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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis investigates the genealogy of secularity in modern-day Singapore 

from 1819 to 1990.  It argues that existing paradigms tend to approach secularity from 

either societal or institutional perspectives, thus reducing the meaning of secularity to 

either state-religion relations or the public role of religions.  Thus, this thesis studies 

the interactions between institutional and societal perspectives of religion to reveal a 

more complex and case-specific study of secularity in Singapore, focusing on state-

religion relations and the societal status of religion from the perspectives of Christians, 

Muslims, and state actors.   

This thesis uses Michel Foucault’s genealogy as methodology and Norbert 

Elias’ concept of the habitus as analytical framework to capture how tensions between 

religious and state actors produce secularity dispositions in the national habitus of 

Singapore.  In gist, the habitus is a product of history and interactions between groups 

in society that produces instincts or dispositions that the society operates upon.  The 

habitus as a framework presents viable tools to analyse interactions between state 

and religious actors, and intersections between religious and national identities.  In its 

investigation, this thesis identifies significant historical sequences that contributed to 

the production of secularity principles and structures in the present-day habitus in 

Singapore.  At these junctures, there are corresponding shifts and continuities in the 

society’s secularity dispositions brought about by contestations between state and 

religious actors on the shape of secularity in the national habitus.  This thesis hopes 

that it has challenged the existing theories and models of state-religion relations by 

presenting the habitus as a useful framework for studying the specificities of secularity 

in different societies.  
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1 INTRODUCTION: EXISTING FRAMEWORKS STUDYING SECULARITY 

NORMS IN THE SINGAPORE HABITUS AND METHODOLOGY 

In a dark, smoky Taoist temple in post-war Singapore, Uncle Yim knocked three 

ancient Chinese coins against a tortoise shell, inserted them into the shell and then 

scattered them across the table.  He was discerning the fortunes of Peranakan lawyer 

Dennis Chiang.  Dennis, his cousin June and his Mak (mother) were at the temple to 

seek blessings and protection from the Chinese gods.  The next day, June visited a 

Malay kampung with Ms Rider, a British lady, to search for the latter’s long-lost niece.  

Rider’s niece, Marge, was orphaned after her parents died during the war and she was 

adopted by a Malay family.  Upon seeing Marge, Rider removed Marge’s headscarf 

before embracing her, and thanked God for protecting her.  The emotional Rider 

insisted on bringing Marge back to England.  Marge refused and declared, “my name 

is now Mariam”.  She considered the native Malays who had adopted her as her family, 

and Singapore was her home.  A custody battle was fought between Rider and 

Marge’s adoptive family, with heated debates on Syariah (Islamic) and civil law’s 

different interpretations of marriage and adoption in the civil courts, and clashes 

between the Malays and British policemen.1   

The above scenes were from This Land is Mine, a historical drama aired on 

Singapore’s National Day (9 August) in 2021.  Pierre Png, the actor who played 

Dennis, urged viewers to watch the show to appreciate better what the earlier 

generations of Singaporeans went through.  Png said, “nation-building began even 

before we gained independence”.2  

 
1 Thean-jeen Lee, “This Land Is Mine” (Mediacorp, 2021), accessed September 21, 2021. 
2 Yong Ping Teng, “Period Drama This Land Is Mine, Based On Walter Woon Novel, Delves Into Post-
War Singapore,” Yahoo!life, August 5, 2021, https://sg.style.yahoo.com/period-drama-this-land-is-
mine-walter-woon-novel-singapore-070420465.html. 
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On the same day, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong touched on matters of race 

and religion, and stressed that social harmony in Singapore was hard-won, taking 

generations of persistent efforts.  He talked about the various racial fault lines in 

present-day Singapore and highlighted “how issues of race and religion will always be 

highly emotive, and can easily divide us”.  He said that today's social harmony resulted 

from “mutual understanding and compromise by all parties”, and there is a need to 

maintain this balance.  The Government’s role was to “manage these issues on behalf 

of all Singaporeans”, with the “cooperation, support, and trust” of all citizens.3   

What does the drama have to do with nation-building and religion?  What is the 

connection between the drama and Lee’s speech?  The drama scenes revealed the 

visibility of religion in colonial Singapore.  The Peranakans, of mixed Chinese-Malay 

heritage, were Chinese religionists, although Dennis displayed scepticism towards 

what he regarded as irrational superstitions.  The native Malays were Muslims living 

in rural villages.  Rider was probably thanking the Christian God.  Religious identity is 

closely linked to racial identity in Singapore society.  The legal system was confusing 

because of the parallel systems of Syariah law and civil law.  The story of Mariam was 

loosely based on the real-life custody case of Maria Hertogh in 1950.    

It is no coincidence that Lee’s speech on racial and religious fault lines 

coincided with a historical drama that sought to remind Singaporeans of the country’s 

nation-building experiences.  Lee’s speech and This Land is Mine were state efforts 

to remind Singaporeans of the earliest historical experiences of a shared Singapore 

and the need for mutual tolerance and understanding to maintain harmony in a multi-

religious and multiracial society.  Both the speech and the drama were, in fact, 

 
3 Hsien Loong Lee, “National Day Message 2021” (Text, Singapore Botanic Gardens, Alvin_Chong, 
August 8, 2021), https://www.pmo.gov.sg/Newsroom/National-Day-Message-2021. 
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reflecting the long-standing norms, beliefs, and emotions associated with race, religion 

and politics in Singapore. 

This thesis is an investigation of these norms, ideas and beliefs to understand 

the status of secular cultures in Singapore since its passage from “colony” to nation-

state.  Will Dennis continue to visit the temple after his Mak’s death?  How did the 

colonial court balance the competing claims of Rider and Mariam’s foster family when 

their understandings of the law were derived from two separate habitus?  How does 

religion figure in the process of nation-building, legislation-making, public policies, the 

formation of a shared Singapore identity, and in the way Singaporeans interact with 

each other?  This thesis aims to trace the genealogy of secularity by looking at the 

interactions between institutional and societal perspectives of secularisation as a 

parallel development to Singapore’s formation as a nation-state.  

My choice of the term secularity to examine the status of religion in society in 

Singapore will help to clarify the problematic understanding of secularism, which will 

be further discussed in Section 1.1.a.  As a premise, this thesis recognises the 

significance of religion as a structuring force in society, and its contribution to our 

understanding of the nation-state today.  Religion is not something to be structured or 

managed, as suggested by existing paradigms and models for studying religion in 

society.  Our understanding of religion is shaped by power struggles between the state 

and groups in society that seek to define secular cultures and related notions of 

religion and politics.   

This thesis draws upon Jocelyne Cesari’s theory and method that combines 

Norbert Elias’s concept of habitus and Michel Foucault’s genealogical method to show 

that the advent of the nation-state has changed the societal relevance of religious 
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traditions.4  The premise is that the nation-state is the decisive institutional and societal 

frame that has initiated the secularisation of religious communities through the 

expansion of the Westphalian order. 

For this reason, the term secularity is preferred over secularism which 

connotates a western-centred understanding of the process of secularisation and the 

separation of religion and politics.  Talal Asad deconstructs the western understanding 

of secularism to reveal it as an ideology that “brings together certain behaviours, 

knowledges, and sensibilities in modern life”.5  Asad shows that religion’s definition 

and status in society changes in various historical periods and societies, and that the 

religious element has always been visible.6  The term secularisation also connotes 

different meanings at different points in time; secularisation initially referred to the 

“legal transition from monastic life (regularis) to the life of canons (saecularis)”.  After 

the Reformation, secularisation refers to the transfer of property from the Church to 

the laity.7  Rather than focusing on theories like secularisation that fixates on the 

“proper” spatial location of religion, we can concentrate on “how, when, and by whom 

are the categories of religion and the secular defined” and the presumed beliefs 

underlying the behaviours that define the two categories.8 

From this perspective, the thesis identifies significant historical sequences 

where notions of religion and politics have changed due to specific dynamics of power 

between state and religious institutions, ideas and actors.  The added value of Cesari’s 

approach resides in the combination of institutional and ideational changes, while 

 
4 Jocelyne Cesari, We God’s People: Christianity, Islam and Hinduism in the World of Nations 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 9-27. 
5 Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2003), 25. 
6 Asad, 190–92. 
7 Asad, 192  
8 Asad, 200–201. 
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different sets of theory address either one or the other.  Ultimately, this thesis offers 

an alternative approach to secularity that combines societal and institutional 

perspectives to decipher the ongoing tensions and sites of contestation of what is 

religion and politics in any given context.  

The first chapter will therefore assess the existing paradigms of secularisation 

to justify the choice of this alternative approach to secularity.  In other words, in this 

thesis, secularity refers to the combination of institutional and societal processes of 

secularisation.  Sections 1.2 and 1.3 will discuss the thesis’s methodology and 

analytical approach.  Sections 1.4 will state this thesis’s hypothesis.    

1.1 Paradigms of State–Religion Relations  

Various paradigms of analysis have sought to explain relations between 

multiple religious communities and states.  These works look at how and why the role 

of religion in society has changed over the years and observe patterns of state-religion 

relations.  This thesis argues that such works look at secularity from dominantly 

institutional or societal perspectives, without acknowledging the power dynamics or 

the interaction between the institutional and societal ideas of religion and how this 

interaction impacts notions of religion, politics and secularity.  

 A fuller picture of secularity will involve looking at the interaction between 

institutional and societal perspectives of secularism and religion in society.      

Institutional perspectives of secularisation focus on state, government-centric, or top-

down frames of reference.  Scholars adopting the institutional approach place the 

impetus on the state to govern, manage and define the role of religion in society.  Thus, 

these approaches tend to examine state-religion relations through theories and 

models.  Societal approaches consider the capacity of religious groups and actors to 

provide norms and values for the political community and “shape the whole 
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community”.  These roles include “welfare, education, culture [and] civil work”.9  These 

approaches also capture the aspirations of religious actors to define the role of religion 

in society.  Nonetheless, the separation between institutional and societal dimensions 

is not clear cut, one-sided or flat; while the works discussed tend to emphasise one 

perspective over the other, some works pay attention to both institutional and societal 

perspectives.  Few authors combine the institutional and societal perspectives of 

secularisation across different historical periods like Cesari. 

1.1.a Locating the research – Secularisation, Secularisms, Secular and Secularity  

This section will unpack the meanings of secularisation, secularism, secular, 

and secularity.  Steve Bruce defines secularisation as the process by which the 

societal significance of religion declines because of modernisation, individualism, and 

rationality.10  Secularisation entails the weakening of religious institutions, the transfer 

of power from religious groups to political institutions, and the substitution of religious 

beliefs with rationality.11  The secularisation theory has been invalidated and criticised.   

The process of secularisation gives rise to the meaning of the secular.  José 

Casanova describes secularisation as an institutional arrangement that differentiates 

between the secular and the religious, consequently giving rise to the dichotomous 

separation of public and private spheres, religious and state institutions, and the 

secular and religious.  Thus, the secular refers to institutions or spheres of activities 

that do not fall under the purview of religious activities, such as the state, economy, 

 
9 Cesari, We God’s People, 14.  
10 Steve Bruce, Religion in the Modern World: From Cathedrals to Cult (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1996), 230.  
11 Steve Bruce, Secularization: In Defence of an Unfashionable (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 
2.  Steve Bruce has written extensively on the defence of the secularisation thesis.  His other works on 
the secularisation theory include God is Dead: Secularization in the West (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 
2002) and British Gods: Religion in Modern Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020).  Other 
proponents of the secularisation theory include Peter Berger, David Martin, and Bryan Wilson.   
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science, art, entertainment, health, and welfare.12  However, in reality, there is no 

differentiation of spheres; religion and politics tend to overlap.     

Secularism also refers to the statecraft principle of governance used to describe 

some form of separation between religion and politics, sometimes with the state 

prescribing the role of religion to the private sphere, although there are other times 

where the state does not actively define the functions of religions.  Asad suggests that 

secularism as a political doctrine emerged from nineteenth-century liberal society, 

amidst ideas of societal change like universal suffrage.  Secularism is also an ideology.  

Asad traces the genealogy of “secularism” and “secularist” to show that these words 

were first introduced to English terminology by those who wanted to avoid being 

labelled as “atheists” or “infidels”, as such terms contained implications of immorality 

in a Christian-majority society.13  Furthermore, Peter Berger defines secularism as an 

ideology that “celebrates secularity and seeks to enlarge its space at the expense of 

religion”. 14   In addition, secularism refers to normative models describing and 

analysing the legal and constitutional separation of state and religion, such as Alfred 

Stepan’s democratic and non-democratic patterns of religion-state relations.15   

The postcolonial state’s encounters with the West define its general 

understanding of secularity.  Daniel Goh recognises that the modern nation-state 

inherited secularism as a Western colonial legacy; therefore, the Singapore state, 

informed by historical experience, defines the religious sphere as “private reason” and 

the secular sphere as “public principle”.  The secular sphere is where the state 

 
12 José Casanova, “The Secular and Secularisms,” Social Research 76, no. 4 (2009): 1049–52.. 
13 Asad, Formations of the Secular, 23–24. 
14 Peter L. Berger, “The Texas State Bar and the Ambiguities of Secularity,” The American Interest 
(blog), December 16, 2015, https://www.the-american-interest.com/2015/12/16/the-texas-state-bar-
and-the-ambiguities-of-secularity/. 
15 Casanova, “The Secular and Secularisms,” Social Research, 76, no. 4 (Winter 2009): 1051-2; Alfred 
Stepan, “Religion, Democracy, and the "Twin Tolerations"“, Journal of Democracy, 11, no. 4 (October 
2000): 37-57.   
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competes with religious traditions to define and fulfil social needs.16  The prevalence 

of the private/ public versus religion/ politics dichotomy shows that the concept of 

secularisation still influences some Singaporean scholars and political elites.  They 

are inclined to identify secularisation as a process involving the separation of religion 

and politics and secularism or secularity as the result or goal of that process.  Such 

an interpretation falls back onto the institutional view of secularism as the separation 

of religion and politics. 

