that psychological need may not just respond to experience but 
also create experience. It could also be noted that this phenomenon might be 
XQLTXH�WR�WKLV�SDUWLFXODU�KLVWRULFDO�HYHQW�UDWKHU�WKDQ�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�RU�UHÁHFWLYH�
RI �3HQWHFRVWDO�UHQHZDO��+RZHYHU��WKH�&ORFN�7RZHU�H[SHULHQFH�LV�YHU\�PXFK�LQ�
line with the emerging view that contrary to the assumption of  America as the 
origin of  Pentecostalism, there is a multicultural component to the genesis of  
3HQWHFRVWDO�UHQHZDOV�DURXQG�WKH�ZRUOG��.RR������<XQJ������7KLV�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�
the spontaneous manner1 of  the experience is not just unique to this event but 
rather characteristic of  the way revivals are sparked in different areas of  the 
world. Indeed, this spontaneity is also evident in the 1906 Azusa Street Revival, 
the very event that is commonly assumed to be the origin of  the Pentecostal 
PRYHPHQW��7KH�EHJLQQLQJV�RI � WKLV� HYHQW�KDV�EHHQ�GHVFULEHG�DV� IROORZV��´2Q�
April 9, 1906, at a prayer meeting in a modest home on Bonnie Brae Street in 
Los Angeles, a few men and women spoke in tongues. They had been meeting to 
SUD\�IRU�¶DQ�RXWSRXULQJ·�RI �WKH�+RO\�6SLULWµ��%OXPKRIHU������:KDW�ZH�FDQ�JOHDQ�
from the above analysis is that the Clock Tower Story is not necessarily evidence 
of  the spiritual nature of  the Pentecostal encounter, but that the interpretation 
providing psychological explanations as alternative to the spiritual account leads 
us to more questions than answers regarding the original nature of  the encoun-
ter, when we take into consideration the independent and spontaneous manner 
in which renewal has been demonstrated to take place.

Transcending Boundaries and Ecumenism

In contrast with psychological accounts, social explanations largely do not 
focus on factors that might promote or enable the individual’s encounter. In-
stead, they suggest that social factors account for the rapid growth and strong 
LQÁXHQFH�RI �WKH�3HQWHFRVWDO�PRYHPHQW��,W�PXVW�ÀUVW�EH�QRWHG�WKDW�DOWKRXJK�WKH�
sociological approach emphasizes social factors, it does not discard the notion 
that conversion is ultimately to do with the individual. In Bryant and Lamb’s 
study of  religious conversion, the sociological approach is described to portray 
FRQYHUVLRQ�DV�´LQYROYH>LQJ@�not only an inner event�EXW� >DOVR@«D�PRYH�IURP�RQH�
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UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLW\�WR�DQRWKHUµ�>P\�LWDOLFV@��%U\DQW�DQG�/DPE�����6LQFH�VRFLDO�
explanations provide a larger picture within which conversion is nonetheless ex-
perienced or actualized by the individual, they lead us eventually to have to en-
quire once again into the nature of  the individual’s encounter and related issues 
as addressed in the earlier section. 

Nevertheless, we can gain some relevant insight from looking into the 
social account. Social explanations of  the rapid growth and strength of  the Pen-
tecostal movement largely attribute its success to one particular characteristic: its 
ability to be contextualized. In this explanation, Pentecostalism is able to tran-
scend boundaries and grow so rapidly largely because of  its ability to respond 
and adapt to cultural values, as well as make itself  relevant to current social and 
political situations (Anderson 122). 

The Clock Tower event, however, gives us new and challenging insight 
into this characteristic. The charismatic renewal beginning with this event simi-
larly crossed social and denominational lines. But the social perspective, taken in 
mutual exclusion from the spiritual account, seems inadequate when we exam-
ine the context in which the renewal made its way from the informal gathering 
of  ACS boys in the clock tower and into the church institutions. It has been 
observed that the general attitude in mainline Singapore churches at that time 
towards Pentecostal teachings and phenomena such as speaking in tongues was 
that of  apprehension (Sng 294-296). For example, the Methodist leadership saw 
such phenomena as a threat (Poon), with the Methodist Message publishing a four-
SDUW�VHULHV�IURP�2FWREHU������WR�-DQXDU\������TXHVWLRQLQJ�WKH�ELEOLFDO�EDVLV�RI �
WKH�FKDULVPDWLF�PRYHPHQW��<HW��LW�LV�WKH�YHU\�DVSHFWV�YLHZHG�ZLWK�VXFK�VXVSLFLRQ�
WKDW� IRXQG� WKHLU�ZD\� LQWR� WKH� FKXUFKHV� DQG�JDLQHG� VXFK� HFXPHQLFDO� LQÁXHQFH�
across the denominations. This raises the question: which aspects of  Pentecos-
talism are retained and which are adapted in the process whereby the movement 
LV�FRQWH[WXDOL]HG��DQG�ZK\"�)URP�KHUH��ZH�PD\�JR�IXUWKHU��ZKDW�LV�LW�LQ�3HQWHFRV-
WDOLVP�WKDW�FDXVHV�LW�WR�KDYH�LWV�DGDSWDEOH�DQG�\HW�DOVR�HFXPHQLFDO�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV"�

The perspective of  the Pentecostals is astutely captured in the de-
VFULSWLRQ�RI �>«@�WKH�6SLULW��DV��WKH�SHUVRQDO�UHDOLW\�ZKR�PDNHV�PDQ\�
individuals into a community of  persons. The Spirit is the source of  
XQLW\�DPLGVW�GLYHUVLW\��SOXUDOLW\��DQG�GLIIHUHQFH��<HW�VXFK�XQLW\�GRHV�
not mean uniformity, precisely because the Spirit’s unifying power 
HQDEOHV�WKH�LQWHJULW\�RI �HDFK�RQH�DPLGVW�WKH�PDQ\��<RQJ������

The explanatory power of  the spiritual account does not necessitate its truth, 
but attempts to exclude the spiritual provide no alternative solutions and instead 
OHDG�WR�PRUH�TXHVWLRQV��7KH�&ORFN�7RZHU�VWRU\�UHÁHFWV�KRZ�WKH�DGDSWDELOLW\�RI �
3HQWHFRVWDOLVP�LV�RI �D�YHU\�VSHFLÀF�IRUP��WKH�PRYHPHQW�LV�FRQWH[WXDOL]HG�LQ�D�
VSHFLÀF�PDQQHU�VXFK�WKDW�WKH�HPSKDVLV�RQ�WKH�HQFRXQWHU�ZLWK�WKH�+RO\�6SLULW�
and its manifestations is ecumenical, while other aspects may be circumstantially 
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adapted. This illustrates that the Pentecostal movement’s ability to be contex-
tualized is unlikely to arise from a passive malleability in response to the social 
HQYLURQPHQW�LW�ÀQGV�LWVHOI �LQ��QRU�IURP�D�GHOLEHUDWH�DQG�FRQVWUXFWHG�DWWHPSW�WR�
be seen as relevant to its societal context—explanations that may possibly be 
SURSRVHG�ZKHQ�WKH�VSLULWXDO�DFFRXQW�LV�H[FOXGHG��2QFH�DJDLQ��DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�H[-
clude the spiritual causes one to require further enquiry and postulations in order 
to resolve crucial underlying questions that emerge in the process. 

Conclusion

7KLV�HVVD\�KDV�KLJKOLJKWHG�WKH�GDQJHUV�DQG�GLIÀFXOWLHV�RI �LQWHUSUHWLQJ�H[-
isting social and psychological theories of  Pentecostal renewal as alternative ac-
counts to the spiritual claim, and hence argues that the validity of  these theories 
VKRXOG�QRW�EH�VHHQ�DV�D�\DUGVWLFN�DJDLQVW�ZKLFK�WKH�DXWKHQWLFLW\�RI �WKH�¶VSLULWXDO·�
FDQ�EH�PHDVXUHG��7KH�GLFKRWRP\�SUHVHQWHG�LQ�WKH�LQWURGXFWLRQ²WKH�VSLULWXDO�YHU-
VXV�WKH�PDWHULDO�RU�SK\VLFDO²HYLGHQWO\�QHHGV�WR�EH�FODULÀHG��ERWK�LQ�WHUPV�RI �RXU�
understanding of  Pentecostal spirituality, as well as in the way we evaluate its 
authenticity. 

,W�KDV�EHHQ�EROGO\� VXJJHVWHG� WKDW�´LQDGHTXDWH� WKHRULHV� >«@�KDYH�VRPH-
times failed to recognize the obvious, that Pentecostalism is essentially a spiritual 
PRYHPHQW�ZLWK�VSLULWXDO�UHDVRQV�IRU�LWV�EXUJHRQLQJ�VWUHQJWKµ��$QGHUVRQ�������
While such an assertion is quite probably impossible to justify academically, the 
strength of  the spiritual account of  Pentecostal renewal nevertheless must be 
acknowledged. Accordingly, this essay has shown that theories attempting to ex-
clude the spiritual account provide no sound alternative resolution. It is not a 
leap of  faith, therefore, to propose that the value of  viewing these theories as 
working in tandem with and complementary to the spiritual account of  the origi-
nal nature of  Pentecostal renewal should be seriously considered.  