On the other hand, this thesis’s approach will show that secularity is a set of 

notions and understandings of the secular, religion and politics arising from the 

interaction between institutional and societal aspirations of secularity.  In this vein, this 

thesis will adopt the combination of institutional and societal approaches to secularisation as 

defined and applied by Cesari.17  The third layer of secularity – individual religiosity – will 

not be examined here as large-scale studies have been conducted on this area.18   

1.1.b Societal Approaches to Secularity  

This section will discuss scholars who approach secularity mainly from the 

societal perspective.  Their works mainly examine the impetus of religious actors in 

seeking to redefine the societal role of religion.  In the context of the increasing public 

visibility of religions, Casanova formulates the deprivatisation theory to make the 

 
16 Daniel P.S. Goh, “State and Social Christianity in Post-Colonial Singapore,” Sojourn: Journal of Social 
Issues in Southeast Asia, Religion and Politics in Southeast Asia, 25, no. 1 (April 2010): 58.  
17 Jocelyne Cesari, We God’s People: Christianity, Islam and Hinduism in the World of Nations 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 9-27. 
18  Mathew Mathews, Mohammad Khamsya Bin Khidzer, and Kay Key Teo, “Religiosity and the 
Management of Religious Harmony: Responses from the IPS Survey on Race, Religion and Language,” 
Institute of Policy Studies (IPS) Working Papers, no. 21 (June 2014); Mathew Mathews, “Insights from 
the IPS Survey on Race, Religion and Language”; Mathew Mathews, Leonard Lim, and Shanthini 
Selvarajan, “Religion in Singapore: The Private and the Public Spheres,” Institute of Policy Studies 
Working Papers No. 33 (March 2019); Mathew Mathews, Leonard Lim, and Selvarajan, “Religion, 
Morality and Conservatism in Singapore,” Institute of Policy Studies (IPS) Working Papers, no. 34 (May 
2019): 114.  The Institute of Policy Studies (IPS), an autonomous research centre of the Lee Kuan 
School of Public Policy, has conducted two surveys on public religiosity in 2013 and 2018, respectively.  
Several papers have been published on the findings from these two surveys.   
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secularisation theory relevant.  He clarifies that secularisation did not necessarily lead 

to the decline of religious beliefs or the privatisation of religions.19  What was new was 

that religious actors had abandoned their prescribed roles in the private sphere and 

become more visible in the public sphere in the late 1970s and 1980s.  Casanova 

argues that it was difficult “to find any serious political conflict in the world that did not 

show behind it the not-so-hidden hand of religion” during this period. 20   The 

deprivatisation of religion meant religious groups rejected the peripheral and privatised 

role in society that secularisation had assigned them. 21   Casanova argues that 

deprivatisation is valid for Spain, Poland and Brazil, where the Catholic Church has 

assumed a vital role in pushing for democratisation.  Deprivatisation is also relevant 

to the United States (US), which has seen the rise of Protestant fundamentalism and 

the “Moral Majority”, and the public role of American Catholic bishops.22   

Deprivatisation rests mainly on the differentiation of public and private spheres 

within the tripartite spheres of family, civil society and state, and the different roles of 

religion in these spheres.  Casanova describes three scenarios to explain why religion 

“enters” the public sphere to become a “modern public religion”.  In the first scenario, 

religion enters the public sphere to protect all modern freedoms and rights, particularly 

in opposition to an absolutist, authoritarian state.  Secondly, religion deprivatises to 

“question and contest the absolute lawful autonomy of secular spheres”, especially in 

cases where political elites do not consider religion’s ethical or moral reasoning.  In 

the last instance, religion enters the public sphere to protect private life from 

 
19 Jose Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1994), 213–
16.  
20 The decade saw the formation of an Islamic state after the Iranian Revolution (1979); the role of 
Catholicism in the Solidarity Movement in Poland (1980s), the Sandinista revolution (1979) in Nicaragua 
and other political struggles in Latin America; and the revival of Protestant fundamentalism in the form 
of the Moral Majority as a force to be reckoned with in American politics.   
21 Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World, 4–6.. 
22 Casanova, 221.  
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administrative or juridical state intervention. 23   Deprivatisation studies tensions 

between the state and religious groups as the latter struggled to redefine its societal 

role and challenge state power, though Casanova does not expressly comment on the 

power dynamics between state institutions and society.   

Further, Casanova excludes other factors accounting for deprivatisation, such 

as the growth of Islam in the US, the rise of evangelical Protestantism in Latin America, 

and New Age spirituality, because these religions were “private” or “invisible” and did 

not disrupt the existing structures or theories on religion.  Such exclusion is built upon 

the notion of secularisation, and the “norm” that religion belongs only to the private 

sphere.  In contrast, Asad’s approach to secularism is the more relevant in showing 

that the western-centred approach to the differences between public/private are 

borrowed from the western experience. 24   Casanova also recognises limits to 

deprivatisation – its Western-Christian centrism; the restriction of modern public 

religions to the public sphere of civil society without transgressing into political society 

or the democratic state; the framing of church-state-nation-civil society paradigm; and 

the neglect of the global dimensions of religion.25    

Jürgen Habermas proposes the term post-secular to describe Western 

societies, such as Canada and New Zealand, that have already experienced 

secularisation conditions like the decline of individual religiosity.26  Habermas’ post-

secularity considers both societal and institutional dimensions of secularity.  He 

suggests that both religious and secular groups must enter into reciprocal relations or 

“complementary learning” processes to maintain social harmony.  The religious 

 
23 Casanova, 57–58, 224–29. 
24 Asad, Formations of the Secular, 184-6.  
25 Jose Casanova, “Rethinking Public Religions,” in Rethinking Religion and World Affairs, ed. Timothy 
Samuel Shah, Alfred Stepan, and Monica Duffy Toft (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 26. 
26 Jürgen Habermas, “Notes on Post-Secular Society,” New Perspectives Quarterly 25, no. 4 (2008): 
17. 
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citizens have to adapt to competing faith discourses and recognise the necessity of 

the state’s neutrality to all groups.  The religious groups should try, as far as possible, 

to translate their religious reasoning into a more secular voice that is accessible to 

others in the public sphere.  The state should also recognise that it cannot expect its 

citizens to lead lives incompatible with their religious values, and it should allow 

religious groups to voice their opinions on public policies or institutions that may 

impinge upon religious beliefs.  In this reciprocal process, the secular citizen also 

accepts and recognises that religious reasons can contribute to discussions in the 

public sphere.27   

Scholars such as Erin Wilson have criticised Habermas for his emphasis on the 

secular that requires religious voices to be “‘translated’ in secular language” to be 

heard in the public sphere.  Postsecularity also reduces religions’ role to “addressing 

the crisis of instrumental secular reason” in the public sphere.28  Most importantly, 

postsecularity still considers the secular and religious to be two separate spheres.29    

Wilson challenges institutionalised dichotomies of religion and proposes a 

relationist dialogue approach to focus on the role of religion in international relations 

and politics.  She suggests that post-secularism scholars tend to see religion as 

“institutional”, “individual/ private”, and “irrational”, ignoring the other side of the 

dichotomies – religion as “ideational”, “communal”, and “rational”. 30   Wilson’s 

 
27 Jürgen Habermas, “An Awareness of What Is Missing,” in An Awareness of What Is Missing: Faith 
and Reason in a Post-Secular Age, trans. Ciaran Cronin (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 2008; 
Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010), 20–22. 
28 Luca Mavelli and Erin K. Wilson, “Postsecularism and International Relations,” in Routledge 
Handbook of Religion and Politics, ed. Jeffrey Haynes, 2nd edition (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), 253-
254. 
29 Mavelli and Wilson, 258. 
30 Erin K Wilson, After Secularism: Rethinking Religion in Global Politics (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2012), 16.   
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proposed approach studies all the above six traits of religion.31  However, Wilson 

remains within the binaries constructed by secularisation; religion’s societal influence 

can fall outside of these dichotomies.  

Relevant to our research are the critiques of the taken for granted concept of 

secularism initiated over the last two decades by scholars of international relations.32  

These critiques stress the need to move away from fixed notions of religion and politics 

and show how religion influences politics, which is the position adopted in this thesis 

to explain Singapore secularity.  Notably, Hurd challenges the notion of the resurgence 

of religion in politics; the “resurgence” is labelled as such because religious forces are 

seen as challenges to specific and static notions of secularism and politics.33 

More generally, Bruce, Casanova, and Habermas derive their theories from 

Western historical case studies; as described by Asad, it follows that there is only a 

single linear progression from modernity to the decline of religion, which makes their 

approaches not central to this thesis.  The most significant societal analysis for our 

thesis comes from Charles Taylor, who describes secularisation as a process of 

change in the status of religious beliefs in societies.  He traces secularity to its roots 

in Western Christendom, where these societies developed from a stage where “it was 

virtually impossible not to believe in God”, to the present-day stage where “faith, even 

for the staunchest believer is one human possibility among others”. 34   Taylor’s 

examination of religion’s link to society through different phases, from the Middle Ages 

through the Enlightenment, the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, World Wars 

 
31 Wilson is cognisant that not all six traits might apply to a case study.  Wilson only looks at US 
presidents' political speeches, thus restricting religion's influence on politics; she fails to consider 
other dimensions of religion that this thesis seeks to examine by looking at political, religious and non-
religious consideration of critical events 
32 See Daniel Philpott, “Has the Study of Global Politics Found Religion,” Annual Review of Political 
Science 12 (15 Jun 2009), 183-202.  
33 Elizabeth Shakman Hurd, The Politics of Secularism in International Relations (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2008), 146. 
34 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2007), 3. 
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One and Two, to the present day, shows “a retreat of Christendom”.35  This retreat 

meant society and cultures became less influenced by the Christian faith.  

Nonetheless, he suggests that Western societies “will remain historically informed by 

Christianity”.36  Rather than being a linear trajectory, secularisation is “a process which 

can be repeated many times” and is one of “destabilisation and recomposition” as new 

religious forms emerge to “destabilise older forms”.37   Taylor’s study of Western 

secularity is relevant to our research because it highlights how the process of 

secularisation in Western Christianity meant a change in the societal and political 

status of religion, which is similar to what this thesis aims to achieve – in the case of 

Singapore, involves looking at how societal notions of religion and politics have 

evolved.  

Berger, a former proponent of secularisation theory, proposes two pluralisms 

to address the trend of religious pluralism in society.  The two pluralisms refer to the 

plurality of religions co-existing within a society and the pluralism of religious and 

secular rhetoric.  In religiously diverse societies, the state has to manage its relations 

with different religious groups and inter-religious relations to find “formulas of peace” 

that allow religious groups and institutions to co-exist harmoniously.38   

Berger examines how the two pluralisms co-exist with the individual’s 

consciousness and society.  Adopting Alfred Schutz’s concepts of “multiple realities” 

and “relevance structures”, Berger argues that modernity leads to the “differentiation 

of reality into multiple relevance structures” rather than the straightforward decline of 

religion.39  Religion constitutes only one of the many relevance structures.  Modernity 

 
35 Taylor, A Secular Age, 514. 
36 Taylor, A Secular Age, 514. 
37 Taylor, A Secular Age, 461.  
38 Peter L. Berger, The Many Altars of Modernity: Toward a Paradigm for Religion in a Pluralist Age 
(Boston: De Gruyter, Inc., 2014), ix, 79. 
39 Berger, 57. 
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has given individuals the rationality to manage various discourses in their lives, and 

secular and religious discourses co-exist as overlapping relevance structures.  

Further, sociology informs us that there is a connection between an event and the 

individual’s consciousness; thus, corresponding to a secular institutional arrangement 

is an imprint on one’s internal consciousness.   

For instance, the First Constitution in the US exists as an institutional structure 

of secularity.  Correspondingly, there is a “miniaturised First Constitution in the minds 

of the individual citizens” who consciously behave and think with the Constitution in 

mind while subscribing to other belief systems.40  The modern citizen can navigate 

between these multiple relevance structures or religious and secular discourses.  The 

“minaturised Constitution” is in fact, part of the American citizen’s consciousness, 

informing his actions and notions of the secular and religious.  Berger’s two pluralisms 

show that there can be different and clashing understandings of secularism between 

religious groups, and that the secular and religious selves are constantly interacting to 

influence the individual’s behaviour.  The overlapping relevance structures are 

relevant to this thesis because it shows how the secularity of Singapore can be defined 

as a site of contestation between different religious and secular protagonists.  Within 

each religious structure, there could also be different and clashing understandings of 

secularism.      

Muhammad Alami studies Islamic perspectives of secularity in Singapore.  He 

interviewed 37 asatizah (religious teachers) in Singapore to investigate their views on 

secularity, revealing different expectations and understanding of secularity.  The 

minority of the interviewees rejected secularism because there was no separation of 

religion and politics during the Prophet Muhammad’s time, and they felt that the state’s 

 
40 Berger, 53–60. 
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secular ideology had “intruded” into their lives.  This group also said that they had to 

compromise on their religious practices.  They were critical that secularism has 

become a religion in its own right and claimed that the state prefers secularism over 

other religions.41  These asatizah perceived secularism as a non-faith belief competing 

with other belief systems, in line with Berger’s definition of secularism as an ideology.   

However, most interviewees saw secularism as a necessary statecraft principle 

in governing public life.  They said that Singapore’s secularism is not anti-religion and 

that it fosters religious life in Singapore as the state recognises the positive role of 

religion.42  Many also said that a secular country is “beneficial, even necessary” for 

Muslim-minority countries to better protect their rights.  Several aspects of Singapore’s 

secularism appealed to them: Singapore is neither irreligious nor anti-religion; the 

state’s secularism is religion-friendly and accommodates the needs of religions; the 

state’s approach to secularism is neither doctrinal nor aggressive; and the state’s 

judicious application of the principle of equidistance concerning religion in the public 

space.43  Notably, the aspects of secularity observed by this group of asatizah are 

similar to Stepan’s twin tolerations model of guaranteeing “the minimal boundaries of 

freedom for action” for religious and political institutions.44  The asatizah places the 

onus on the state to define and manage secularism, a point of discussion that we will 

return to later.  Further, Alami’s study of asatizah residing in the same society holding 

different notions of secularism is valuable in showing that there are different 

interpretations of secularity depending on context and individual beliefs.  His approach 

 
41 Mohammad Alami Musa, “Islam and Secularism: Between Embracement and Belief,” Interreligious 
Relations, no. 3 (April 2019): 8–9. 
42 Musa, 7. 
43 Mohammad Alami Musa and Nursheila Muez, “Secularism in Singapore: Asatizah’s Perspectives on 
Its Reconcilability with Islam,” Interreligious Relations, no. 2 (April 2020): 9–10.  
44 Stepan’s twin tolerations model will be discussed in Section 1.1.c.  
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is similar to this thesis’s method of examining various discourses on secularity to 

present a secularity that is specific to Singapore society.  