NOTES

1. That is, beginning of  its own accord in that particular place and time instead 
of  being imported or communicated from elsewhere.
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RELIGIOUS TENSIONS IN SRI LANKA
Towards a Non-Legislative Solution

Elvira Vitouchanskaia

A major problematic in the interface between religion and globalization is 
the tension between, on the one hand, the rising political forces of  glo-
EDOL]DWLRQ�LQ�WKH�SURPRWLRQ�RI �SUHVXPDEO\�́ XQLYHUVDOµ�HWKLFDO�LGHDOV�DQG��

on the other hand, the very particular nature of  religiously-held ethical values. 
Are particular religious and faith-based ethical requirements and commitments 
FRPSDWLEOH�ZLWK�WKH�XQLYHUVDOL]LQJ�WHQGHQFLHV�RI �D�JOREDO�SROLF\�H[HPSOLÀHG�LQ�
GRFXPHQWV� VXFK� DV� WKH�8QLYHUVDO�'HFODUDWLRQ� RI �+XPDQ�5LJKWV"1 Ultimately, 
these are incompatible when we assess the tensions between the various religious 
groups in Sri Lanka which seem to exemplify tensions between radically differ-
HQW�HWKLFDO�LGHDOV��VSHFLÀFDOO\�%XGGKLVW��FRPPXQLW\�RULHQWHG�YDOXHV�DV�RSSRVHG�
to Christian, individualistically-oriented values. As such, this paper proposes a 
non-legislative solution to theses tensions by means of  Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s 
phenomenological approach to the study of  religion.2 

7KLV�HVVD\�ÀUVW�H[DPLQHV�WKH�FDVH�RI �WKH�OHJLVODWLRQ�DJDLQVW�XQHWKLFDO�FRQ-
version in Sri Lanka, whereby tensions are present between the Evangelical Chris-
tians and the Buddhist majority over notions of  proselytism and conversion, and 
demonstrates that any attempt at resolving this tension on the legislative level 
XOWLPDWHO\�UHTXLUHV�D�GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�´IUHHGRP�WRµ�DQG�´IUHHGRP�IURPµ�UHOL-
JLRQ��5HO\LQJ�RQ�$OH[DQGUD�2ZHQV�DQG�-RKQ�6WXDUW�0LOO��WKLV�ÀUVW�DQDO\VLV�VHUYHV�
WR�VKRZ�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�DQ�LQKHUHQW�WHQVLRQ�ZLWKLQ�WKLV�SUHVXPDEO\�´XQLYHUVDO�KX-
PDQ�ULJKW�µ�L�H��IUHHGRP�RI �UHOLJLRQ��DQG�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�YDOLG�UHDVRQV�RQ�D�SROLWLFDO�
DQG�OHJLVODWLYH�OHYHO��WR�HPSKDVL]H�´IUHHGRP�RI µ�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�´IUHHGRP�IURPµ�
religion. Secondly, this paper suggests that from a philosophical point of  view, 
the solutions provided by the political and legislative domains, which translates 
LQWR�DQ�HPSKDVLV�RQ�´IUHHGRP�WRµ�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�´IUHHGRP�IURPµ�UHOLJLRQ��DUH�
rather limiting in several ways and ultimately cannot fully resolve the tensions 
between the religious groups in Sri Lanka. Relying mainly on Robert Florida and 
Derek S. Jeffreys, this second analysis serves to demonstrate that emphasizing 
any one of  these opposing aspects of  the freedom of  religion legally speak-
ing, ultimately requires a distinction to be made between opposing ethical ideals, 
VSHFLÀFDOO\�%XGGKLVW�´(DVWHUQµ�FRPPXQLW\�RULHQWHG�YDOXHV�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�&KULV-
WLDQ�´:HVWHUQµ�LQGLYLGXDO�RULHQWHG�YDOXHV��+RZHYHU��WKH�JOREDO�SROLWLFDO�UHDOP�LQ�
which legal discourse takes place, including the western rhetoric laden in the Uni-
YHUVDO�'HFODUDWLRQ�RI �+XPDQ�5LJKWV��LV�VKDSHG�E\�ZHVWHUQ�LGHDOV�DQG�HVVHQWLDOO\�
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LV�LQFRPSDWLEOH�ZLWK�HDVWHUQ�%XGGKLVW�FRUH�EHOLHIV�DERXW�WKH�´VHOI µ�DQG�WKH�QR-
WLRQ�RI �´ULJKWV�µ�*LYHQ�WKDW�D�OHJLVODWLYH�VROXWLRQ�FDQQRW�WUXO\�ZRUN�RXW�WKH�WHQ-
sions between the various religious groups and their ethical ideals in Sri Lanka, 
this essay thirdly discusses the ways in which a social and cultural solution to this 
tension is possible by way of  an emphasis on inter-religious dialogue provided by 
Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s phenomenological framework of  inter-faith dialogue. 

The Case Against Unethical Conversion in Sri Lanka 

The case of  the legislation against unethical conversion in Sri Lanka is 
best represented by the tensions between Evangelical Christians and the Bud-
dhist majority over notions of  proselytism and conversion. By the preparation 
RI � WZR� VHSDUDWH� ELOOV� GLUHFWO\� UHVSRQGLQJ� WR� WKLV� LVVXH�� WKH� -DWKLND�+HOD�8UX-
PD\D��KHQFHIRUWK�-+8�3 has attempted to pass legislation to protect Buddhists 
DJDLQVW�´XQHWKLFDO�FRQYHUVLRQµ��2ZHQV�������7KH�ÀUVW�RI �WKHVH�SURSRVHG�ELOOV�
DLPV�DW�SURKLELWLQJ�´IRUFLEOHµ�FRQYHUVLRQV�DQG�SURVHO\WLVP�ZKHQ�SHUIRUPHG�XQ-
GHU�WKH�FRQGLWLRQV�RI �FRHUFLRQ��DOOXUHPHQW��DQG�IUDXGXOHQW�PHDQV��6LQFH�WKH�ÀUVW�
RI � WKHVH�-+8�ELOOV�ZDV�FKDOOHQJHG�E\�WKH�6UL�/DQNDQ�6XSUHPH�&RXUW�DQG�ZDV�
deemed unconstitutional for violating the right to religious freedom, a second 
DQWL�FRQYHUVLRQ�ELOO�ZDV�SURSRVHG�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�´-+8�WKHQ�DWWHPSWHG�WR�DPHQG�
the Constitution itself  to proclaim Buddhism as the State religion and prohibit 
WKH�FRQYHUVLRQ�RI �%XGGKLVWV�RXWULJKWµ��2ZHQV������������

)RFXVLQJ�RQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SURSRVHG�ELOO��WKH�UHOLJLRXV�FRQÁLFW�LQ�6UL�/DQND�EH-
tween Evangelical Christians and the Buddhist majority here represented by the 
-+8�FDQ�EH�XQGHUVWRRG� LQ� WHUPV�RI � D�GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�´IUHHGRP� WRµ� DQG�
´IUHHGRP�IURPµ�UHOLJLRQ��7KLV�VXJJHVWV�DQ�LQKHUHQW�WHQVLRQ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�IUHHGRP�
RI �UHOLJLRQ�DV�D�XQLYHUVDO�KXPDQ�ULJKW��6KDUPD�������7KH�UHDVRQ�LV�WKDW�´IUHH-
GRP�WRµ�UHOLJLRQ�PD\�FRQÁLFW�ZLWK�´IUHHGRP�IURPµ�UHOLJLRQ��2Q�WKH�RQH�KDQG��
´IUHHGRP�WRµ�UHOLJLRQ�FDQ�EH�GHÀQHG�DV�KDYLQJ�WKH�FDSDFLW\�DQG�SRVVLELOLW\� WR�
choose one’s religion and engage in various forms of  religious activities such as 
practicing, preaching, propagating and proselytizing and thus having the right 
WR�VXJJHVW�WR�VRPHRQH�VKH�FKDQJHV�KHU�UHOLJLRQ��2Q�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��´IUHHGRP�
IURPµ�UHOLJLRQ�FDQ�EH�GHÀQHG�DV�KDYLQJ�WKH�ULJKW�WR�UHWDLQ�RQH·V�UHOLJLRQ�ZLWKRXW�
being asked to change it in the sense of  not being placed under certain condi-
tions, whether economic, social or psychological, that will force one to subscribe 
to any particular religion (Sharma 101).

2Q�D�SROLWLFDO� DQG� OHJLVODWLYH� OHYHO�� WKHUH� DUH� LPSRUWDQW� UHDVRQV� IRU� HP-
SKDVL]LQJ�´IUHHGRP�WRµ�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�´IUHHGRP�IURPµ�UHOLJLRQ�DQG�KHQFH�XQ-
derstanding the decision of  the Sri Lankan Supreme Court to deem the anti-
FRQYHUVLRQ�ELOOV�XQFRQVWLWXWLRQDO��7KH�ÀUVW�RI �WKHVH�UHDVRQV�UHODWHV�VSHFLÀFDOO\�WR�
WKH�SUREOHP�RI �GHÀQLQJ�´IRUFLEOHµ�FRQYHUVLRQ�RU�´FRPSXOVLRQµ�DQG�SURVHO\WLVP�
XQGHU�WKH�FRQGLWLRQV�RI �´IRUFH��IUDXG�DQG�DOOXUHPHQWµ��2ZHQV�������,W�PD\�DW�
ÀUVW�DSSHDU�WKDW�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQV�RI �´IRUFHµ�DQG�´IUDXGµ�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SURSRVHG�ELOO�
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DUH�XQSUREOHPDWLF�VLQFH�WKH\�DUH�GHÀQHG�UHVSHFWLYHO\�DV��ÀUVW��WKH�XVH�RI �WKUHDW��
harm or injury with the aim of  physically or psychologically coerce or force one 
to give up on one’s religion in order to adopt another, and secondly, the misrep-
resentation and the giving of  a false perception of  reality in order to convert an 
LQGLYLGXDO�IURP�RQH�UHOLJLRQ�WR�DQRWKHU��2ZHQV�������+RZHYHU��D�SUREOHP�RI �
GHÀQLWLRQ�RFFXUV�ZKHQ�RQH�DWWHPSWV�WR�GLVWLQJXLVK�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WHUP�FRHUFLRQ�
and persuasion. Whereas the former may entail the use of  a position of  trust or 
power in order to coerce, the latter may suggest a voluntary change in belief. It is 
nonetheless unclear to what extent one may be said to lack choice in coercion as 
opposed to persuasion since the respective meaning and implications of  the two 
WHUPV�DUH�QRW�FOHDUO\�GHÀQHG��2ZHQV�������$V�IRU�DOOXUHPHQW��LW�LV�XQGHUVWRRG�
DV�DQ�RIIHU�LQ�WKH�IRUP�RI �D�JLIW��JUDQW�RI �D�PDWHULDO�EHQHÀW�RU�HPSOR\PHQW��DOO�
with the goal and intent to convert another person. This could imply the viola-
tion of  other basic rights, such as the convert’s freedom of  thought, conscience 
and religion since the very freedom to change one’s religion implies a freedom 
of  manifesting one’s beliefs and in some cases, attempting to convince others 
WR�FKDQJH�WKHLU�UHOLJLRQ��2ZHQV�������$OVR��WKLV�GHÀQLWLRQ�LPSOLHV�WKDW�DFWV�RI �
benevolence and charitable work provided by religious groups and organizations 
in Sri Lanka will hardly be distinguishable from designated acts of  unethical 
FRQYHUVLRQ��2ZHQV�������

$QRWKHU�LPSRUWDQW�UHDVRQ�IRU�SODFLQJ�WKH�HPSKDVLV�RQ�GHIHQGLQJ�´IUHH-
GRP� WRµ�DV�RSSRVHG� WR�´IUHHGRP�IURPµ� UHOLJLRQ�RQ�D�SROLWLFDO� DQG� OHJLVODWLYH�
level has to do with Isaiah Berlin’s distinction between positive and negative 
liberty. This relates to the question of  whether it is permissible for the State 
WR� VROHO\�SURWHFW� ´QHJDWLYH� OLEHUW\�µ� WKDW� LV�� DQ� LQGLYLGXDO·V� IUHHGRP� IURP�FRQ-
straints or limitations by the state or religious communities in changing her reli-
gion due to persuasion or proselytism.4 The other option involves the promotion 
RI �´SRVLWLYH�OLEHUW\�µ�ZKLFK�ZRXOG�LQYROYH�WKH�6WDWH·V�VXSSRUW�LQ�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI �
not merely the opportunity, but also the conditions in which to preserve one’s 
UHOLJLRQ�ZLWKRXW�SURVHO\WLVP�RU�SHUVXDVLRQ�IURP�H[WHUQDO�LQÁXHQFHV��HYHQ�ZKHQ�
WKLV�VHHPV�WR�FRQÁLFW�ZLWK�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO·V�QHJDWLYH�UHOLJLRXV�IUHHGRP��'\]HQKDXV��
Reibetanz, and Ripstein 349).

2QH� UDWLRQDOH� IRU� HPSKDVL]LQJ� DQG� GHIHQGLQJ� D� ´IUHHGRP� WRµ� H[SUHVV�
RQH·V�UHOLJLRXV�FRQYLFWLRQV�UDWKHU�WKDQ�RSWLQJ�IRU�´IUHHGRP�IURPµ�FRPSXOVLRQ�LQ�
UHOLJLRXV�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�ZKHQ�WKHVH�DUH�LQ�FRQÁLFW�LV�EHVW�H[HPSOLÀHG�E\�-RKQ�6WX-
DUW�0LOO·V�QRWLRQ�RI �´KDQGV�RII µ�ZKHQ�GHVFULELQJ�WKH�6WDWH·V�UROH�LQ�WKH�VSKHUH�RI �
´D�SHUVRQ·V�OLIH�DQG�FRQGXFW�ZKLFK�DIIHFWV�RQO\�KLPVHOI��RU�LI �LW�DOVR�DIIHFWV�RWKHUV��
RQO\�ZLWK�WKHLU�IUHH��YROXQWDU\��DQG�XQGHFHLYHG�FRQVHQW�DQG�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�>«@�WKH�
UHJLRQ�RI �KXPDQ�OLEHUW\µ��'\]HQKDXV��5HLEHWDQ]��DQG�5LSVWHLQ�������RU�RWKHU-
wise termed a person’s most private realm. According to Mill, the State should 
not get involved in protecting positive liberty in the presumably private realm, 
including the realm of  freedom of  conscience and religion, but rather should 
limits itself  to the protection of  negative liberty. In our case, this translates into 
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DQ�HPSKDVLV�RQ�´IUHHGRP�WRµ�UHOLJLRQ�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�´IUHHGRP�IURPµ�UHOLJLRQ��
In other words, Mill endorses the view that any tempering of  right to freedom 
of  thought, conscience and religion which is absolute, is an attempt to limit and 
question the rationality of  individuals and their ability and liberty to choose their 
own physical and moral good (Dyzenhaus, Reibetanz, and Ripstein, 315-318).

The Limitation of  Western Legal Rhetoric 

The solution provided by the political and legislative domains seems limit-
ing in its attempt to resolve the existing tensions between the religious groups in 
Sri Lanka.  The emphasis on either freedom of  or freedom from religion requires 
D� GLVWLQFWLRQ� WR� EH�PDGH� EHWZHHQ� UDGLFDOO\� GLIIHUHQW� HWKLFDO� LGHDOV�� VSHFLÀFDOO\�
Buddhist, community-oriented values as opposed to Christian, individualistical-
O\�RULHQWHG�YDOXHV��:KHUHDV�WKH�SURPRWLRQ�RI �´IUHHGRP�WRµ�UHOLJLRQ�UHÁHFWV�D�
desire to safeguard the presumably absolute right of  the individual to choose 
one’s religion and engage in various forms of  religious activities, the advocacy of  
´IUHHGRP�IURPµ�UHOLJLRQ�VHHPV�WR�DOOXGH�WR�D�communal and non-absolutist notion 
of  rights that is then coupled with other rights such as to retain one’s religion 
without being asked to change it in order to preserve a communal identity. 

The problem that must be highlighted is that the global-political realm 
in which legal discourse takes place is shaped by Western ideals and essentially 
cannot deal adequately with Buddhist understandings of  the self  and notions of  
rights, and this includes the Western rhetoric and language that is built into the 
WH[W�RI �WKH�8QLYHUVDO�'HFODUDWLRQ�RI �+XPDQ�5LJKWV��KHQFHIRUWK�8'+5����7KH�
8'+5�LQ�JHQHUDO�DQG�$UWLFOH���5�VSHFLÀFDOO\�DUH� OLPLWHG� LQ�WKDW� WKHLU�UKHWRULF�
represents a Western perspective on notions of  person, rights and human rights, 
which is not necessarily compatible with Buddhist core tenets and views on these 
very notions.6�7KH�8'+5�VHHPV�WR�DVVXPH�WKDW�D�KXPDQ�ULJKW� LV�´D�NLQG�RI �
universal moral right that belongs equally to all human beings simply by virtue of  
WKH�IDFW�WKDW�WKH\�DUH�KXPDQ�EHLQJVµ��)ORULGD������+RZHYHU��WKH�SDUWLFXODU�KLVWRUL-
FDO�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�FRQWH[W�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�WUDGLWLRQ�RULJLQDWHG��QDPHO\��
a Western-Christian context driven by the understanding of  a God-given order 
and morality applicable to all human beings and later translating into notions of  
1DWXUDO�ULJKWV��LV�DFWXDOO\�FRQFHDOHG�E\�VXFK�D�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI �KXPDQ�ULJKW��6RNR�
�����7KLV�LV�WR�VD\�WKDW�LQ�WU\LQJ�WR�EH�XQLYHUVDOLVWLF�LQ�LWV�VFRSH��WKH�8'+5�KLGHV�
the Christian context in which the notion of  human rights emerged, something 
that is obviously problematic when considering other religious realities. For ex-
ample, this universalistic and absolute form of  rights, whereby an individual has 
absolute entitlement to a right, is not present in Buddhist thought since Buddhist 
precepts are not absolute but relative (Florida 17). This is illustrated through the 
different number of  precepts for the laity and monastics as well as in the notion 
of  karma, in which moral responsibility is determined relatively by individual 
actions and where there are no absolute rules for ethical behaviour (Florida 16). 
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$UWLFOH����RI � WKH�8'+5�OLPLWV� LWVHOI � LQ�DVVHUWLQJ�WKDW�DQ� LQGLYLGXDO�KDV�
the right to hold, change and manifest their religion. This is based on the as-
VXPSWLRQ�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�DQ�HQGXULQJ�´VHOI µ�WR�ZKRP�ULJKWV�FDQ�EH�DWWULEXWHG�RU�
D� ULJKWV�KROGHU�ZKR�FDQ�FODLP�D� ULJKW��+RZHYHU�� WKH�FODXVHV� LQ�$UWLFOH���� ODFN�
WKH�FXOWXUDO�GLPHQVLRQ�WKDW�ZRXOG�UHSUHVHQW�%XGGKLVP·V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI �´QR�
VHOI µ�DQG�LWV�HPSKDVLV�RQ�FRPPXQDO�LGHQWLW\��-HIIUH\V�������%XGGKLVW�GRFWULQH�
KROGV�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�´QR�VHOI µ�SURSHU��WKDW�LV��QR�LQGLYLGXDO�RU�HVVHQFH�WKDW�SHU-
sists through time, which inevitably adds a complex dimension to the discourse 
around universal rights. Moreover, Buddhism does not usually speak in terms 
RI �´ULJKWV�µ�FRQVLGHULQJ�WKDW�WKHVH�DUH�SDUW�RI �D�:HVWHUQ�SKLORVRSKLFDO�DQG�OHJDO�
FRQFHSW�ZKLFK�GHÀQHV�DQG�MRLQV�WKH�QRWLRQ�´ULJKWµ�WR�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI �GXW\�WKDW�
RWKHUV�SHUVRQV�KDYH�WRZDUGV�D�´ULJKWV�EHDUHUµ��6RNR������2QH�FDQ�HDVLO\�VHH�WKDW�
WKLV�QRWLRQ�LV�SUREOHPDWLF�LQ�%XGGKLVP�ZKRVH�HPSKDVLV�LV�RQ�´QR�VHOI µ��+DUYH\�
������+HQFH��LQ�DGGLWLRQ�WR�WKH�XQGHUO\LQJ�PHWDSK\VLFDO�DVVXPSWLRQV�DERXW�ZKDW�
LV�D�´SHUVRQµ�RU�D�´ULJKWµ�LQ�WKH�8'+5��UHOLJLRXV�JURXSV�VXFK�DV�%XGGKLVWV�DUH�
paradoxically encouraged to internalize and engage in this type of  Western dis-
FRXUVH�ZKLFK�IRFXVHV�RQ�LQGLYLGXDO�UDWKHU�WKDQ�FRPPXQDO�ULJKWV��+RZHYHU��DQ\�
discourse that relates to religious traditions, beliefs and ethical values must be 
guided by a notion of  moral responsibility or moral duty which extends beyond 
WKH�GLVFRXUVH�RQ�ULJKWV�WKDW�LV�SUHVHQWHG�E\�WKH�8'+5�

 The global-political realm in which legal discourse takes place is also sig-
QLÀFDQWO\�VKDSHG�E\�:HVWHUQ�LGHDOV�LQ�WKH�VHQVH�WKDW�´VHSDUDWLRQ�RI �&KXUFK�DQG�
6WDWHµ�GHWHUPLQHV�KRZ� UHOLJLRXV� WUDGLWLRQV�RXWVLGH� WKH�:HVWHUQ�ZRUOG� LGHQWLI\�
DQG�GHÀQH�WKHPVHOYHV�SROLWLFDOO\��7KH�:HVWHUQ�LQÁXHQFH�LQ�WKH�SROLWLFDO�VSKHUH��
DQG�PRUH�VSHFLÀFDOO\�WKH�LQÁXHQFH�DQG�UROH�RI �WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�LQ�GRPLQDWLQJ�
the global culture, can be understood in relation to what Charles Taylor terms 
one of  the three aspects of  the post-modern secularization process, namely, the 
separation Church and State (A Secular Age 465). Within the Western world, this 
VHSDUDWLRQ�LV�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�WKH�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI �UHOLJLRQ�DV�D�´SDUWLVDQ�VWDQFHµ�
DQG�QR�ORQJHU�DV�D�´FRPPXQLW\�PHQWDOLW\�µ�,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��UHOLJLRQ�KDV�PRYHG�
from the public to the private sphere and is now something one must make a 
choice about. This also forces religions to assume a political identity and in some 
sense, to compete for followers in the political realm through active participation 
LQ�DQG�LQÁXHQFH�RQ��ERWK�WKH�SXEOLF�DQG�SROLWLFDO�VSKHUH��7D\ORU��A Secular Age 
465). 

In a case such as Sri Lanka’s, the Buddhist majority feels that its religious 
identity is compromised by Christian Evangelical proselytism and feels com-
pelled to respond to these threats through political and legislative means, such as 
WKH�-+8·V�DQWL�FRQYHUVLRQ�ELOOV��2ZHQV�������,W�LV�XQFOHDU�WR�ZKDW�H[WHQW�WKH�YHU\�
QDWXUH�RI �&KULVWLDQ�(YDQJHOLFDOLVP�LV�LQVHSDUDEOH�IURP�́ DFWLYLVPµ�EHFDXVH�RI �WKH�
emphasis on spreading the message of  the Gospels. The presence of  Evangeli-
FDOLVP��DQ�HIIHFW�RI �JOREDOL]DWLRQ�LQ�6UL�/DQND��DFWXDOO\�LQÁXHQFHV�KRZ�%XGGKLVP�
GHÀQHV�LWVHOI �LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�LWV�RZQ�SROLWLFDO�DQG�SXEOLF�DFWLYLW\��%HUNZLW]�������



In following Masao Abe’s argument, Buddhism differs from Christianity in its 
missionary nature insofar as the former does emissary missionary activities. This 
means that Buddhism establishes its presence but minimizes the differences be-
tween itself  and other faith-traditions. In comparison, Christianity, and especially 
Evangelical Christianity, is best understood as performing promissory mission-
ary activities which involves not merely establishing its presence as a religion but 
also proselytizing and establishing clear distinctions between itself  and other 
religions (Abe 129).   

Towards a Non-Legislative Solution: A Phenomenological Approach 

Thus far, this paper has attempted to show that, from a philosophical and 
theoretical point of  view, a political and legislative solution is not appropriate 
in order to resolve the tensions between religious groups in Sri Lanka. Taylor 
argues that the possibility of  individuals of  different faith traditions or religions 
co-existing peacefully while still maintaining their particular identity is a rather 
simplistic representation of  what lies at the core of  the tension between the ris-
LQJ�SROLWLFDO�IRUFHV�RI �JOREDOL]DWLRQ�LQ�WKH�SURPRWLRQ�RI �SUHVXPDEO\�´XQLYHUVDOµ�
ethical ideals and norms of  conduct and the very particular nature of  religiously-
KHOG� HWKLFDO� YDOXHV� �´&RQGLWLRQV� RI � DQ�8QIRUFHG�&RQVHQVXVµ� ������ 7KLV� VRUW�
of  optimism is only possible on a practical level, if  at all. Nations and differ-
ent religious groups living within the same national borders could legally agree 
on an overlapping consensus on norms of  conduct based on an international 
agreement, a part of  which would integrate the various political and social reali-
WLHV�DQG�WUDQVODWH�WKHP�LQWR�OHJDO�ODQJXDJH�DQG�IRUP��7D\ORU��´&RQGLWLRQV�RI �DQ�
8QIRUFHG�&RQVHQVXVµ�������7KLV�KDUPRQ\�DQG�SHDFHIXO�FRH[LVWHQFH�LV�SRVVLEOH�
on the practical and legal level since all that is required is an agreement on norms 
RI �FRQGXFW�DQG�QRW�RQ�WKH�FRUH�SKLORVRSKLFDO�MXVWLÀFDWLRQV�WKDW�XQGHUOLH�YDULRXV�
HWKLFDO�V\VWHPV��+RZHYHU��WKHUH�DUH�GLIÀFXOWLHV�LQYROYHG�VLQFH�WKLV�W\SH�RI �DJUHH-
ment would necessitate various nations and political systems arriving at an effec-
tive and continually renewable consensus. Taylor insists that this must be based 
on an understanding and appreciation, a fusion of  horizons, of  the philosophical 
DQG�WUDGLWLRQ�VSHFLÀF�MXVWLÀFDWLRQV�IRU�GLIIHUHQW�HWKLFDO�V\VWHPV��´&RQGLWLRQV�RI �
DQ�8QIRUFHG�&RQVHQVXVµ�������

Since a political and legislative solution may not be best suited to deal with 
the complex issues at the heart of  the religious tensions in Sri Lanka, it becomes 
QHFHVVDU\� WR�ÀQG�RQH�RQ�D�VRFLDO�DQG�FXOWXUDO� OHYHO�� ,Q�IROORZLQJ�6PLWK·V�SKH-
nomenological approach to the understanding of  religions, one may argue that 
inter-religious dialogue is essential in order to understand people of  different 
religious traditions and is ultimately the only authentic way to do justice to the 
´RWKHUµ�DQG�WKHLU�UHOLJLRXV�LGHQWLW\��ZKLFK�LV�LQHYLWDEO\�HYHU�FKDQJLQJ��6PLWK������
In other words, inter-religious dialogue provides the only way to keep up, so to 
speak, with the ever-changing nature of  religions, which presumably are not once 
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DQG� IRU� DOO� GHÀQDEOH� EXW�PXVW� EH� UH�HYDOXDWHG� DQG� XQGHUVWRRG� DQHZ� WKURXJK�
encounters with those living out a particular tradition. 

In following the phenomenological method in order to understand re-
ligions,7� WKDW� LV�� DQ� HPSLULFDO� DSSURDFK�ZKLFK� DLPV� DW� FRPSDULQJ� VSHFLÀF� KLV-
torical facts in order to arrive at the meaning or essential structures revealed by 
religio-historical phenomena (Allen 279), Smith seems to argue that one must 
be immersed in the participatory context of  the faith tradition itself. In other 
words, personalization and mutuality within a concrete dialogue with the people 
of  faith are essential to understand the meaning of  religious phenomena since 
meaning, as the author claims, lies in the heart of  the believer (Smith 34). Most 
importantly, objectivity in the understanding of  religions is not attainable in the 
academic world by comparative study of  the accumulated religio-historical facts, 
let alone recovering essential structures of  religious phenomena and this applies 
WR�WKH�À[HG�PHDQLQJ�WKDW�UHOLJLRQ�WDNHV�RQ� LQ�GRFXPHQWV�VXFK�DV� WKH�8'+5��
Articulated differently, religious reality cannot be captured by means of  an ob-
jective comparative study of  religions. The reason is that religion is consistently 
undergoing changes and is not static nor does it possess static meaning (Smith 
34). In this sense, objectivity (if  any is possible) and meaning, can only be found 
through personalization and involvement, and especially through a personal 
bond and dialogue with religious practitioners  (Smith 42). Thus, according to 
6PLWK��REMHFWLYLW\�LV�SRVVLEOH�RQO\�WR�WKH�H[WHQW�WKDW�LW� LV�GHÀQHG�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�
lived and thus subjective experience. Inter-faith dialogue is of  crucial importance 
since only a member of  the faith tradition which one is attempting to understand 
FDQ�DXWKHQWLFDOO\�DSSURYH�RU��KHUH�XVLQJ�6PLWK·V�RZQ�WHUPLQRORJ\��´JLYH�DPHQµ�
WR�WKH�ZD\�LQ�ZKLFK�KHU�UHOLJLRQ�LV�GHÀQHG�DQG�XQGHUVWRRG��8OWLPDWHO\��WKH�DW-
WHPSW� WR�ÀQG�D�QRQ�OHJLVODWLYH�VROXWLRQ�IRU� WKH�UHOLJLRXV� WHQVLRQV� LQ�6UL�/DQND�
has the advantage of  recognizing the limitedness of  law and policy in dealing 
ZLWK�SUHVXPDEO\�´DEVROXWH�KXPDQ�ULJKWVµ�WKDW��LW�FDQ�EH�DUJXHG��DUH�UHODWLYH�WR�
WKH�VSHFLÀF�KLVWRULFDO�FRQWH[WV�DQG�FXOWXUDO�VHWWLQJV�IURP�ZKLFK�WKHLU�GLVFXVVLRQ�
arises (Little, Sachedina and Kelsay 213). 