This thesis avoids Alami’s starting point of investigating Islam’s (in)compatibility 

with secularity.  Cesari argues that the dichotomy between private beliefs and public 

behaviour – which stems from the secularisation theory – gives rise to an ingrained 

perception that religion is a manifestation of personal intimacy and should not be 

visible in the public expression of one’s identity.  This perception leads to debates on 

why Islam is not compatible with secularism.45  Similarly, Asad contends that the issue 

with Muslims and the secular environment is due more to European conceptions of 

secularism than Islam the religion.46   

This section has examined works that attempt to situate religion's place in the 

public sphere, from Casanova’s deprivatisation of religion to Habermas’ 

postsecularity.  These theories were formulated on the premise of religion's 

public/private role derived from the Western notion of secularity.  We have also looked 

at approaches by Taylor and scholars of international relations that approach 

secularity as a fluid and evolving ideology.  These societal approaches comprise part 

of this thesis’s approach to studying the interaction between societal and institutional 

views of secularity.  However, the societal perspectives of religion only look at how 

religion’s role in society has changed, and not how the change in religion’s role has 

affected state institutions and related notions of religion, politics and secularity in 

society.  

 
45 Cesari, Why the West Fears Islam: An Exploration of Muslims in Liberal Democracies (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 112. 
46 Asad, Formations of the Secular, 159. 
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1.1.c Institutional Approaches to Secularity  

Other paradigms address secularity from the institutional or state level, 

examining how state, institutional or political actors define the role of religion in 

societies.  Stepan, Rajeev Bhargava, and Taylor have construed models to study 

state-religion relations.  Notably, these scholars also examine non-Western, 

multireligious societies and formulate models of state-religion relations that 

accommodate plurality and differences.   

  Stepan construes the twin tolerations model for analysing state-religion-

society relations.  He stresses the notion of “twin tolerations” rather than a “wall of 

separation”, as there is no clear separation of the church and the state in Western 

European democracies today.  “Twin tolerations” is defined as “the minimal 

boundaries of freedom of action that must somehow be crafted for political institutions 

vis-à-vis religious authorities, and religious individuals and groups vis-à-vis political 

institutions” within a democratic state.47  Stepan constructs different models of state-

religion relations within the framework of twin tolerations that accommodates non-

European countries.48   

A noteworthy feature of twin tolerations is its observance of the government’s 

co-operation with religious groups.  For instance, the Senegal Government provides 

support for Catholics to undertake pilgrimages to the Vatican.  Senegal’s Government 

and religious groups have also embarked on policy co-operation in several areas, 

including human rights abuses. 49   Furthermore, principled distance does not 

necessarily mean “equidistance” between all religions.  The state may sometimes act 

 
47 Alfred Stepan, Arguing Comparative Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 212. 
48 Stepan, “The Multiple Secularisms of Modern Democratic and Non-Democratic Regimes,” in 
Rethinking Secularism, ed. Craig Calhoun, Mark Juergensmeyer, and Jonathan VanAntwerpen (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 126. 
49 Stepan, “The Multiple Secularisms,” 132-3. 
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via “legitimate democratic coercive powers” against a religious group, if the latter has 

violated citizens’ rights.50  Stepan notes that his examples of “respect all countries”, 

particularly India and Indonesia, are more heterogeneous in religious complexion than 

European countries like Holland, Belgium, Germany, or Switzerland. Therefore, the 

former countries have to develop more inclusive strategies to accommodate religious 

pluralism. 51   Stepan’s twin tolerations place the onus on state and government 

institutions to manage secularity.  Nonetheless, twin tolerations accommodate for 

fluidity; state-religion relations are in flux, and both state and religious actors react and 

respond according to circumstances.     

Stepan also considers why Western-dominated frameworks are resistant or 

inflexible in accommodating religiously diverse societies.  For instance, in Germany, 

mosques and imams (Islamic preachers) are not beneficiaries of the church tax for 

Catholic and Protestant churches, not as a matter of deliberate policy exclusion but 

due to the state’s lack of an existing framework to accommodate non-Christian 

religions.52   Such awareness shows that Stepan is situating secularity within the 

context of religiously diverse societies; this is a different view from some scholars or 

societies who view multiculturalism as a challenge to secularism.  I contend that these 

scholars or societies hold the latter view because they view secularism as a fixed 

institutional arrangement.  Taylor has also criticised secularism as an institutional 

arrangement and the “master formula” for governance that does not consider 

alternative arrangements for different scenarios.53  Here, “different scenarios” refer to 

multi-religious societies or non-Christian majority countries.   

 
50 Stepan, “The Multiple Secularisms,” 134-5.   
51 Stepan, “The Multiple Secularisms,” 139.   
52 Stepan, “The Multiple Secularisms,” 123-5.  
53 Charles Taylor, “Why We Need a Radical Redefinition of Secularism,” in The Power of Religion in 
the Public Sphere, ed. Eduardo Mendieta and Jonathan VanAntwerpen (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2011), 40. 
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Scholars like Tariq Modood have argued that the crisis of secularism in the 

West is not so much about the resurgence of religion but the realities of 

multiculturalism.  Other scholars contend that multiculturalist accommodation of 

religious minorities is incompatible with secular demands for the separation of religion 

and politics.  Modood argues that secularism must grapple with “the new ethno-

religious diversity” and the “multiculturalist approach to this diversity”.54  European 

societies have to contend with the primacy given to religion as the basis of identities 

such as “gender, ethnicity, class”, organisation, political representation and 

justification for behaviours.55  Thus, he pushes for a reconceptualisation of political 

secularism in the face of multiculturalism.56    

Modood uses “moderate” secularism and “radical secularism” to describe the 

different spectrums of state secularity.  On one end, radical secularism and its 

privatisation of religion are “incompatible with multicultural citizenship” because 

citizens are forced to exclude religious identities in self- or group- identification.57  On 

the other end, Modood offers moderate secularism and the type of “state-religion 

connexions” (SRC) it promotes as the solution to managing multicultural citizenship.  

One form of SRC takes the shape of established or formalised state-religion relations 

with the church holding weak political power, such as the Church of England.  Another 

form takes on informal state-religion relations.  Moderate secularism is the dominant 

mode of secularism in Western Europe; it involves state support for religion but insists 

that religious authority must not dominate political power.58  Modood suggests that the 

state should not be neutral but should play an active role in fostering “multiculturalism 

 
54 Tariq Modood, Essays on Secularism and Multiculturalism (London: Rowman & Littlefield 
International, Ltd, 2019), 1. 
55 Modood, 164-165. 
56 Modood, 174. 
57 Modood, 183-185. 
58 Modood, 2.  
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and national identity”.59  The state should also be responsible for “checking the bad 

[and] enhancing the good” of religions. 60  Like Stepan, Modood places the onus on 

the state to manage religious presence or foster multiculturalism in the public sphere.  

The reliance on state impetus could be due to their recognition that the state is the 

highest form of power in state and society.  However, they miss the opportunity to look 

at power negotiations inherent in state-religion relations by mainly focusing on state 

impetus.  

Bhargava offers another model to examine secularism and multiculturalism.  He 

suggests two features of Indian secularism – principled distance and contextual 

secularism – for further discussion.  Like the aforementioned scholars, Bhargava 

stresses the need for state intervention in religious groups to promote values like 

freedom and equality.61  Bhargava’s notion of principled distance allows for a two-way 

intervention between the state and the religion; the state can choose to include or 

exclude religion depending on the context, while religions can interfere in matters of 

the state if such interference supports values that are necessary for secularism to 

thrive.  Contextual secularism allows for differences and nuances in the state’s 

treatment of religions according to situations. 

However, Modood disagrees with Bhargava because contextual secularism 

only examines SRC on one level.  Contextual relations only allow for some nature of 

“formal or legal union or alliance between state and religion” and does not 

accommodate “elasticity”.  For instance, Bhargava argues that “there can be no 

overlap or duality of function between state and religious personnel”.  On the contrary, 

 
59 Modood, 179-180.  
60 Modood, 180-181.  
61 Rajeev Bhargava, “How Should States Deal with Deep Religious Diversity?,” in Rethinking Religion 
and World Affairs, ed. Timothy Samuel Shah, Alfred Stepan, and Monica Duffy Toft (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2012), 78–79. 
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Modood suggests there is an “overlap” of state-religion relations, public policies and 

state institutions.62  Indeed, the Mufti of Singapore is also a government bureaucrat; 

the Islamic Religious Council of Singapore (Majlis Ugama Islam Singapura; MUIS) is 

established as a statutory board under the executive branch of the Government, as 

mandated by the Administration of Muslim Law Act (AMLA).   

Taylor later argues for a “radical redefinition of secularism” and proposes that 

secularist countries shape their institutional arrangements to fulfil three principles.  

Such a position departs from his earlier conceptualisation of secularity, which 

emphasises the centrality of religion’s place in society.  Taylor clarifies that secularism 

is more than the nature of state-religious relations; it is also “the [correct] response of 

the democratic state to diversity”.  Secular institutions should uphold the following 

principles: no compulsion in religious belief or non-belief; equality between people of 

different religious adherence; and the consideration of all voices in deciding how the 

society’s political identity and common aspirations can be fulfilled.  He also considers 

a fourth principle; balancing religious and social harmony between religious groups 

and society.  While these aims might conflict with each other, the three-principle model 

seeks, as far as possible, to find a balance between them.63   

A concept relevant to this thesis, that Taylor introduces, is the overlap of one’s 

individual and political identities.  The political identity is formed from basic values, 

such as democracy, equality, and historical, linguistic, and faith traditions.  As societies 

become increasingly diverse, individuals will have to go through redefinitions of their 

identities.64  Berger, Habermas, and Taylor acknowledge that multiple identities can 

co-exist in an individual.  For instance, Habermas questions if the state expects 

 
62 Modood, Essays on Secularism and Multiculturalism, 182-3. 
63 Taylor, “Why We Need a Radical Redefinition of Secularism,” 34–35. 
64 Taylor, 44–46. 
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citizens to divide their identities into the secular and religious to justify their political 

participation on non-religious terms.65   

Works on multiculturalism, like Modood and Christian Joppke’s studies, often 

involve discussion on secularism because multiculturalism also looks at state-religion 

relations, and religion is one of the markers of diversity.  Joppke argues that 

“historically accommodationist religion-state regimes” in Europe mean that Islam can 

be accommodated within the secularist framework, helping Muslim minorities to push 

for their rights.  The Netherlands’ Constitution, which allows “wide state support to the 

main religions without ever privileging any one of them”, made the country “Western 

Europe’s most hospitable place for Muslims”.66  Similarly, he suggests that Germany 

will eventually recognise Islam as “corporation under public law” because the failure 

to do so would compromise its “religion-friendly system of ‘open neutrality’”.67  Joppke 

is arguing that religion can be accommodated within existing state-religion models, 

thus giving impetus to religious voices.  Joppke’s study shows intersections between 

state, religion, and other multicultural markers like language and race, revealing that 

the institutional approach can also accommodate the societal significance of other 

identity markers.   

The above-mentioned institutional approaches are focused on the role of the 

state and institutions in managing religion, and the societal role of religion appears to 

be very much determined by existing state structures.  Such approaches neglect the 

impetus of religious actors in pushing for their views of the roles of religion in society 

that will transform state institutions.  I will further explain why the institutional 

 
65 Habermas, “An Awareness of What Is Missing,” 21. 
66 Christian Joppke, Is Multiculturalism Dead? (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2017), 106-108.   
67 Joppke, 30.  
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approaches are insufficient for this thesis’s methodology by comparing them to the 

existing literature on secularism in Singapore. 

1.1.d Institutional and Societal Approaches to Secularity – The Singapore Case 

Studies   

Studies on secularity in Singapore tend to focus on the institutional, or state 

management, of religious groups and individuals.  Further, most studies discuss two 

main secularity models – the top-down, authoritarian approach, and the co-operative, 

accommodative model.  Kumar Ramakrishna, Daniel Goh and Thio Li-ann perceive 

the Singapore state as the “neutral” arbiter of state-religion relations.  Similarly, Lily 

Zubaidah Rahim asserts that the Singapore state practises an “authoritarian top-down 

assertive secularism”, similar to France and Turkey, especially in the management of 

Islam.  On the other hand, Mathew Mathews and Walid Jumblatt Abdullah look at state 

institutions’ relations with Christianity and Islam respectively, to show that while the 

state prescribes specific roles to religious actors, state and religious actors also 

accommodate each other in some instances.68  

 Ramakrishna uses “muscular secularism” to describe Singapore’s state policy 

approach to managing religious groups in society.  There are several aspects to 

Singapore’s muscular secularism.  There is no official state religion in Singapore, and 

the state does not prioritise the needs of a particular faith over others.  The state also 

serves as a “neutral empire” between various religious groups.  Further, Ramakrishna 

recognises that the Singapore Constitution’s obligation to acknowledge the “special 

position of the Malays” becomes “an injunction … to mandate safeguarding the special 

position of Islam”, as most Malays are also Muslims. 69   Singapore’s muscular 

 
68 For Malay names, after their first mention, I will be referencing them by their personal names.  This 
is because the Malay last name is the father’s name.     
69 Kumar Ramakrishna, ““Diagnosing “Extremism”: The Case of “Muscular” Secularism in Singapore,”” 
Behavioral Sciences of Terrorism and Political Aggression 11, no. 1 (January 2, 2019): 29. 
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secularism also involves a rigorous separation of religion and politics. 70   The 

“muscular” aspect of Singapore secularism refers to the state’s active intervention in 

managing religion through legislation and policies in public housing, education 

policies, and media governance.71  Ramakrishna recommends that the state be more 

explicit in conveying its stance on muscular secularism, particularly in the post-9/11 

context and the associated urgent need to tackle extremist interpretations of Islam.72  

Alami examines state policy perspectives in the 1980s, which this thesis also 

recognises as a pivotal point in the definition of Singapore’s secularity, that led to 

increased restrictions on religious actors in the public sphere via the MRHA.  He 

argues that Singapore needs a “strong, centralised government that subordinates all 

institutions, spiritual and temporal” to maintain “public order” and “economic 

survival”.73  He places the impetus on the state to “take the lead” in regulating state-

religion, interracial, and interreligious relations to maintain social harmony.74  While 

Alami recognises that charismatic Christian leaders influence the public behaviour of 

their followers, he does not venture to examine religious rhetoric.75  The religious 

dimension is something that this thesis will investigate through its study of local 

Christian publications.   

Ramakrishna and Alami’s focus on the institutional, or state, management of 

religion neglects the societal aspect of secularity – how religious groups respond to 

the state’s management of religion, and how religion’s societal significance is 

redefined by state-religion interactions.  Ramakrishna’s model is also far from twin 

 
70 Ramakrishna, 30. 
71 Ramakrishna, 39–40. 
72 Ramakrishna, 43. 
73 Mohammad Alami Musa, “Engaging Religion with Pragmatism,” RSIS Working Paper, no. 305 
(August 21, 2017): ii. 
74 Musa, 14. 
75 Musa, 16. 
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tolerations, which Stepan describes as the ideal secular equilibrium; muscular 

secularism justifies the state’s preventive intervention in a religious group even if the 

group has not yet infringed the rights of other citizens.  Further, Ramakrishna’s 

suggestion of increased state intervention in religious affairs, particularly Islamic 

matters, securitises religion, perceiving religion as a security problem to be managed 

by the state.   

Similarly, Zubaidah claims that the state defines state-Islam relations and seeks 

to control religious voices in the public sphere.  She argues that after 9/11, the state 

policed the local Muslim community because political elites perceived that rapid 

Islamisation in neighbouring countries like Malaysia and Indonesia threatened 

Singapore’s secularism.  The state also perceived increased Muslim religiosity as a 

security threat due to concerns that the local Muslim community might become 

vulnerable to radical Islamist propaganda.76  The state uses legislation like the MRHA 

so that it has the power to define the line between religion and politics.  Similar to 

Ramakrishna, Zubaidah focuses on the state’s securitisation of Islam.  She argues 

that the state uses secularism as a justification for greater state interference with 

religion, as in European countries and the US, where some political actors viewed 

Islam as an existential threat to their political and secular order.  The securitisation 

angle is more focused on examining whether secularism is compatible with Islam than 

on what this thesis is concerned with – investigating how the interactions between 

state and religious actors affect the significance of religion in society.   

Like Ramakrishna, Goh sees the state as the arbiter of state-religious relations 

in the public sphere, as a result of his study on the interactions between Pentecostal 

 
76 Lily Zubaidah Rahim, “Governing Muslims in Singapore’s Secular Authoritarian State,” Australian 
Journal of International Affairs 66, no. 2 (April 1, 2012): 172. 
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Christians and state institutions.  Goh observes that Singapore practices pluralist 

secularism, and religious pluralism lies at the foundation of society.  Goh places the 

onus on the state as a “neutral empire” to establish ground rules and mediate between 

religious groups when tensions arise.  The Government chooses to co-opt religious 

institutions to fulfil social functions in education and welfare services and propagate 

moral values.  The Government also becomes the “guarantor and cultivator of secular 

public morality crafted from the wellsprings of the citizens’ religious beliefs and values”; 

and it polices the separation of religion and politics through legislation and public 

policies, as seen in the 1980s.77   

Goh later characterises state-religion relations in Singapore as patronage 

secularism; the state assumes its role as the secular patron of religious institutions by 

“guiding and working with religious groups to engage society along approved routes”.78  

While Goh identifies the critical historical crossroads that led to the redefinition of the 

societal role of religion in Singapore, his approach is only concerned with how state 

institutions manage religions and not with studying the dynamics of state-religion 

interactions at these historical junctures, the latter of which this thesis proposes to 

study.     

Thio’s principled pluralism and Goh’s pluralist model share some features –  a 

neutral state equitable to religions and non-religions, and a co-operationist model 

where the state co-operates with religious groups, and allows them to be constructive 

social forces providing public services like medical, educational and social services.79  

 
77  Daniel P.S. Goh, “Pluralist Secularism and the Displacements of Christian Proselytising in 
Singapore,” in Proselytising and the Limits of Religious Pluralism in Contemporary Asia, ed. Juliana 
Finucane and R Michael Feener (Singapore: Springer, 2014), 125–26; Goh, “State and Social 
Christianity in Post-Colonial Singapore,” 58. 
78  Goh, “Legal Pluralism, Patronage Secularism, and the Challenge of Prophetic Christianity in 
Singapore,” in Regulating Religion in Asia, ed. Jaclyn L. Neo, Arif A. Jamal, and Daniel P.S. Goh (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 256, 260–61. 
79  Li-ann Thio, “Principled Pluralism, Relational Constitutionalism and Regulating Religion within 
Singapore’s Secular Democratic Mode,” in Regulating Religion in Asia, 121–23, 135. 
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The connection described between secularism and religious pluralism can also be 

found in Taylor and Berger’s later works that conceive alternative secularity paradigms 

to address religiously diverse societies.  Thio’s principled pluralism differs from that of 

Goh and Ramakrishna’s models, in her recognition that Singapore's secularity is also 

pragmatic and accommodative.80  She considers that both the state and religious 

actors actively define the societal role of religion through their interactions.  As 

religious actors can seek to define their roles in society, the principled pluralism model 

also involves other aspects: a “reasonable” accommodation between general laws and 

fundamental civil rights and religious views; a public space that accommodates 

diverse viewpoints and is neither “sacred” nor “naked” (where religious views are not 

permitted); and some “give-and-take” between the state and religious communities.81   

Thio’s approach is more balanced, and more relevant to the argument of this 

thesis – both state and religious actors define secularity through their interactions with 

each other.  Principled pluralism recognises the reciprocal nature of the relationship 

between the state and religious groups, and allows for principled distance and 

contextual secularism as proposed by Bhargava.  The accommodative aspect of 

Thio’s approach is also similar to Habermas’ complementary learning process, which 

recognises that religious and secular actors adjust their discourses and expectations 

to accommodate each other.  Thio and Goh’s approaches are also similar to Modood’s 

moderate secularism, whereby the state plays an active role in promoting 

multiculturalism and encouraging the “good” of religion.  However, Goh and Thio 

neglect to examine the responses of religious actors to the state’s role in maintaining 

secularism, hence only illustrating the institutional view of secularity.   

 
80 Thio, 127–28. 
81 Thio, 121–23, 135. 
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Mathews examines church-state relations from the societal perspective, 

showing how Singapore churches have adapted to institutional structures of secularity 

by accommodating state demands and obtaining the concessions necessary for their 

survival in society.82  He observes that Singaporean Christians shifted their focus from 

evangelisation in the 1980s, to the provision of social services in the 1990s after the 

Government became concerned about increasing levels of Christian conversion 

among Singaporeans.  By presenting themselves as good citizens, Christians 

obtained concessions from the state, allowing them to expand their presence in 

Singapore.  For instance, churches are allowed some leeway in using factories, 

warehouses, office buildings, and entertainment venues like cinemas and conference 

halls as places of worship.83   

Thio and Mathews’ analyses of secularity in Singapore are similar to Stepan 

and Bhargava’s principled distance models, which consider the state’s unequal 

relationships with different religious groups.  Like Bhargava, Thio and Mathews 

observe that secularity is a reciprocal relationship between state institutions and 

religious groups.  In addition, Mathews captures the religious impetus in defining the 

societal role of religion in response to the institutional view of secularity.  One limitation 

to Mathews’ study is that he focuses solely on church-state relations, thus neglecting 

dimensions of the state’s relations with other religious groups and interreligious 

dynamics.   

Walid observes that the Singapore state practises both calibrated and muscular 

secularism.  Notably, Walid’s notion of muscular secularism differs from 

 
82  Mathew Mathews, “Accommodating Relationships: The Church and State in Singapore,” in 
Christianity and the State in Asia: Complicity and Conflict, ed. Bautista Julius and Francis Gee Lim Khek 
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2009), 186.  
83 Mathews, 190–91, 195.  Due to the scarcity of land in Singapore, there was intense competition 
among religious groups to bid for land and build places of worship.   
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Ramakrishna’s.  Further, Walid’s description of secularism, adapted from Nurallah 

Ardic, is different from that of Casanova and Habermas.  Walid defines secularism as 

“the submission of religion to the overarching authority of the state, rendering the state 

the final arbiter in all affairs within its borders”.84  Walid also contends that secularity 

in Singapore differs from Taylor’s definition of the separation of the church and state, 

as there is “a fair bit of intervention from the state”.85  Muscular secularism also refers 

to “the suppressive measures taken against individuals who are perceived to be 

stirring anti-Government sentiments via the usage of religious doctrine”.86  Walid takes 

a different position on secularism from Ramakrishna; while Ramakrishna suggests the 

state implement a more aggressive form of muscular secularism, Abdullah argues that 

state interference in religious affairs borders on authoritarianism.  Their different 

perspectives revealed different expectations and perceptions of secularity in 

Singapore.   

Walid’s model of calibrated secularism presents two elements of state-religion 

relations, depending on the context: informal state interference in religious matters 

and informal co-operation between the state and religious groups. 87   Religious 

organisations choose to partake in co-optation as they are mindful of the 

consequences of not toeing the official line and the benefits they can gain from the co-

operation.88  Walid highlights that MUIS chooses to remain silent on controversial 

issues that might contradict governmental policies.  One example is the Government’s 

 
84 Walid Jumblatt Abdullah, “Religious Representation in Singapore: A Study of MUIS and PERGAS,” 
Unpublished Master’s Dissertation (National University of Singapore, 2012), 2. 
85 Abdullah, 6.  
86 Abdullah, 31–32.  
87 Abdullah, 4, 46.  
88 Abdullah, 48.  
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ban on the tudung (headscarf or Islamic veil) in some public spaces.89  By contrast, 

Muslim non-governmental organisation Pergas (Persatuan Ulama dan Guru-Guru 

Agama Islam Singapura; Singapore Islamic Scholars and Religious Teachers 

Association) was “unrelenting towards the state” on the tudung issue in 2002.  

Nonetheless, Walid observes that Pergas-state relations shifted to co-optation in 

2003, when a group of asatizah from Pergas formed the Religious Rehabilitation 

Group with the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) and the Internal Security Department 

(ISD) to work on the ideological rehabilitation of Islamist terrorists.90   The above 

examples show that state-religion relations, and expectations of religion’s role in 

society, are fluid.  Calibrated secularism is similar to Mathews’ accommodative 

secularism and Bhargava’s principled distance model.  All three models recognise the 

reciprocal relationship between the state and religious groups, and are similar to this 

thesis’s investigation of secularity as it seeks to argue that state and religious actors 

both influence the notions of politics and religion.  We also see religious actors 

responding to the institutional views of secularity.              

Thus far, we have seen that most paradigms approach secularity from the 

societal or institutional dominant perspective, or rely heavily on models of state-

 
89 Abdullah, 58–59, 70–71; Ahmad Osman, "Muslims Urged to Discuss Tudung Issue, "The Straits 
Times, January 28, 2002; Pauline Leong, "Tudung Girl's School Return Welcomed," The Straits Times, 
June 16, 2002; Ahmad Osman, "Mufti Puts School First," The Straits Times, February 2, 2002; Hariz 
Baharudin, "National Day Rally 2021: Muslim Nurses in Public Healthcare Allowed to Wear Tudung 
from November; Policy Will Apply to 7,000 Staff," The Straits Times, August 29, 2021.  At the time of 
Walid’s writing, the tudung was not allowed for students in government schools, and employees in 
uniformed and healthcare services.  The Government’s rationale for the tudung ban in schools was that 
secular schools were the “only space the Government feels allows … kids to mix very freely without 
being reminded of one’s religious or ethnic manifestations”.  Walid was referring to an incident in early 
2002, when four Malay/Muslim Primary One female students attended government schools in their 
tudung.  The Ministry of Education suspended them from their schools for their refusal to adhere to 
dress code regulations.  Maarof Salleh, then-President of MUIS, had encouraged the parents to allow 
their children to return to school, after consulting Mufti Syed Isa Semait.  The Mufti had said that it was 
not compulsory for the girls to don the tudung as they had not undergone puberty.  In August 2021, PM 
Lee announced the Government’s policy change, allowing for Muslim nurses in public healthcare to 
wear the tudung from November 2021.   
90 Abdullah, 84–88, 91. 
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religion relations.  These approaches do not account for the emergence of the civil 

sphere.  Habermas and Casanova proposes that civil society is an informal public 

space separate from the political public sphere.91  However, most Singapore citizens 

do not see religious organisations as part of civil society; in fact, they will actively 

thwart attempts by religious organisations to participate in the civil sphere.  Goh 

observes that while the Singapore Government had allowed the secular civil society a 

higher degree of participation in the public space since the 2000s, religious activism 

continued to be excluded from the space.92  In 2009, the local Pentecostal Christians 

felt compelled to “get themselves a civil society outfit for greater impact” when they 

were denied space for religious expression in the civil sphere.93  Nine new members 

with church affiliations launched a “coup” to take over the Executive council of AWARE 

(Association for Women for Action and Research).94   Letters written to the local 

newspapers Straits Times discussed if the AWARE coup had breached the line 

between religion and secularism, and a segment of society deemed civil societies as 

secular organisations.95  Singapore citizens rallied to vote out the new Executive 

 
91 For a specific explanation of how civil society emerged from the evolution of public and private 
spheres, see Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, trans. Thomas 
Burger and Frederick Lawrence (Darmstadt and Neuwied: Hermann Luchterhand Verlag, 1962; 
Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1991).  Jürgen Habermas, “Religion in the Public Sphere,” European 
Journal of Philosophy 14, no. 1 (2006): 3, 5, 10.  
92 Goh, “Pluralist Secularism and the Displacements of Christian Proselytising in Singapore,” 140–41. 
93 Goh, “Pluralist Secularism and the Displacements of Christian Proselytising in Singapore,” 140–41. 
94 Ajay Nair, “The AWARE Saga: Ten Years Later, What’s Changed?,” RICE (blog), May 1, 2019, 
https://www.ricemedia.co/current-affairs-commentary-aware-saga-ten-years-later-whats-changed/; 
Kim Hoh Wong, “Unknowns Knock out Veterans at Aware Polls; Caught off-Guard by Big Turnout, 
Longtime Members Lose to Fresh Faces,” Straits Times, April 10, 2009; Dawn Wei Tan, “Some Attend 
the Same Church,” Straits Times, April 18, 2009.  New Aware President Josie Lau and her husband 
Alan Chin, and other members of the New Guard – Charlotte Wong, Irene Yee, Jenice Chua, Maureen 
Ong and Sally Ang attend the Anglican Church of Our Saviour.  Chin is the nephew of Thio Su Mien 
who also attended the same church, and her daughter Nominated Member of Parliament Professor 
Thio Li-Ann.  Thio Li-Ann had also spoken up against calls to repeal Section 377A of the Penal Code, 
which criminalises the act of sexual intercourse between men, in Parliament.  The Church’s website 
stated, “'Homosexual practice is contrary to God's Word. So we stand against that and the active and 
aggressive promotion of such behaviour.”   
95 Wilfred Ong, “For Peace’s Sake, Start a Separate Group,” Straits Times, April 25, 2009; Zakir 
Hussain, Aaron Low, and Jeremy Au Yong, “Should Faith-Driven Groups Take over Secular 
Organisations?,” Straits Times, May 2, 2009” 
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Council members at an Extraordinary meeting held in May 2009.  The AWARE 

episode reveals that many Singaporeans see the civil sphere in Singapore as secular 

and thus should be devoid of religious influence.  Notably, the Government did not 

intervene directly to remove church influence from AWARE; Singaporeans had acted 

to vote the religious out of the secular.  This observation relates to our central question: 

how did this notion of the secular become internalised among segments of Singapore 

society?  The episode also illustrates that notions of civil society, secular and religious 

in the Singapore context differ from Habermas and Casanova’s civil society. 