Conclusion

In conclusion, this paper has attempted to demonstrate that there is an 
LQKHUHQW�WHQVLRQ�ZLWKLQ�IUHHGRP�RI �UHOLJLRQ�GHÀQHG�DV�D�XQLYHUVDO�KXPDQ�ULJKW�
and that there are valid reasons on a political and legislative level, to empha-
VL]H�´IUHHGRP�RI µ�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�´IUHHGRP�IURPµ�UHOLJLRQ��+RZHYHU��SROLWLFDO�
and legislative solutions are limited by their location in the global-political realm, 
ZKLFK�UHWDLQ�DQG�UHÁHFW�:HVWHUQ�ELDVHV��DV�ZLWK� WKH�SUHYLRXVO\� LOOXVWUDWHG�FDVH�
RI �WKH�8'+5��7KH�ODWWHU�LV�LQFRPSDWLEOH�ZLWK�%XGGKLVW�EHOLHIV�DERXW�WKH�´VHOI µ�
DQG�QRWLRQV�RI �´ULJKWV�µ�*LYHQ�WKDW�D�OHJLVODWLYH�VROXWLRQ�FDQQRW�WUXO\�ZRUN�RXW�
the tensions between the various religious groups and their ethical ideals in Sri 
Lanka, one must opt for a social and cultural solution which may be enabled by 
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way of  an emphasis on inter-religious dialogue following the model provided 
by Cantwell Smith’s phenomenological framework of  inter-faith dialogue. The 
advantage of  such a non-legislative solution has to do primarily with its capacity 
to deal more appropriately with the ever-changing nature of  religion, and rec-
RJQL]HV�WKDW�UHOLJLRQ�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�LQIRUPV�DOO�OHYHOV�RI �VRFLHW\��ZKHWKHU�WKH�OHJDO�
domain, the meaning of  social and cultural symbols and individual beliefs and 
actions. 

NOTES

1. 7KH�8QLYHUVDO�'HFODUDWLRQ�RI �+XPDQ�5LJKWV��´8'+5µ��LV�WKH������GHFODUD-
tion adopted by the United Nations General Assembly which expresses the 
fundamental and inherent human rights of  all human beings (The Universal 
'HFODUDWLRQ� RI �+XPDQ�5LJKWV�� KWWS���ZZZ�XQ�RUJ�HQ�GRFXPHQWV�XGKU�
index. shtml).

2. The distinction between legislative and non-legislative has to do with the 
enactment of  laws and legislature which entails the implementation of  rights 
and responsibilities as opposed to the promotion of  change in social behav-
ior and social practices by means of  theoretical philosophical analysis of  so-
cial, ethical and religious norms. A phenomenological approach to the study 
of  religion provides for a non-legislative solution to the tensions between 
the various religious groups in Sri Lanka because it is oriented towards inter-
faith dialogue and recognizes and assesses the limitedness of  law and policy 
LQ�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�LQWHU�UHOLJLRXV�FRQÁLFWV�

3. 7KH�-DWKLND�+HOD�8UXPD\D��´-+8µ��LV�D�SROLWLFDO�SDUW\�LQ�6UL�/DQND�OHG�E\�
%XGGKLVW�PRQNV�DQG�LV�DFWLYH�DURXQG�LVVXHV�VXFK�DV�SURKLELWLQJ�´XQHWKLFDO�
FRQYHUVLRQVµ�DQG��SURVHO\WLVP�FDUULHG�RXW�E\�(YDQJHOLFDO�&KULVWLDQV�JURXSV�

4. It should be noted that this type of  involvement from the State does not 
guarantee the survival of  religious communities (Dyzenhaus, Reibetanz, and 
5LSVWHLQ������EHFDXVH�SURPRWLQJ�´QHJDWLYH�OLEHUW\µ�LV�RULHQWHG�WRZDUGV�WKH�
guaranteeing individual liberty rather than focusing on the communal or so-
cial dimension of  liberty.  It only guarantees the possibility and thus lack of  
constraints from the State, for an individual to change her religion.

5. $UWLFOH����RI �WKH�8'+5�VWDWHV�WKDW�´(YHU\RQH�KDV�WKH�ULJKW�WR�IUHHGRP�RI �
thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change his 
religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others 
and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief  in teaching, prac-
WLFH��ZRUVKLS�DQG�REVHUYDQFH�µ

6. 6SHFLÀFDOO\�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�%XGGKLVP·V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI �QR�VHOI �DQG�LWV�ODFN�
of  a right’s bearer rhetoric.

7. It is not the phenomenological approach as such but rather Smith’s non-
legislative solution by means of  the phenomenological approach that is of  
LQWHUHVW�KHUH��$�VSHFLÀFDOO\�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�DSSURDFK��DORQJ�ZLWK�LWV�LP-
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SOLFDWLRQV�LQ�WKH�UHVROXWLRQ�RI �UHOLJLRXV�FRQÁLFWV�LQ�6UL�/DQND�ZRXOG�EH�LQWHU-
esting for further research.
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QUESTIONS ON SECULARISM
Modernity, Democracy and the West

Maame Serwaah Frimpong

I  Q�KLV�ZRUN�´3XEOLF�5HOLJLRQV�5HYLVLWHG�µ�-RVp�&DVDQRYD�H[SORUHV�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI ��VHFXODUL]DWLRQ�E\�HPSOR\LQJ�WKH�WHUP�´PXOWLSOH�PRGHUQLWLHVµ�WR�H[SUHVV�KRZ�
the separation of  church and state can take many different forms and does 
VR� WKURXJKRXW� WKH�ZRUOG�� HYHQ� LQ�:HVWHUQ� VRFLHWLHV��2Q�PXOWLSOH�PRGHUQLWLHV��
&DVDQRYD�ZULWHV�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�´PXOWLSOH�DQG�GLYHUVH�VHFXODUL]DWLRQV�LQ�WKH�:HVW�
DQG�PXOWLSOH�DQG�GLYHUVH�ZHVWHUQ�PRGHUQLWLHVµ��&DVDQRYD��������7KURXJK�DQD-
lysing the pluralities of  secularization in Western society, Casanova employs the 
FRQFHSW�RI �PRGHUQLW\��,W�LV�WKH�XVH�RI �WKH�FRQFHSW�RI �¶PRGHUQLW\·�WKDW�JLYHV�ULVH�
to an issue concerning Casanova’s Western-centric analysis of  secularism, as it 
relates to the rest of  the world. In response to this, a new understanding of  the 
concept of  multiple modernities provides an interesting insight into the role and 
goals of  secularism in Western societies.

´0RGHUQ�PRGHUQLWLHVµ�LV�D�FRQFHSW�WKDW�ZDV�ÀUVW�GHYHORSHG�E\�6��1��(LVHQ-
stadt and that holds that all modern societies share a distinguishing factor that 
GHÀQHV�WKHLU�PRGHUQLW\�YLV�j�YLV�WUDGLWLRQDO�RU�SUH�PRGHUQ�VRFLHWLHV��&DVDQRYD�
������+RZHYHU��VR�FDOOHG�WUDGLWLRQDO�RU�SUH�PRGHUQ�VRFLHWLHV�ZHUH��DQG�FRQWLQXH�
WR�EH��LQWHJUDO�LQ�VKDSLQJ�ZKDW�LV�QRZ�UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�¶PRGHUQ·�VRFLHWLHV��,QGHHG��
nations did not develop independently from each other, and thus, if  the history 
of  modern societies is taken into consideration, and global interconnectedness 
is acknowledged, the notion of  a linear progression from traditional to modern 
is disproved. Essick illustrates this dynamic through the example of  the Demo-
cratic Republic of  Congo’s coltan resources being exploited in order to make 
FHOOSKRQHV��,W�LV�RIWHQWLPHV�WKH�UHVRXUFHV�RI �¶SUH�PRGHUQ·�VRFLHWLHV�WKDW�HQDEOH�
WKH�IDVKLRQLQJ�DQG�GHYHORSPHQW�RI �PRGHUQ�WHFKQRORJ\��<HW��DOO�QDWLRQV�DUH�SDUW�
of  this modern age. Multiple modernities as a term ought to mean what it says, 
which is that there exists a multitude of  different modernities, and though not all 
DUH�:HVWHUQ��WKH\�DUH�QHYHUWKHOHVV�SUHVHQW�DQG�QHYHUWKHOHVV�¶PRGHUQ�·

The concept in question necessitates the acknowledgment that certain ele-
ments of  Christianity have been retained and become infused within national 
history and culture in Western secular societies, an example of  which would 
EH�QDWLRQDO�KROLGD\V��+RZHYHU��&KULVWLDQ�LQÁXHQFHV�DUH�UHÁHFWLYH�RI �D�SDUWLFXODU�
heritage that is not shared by all nations. This unique history is often naturalized 
DV�QRW�EHLQJ�¶UHOLJLRXV·�EXW�UDWKHU�¶FXOWXUDO�·�6WLOO��WKH�:HVW�RIWHQ�IDLOV�WR�VHH�WKDW�
WKH�VR�FDOOHG�WUDGLWLRQDO�HOHPHQWV�RI �RWKHU�VRFLHWLHV�DUH�UHÁHFWLYH�RI �WKHLU�RZQ�
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unique history as well, something that becomes especially clear when one looks 
at other nations in this modern age.  In fact, the rest of  the world does not need 
WR�SOD\�¶FDWFK�XS·�ZLWK�WKH�:HVW��VR�WR�VSHDN��EXW�UDWKHU�WR�GHYHORS�DV�WKH\�ZLOO��
taking into consideration their own culture, history, and traditions.  