The distinct scholarship of institutional and societal approaches to 

secularisation both capture in their own right some aspect of the secularisation 

processes but not its totality.  Thus, this thesis will adopt Cesari’s approach of Elias’ 

figurational sociology to uncover the habitus of Singapore as defined by Elias to reveal 

perceptions, feelings, and evaluations of the public dimension of religion in Singapore.  

Elias uses the term habitus to “describe the perceptions, feelings and evaluation of 

Frenchmen” in relation to the “public dimension of bodily practices” like dining 

etiquette.  Elias seeks to capture changes in such bodily practices in conjunction with 

processes of feudalism, the rise of the monarchy and nation-state formation. 96  

Following Elias, Pierre Bourdieu describes habitus as “mental structures” that are 

“related to the tastes, preferences, perceptions, and other properties of ‘agents’”.97  

Thus, Cesari suggests that it is insufficient to examine “existing discourses and 

positions by religious and political actors” to discern religion's role in politics since 

some of their actions or positions might not make sense immediately.  Instead, she 

 
96 Norbert Elias, The Civilizing Process: Sociogenetic and Psychogenetic Investigations, eds. Eric 
Dunning, Johan Goudsblom, and Stephen Mennell, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Massachusetts: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2000), 277; Cesari, We God’s People, 16.  
97 Pierre Bourdieu, Theory of Practice. Pierre Bourdieu: Education and Training (Cambridge, U.K., 
Cambridge University Press, 1984), 18-19 quoted in Cesari, We God’s People, 16. 
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proposes to look at the “mental structures” that “inform the actions and rationalisation” 

process of the actors involved, without which there could not even be “competition and 

tensions between them”.98   

This thesis adopts the reference of Elias’ national habitus over that of Bourdieu.  

Cesari defines the national habitus as a “particular, historically specific, concrete social 

formation that changes under structural conditions such as building of institutions, 

historical events and so on”.  The national habitus “goes deeper than political 

legitimacy and sovereignty” and “operates at the level of an entire community”.  The 

habitus is shaped by various historical sequences and competition between religious 

and political actors to define secularity.99  While secularism is very much a Western 

construct, the interaction between secularism and local notions of religion and politics, 

particularly in colonial and postcolonial societies, creates a national habitus specific to 

the local society.  This view is different from that held by postcolonial scholars like 

Saba Mahmood and Abdullah Ahmed An-Na’im, whose works blame the colonial 

legacy of Western secularism for creating rifts in postcolonial societies like Egypt and 

India.100  

The thesis uses the method of genealogy that can be traced back to Friedrich 

Nietzsche and Foucault.  Asad also uses the habitus to analyse the genealogy of 

secularity.  He attributes the habitus to Marcel Mauss, who defines habitus as 

“acquired ability” and “faculty” that is specific to “societies, educations, proprieties and 

fashions”. 101   Asad mentions the habitus as a possible method to analyse links 

 
98 Cesari, We God’s People, 16.  
99 Cesari, We God’s People, 17. 
100 Saba Mahmood, Religious Difference in a Secular Age: A Minority Report (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2016); Abdullah Ahmed An-Na’im, Islam and the Secular State: Negotiating the 
Future of Shari’a (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008).   
101 Asad, Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam 
(Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1993), 75. 
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between human behaviour and power institutions.  The habitus was first used by Elias 

and then popularised by Bourdieu.  This thesis will use genealogy as a method and 

habitus as an analytical toolkit to reinstitute the ongoing dynamics between state, 

religious institutions, and religious actors.  Combining institutional and societal 

approaches shows that secularity is a fluid notion that religious, state and societal 

actors struggle to define.  Sections 1.2 and 1.3 will lay out the methodological and 

analytical framework of genealogy and habitus in this thesis.  

1.1.e Features of Singapore’s Secularity  

From the above discussion on the literature on Singapore, we can determine several 

characteristics of Singapore’s secularity.  We will trace the genealogy of how these 

characteristics came to be in this thesis.  State-religion relations can be characterised as top-

down, authoritative, co-operative, or accommodative.  Scholars sometimes view religious 

actors as passive receivers of the state’s definition of religion.  In other cases, religious actors 

are perceived to be active participants.  In addition, the state acts as a neutral empire between 

religious groups to regulate secularity in the public sphere.  This neutrality is sometimes 

perceived as the state’s active intervention or management of religious elements through 

public policies.  However, there are exceptions to state neutrality towards religious groups, 

due to the special status of Malay/Muslims enshrined in the Constitution.  By tracing the 

genealogy of secularity, this thesis will show how these secularity principles came to exist and 

gain legitimacy among citizens.    

1.2 The Method – Foucault, Genealogy, and Power   

Nietzsche and Foucault develop the method of genealogy as historical method 

and examination of power relations that Asad and Taylor draw from.  Genealogy looks 

at the origin of a notion, rather than examining why a specific notion or institution 

originated.  Nietzsche argues that moral genealogists should move away from looking 

at “purpose in law” while investigating the “history of the emergence of law” because 
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“origin” and “practical application” should be differentiated.102  He continues, “anything 

in existence, having somehow come about, is continually interpreted anew, 

requisitioned anew, transformed and redirected to a new purpose by a power superior 

in it”.  The “development of a thing” involves processes of subjugation for the “purpose 

of defence and reaction […] and […] successful countermeasures”.  Notably, 

Nietzsche emphasises the power dynamics in “everything”, and thus “everything” is 

fluid; “everything” is an ongoing process in which “meaning” and purpose” changes.  

History is thus “a continuous chain of signs”, and the method of history, or genealogy, 

is to excavate “new interpretations and adaptations”.103   

The abovementioned points illustrated by Nietzsche are crucial for this thesis’s 

investigation of the genealogy of secularity in Singapore.  Secularity, like morality or 

“anything in existence”, is a concept that is constantly evolving.  Rather than focus on 

the usefulness of secularity as a governing principle, this thesis seeks to examine how 

secularity and the meanings of related words – “religion”, “politics” and “secular” – 

have evolved.  In addition, the method of genealogy recognises and emphasises 

relationships and power relations in society and how these, in turn, impact and change 

the meaning of words, concepts and beliefs.  Thus, the method of genealogy will allow 

this thesis to examine power dynamics and conflicts that led to changes in the 

meanings of secularity and related concepts for the state and various groups in society 

and examine secularity not only from both institutional and societal levels, but also 

interactions between institutional and societal dimensions.     

 
102 Friedrich Nietzsche, "Second Essay: 'Guilt', 'Bad Conscience' and Related Matters", in On the 
Genealogy of Morality, ed. Keith Ansell-Pearson, trans. Carol Diethe (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), 50–51. 
103 Nietzsche, 51. 
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Foucault’s use of genealogy is a continuation of Nietzsche’s method.104  For 

Foucault, Nietzsche’s origin is characterised by “disparity”.105  Foucault restores the 

original meanings of the words Nietzsche uses to describe origin.  Herkunft refers to 

“descent”; in tracing descent, the genealogist’s task is not about detecting continuity, 

evolution or locating history in the present.  The genealogist observes “accidents, the 

minute deviations – or conversely – the complete reversals – the errors, the false 

appraisals, and the faulty calculations that gave birth to those things which continue 

to exist and have value for us.”106  Another word, Entstehung, refers to “emergence, 

the moment of arising” that “is only produced in a particular state of forces”.  

Genealogy, according to Foucault, seeks to re-establish the “various systems of 

subjection” and the “hazardous play of dominations”. 107   Foucault observes that 

Nietzsche sees an event as not just an event per se, but “the reversal of a relationship 

of forces, the usurpation of power, [and] the appropriation of a vocabulary turned 

against those who had once used it”.108  Similar to Nietzsche, Foucault emphasises 

relationships between “layers” of “practices, institutions, social relations, political 

relations, and so on”.109  Further, Foucault emphasises that “discontinuity was both 

the given and the unthinkable”, presented in the forms of “scattered events, 

institutions, ideas or practices.”110  Foucault’s emphasis on discontinuity and power 

relations between groups in society, institutions, and government is similar to 

Nietzsche’s.   

 
104 However, Foucault does not reference Nietzsche in Discipline and Punish (which is often said to 
be Foucault’s first work practising genealogy).  Foucault later acknowledges Nietzsche’s influence in 
his essay, “Nietzsche, Genealogy and History” (1977).   
105 Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy and History” in Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology, ed. 
James D. Faubion, trans. Robert Hurley and et. al., Essential Works of Foucault, 1954- 1984 (New 
York: The New Press, 1998), 372.   
106 Foucault, 374.   
107 Foucault, 376.   
108 Foucault, 381.  
109 Foucault, "On the Ways of Writing History," in Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology, 284. 
110 Foucault, "On the Archaeology of the Sciences," in Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology, 299. 
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Nonetheless, while Nietzsche is more preoccupied with explaining the relations 

between etymology and will to power, Foucault’s method appears to be more 

grounded in history and processes.  Foucault questions traditional, linear history and 

explains that a historian “must, at least as a systematic hypothesis, distinguish 

between the possible levels of his analysis, and establish the periodisations that suit 

them”. 111   Changes occur at junctures of power conflicts; for instance, Foucault 

identifies penal reforms emerged from challenges to the sovereign’s power posed by 

illegal activities such as “fraud, tax evasion, [and] irregular commercial operations”.112  

Oscillations and periodisations are where significant power shifts had occurred, or 

notable institutions were established.  

These periodisations, or historical sequences, can only be identified through 

archival research,.  Foucault addresses this limitation by presenting another method 

of analysing language – looking at discourses and meanings.  Foucault argues that 

his focus lies in “not language, but the archive, which is to say, the accumulated 

existence of discourses”.113  Archival research involves not just the mere interpretation 

of a document; the historian must “manipulate and process” the “internal or external 

relation” of archival materials. There is thus an emphasis on “different layers of events” 

that “determine, and finally, and profoundly, the history of the world”.114  Such an 

approach will lead to the increase in “history’s continuities” and allow the historian to 

identify oscillations, or cycles, that might occur every few decades; an instance will be 

economic expansion or recession.115  In this vein, this thesis looks at the different 

societal and institutional – interpretations of an event by considering various historical 

 
111 Foucault, 299. 
112 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, trans. Alan Sheridan, Second ed. (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1995), 87. 
113 Michel Foucault, "On the Ways of Writing History," in Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology, 289. 
114 Foucault, "Return to History," in Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology, 427-8. 
115 Foucault, "On the Ways of Writing History," 284. 
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sources covering a single event.  For a single event, various state and religious actors 

may hold different expectations and interpretations; these differences, which 

sometimes manifest as power struggles, can be gathered from looking at various 

sources.  Thus, this thesis adopts an approach to uncover the archive of Singapore, 

without a priori determining what the notion of secularism in Singapore entails.   

1.2.a Thesis Outline         

Following Foucault’s periodisations, this thesis has identified several critical 

historical sequences in Singapore’s history where there had been significant power 

shifts between state and society, or notable legislation were enacted.  I hypothesise 

that the concepts of secularity, religion and politics have acquired new or old meanings 

at these junctures; there were also shifts in power relations in society.  These historical 

sequences are where institutions (i.e., mechanisms) are introduced or discontinued 

because of power contestations between groups and where changes to notions of 

secularity, religion and politics have occurred.  The chapters are structured according 

to critical historical sequences or junctures which this thesis has uncovered through 

its archival research.   

This thesis situates the “beginning” of these concepts in 1819 with the 

introduction of British colonial rule, the parallel introduction of the concept of 

secularism and the implementation of modern state-like structures in Chapter 2.  

Postcolonial scholars have noted that colonial rule introduced the notion of secularity 

to precolonial societies with consequences that continue till present-day.  Saba 

Mahmood observes that the study of secularism in the Middle East cannot disregard 

European history because of the “legacies” left by colonial rule.116  Abdullah Ahmed 

An-Na’im mentions that European colonialism was “spectacularly successful” in many 

 
116 Mahmood, Religious Difference in a Secular Age, 25, 31.  
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aspects, including “transforming… the political and legal institutions of the colonised 

societies”, thus impacting how Muslims perceive the role of Syariah law in their lives.117  

Similarly, Cesari notes that the advent of the nation-state and “religion in nationhood 

is different from premodern forms because it can be used as the foundation of identity 

for the majority group [and] the minorities”.118 

We also see the conjunction of the growth of government institutions and 

colonial rule.  Here, we draw on Foucault’s concept of governmentality, taken from 

Guillaume de La Perriere: “government is the right disposition of things, arranged to 

lead to a convenient end”.119  The emergence of the population in 18th century Europe 

saw that the population became “the ultimate end of government”; the end, in turn, 

refers to the “welfare of the population, the improvement of its condition” and increase 

of various resources. 120   The colonial period in Singapore coincided with the 

governmentalisation of the territory, which became a colonial state.  

Governmentalisation is also inextricably linked to the import of secularism as a 

governing strategy in colonial societies.  British rule and the colonial economy also 

resulted in an influx of immigrants into colonial Singapore; these immigrants 

constituted the emerging population.  The colonial period was characterised by 

episodes of the colonial power struggling to dominate disparate immigrant groups with 

loyalty to their home habitus, and through this domination, we see the redefinition of 

religion and politics.  Further, Chapter 2 will examine how the societal significance of 

religion shifted, for the colonial administration and for the Chinese, Malay, and Indian 

communities, between 1819 and 1941.   

 
117 Ahmed An-Na’im, Islam and the Secular State, 286.   
118 Cesari, We God’s People, 18. 
119 Foucault, “Governmentality” in Power, ed. James D. Faubion, trans. Robert Hurley, vol. 3, 
Essential Works of Foucault, 1954-1984 (New York: The New Press, 2000), 208.   
120 Foucault, 217. 
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The next period is Singapore’s self-governance and short-lived merger with 

Malaysia; between 1950 and 1965, political power shifted from the British to the new 

local elites, who debated and enacted their visions of the Singapore state and the 

secular.  Chapter 3 will examine historical processes which influenced how the 

meanings of secularity, nation and religion came to be constructed for political and 

religious elites.  During the self-governance period, a large number of immigrants 

became citizens of a new nation-state.  In addition, three significant events – the 

Hertogh riots in 1950, Singapore’s merger with Malaysia and the race riots in 1964 – 

reinforced the necessity of secularity in the collective consciousness of the political 

elites.  Legislative Assembly debates and policy deliberations on religion revealed how 

the political and religious elites debated, negotiated, and agreed on the place of 

religion in society.  The consensus reached among the political elites and structures 

instituted during this period formed the secularity dispositions and structures in the 

national habitus.  The examination of why local political elites chose to dismantle some 

colonial structures of secularity and retain others also reveal secularity dispositions 

specific to the Singapore context.  Notably, the self-governance years were 

characterised by tensions between overlapping habitus of nation, race, and religion.  

A closer look at these tensions in Chapter 3 will help this thesis identify patterns that 

may lead to changes in notions of religion, politics and secularity in future, and 

anticipate how political and religious elites will respond.   

The next significant period, the early decade of independence from 1965 to the 

mid-1970s, saw notions of the secular, politics and religion being normalised through 

political discourses, state institutions and legislation.  Chapter 4 will examine political 

and social changes in the first decade of Singapore’s independence.  Significant state 

institutions include the Singapore Constitution and the AMLA.  This thesis will show 
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how principles of Singapore’s secularity were embedded into these two pieces of 

legislation, which in turn reinforced these principles in the national habitus.  This 

chapter will also examine changes to Singapore’s religious profile in society in the 

1970s, an unplanned social change that saw a significant increase in the number of 

Christians in society.   

The 1980s was a decade of social and economic changes, and religious 

revivalism, which we will examine in Chapter 5.  In the 1980s, religious groups with 

improved socio-economic statuses attempted to re-interpret the meanings of 

secularity, religion, and politics, and the state responded with countermeasures.  This 

response came in the form of the MRHA; which will be examined in the penultimate 

chapter.  The genealogy of secularity in Singapore is the struggle between first the 

colonial state, and then the independent state, and religious groups to define politics 

and religion.   

The penultimate chapter will examine the discussions leading to the MRHA, 

which came into force in 1990.  The Act provided enforcement powers for the 

Government to intervene in religious affairs in order to maintain religious harmony.  

Notably, the MRHA has not been used in the 30 years since its enactment.  However, 

this does not mean that religious and racial tensions have not existed in society since 

the 1980s.  The MRHA can thus be seen as the third approach of harmonisation; the 

construction of a structure clearly stating secularity dispositions so that the 

acquiescence of religious and political elites can be sought. 

The concluding chapter will re-examine the genealogy of secularity in 

Singapore, as discussed in Chapters 2 to 6.  This thesis will also identify secularity 

dispositions and structuring structures in the Singapore habitus, and examine how the 

secularity norms remains constant, or adapts in a consistent manner to social 
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changes, at crucial historical crossroads and sites of contestations between religious 

groups and political elites.  We will also examine the contribution of the thesis to the 

field of religion and politics.   

While genealogy as a method provides us with a conceptual framework to 

investigate the “origins” of secularity, it is still insufficient for us to understand how 

“things” become normalised and internalised among citizens.  The habitus as an 

analytical approach combined with genealogy will allow us to better study how 

behaviours, actions and mindsets are shaped by ongoing interactions between state 

and society and between groups.   

1.2.b Archival Research and Source Discussion  

This thesis will study state and institutional perspectives of religion in society 

mainly by examining primary sources.  However, I will rely on existing historical 

accounts since Chapter 2 provides a historical backdrop to contemporary Singapore.  

While most of these narratives do not focus exclusively on religion, they are helpful as 

sources from which we can observe patterns and shifts in how the colonial state 

managed religious actors and institutions, and changes in the power status of religion 

in society during colonial rule.    

 I choose to consider discourses from the state, societal, and religious 

perspectives related to specific discussions or events as this will provide us with the 

“internal or external” relation of these archival materials.  My role as a historian in 

investigating the genealogy of secularity in Singapore is thus to piece and process 

these sources in relation to each other, to reveal “different layers of events”.121 

 
121 Foucault, "Return to History," 427-8.  This thesis has discussed Foucault’s archival method in 
Section 1.2 
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This thesis will look at state perspectives through discourses of the political 

elites.  Their perspectives can be gathered from official sources, including the 

proceedings of the Legislative Assembly, parliamentary debates, and Select 

Committees established to look into various issues.  I will also examine newspapers 

and public speeches to investigate the views of these political elites.122   

The views of groups or individuals in society, for both secular and religious 

perspectives, can be gathered from letters written by concerned individuals to the 

newspapers, and individual submissions to the Select Committees.  Chen Ai Yen 

notes that Singapore newspapers “achieved the right balance between being 

supportive of government[al] policies … and offering constructive criticism”.  Letters 

written to newspapers editors offered a forum “for an active continuous dialogue 

between the people and the government” as these letters were usually followed by 

official replies from government ministries. 123   Therefore, the letters were 

representative of the pressing concerns of the time in which they were written.  The 

forum sometimes witnessed exchanges between different groups or individuals on 

specific topics, thus presenting different perspectives.  Nonetheless, this thesis is 

cognisant that such a study cannot claim to represent all the views present in the 

government and society.   

Newspapers of different languages catered to different audiences, since race, 

language and religion were interrelated identifiers of a group habitus.  Malay 

newspapers like Utusan Melayu, Melayu Raya and Berita Harian catered to a 

Malay/Muslim audience.  The Straits Times was an English-language newspaper, and 

its audience was English-educated political elites and community leaders.  This thesis 

 
122 From Chapters 4 to 6, parliamentary debates will replace Legislative Assembly discussions, as 
Singapore gained independence in 1965 and the Parliament succeeded the Legislative Assembly. 
123 Ai Yen Chen, “The Mass Media, 1819-1980,” in A History of Singapore, ed. Edwin Lee and Ernest 
Chew (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1991), 308.  
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will not be examining Chinese and Tamil newspapers, as it is focused on examining 

secularity with a specific focus on the government, Christians, and Muslims.124  During 

the 1950s and 1960s, Muslims were likely to be reading Malay newspapers, while the 

number of Christians – in particular local Christians – was negligible.  Thus, this thesis 

will limit its attention to the English and Malay local newspapers.   

In addition, the use of autobiographies and oral archives provide the 

perspectives of local religious and political elites.  Notwithstanding that 

autobiographies are probably biased and written in hindsight, they are valuable for 

providing insights if they are viewed as records of how events have been experienced 

from specific perspectives.   

Further, this thesis will study Christian and Islamic tracts published by local 

organisations between the mid-1970s and 1990.  This was the period of Christian and 

Islamic revivalism, as Chapter 5 will discuss.  With their distribution usually limited to 

audiences from specific churches or organisations, these tracts provide valuable 

insights into the religious perspectives on state-religion relations and the societal role 

of religion.   

However, there are limitations in terms of presenting a full picture of Muslim 

representation, given that most of the source materials are in the Malay language.  

Most of the materials used in this thesis are in English.  In addition, this thesis’s 

investigation found that there were significantly more Christian tracts than Muslim 

publications.  It could be that the respective mosques did not independently publish 

their own tracts.  Another possible reason is that tracts published by mosques in the 

1970s and 1980s were informal printouts, and no printing licence was required.  As 

 
124 Preliminary research on Chinese-language discourses on specific events related to discussions on 
secularity and religion did not surface significant chatter.  
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such, the mosques were not mandated by law to deposit locally published Islamic 

tracts with the National Archives of Singapore. 

1.3 Mode of Analysis – The Habitus and Sociogenesis of Secularity  

This section will address the differences between Bourdieu and Elias’ habitus 

and why this thesis chooses to use the latter’s conception of the habitus.  Further, this 

section will explain how the habitus as an analytical approach will address the 

limitations of other theories on state-religious relations and secularity.  We will also 

identify key concepts of Elias’s habitus that are important for this thesis’s use as an 

approach to study the parallel developments of religion in society and nation-state 

formation in Singapore.   

1.3.a Comparison Between Elias and Bourdieu’s Habitus  

While Bourdieu and Elias’s approaches to the habitus appear similar in their 

definitions, this thesis argues that the latter’s conception of the habitus is more closely 

aligned with its historical processual approach. This is despite Bowen Paulle and et. 

al’s observation that Elias and Bourdieu’s approaches to the habitus are similar and 

can be seen as a “single theoretical approach” as both “investigate how specific social 

configurations … serve as the sources of second natures and as the dynamic contexts 

in which habitus (plural) function”.125   

For Bourdieu, the group habitus is homogenous while allowing for “diversity [of 

individual habitus] within homogeneity”.  Bourdieu sees the individual habitus as “a 

structural variant of all the other group or class habitus” that articulates differences in 

perspectives within and outside the group habitus and “never more than a deviation”.  

This is because the deviant individual is still related to the group habitus, and is, in 

 
125 Bowen Paulle, Bart van Heerikhuizen, and Mustafa Emirbayer, “Elias and Bourdieu,” in The Legacy 
of Pierre Bourdieu: Critical Essays, ed. Bryan Turner and Simon Susen (London: Anthem Press, 2011), 
145, 149. 
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fact, a product of the group habitus.  The individual habitus is still “dominated by the 

earliest experiences, of the experiences statistically common to the members of the 

same class” and will encounter similar restructuring based on its encounter with the 

group habitus and other related habitus. 126   Bourdieu's habitus focuses on how 

individuals embody a set of principles derived from the group habitus.    

Further, Bourdieu’s habitus is self-protective and appears unresponsive to 

external changes.  Bourdieu suggests that the habitus is inclined to “ensure its own 

constancy and its defence against change” by rejecting “new information capable of 

calling into question its accumulated information, if exposed to it accidentally or by 

force, and especially by avoiding exposure to such information”. 127   The new 

information here probably refers to knowledge production from another habitus that is 

deemed by the “home” habitus to be disruptive.  Thus, the habitus is self-protective 

and will defend itself from challenges by producing social structures which will support 

its second nature.128  Differing opinions are also viewed in correlation to the shared 

habitus, and changes are explained as deviants of the group habitus; thus, Bourdieu’s 

concept of the habitus is predetermined by structural factors and does not appear to 

be fluid to changes.  Cesari observes that Bourdieu’s habitus is shaped and 

predetermined by “structural positions (class, education, etc.)”.  The behaviour of 

individuals thus perpetuates existing social structures, “leaving very little agency to 

individuals”.129  Further, Bourdieu’s focus on how social customs become reinforced 

in individuals through the habitus thus leaves little room for fluidity, which is different 

from Nietzsche’s genealogy, which emphasises that “the form is fluid” and the 

 
126  Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of a Practice, trans. Richard Nice (Switzerland: Librairie Droz 
S.A., 1972; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 86–87; Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, 
trans. Richard Nice (Les Éditions de Minuit, 1980; Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), 60. 
127 Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, 60–61. 
128 Bourdieu, 61. 
129 Cesari, We God’s People, 16.  
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meanings of “everything” originate and change according to power relations in 

society.130 

Even though the habitus is loosely defined as second nature, it does not entirely 

pre-determine the individual’s thoughts and behaviours.  The habitus is fluid and 

considers continuities and changes to its institutions and dispositions, similar to 

Nietzsche and Foucault’s description of “things” as fluid and interconnected.  Elias 

notes that at any point in time, there are “analogous connections between a people’s 

long-term fortunes and experiences and their social habitus”.  Given the analogous 

connections between groups and states, the shared national habitus evolves and 

changes with time.131  Both the social habitus and “the layer of habitus forming the 

national character” are “hard and tough, but also flexible and far from immutable”.132  

Further, Stephen Mennell mentions that Elias sees learning as a “long-term social 

process, as prevailing social standards change from generation to generation”.  While 

Elias believes that experiences can lead to changes to the habitus, he also identifies 

dominant tendencies running through several centuries of European history”.133  This 

thesis will show dispositions and structures of the shared habitus might respond to 

changes in the corresponding social habitus.  In particular, continuities and changes 

in habitus dispositions or structures at critical historical junctures are significant for the 

understanding of Singapore’s secularity, especially in predicting how the state and 

society will respond to similar events or processes in future.   