Another issue is that Western societies seem to warrant duality by drawing 
FOHDU�ERXQGDULHV�EHWZHHQ�WKHPVHOYHV�DQG�RWKHU�VRFLHWLHV��VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�UHÁHFWV�
LQ� WKH� ODQJXDJH�EHLQJ�XVHG� DURXQG�PRGHUQLW\��7KH�GLIÀFXOW\�ZLWK� D� WHUPLQRO-
ogy that is dual, or even antagonistic at times, is that it draws distinctions using 
words, and so they become ranked. As a result, one becomes more desirable, one 
LV�EHWWHU��RQH�UHSUHVHQWV�¶WKH�JRRG�·�DQG�WKH�RWKHU�LV�XQGHVLUHG�RU�OHVV�GHVLUHG�LQ�
society. For example, if  there is a modern then there is pre-modern (or tradition-
al), and one is necessarily better than the other. This is because in Eisenstadt’s 
DQG�&DVDQRYD·V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI �¶PRGHUQLW\·�VRFLHWLHV�IROORZ�D�OLQHDU�SURJUHV-
sion of  development from traditional to modern societies.  This places nations 
RXWVLGH�WKH�:HVW�RQ�WKH�ORZHU�HQG�RI �WKH�VFDOH���7KXV��ZKLOH�WKH�¶JRRG·�UHSUH-
VHQWV�PRGHUQLW\�DQG�:HVWHUQ�VRFLHWLHV��WKH�¶EDG·�UHSUHVHQWV�¶SUH�PRGHUQLW\·�DQG�
QRQ�:HVWHUQ�VRFLHWLHV����,W�LV�WDNHQ�IRU�JUDQWHG�WKDW�¶PRGHUQLW\·�LV�H[FOXVLYHO\�D�
Western phenomenon.  

6LPLODUO\��LI �WKHUH�LV�VHFXODU��WKHQ�WKHUH�LV�D�QRQ�VHFXODU�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�UHOL-
gion, and again, one prevails. This informs public policy, institutions, and society 
DW�ODUJH��)RU�H[DPSOH��LQ�&DQDGD��PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�LV�D�¶JRRG·�WKDW�LV�FXOWLYDWHG�DQG�
protected, one through which diversity is celebrated, and this affects all aspects 
of  life in Canadian society. Canadian multiculturalism is a representation of  one 
QDWLRQDO�LGHDO��RU�DOWHUQDWLYHO\�D�¶JRRG·�IRU�WKH�IXQFWLRQLQJ�RI �SXEOLF�OLIH��DQG�LV�
unique to Canadian society. Secularism is also often times portrayed as some-
WKLQJ�GHVLUDEOH��D� ¶JRRG·��EHFDXVH�LW�FUHDWHV�D�VSKHUH�ZKHUH�HYHU\RQH�FDQ�FRQ-
tribute without being discriminated against or differentiated between, an ideal 
that is directly associated with equal representation, which is in turn linked to 
GHPRFUDF\��&DVDQRYD�ÀWWLQJO\�SRLQWV�RXW�WKH�H[DPSOH�RI �6RYLHW�W\SH�FRPPXQLVW�
regimes: there is something desired (i.e secularism) accompanying something un-
desired (i.e a non-democracy) (Casanova 112). 

Secularism in the West has also been widely perceived as a good despite its 
YDULRXV�IRUPV��EXW�LW�PXVW�QRW�EH�PLVWDNHQ�DV�ZKDW�PDNHV�VRFLHWLHV�¶JRRG�·�7KLV�
FRQFHSW�GRHV�QRW�QHHG�WR�EH�ZKDW�NHHSV�RWKHU�QDWLRQV�IURP�EHLQJ�VHHQ�DV�¶PRG-
ern’ because they do not possess its equivalent. Instead, if  the value of  secular-
ism lies in the creation of  a sphere where all people, whether religious or not, can 
contribute, then secularism is simply a means to the goals of  certain democratic 
ideals: participation and equal representation.

 If  we are to maximize equal representation in the West in addition to 
how we speak of  and understand modernity as it relates to secularization, we 
must acknowledge the equal validity of  other modernities.  It must be recognized 
that there is no simple movement away from the traditional to the modern, and 
that modern does not have to mean Western. If  secularization has been a means 
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to maintain democracy in the context of  Western societies’ own unique tradi-
tions, it must be remembered that this may not necessarily be the case for other 
nations. This is a world in which religious people live among others who are not, 
DQG�VHFXODU�VRFLHWLHV�H[LVW�DORQJVLGH�PRUH�UHOLJLRXVO\�LQÁXHQFHG�VRFLHWLHV��6XUHO\�
it is possible that an inclusive outlook on modernity and a better understand-
LQJ�RI �ZKDW�´PXOWLSOH�PRGHUQLWLHVµ�HQFRPSDVVHV�ZLOO�FODULI\�WKH�SRVLWLRQ�RI �WKH�
West towards its own commitment to democracy and secularism.
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CRUCIFIXES: CULTURAL OR RELIGIOUS?
A review of Grace Yukich’s post in 

The Immanent Frame on 11 March, 2011

Tracy Avery

W hile it would seem obvious that the answer to the question of  
ZKHWKHU�FUXFLÀ[HV�DUH�D�FXOWXUDO�RU�UHOLJLRXV�V\PERO�LV�WKDW�WKH\�DUH�
ERWK��P\�ÀUVW�LQVWLQFW�ZRXOG�EH�WR�FODVVLI\�LW�DV�WKH�ODWWHU��$V�SRVVLEO\�

one of  the most recognisable symbols in the world, it seems hard to imagine that 
D�FDVH�KHDUG�LQ�WKH�(XURSHDQ�&RXUW�RI �+XPDQ�5LJKWV�LQ�0DUFK�������Lautsi and 
Others v. Italy��UXOHG�WKDW�FUXFLÀ[HV�VKRXOG�EH�DOORZHG�WR�KDQJ�LQ�SXEOLF��VHFXODU-
ised, school classrooms on the grounds that they are not a symbol of  Christianity 
�<XNLFK��

To examine analytically this seemingly incomprehensible statement re-
TXLUHV��ÀUVWO\�� D� WHPSRUDU\� VXVSHQVLRQ�RI �GLVEHOLHI � IRU�PRVW� UHDGHUV��0\�RZQ�
scepticism was only temporarily subdued by the inherent (albeit naive) trust I 
have in the human rights legal system to produce a convincing argument to at-
tain this cohesive ruling. This is because it is never easy to consider that adequate 
UXOLQJV�IRU�SDUWLHV�LQYROYHG�DUH�QRW�DOZD\V�UHDFKHG�GHVSLWH�GXH�SURFHVV��+RZHYHU��
while we cannot accept that the verdict is necessarily fair per se, we similarly can-
QRW�GLVPLVV�WKH�SDUWLDOO\�SHHU�YDOLGDWHG�QRWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�FUXFLÀ[�FRXOG�EH�D�VHFXODU�
symbol of  European culture, without considering the underlying reasons for this 
decision. 

Europe, and indeed the Western world, has gone through great pains 
to establish, both to themselves and to the rest of  the world, that they have 
DFKLHYHG�D�GLVWLQFW�VHSDUDWLRQ�RI �FKXUFK�IURP�VWDWH��7KLV�LV��LQ�IDFW��ZK\�FUXFLÀ[HV�
ZHUH�RULJLQDOO\�EDQQHG�LQ�FODVVURRPV�LQ�,WDO\�LQ�������+RZHYHU��WKLV�YHUGLFW�ZDV�
challenged soon after, and as a result 47 European courts have found in favour 
RI �DOORZLQJ�WKH�KDQJLQJ�RI �FUXFLÀ[HV�LQ�SXEOLF�VFKRROV��

Prior to this modern separation of  church and state, Christianity had been 
a more acknowledged part of  European culture and politics for thousands of  
years. We have obvious evidence that empires were built and destroyed, schisms 
occurred, and various denominations fought bloody battles for religious princi-
SOHV��,QGHHG��LW�LV�GLIÀFXOW�WR�LPDJLQH�H[SODLQLQJ�(XURSHDQ�KLVWRU\�ZLWKRXW�&KULV-
WLDQLW\�DQG�FRQVHTXHQWO\��LW�ZRXOG�EH�GLIÀFXOW�WR�H[SODLQ�WKH�SUHVHQW�ODLFL]HG�VWDWH�
without referring to religion. It seems that the more the two attempt to separate, 
the more they demonstrate just how intertwined they truly are. It is because of  
this that the notion of  secularisation is a problematic one. Therefore the verdict 
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LQ�,WDO\�FRQÀUPLQJ�WKH�VHFXODULVDWLRQ�RI �WKH�FUXFLÀ[�PDNHV�PH�TXHVWLRQ�WKH�FRQ-
trolled dichotomy people have constructed between the religious and the secular, 
when historically and socially it is such a complex subject. 