Scholars in postcolonial studies have also criticised Bourdieu’s structural 

determinism.  Terry Rey notes that some scholars criticise Bourdieu’s habitus for its 

 
130 Nietzsche, "Second Essay", 51. 
131 Elias, The Germans: Power Struggles and the Development of Habitus in the Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries, 2, 19. 
132 Elias, The Society of Individuals, 209. 
133 Mennell, “Norbert Elias’s Contribution to Andrew Linklater’s Contribution to International Relations,” 
659. 
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“supposed denial of subaltern agency” and its inability to accommodate resistance or 

changes to the colonial habitus.134  Further, Bourdieu’s discussion on religion is top-

heavy and places too much emphasis on “institutional structures” and worldviews 

already defined by “religious specialists”.  He thus ignores the “relative autonomy and 

cultural agency of ordinary people”.135  This thesis seeks to avoid such reliance on 

institutions and institutionalised religion.  

On the other hand, scholars have used Elias’ habitus to examine postcolonial 

societies.  Marta Bucholc argues that the Eliasian habitus addresses the limitations of 

essentialism – the habitus focuses on “the historical genesis of any national group” 

and considers the “contingent relationship of group characteristics to the 

interdependencies within the group” and relatedness to external groups.136  Bucholc 

argues that the postcolonial habitus seeks to “decolonise” on two levels.  The society 

“locat[es] the impact of colonialism on society, such as imposed legal, political, social 

and cultural orders”, and either “eliminate” or “problematise their embeddedness”.  The 

individual might be too ingrained in his “colonial dependency” to become a member of 

the postcolonial community; the national community can choose to exclude those who 

cannot subscribe to the habitus. 137   Notably, Bucholc extends her analysis to 

international relations; she suggests that Poland is a “state-society with a postcolonial 

problem” and likely to become “a loose satellite of the European Union” due to its 

past.138   

 
134 Terry Rey, Bourdieu on Religion: Imposing Faith and Legitimacy (London: Equinox Publishing Ltd, 
2007), 121-3.  
135 Rey, 125.  
136 Marta Bucholc, “Schengen and the Rosary: Catholic Religion and the Postcolonial Syndrome in 
Polish National Habitus,” Historical Social Research/ Historische Sozialforschung 45, No. 1 (171) 
(2020), 154-5, 167. 
137 Bucholc, 173. 
138 Bucholc, 177-8. 
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Similarly, Cesari suggests that the Eliasian framework traces the 

“transformation of institutions in the longue durée and actors’ efforts to control, change, 

or oppose them”. 139  She identifies critical junctures that led to changes in state-

religion relations in several societies.  For instance, pan-Islamic and pan-Arabic 

movements emerged as resistance to the colonial intrusion into Egypt (1798) and 

Tunisia (1881).140  Upon independence, Cesari notes that some Middle Eastern states 

“co-opted Islamic educational and charitable institutions and clerical authorities” to 

gain legitimacy among their citizens. 141   Similarly, in Sri Lanka, Buddhism was 

reshaped by local resistance to colonial rule and after independence, when state-

Buddhism relations became institutionalised.142  Notably, Cesari presents examples 

from public school curricula in the countries mentioned above to show how religious 

notions are transmitted and legitimised as norms in societies.143   Cesari’s use of the 

Eliasian habitus addresses the limitations of Bourdieu’s habitus, as the latter does not 

accommodate resistance or changes. 

Bourdieu’s use of the habitus does not perform conceptual and institutional 

genealogy of concepts, which is key to this thesis’s investigation of the genealogy of 

secularity.  On the other hand, Elias’ habitus allows for the investigation of the 

genealogy of concepts and changes to the habitus at critical junctures.  Elias uses the 

historical processual method to examine the habitus, allowing us to trace how 

concepts have evolved across time.  Elias’ focus on genealogy is similar to Foucault’s. 

The habitus as an analytical framework thus allows us to discover and make sense of 

 
139 Cesari, “Disciplining Religion: The Role of the State and Its Consequences on Democracy,” Journal 
of Religious and Political Practice 2, no. 2 (May 3, 2016): 137; Cesari, “Civilization as Disciplinization 
and the Consequences for Religion and World Politics,” The Review of Faith & International Affairs 17, 
no. 1 (January 2, 2019), 24–33. 
140 Cesari, “Disciplining Religion,” 140-1.   
141 Cesari, 142.  
142 Cesari, 143. 
143 Cesari, 144-146. 
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“‘a framework of processes in which scattered facts can be fitted”.144  Elias’ line of 

inquiry asks, “why institutions, and people’s conduct and affective make-up change 

and why they change in this particular way”.145  In this vein, he studies both historical 

events and human behaviour.  For instance, Elias uses historical sources to examine 

the interaction of social, political, and economic processes that led to civilising 

processes, evident in the court manners which developed alongside and fed into these 

processes, from feudalisation to state formation in France, England and Germany.146  

Elias prefers this historical processual approach over traditional historical narratives 

that investigate how a specific ruler came into power, and how his regime was 

consolidated or ruined by his successors.  While both approaches use the same 

historical sources for investigation, only the first approach “attains to the plane of 

historical reality on which the civilising process takes place”.147  The random and 

scattered facts are what constitute the historical processes that produce and inform 

the habitus.  Thus, the habitus allows us to make sense of these seemingly scattered 

events as patterns and interconnected processes.   

More importantly, as Elias’s habitus studies both historical processes and 

human behaviour, this analytical approach circumvents the individual-society 

dichotomy.  Such an approach helps address the limitations of current works on 

secularity that usually focus on either the institutional or societal approach, as 

discussed in Chapter 1.1.  Elias’ habitus is relational across the collective-individual 

dimensions through his conceptualisation of human figurations.  Eric Dunning and 

Jason Hughes suggest that Elias’ use of “human figurations” is intentional in revealing 

the “radical interdependence” of “‘social agencies’, ‘institutions’, ‘societies’ … [and] the 

 
144 Elias, 412. 
145 Elias, The Civilizing Process, 277. 
146 See Elias, The Civilizing Process. 
147 Elias, The Civilizing Process, 188. 
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people who comprise them.”  These interdependencies include “shifting networks of 

people with fluctuating, asymmetrical power balances”.148  For instance, Elias uses 

dance to guide his readers into thinking about “families, cities, nation-states, and even 

feudal, capitalist, and communist societies”.  Figurations can continue to exist even if 

individuals contributing to that specific figuration have ceased to exist, provided that 

other members of the habitus continue to participate in the perpetuation of that 

figuration.149  Elias’ conception of human figurations thus enables us to investigate the 

multi-layered interactions between “we” (institutions, groups and society) and “I” 

(individual) configurations that lead to the formulation of behaviours and beliefs as 

internalisation on the part of individuals and collective beliefs on the part of the larger 

society. 

Notably, Bourdieu and Elias use the habitus to study societies and nation-

states, and not religion per se.  The usefulness of the habitus lies in its applicability as 

a method in examining social and political processes.  This aligns with the aim, in the 

current thesis, of studying the institutional and societal perspectives of secularity, 

which emphasises investigating the dynamics of state-religion and societal 

interactions.   

Thus far, relatively few studies engage the concept of habitus to study religion 

or secularity. 150   Elias notes that it is uncommon for intellectuals to establish 

connections between present-day social and national habitus (on the one hand) and 

its history and the process of state formation (on the other); this is what this thesis 

 
148 Eric Dunning and Jason Hughes, Norbert Elias and Modern Sociology: Knowledge, 
Interdependence, Power, Process (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), 52-3.  
149 Dunning and Hughes, Norbert Elias and Modern Sociology, 53.  
150  See Rey, “Pierre Bourdieu and the Study of Religion: Recent Developments, Directions, and 
Departures,” in The Oxford Handbook of Pierre Bourdieu, ed. Thomas Medvetz and Jeffrey J Sallaz 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 299–326 for an overview of works using the Bourdieusian 
study of religion. 
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proposes to do.151  In recent years, Andrew Linklater and Cesari have engaged with 

Eliasian structures in their works.  Linklater draws on Elias’ process-sociological 

approach to examine the civilising process among nation-states and the consequent 

structuring of the global order. 152   Both Linklater and Cesari demonstrate an 

appreciation of the interconnectedness of domains widely assumed to be 

disconnected – religion and politics, international and domestic, and the 

interrelatedness of events over time.   

Separately, Werner Schiffauer uses the habitus to explain why the second-

generation leadership of Millî Görüş, a leading Islamic organisation in Europe, have 

used the courts and the Constitution to fight for their rights; this was the result of “an 

initially abstract commitment to the Constitution” which has concretised into “inner 

habitus, a second nature”.153  This example shows that an Islamic habitus can coexist 

and intersect with the national habitus, where knowledge of the Constitution resides.  

We also need to note that the habitus does not simply refer to context or history.  

This thesis redefines the definition of “habitus” by returning to its roots in Elias’ 

approach to the habitus.  Elias’ use of the habitus as a historical processual method 

shows that the habitus is a collective set of beliefs and behaviours shaped by ongoing 

interactions between human figurations, as Linklater, Cesari and Schiffauer have 

shown.   

The Eliasian approach describes how the habitus is informed by the building of 

national community and culture, which is a dimension Asad does not address.   Elias 

uses a processual approach to trace the development of the state through crucial 

 
151 Elias, The Germans: Power Struggles and the Development of Habitus in the Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries, 19. 
152 See Andrew Linklater, The Idea of Civilization and the Making of the Global Order (Bristol: Bristol 
University Press, 2020). 
153 Werner Schiffauer, Nach dem Islamismus: die Islamische Gemeinschaft Millî Görüş (Frankfurt: 
Suhrkamp, 2010), 325-6 in Joppke, Is Multiculturalism Dead?, 97. 
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historical processes, from feudalism to the rise of the monarchy and the eventual 

formation of the state.  Such a sociogenetic approach is relevant for the study of 

secularity in this thesis; it helps us trace the genealogy of secularity from the colonial 

period to present-day Singapore.  The present-day “accepted” notion of secularity did 

not just come to be.  The national habitus, which includes the state and society’s 

knowledge of secularity, politics and religion, is a product of historical interactions and 

power struggles between the state, society, and different groups of people.  Thus, the 

habitus provides an analytical framework for us to examine the building blocks of 

secularity in Singapore and how the Singaporean brand of secularity came to be 

internalised by Singaporeans over time.   

1.3.b Laying the Foundations of Elias’ Habitus  

Several features of Elias’ concept of the habitus contribute to this thesis’s 

analytical toolkit to investigate the genealogy of secularity in Singapore.  An important 

feature of the habitus is interactions between human, institutional and structural 

figurations.  The habitus as an analytical lens will allow us to unpack power relations 

between institutions, individuals, religious groups and the state.  Notably, the Eliasian 

habitus operates on a collective sense, as compared to Bourdieu’s, which operates 

on an individual level.  The layers of interaction between groups produce historical 

experiences that form the collective, social habitus.  The social habitus informs how 

the individual or group, on various levels of group identification, chooses to behave in 

relationships in “greater circumspection, more conscious forms of self-control, reduced 

spontaneity in action and speech in the forming and management of relationships”.   

Elias provides a theoretical framework to examine different levels of 

interactions, which are “basic structures that give all the individual processes within 
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this field their direction and their specifical stamps”.154  The study of processes and 

interactions between figurations will show that concepts previously thought to be 

separated, like economic and political spheres, are in “permanent 

interdependence”.155  This mode of inquiry allows us to study the different layers of 

intersection in society, thus addressing the limitations posed by current paradigms that 

fail to integrate institutional-religious interaction.   

Group identification comes in many forms, uniting individuals through religious 

affiliation, ethnicity or the larger structures of society and the modern nation-state.  

These groups constitute the collective “we” on many integration planes, and these 

different levels intersect at many points.156  Elias observes that the characteristics of 

the “national group identity … are a layer of the social habitus built very deeply and 

firmly into the personality structure of the individual”.157  The colonial habitus, and the 

national habitus that it evolves into after decolonisation, is the overarching habitus that 

citizens collectively share in a nation-state.   

However, Elias recognises that an individual or group might have various group 

identifications, and that the group identities residing in each individual or group overlap 

and may be in conflict.  An example would be the conflict between national and tribal 

habitus in the decolonisation process and the consequent formation of the modern 

nation-state in Africa.158  As discussed earlier, Habermas had questioned if one had 

to divide his religious and secular self in a post-secular society while translating his 

views to be heard in various spheres (political, religious and civil society).  The above 

example shows that the individual can belong to many layers of habitus, similar to 

 
154 Elias, 411. 
155 Elias, 437, 469-473. 
156 Elias, The Society of Individuals, 172, 202–4. 
157 Elias, The Society of Individuals, ed. Michael Schroter, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Suhrkamp Verlag, 
1987; New York: The Continuum International Publishing Group Ltd, 2001), 209. 
158 Elias, The Society of Individuals, 211. 
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Berger’s multiple relevance structures and Taylor’s co-existence of individual and 

political identities.  The other levels of “we” habitus in Singapore that intersect include 

religious and racial habitus. 

Elias explains that “the fortunes of a nation become crystallised in institutions 

which are responsible for ensuring that the most different people of society acquire 

the same characteristics, possess the same national habitus”.159  The institutions thus 

ensure that “second natures” of the habitus become ingrained in the consciousnesses 

of people belonging to the habitus.  In this thesis, institutions refer to both state and 

religious institutions.  The study of interactions between institutions and groups will 

reveal processes of social learning that lead to the individual and collective 

internalisation of concepts of secularity, religion and politics articulated by the nation-

state habitus. 

Notably, Elias notes ways of observing shifts in power between groups in the 

habitus and the ways in which members of the shared habitus may force, compel, or 

persuade others to acquire characteristics of the national habitus.  This builds upon 

Foucault’s notion of discipline; discipline “fixes; it arrests or regulates movements; it 

clears up confusion; it dissipates compact groupings of individuals” who behave 

erratically, and “master all forces”, thus defusing “counter-power”, resistance and 

“other forms of horizontal conjunctions”.160  In particular, Elias recognises that states 

have become “the highest-ranking survival units”; tribes are ceding their roles as 

autonomous units to the state, which has become the “highest-ranking reference 

groups for the we-identity of individuals”.161  In this case, the state, or we-identity, is 

usually more powerful than the I-identity (or individual self) or the smaller habitus. 