In this particular case, the concept of  symbols is drawn into this ambiguity 
EHFDXVH�RI �WKHLU� LQKHUHQW�KLVWRULFDO��HPRWLYH��DQG�SV\FKRORJLFDO�VLJQLÀFDQFH�WR�
KXPDQ�OLIH��&RXOG�FUXFLÀ[HV�EH�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�D�SXUHO\�VHFXODU�V\PERO�LQ�OLJKW�RI �LWV�
H[WHQVLYH�PXOWLIDFHWHG��DQG�RIWHQ�UHOLJLRXV��KLVWRULFDO�PHDQLQJV"�*UDFH�<XNLFK·V�
SRVW�UHIHUHQFHV�WKH�1HZ�<RUN�7LPHV�FRYHUDJH�RI �WKLV�UXOLQJ�ZKHUH�6WDQOH\�)LVK�
DUJXHV�WKDW�V\PERO�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�LV�KLJKO\�VLWXDWLRQDO��D�FUXFLÀ[�LQ�RQH�HQYLURQ-
ment may be religious, while in another its interpretation could theoretically be 
LQÀQLWH��)LVK���:KLOH�WKLV�PD\�VHHP�D�OLWWOH�VLPSOLVWLF��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�'DYLG�.HUW]HU��
a social anthropologist and the author of  Ritual, Politics and Power, symbols func-
tion as a way an individual makes sense of  their own world (4). As a result, tech-
nically, if  this world is a secular one, could an individual not derive an entirely 
QRQ�UHOLJLRXV�PHDQLQJ�IURP�VRPHWKLQJ�DV�VWLJPDWLF�DV�D�FUXFLÀ["�

It seems plausible that in Europe since the efforts to secularise the public 
VSKHUH��WKH�DFFHVV�WR�WKH�V\PERO�RI �WKH�FUXFLÀ[�LV�OLPLWHG�LQ�LWV�DYDLODELOLW\�IRU�FRQ-
sumption to the point where only non-religious meanings are created. This can 
be demonstrated through city architecture, which reveals a plethora of  churches 
DQG�KLVWRULFDO�EXLOGLQJV�FRQWDLQLQJ�WKH�FUXFLÀ[��%HFDXVH�RI �WKLV��LW�LV�OLNHO\�WKDW�
WKH�FUXFLÀ[�KDV�EHFRPH�D�QDWXUDOLVHG�V\PERO� LQ�(XURSHDQ�FXOWXUH�VLQFH� LW�KDV�
been present and readily available for social consumption for such a long time. 
While it could be possible to say that in a secularised state this symbol’s meaning 
could be constructed in a nationalistic way, we have already established that the 
UHOLJLRXV�DQG�WKH�VHFXODU�KDYH�VWLOO�KDYH�VRPH�LOO�GHÀQHG�ERXQGDULHV�

Additionally, Kertzer has said that once constructed, symbolic under-
standings are highly resistant to change (14), which means that there is a certain 
amount of  continuity in symbolism. Certainly, if  the debate over whether the 
FUXFLÀ[�FDQ�EH�FKDUDFWHULVHG�DV�FXOWXUDO�RU�UHOLJLRXV�VWLOO�FRQWLQXHV��QHDUO\�D�FHQ-
tury from Western Europe’s purported secularisation of  state, it seems clear that 
there is still a certain stigma contained in the symbol that is not entirely secular.

While I cannot say from the perspective of  a social studies student that a 
FUXFLÀ[�LV�VSHFLÀFDOO\ a religious icon, neither can I call it wholly secular. In fact, 
I do not think it can be, by any stretch of  the imagination, exclusively one or 
the other. We once again come full circle to the falsehood of  separating these 
hopelessly interwoven concepts, since, as far as symbols are concerned, their 
DPELJXLW\� DOORZV�PXOWLSOH�� DQG� VRPHWLPHV� FRQÁLFWLQJ�� FRQVWUXFWLRQV� WR� RFFXU��
This does not necessarily mean that one must be right and the other wrong, and 
therefore that we must decide and homogenise only one interpretation. Rather, 
it means that we need to come to an understanding that can incorporate the two 
perspectives.

7KLV�DWWHPSW�WR�SURYLGH�D�GHÀQLWLYH�FKDUDFWHULVDWLRQ�RI �WKH�FUXFLÀ[�LV�H[-
DFWO\�ZKDW�KDV�KDSSHQHG��KRZHYHU��,�DJUHH�ZLWK�<XNLFK�WKDW�WKLV�UXOLQJ�LV�SURE-
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lematic to both religious and secular groups, because if  there are multiple sym-
bolic interpretations, as I suspect there are, and if  one of  these interpretations is 
religious, there are obviously issues with privileging one religion over another. If, 
however, this symbol is entirely secular, we need to consider what implications 
arise with a political state adopting what was previously considered to be a reli-
JLRXV�V\PERO�DV�D�VLJQ�RI �WKHLU�QDWLRQ�VWDWH"
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SECULAR SACREDNESS

Michael Martis

A V�DQ�DWKHLVW��SKUDVHV�OLNH�´VHFXODU�VDFUHGQHVVµ�KDYH�DOZD\V�VHHPHG�GLV-FRUGDQW�RU�GLVLQJHQXRXV�²�VXUUHSWLWLRXV�DWWHPSWV�WR�VPXJJOH�JRG�EDFN�
into the day-to-day life of  non-believers. In modern times, however, 

WKH�WHUP�´VDFUHGµ�KDV�WDNHQ�RQ�D�ZLGHU�UDQJH�RI �PHDQLQJV��'DQLHO�0DJXLUH��D�
SURIHVVRU�RI �WKHRORJLFDO�HWKLFV��VXJJHVWV�WKDW�WKH�WHUP�LV�´RXU�FRGH�ZRUG�IRU�WKH�
SHDNLQJ�RI �SUHFLRXVQHVVµ�LQ�OLIH������7KLV�GHÀQLWLRQ�SURSRVHV�WKDW�QRQ�WKHLVWLF��
secular individuals can indulge in experiences of  the sacred without compromis-
LQJ�WKHLU�FRUH�EHOLHIV��([DPLQLQJ�VRPH�VRXUFHV�RI �WKLV�´VHFXODU�VDFUHGQHVVµ�KDV�
proved a fascinating pursuit.

Some scholars have argued that modern approaches to the sacred may 
EH�LQVSLUHG�E\�WKH�SRZHU�RI �ÀOP�DQG�RWKHU�HQWHUWDLQPHQW�WHFKQRORJLHV��&DUROH�
Cusack, an Australian anthropologist, highlights Jediism and Matrixism, move-
PHQWV�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�6WDU�:DUV�DQG�0DWUL[�ÀOP�VHULHV��UHVSHFWLYHO\��DV�H[DPSOHV�RI �
this phenomenon. An article by Matthew Cresswell was recently brought to my 
DWWHQWLRQ��DQG�LW�VHUYHV�DV�D�JRRG�LQWURGXFWLRQ�WR�WKH�-HGL�´IDLWK�µ��$V�&UHVVZHOO�
QRWHV��WKH�RWKHUZLVH�IXWXULVWLF�DQG�WHFKQRORJLFDO�6WDU�:DUV�XQLYHUVH�LV�ÀOOHG�ZLWK�
religious allusions (para. 10). Such concessions, however, are stripped of  their 
VXSHUQDWXUDO�VWDWXV�DQG�H[SODLQHG�LQ�VFLHQWLÀF�WHUPV��)RU�H[DPSOH��WLQ\�SDUDVLWLF�
RUJDQLVPV�FDOOHG�0LGL�FKORULDQV�DUH�VDLG�WR�JLYH�ULVH�WR�́ 7KH�)RUFHµ�DQG�LWV�VHHP-
LQJO\�P\VWLFDO�SURSHUWLHV��7KLV�DSSHDUV�WR�EH�D�´VHFXODU�UHSDFNDJLQJµ�RI �DQFLHQW�
philosophies, allowing viewers to experience the transcendental without commit-
ting to religion per se.

Literary critic Wayne C. Booth suggests that conversion narratives play 
D�SLYRWDO�UROH�LQ�´IXQGDPHQWDOLVWµ�UHOLJLRQV�E\�FRQVWUXFWLQJ�D�FRPSHOOLQJ�´XQL-
YHUVH�RI �QRUPVµ�DURXQG�WKH�WHOOHU�DQG� OLVWHQHU��������,�ZRXOG�FRQMHFWXUH�WKDW�
ÀOPLF� QDUUDWLYHV�� GHVLJQHG� WR� HQWKUDOO� DQG� WR� HYRNH� WKH� IXOO� UDQJH� RI � KXPDQ�
emotions, play an analogous role in movements like Jediism. The epic struggle 
between the Jedi and the Sith, the unconquerable spirit of  Luke Skywalker in 
the face of  hopeless circumstance, the promise of  awe-inspiring technological 
DFKLHYHPHQW� LQ� D� IXWXULVWLF�ZRUOG�� WKHVH� IDFWRUV� LPPHUVH�´XV� LQ� WUDQVIRUPLQJ�
H[SHULHQFHµ�ZLWKRXW� UHTXLULQJ� WKH� NLQG� RI � OLWHUDO� EHOLHI � WKDW�PRGHUQ� UHDGHUV�
may reject (Booth 369). Cusack holds a similar view, suggesting that science 
ÀFWLRQ�QDUUDWLYHV�DUH�H[SUHVVLRQV�RI �´WKH�GUHDPV�DQG�YLVLRQV�RI �DQ�LQFUHDVLQJO\�
WHFKQRORJLFDO�FXOWXUHµ²�D�SRUWUD\DO�RI �RXU�JUHDWHVW�KRSHV�IRU�WKH�IXWXUH�RI �KX-
manity (144).

$�PXFK�ROGHU�IRUP�RI �´VHFXODU�VDFUHGQHVVµ�²�RQH�LQ�ZKLFK�,�PXVW�DGPLW�



RFFDVLRQDO�LQGXOJHQFH�²�HPHUJHV�IURP�D�YHQHUDWLRQ�RI �VFLHQWLÀF�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ��
I recently found an eloquent recount of  such an experience by Adam Frank, 
ZKR�VSHDNV�RI �WKH�NLQG�RI �VDFUHGQHVV�RQH�PD\�ÀQG�LQ�WKH�´FRQWHPSODWLRQ�RI �
PDWKHPDWLFDO�EHDXW\µ��SDUD�������LQ�D�JOLPSVH�RI �WKH�´LQYLVLEOH�VXSHUVWUXFWXUH�RI �
WKH�ZRUOGµ�RU�LQ�WKH�VLJKW�RI �D�´EUHDWKWDNLQJ�WDQJOH�RI �YLQHV�FXUOLQJ�DURXQG�D�
WUHHµ��SDUD�������7KHVH�VDFUHG�H[SHULHQFHV�DUH�SHUIHFWO\�FRPSDWLEOH�ZLWK�WKH�W\SH�
RI �VFLHQWLÀF�WKRXJKW�SUHYDOHQW�LQ�ZHVWHUQ�VRFLHWLHV�DQG�GR�QRW�UHO\�RQ�D�EHOLHI �
in the supernatural. In fact, I would suggest that those of  us who believe that 
existence is comprised entirely of  the natural world would be more moved by its 
striking form or by an understanding of  the fundamental laws that govern it. We 
may also notice that humanity’s growing understanding of  the universe widens 
the scope for this kind of  experience, instead of  diminishing the sphere of  the 
sacred, as it so often does.

While religious rituals, holy spaces and ancient traditions have histori-
FDOO\�EHHQ�XVHG�WR�HYRNH�IHHOLQJV�RI �´VDFUHGQHVV�µ�PDQ\�RI �XV�ZLWK�QR�UHOLJLRXV�
GLVSRVLWLRQV�KDYH�KDG�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�� DQG� LQGHHG�\HDUQLQJV� IRU�� WKH�´VHFXODU�
VDFUHG�µ�,�KDYH�PHQWLRQHG�WZR�SDWKZD\V�WR�WKLV�NLQG�RI �H[SHULHQFH��RQH�WKDW�
merits further analysis and one that resonates personally with me. Are these 
W\SHV�RI �VDFUHGQHVV�EHWUD\DOV�RI �QRQ�WKHLVP"�,�GRXEW�LW��%XW�HYHQ�LI �WKH\�DUH��
they give us a greater understanding of  what we hold dear and what we are 
reaching for.
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A REFLECTION ON OUR DIALOGUE 
WITH BISHOP KAY GOLDSWORTHY

Tracy Herrick

7KH�IROORZLQJ�EORJ�ZDV�ZULWWHQ�DV�D�UHÁHFWLRQ�RQ�D�GLDORJXH�WKDW�WRRN�SODFH�LQ�WKH�
course “Religion and Globalisation” at the University of  Western Australia 
on April 30th, 2012. The course included of  a series of  dialogues facilitated 
GXULQJ�FODVV�WLPH�WKDW�SUREHG�VWXGHQWV�WR�UHÁHFW�RQ�LVVXHV�RI �FULWLFDO�LPSRUWDQFH�
to the study and practice of  religion in a globalised world.

I wondered, upon arriving for this week’s dialogue about gender, sexuality and 
UHOLJLRQ��LI �,�ZRXOG�ÀQG�LW�DV�WKRXJKW�SURYRNLQJ�DQG�LQVSLULQJ�DV�RXU�SUHYLRXV�
event had been.  It would be dishonest to say that I was enthusiastic about the 

topic.  Putting Christianity in the same sentence as gender, sexuality in general, 
DQG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�KRPRVH[XDOLW\��KDG�QRW�DOZD\V�UHVXOWHG�LQ�VRPHWKLQJ�SRVLWLYH�LQ�
my life. I had always equated the more formally structured Christian denomina-
tions with the most conservative views, especially in this subject area.  Just like 
the previous talk, I walked in with more preconceived notions than I realized, 
and again, I was surprised.  

2XU�ÀUVW�GLDORJXH�ZLWK�-DUURG�0F.HQQD�DQG�$QQ�0DKPRXG�$O\�KDG�DG-
dressed the topic of  religion and violence.  Jarrod, a passionate Christian, spoke 
about the importance of  always being truthful about your agendas and biases 
and about approaching issues from a position of  love and acceptance rather than 
judgment.  Ann Aly, a Muslim woman and research fellow at Curtin University, 
spoke about taking responsibility for your own actions and prejudices with re-
JDUG�WR�UHOLJLRXV�FRQÁLFW��7KH�WKHPH�WKDW�VWUXFN�PH�LQ�WKDW�GLVFXVVLRQ�KDG�EHHQ�
honesty; what resonated with me speaking with Bishop Kay Goldsworthy this 
week was just as simple: diversity of  interpretation.

'XULQJ�D�FODVV�GLVFXVVLRQ�DIWHU�WKH�ÀUVW�GLDORJXH�RI �WKH�FRXUVH��WKHUH�KDG�
EHHQ�D�FRQFHUQ�WKDW�-DUURG�GLGQ·W�´ÀW�WKH�SURÀOHµ�RI �D�&KULVWLDQ�� �7KHUH�ZHUH�
those who felt they couldn’t engage with him about stereotypical behaviours and 
WKRXJKWV�H[KLELWHG�E\�&KULVWLDQV�EHFDXVH�KH�ZRXOG�OLNHO\�VD\��´<HV��EXW�WKDW·V�QRW�
ZKDW�,�EHOLHYH�µ�+H�ZDV�VHHQ�DV�WKH�H[FHSWLRQ��UDWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�UXOH��RI �&KULVWLDQ�
behaviour.   I had the feeling that the same frustration existed when my class-
mates interacted with Bishop Goldsworthy, as well as with the other Anglican 
leaders who joined us in this week’s discussion.  Each time a student generalised 
about Christian views, he or she was met with resistance and even passionate 
rebuttal either from our speaker or from other Christian representatives.  Every 
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time, an exception was found.
:KLOH�WKHUH�LV�GHÀQLWHO\�VRPHWKLQJ�WR�EH�VDLG�IRU�LQWHUDFWLQJ�GLUHFWO\�ZLWK�

members of  those groups you disagree with, these dialogues are doing some-
thing that could be considered even more important.  The dialogues take away 
the possibility of  generalisation and confront us with the possibility of  being 
religious (Christian, in this case) while simultaneously having progressive ideas 
on homosexuality and gender roles.  I think nearly every Christian who stands 
at in front of  the class, when compared to a generalised notion of  Christianity, 
LV�JRLQJ�WR�UHVSRQG�WKH�VDPH�ZD\��´<HV��EXW�WKDW·V�QRW�PH�µ��7KDW�LV�EHFDXVH�WKDW�
JHQHUDOLVHG�QRWLRQ�LV�D�P\WK���,Q�FRPPRQ�GLVFXVVLRQ��LW�LV�HDV\�WR�VD\�´&KULVWLDQV�
WKLQN�WKLV�RU�WKDW�µ�DQG�EUXVK�RII �DQ\�FRQWUDU\�&KULVWLDQ�YLHZV��HVSHFLDOO\�LI �WKH\�
are views that aren’t given much notice by the media. But when people like Jarrod 
McKenna and Bishop Kay Goldsworthy are standing in front of  you, you cannot 
VLPSO\�EUXVK�WKHLU�FRQÁLFWLQJ�YLHZV�DVLGH���<RX�KDYH�QR�FKRLFH�EXW�WR�IDFH�WKHP��
DQG�WKH�VWHUHRW\SHV�\RX�KDYH� MXGJHG�WKHP�E\�� �<RX�FDQQRW�JHQHUDOLVH�ZKHQ� LW�
comes to religious belief.  The many denominations that exist just within Protes-
tant Christianity alone should be evidence enough of  the irreducible diversity of  
belief  within religious traditions.

According to Bishop Goldsworthy, the diversity of  scriptural interpreta-
WLRQ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�$QJOLFDQ�&KXUFK�LV�SHUYDVLYH���6KH�KLJKOLJKWV�GLYLVLRQ��RU�´LP-
SDLUHG� FRPPXQLRQ�µ�ZLWKLQ� KHU� FKXUFK�� 6KH� GHVFULEHV� D� UHOLJLRXV� FRPPXQLW\�
that is full of  debate.  There are many different points of  view, even though they 
DUH�DOO�UHDGLQJ�IURP�WKH�VDPH�WH[W�DQG�DUH�DIÀOLDWHG�ZLWK�WKH�VDPH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ���
There are Anglican leaders who choose not to attend primate meetings simply 
because there is now a female in attendance.  There are also female leaders, like 
Bishop Goldsworthy herself, who interpret a message of  unity between the sexes 
from the Bible rather than a message of  male domination.  Bishop Goldswor-
WK\·V�SRLQW�WKDW�´WKH�DYHUDJH�$QJOLFDQ�WRGD\� LV�D����\HDU�ROG��$IULFDQ�ZRPDQµ�
ZDV�SDUWLFXODUO\�LQWHUHVWLQJ���:LWK�WKLV�FKXUFK·V�IRXQGDWLRQ�EHLQJ�LQ�+HQU\�9,,,·V�
radical Act of  Supremacy, in England in 1534, it is usually associated with Euro-
pean men rather than African women.  The reality and the common stereotypical 
perception are not the same.  

I think every religious community is made up of  many different voices and 
opinions and it is unwise to make assumptions based on stereotypes.  Whether 
\RX�DUH�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�D�WH[W��RU�WKH�WHDFKLQJV�RI �D�VSHFLÀF�OHDGHU�RI �WKH�SDVW��LW�LQ-
evitably comes down to personal interpretation, and as long as there are multiple 
human minds in the room, there will always be differences of  opinion.
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