 
159 Elias, The Germans: Power Struggles and the Development of Habitus in the Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries, 18. 
160 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 219. 
161 Elias, The Society of Individuals, 206. 
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Like Elias who notes that smaller groups cede their powers to the state, 

Foucault notes that the state has emerged at the top of the power hierarchy.  However, 

state power is not necessarily authoritarian or repressive, as scholars like Zubaidah 

have observed.  Foucault suggests we move away from negative connotations of 

power with terms like “excludes”, “represses”, “censors”, “abstracts”, “masks”, and 

“conceals”.162  While the state has emerged as the highest form of power, the state is 

not necessarily the only object of power and power does not originate only from the 

state.  Foucault attributes this trend of the state as the highest form of power to the 

governmentalisation of power relations, in which such relations have been 

“elaborated, rationalised, and centralised in the form of, or under the auspices of, state 

institutions”.163  This is likely why scholars who favour the institutional approach to 

secularity place the onus on the state to manage religious groups and multiculturalism.  

A neutral view of state power will thus enable us to move away from the different 

spectrums of secularity and state power in Singapore offered by various scholars.   

  Foucault uses normalisation and surveillance, the two “great instruments of 

power at the end of the classical age”, to explain how ideas become normalised.164  

Foucault describes discipline as repeated exercises that create “second nature” or 

new behaviours.  Normalisation is when such exercises become standardised to 

redirect the individual to adhere to these norms.  Normalisation, in turn, creates the 

“abnormal”, and new disciplinary techniques were introduced to normalise the 

“abnormal”.  Normalisation creates “a normalised society where everyone and almost 

 
162 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 194. 
163 Foucault, “The Subject and Power” in Power, 345.  
164 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 184. 
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everything (from economic trends to crop production)” is seen as “normal” or “deviant” 

from the norm.165 

However, beyond his example of the discipline of the body, Foucault’s 

normalisation does not break down the process by which normalisation occurs, like for 

instance how ideas proposed by a more powerful subject, for instance the state or a 

political figure, becomes internalised by the collective object (referring to the party or 

group over which the subject exercises its power).   The use of Eliasian habitus helps 

us to examine how ideas gain legitimacy among groups.   

Elias posits that a drag effect may occur when a group resist changes to the 

principles and structures of the existing habitus because of an “unplanned social 

process” that might bring about change.  This change is not coincidental and can be 

seen as an element of the civilising process.166  The manner of change depends on 

many factors.  How deeply entrenched the social habitus is will determine the form of 

resistance mounted to prevent the change; alternatively, the event might have 

happened so spontaneously that the members of the habitus might not have a chance 

to react to it.  Otherwise, they might resist changes to the social habitus by “slowing it 

down or blocking it entirely”.167  The drag effect is helpful for this thesis’s investigation 

of secularity; it will help us to observe possible conflict points and how the habitus 

might respond to changes in the public status of religion or state-religion relations.  

The degree of resistance to an unplanned social change will help us identify dominant 

tendencies in Singapore’s habitus.  The drag effect helps to identify how power and 

 
165 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 184; Ladelle McWhorter, “Normalisation” in The Cambridge 
Foucault Lexicon, ed. Leonard Lawlor and John Nale (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 
316-7. 
166 Elias, 213. 
167 Elias, 211. 
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discipline is exercised over societies or groups in a society, and how ideas gain 

dominance and become the norm.    

The Eliasian explanation of constraints and civilising processes allows us to 

appreciate how the habitus works and what happens when conflict arises.  This is 

explained by the civilising process.  In the early stages of social development, Elias 

observes “people took their own way of life, their own social conventions, entirely for 

granted”.  It was only when people became conscious of their differences that the 

situation became problematic.  The “key problem of any civilising process” is how 

people or groups can satisfy their basic needs, without these needs being achieved at 

the expense of others.  Elias proposes four types of constraints, of which only two will 

be discussed here as they are more relevant to this thesis.168  These two constraints 

explain how concepts like secularity gain legitimacy among or become internalised on 

a collective basis.  This is what Elias terms the social learning process or Foucault’s 

normalisation process. 

The first is social or external constraints that people impose over “the other” in 

their social lives.  The second is self-control.  According to Elias, self-control is only 

“actualised through learning and experience”; otherwise, it stays dormant.  The extent 

of actualisation is dependent on societal context and continually evolves.  Further, 

self-restraint is reliant on “a very great deal of reinforcement through the fear created 

and pressure exerted by others”.  The pressure can be imposed by other people or 

imaginary constructs such as spiritual beings.  Elias’ research reveals that the 

“hallmark of civilising processes … is a change in the relation between external social 

constraints and individual self-restraints”.  In the civilising process, or normalisation, 

 
168 Elias, The Germans: Power Struggles and the Development of Habitus in the Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries, 31–32.  The other two constraints are: (i) limitations imposed by human nature, 
e.g. dying of old age, loneliness, hunger; and (ii) limits placed by “natural circumstances”, e.g. need for 
shelter from natural elements.   
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self-constraint increases while social constraint correspondingly diminishes, and the 

differences in power distribution between groups will also decrease.  Self-constraint 

would gradually be formed through less coercion, and more through gentle persuasion 

and one’s conviction.169  The external constraints of the nation-state are mirrored by 

the internal constraints of the individuals.  Societies, individuals, the state, and groups 

are all “aspects of social processes” which are “functionally interdependent varying 

degrees of harmony and conflict”.  They are all actors or passive receivers at varying 

points.170  Such an approach allows us to examine how notions of secularity, religion 

and politics gain legitimacy and become internalised by Singapore citizens.  Elias’ 

habitus also allows us to study shifts in power between institutions and groups in the 

Singapore society and how these power shifts consequently influence the habitus’ 

dispositions and structures.   

Unlike Bourdieu, who emphasises the homogenisation of the habitus, Elias 

presents a processual approach to examining how individuals or groups interact to 

maintain the harmony of the shared habitus.  Social harmony, in this vein, does not 

necessarily mean harmonisation of all individual views within the habitus or 

submission of an individual’s view to that of the collective habitus.  Elias sees 

interactions between different individuals and groups as dynamic and multi-

dimensional, and the power shifts between them as fluid.  Elias also acknowledges 

that conflicts are “normal, indispensable aspects of social life”.  Therefore, the 

democratic state does not need to stifle conflicts; the state’s role is to “regulate the 

resolution of a society’s most important group conflicts via special institutions”, so that 

conflict is limited to “non-violent forms of struggle”, such as discussion or exchanges 

 
169 Elias, 32–35. 
170 Elias, 335–36. 
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of words.  The resolution of conflict is dependent on whether the parties involved abide 

by the principles of the habitus.171 

Further, Elias presents a model of correlation and interdependence between 

external structures (like state institutions and norms) and the internal dispositions of 

the individual.  Presumably, as a nation-state progresses towards increased 

democratisation, the state relies less on policing and enforcement of rules, depending 

more on the individual’s habitus dispositions to restrain oneself according to the limits 

imposed by the habitus.  This differs from Bourdieu’s approach to harmonisation, 

which immediately places the onus on mobilising agents or skilful workers to impose 

external constraints.  Thus, by Elias’ suggestion, in the initial phases of state formation, 

the government and group leaders are likely to impose more external restraints.  A 

civilised state will thereafter probably rely more on self-control on the part of the 

individuals who have internalised the collective notions of the habitus.  This is a 

notable point of discussion that the thesis will return to in Chapter 7 – does state 

management of religious affairs decrease over time? 

In addition, Elias places emphasis on the importance of early experiences in 

the national habitus.   Elias notes that “the contemporary problems of a group are 

crucially influenced by their earlier fortunes, by their beginningless development”.172  

Notably, Cesari builds on the concept of habitus to show how the meaning of Islam in 

Islamic societies has evolved as “Islamic institutions became identified with the nation” 

through the processes of colonisation, decolonisation, and nation-building.  For 

Cesari, the earliest fortune refers to Islamic societies’ encounters with Western 

imperialism, which heralded the advent of the modern nation-state.  After the 

 
171 Elias, 292–93. 
172 Elias, 19. 
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European wars of religion, the monarch took charge of “worldly affairs”, such as civil 

law and education.  Religious believers were expected to keep their beliefs private, 

and ensure that those beliefs did not influence political or social policies.  This 

dichotomy was imported into Islamic territories via Western colonial rule, and affected 

how postcolonial elites envisioned the role of religion in the postcolonial state.  The 

nation-state played a critical role in the construct of political Islam as political elites 

used religion to unite citizens of the new modern, decolonised state.173  As mentioned 

earlier, Goh also observes that secularism in Singapore is inherited from colonial 

legacy. 174  Thus, the conjuncture of the introduction of the Western notion of nation-

state during colonial rule and religious identity has led to changes in religion's social 

and political significance.   

The habitus, which considers historical experiences and the interdependence 

between figurations to explain dispositions, structures, and practices by collective 

groups in society, will thus help us to move away from existing models or theories on 

secularity.  Elias’ concept of the habitus is critical as an analytical toolkit for this thesis 

due to several reasons: (a) Elias’ historical processual approach; (b) Elias’ relational 

approach to studying interactions between state, institutions, and society; (c) the 

habitus explains how notions become legitimised in society and internalised by 

individuals; and (d) the habitus structure is fluid and allows for challenges, resistance 

and changes.  Further, the combination of Foucault’s normalisation and Elias’ 

workings of the habitus will allow us to trace how notions of the secular become 

normalised or re-normalised as second nature in the collective habitus (referring to the 

national habitus and other “we” levels of identification).     

 
173 Cesari, What Is Political Islam? (Colorado: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2017), 6-7, 13–17.   
174 Goh, “State and Social Christianity in Post-Colonial Singapore,” 58.   
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1.4 Hypothesis  

Having explained notable points from Elias’ use of the habitus, this thesis will 

explain how genealogy and the habitus can be used to study the secularity norms in 

the Singapore habitus.  This study’s main aim is to investigate the genealogy of 

secularity in the modern nation-state of Singapore by looking at interactions between 

both institutional and societal levels of secularisation.  This study involves looking at 

the genealogy of secularity since the beginnings of modern Singapore, as a colonial 

state under British rule to its establishment as an independent state in 1965, and the 

introduction of the MRHA in 1989.  It involves looking at how the notions of secularity 

– the status of religion in society and state-religion relations – have changed over time.   

This thesis will also investigate transition points that led to the redistribution of political 

power between state and religious institutions, and changes or continuities in the 

habitus.  After tracing the genealogy of secularity in Singapore, this thesis will reveal 

secularity traits of the national habitus which it has identified at various transition 

points.     

As the previous discussion has shown, scholars generally look at ideas or 

institutions but fail to combine their analysis across both levels.  I choose to adopt a 

processual approach that involves analysing institutional and societal levels of 

secularisation to examine the conjunction of nation-building and the subsequent 

redefinition of religion in society.  I hypothesise that the status of religious communities 

in Singapore is redefined at significant historical crossroads of nation-building.  

Religious communities constantly have to realign themselves on the social level to 

calibrate their behaviour with the political elites’ expectations and the national habitus.  

This study is not concerned with models or variables of secularism but with identifying 

historical crossroads or sites of contestations, and how religious and political elites will 
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respond to realign their expectations according to the national habitus, principles, and 

structures.      

In this thesis, secularity norms in the national habitus refers to dispositions or 

principles on secularity and structures of secularity in Singapore for the religious and 

political elites, and the society.  The concern is to investigate how different groups 

perceive the role of religion in society and how members of the shared national habitus 

in Singapore might adapt, control, or oppose attempted changes to the habitus.  These 

changes are mostly unplanned social changes that might manifest as events like: 

Singapore’s independence as a sovereign nation; the emergence of religious 

revivalism; and conflicts between religious groups.  This thesis involves studying how 

different expectations of secularity are derived from religious and national habitus.  It 

also entails understanding how historical experiences produced the habitus, and led 

to the acceptance of secularity as an institutional agreement between the state and 

the society.  Such an approach moves away from institutional approaches, which see 

religion as something to be managed.  The habitus is a fluid structure that will adapt 

to social changes and fluctuations in power configurations.      

As mentioned in Section 1.1.a, this study will focus on investigating how state-

religion relations and the societal dimension of religion have evolved.  The assessment 

of interactions between each group will consequently shape the secularity dispositions 

constituting Singapore’s habitus.  The first layer of interactions examine state-religion 

relations, which refers to the positions of religious actors vis-à-vis state institutions and 

policies.  The second layer of interactions looks at the significance of religion for these 

religious groups, and how it affects interreligious relations.  The use of Elias’ habitus 

allows us to investigate multi-layered interactions between the multiple “we” 

(institutions, groups and society) figurations.   
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Given Singapore’s multireligious and multiracial composition, religious actors 

include Buddhists, Muslims, Taoists, Christians, and Hindus, among many other 

religions.  According to an investigation by the Pew Research Center in 2014, 

Singapore is the most religiously diverse country in the world.175  The 2020 Census 

revealed that 31.1% of Singapore residents identified as Buddhists, 20% professed to 

have no religious affiliations, 18.% identified as Christians, 15.6% as Muslims, 8.8% 

as Taoists and 5% as Hindus.176  Physical religious confrontation has been kept to a 

minimum; in fact, there has been no overt religious clashes since the country’s 

independence in 1965.  It is also intriguing that a secular state like Singapore with a 

majority Chinese Buddhist population, has constituted a dual legal system with civil 

and Syariah courts.    

This thesis chooses to focus its study on the Singapore state, Christians, and 

Muslims in its investigation of secularity in the Singapore habitus.  The course of 

archival research conducted for this thesis revealed that despite the Buddhist majority 

in Singapore, Christian and Muslim-related discourses took up a significant portion of 

the discussion on state secularity, religion, and politics.  Thus, this thesis chooses to 

focus on state-Christian-Muslim discussions on secularity, religion, and politics.  

These interactions will be studied through various historical sequences, identified as 

crossroads where significant changes in power relations and definitions of secularity, 

religion and politics occurred.  It is hoped that such a processual approach will identify 

a habitus specific to Singapore.  The habitus informs the genealogy of secularity in 

Singapore and helps us to identify scenarios that might lead to changes in notions of 

 
175 Pew Research Center, “Religious Diversity Around The World,” Pew Research Center’s Religion & 
Public Life Project (blog), April 4, 2014, https://www.pewforum.org/2014/04/04/global-religious-
diversity/. 
176 Grace Ho, “More S’poreans Have No Religious Affiliation: Population Census,” The Straits Times, 
June 16, 2021. 
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secularity.  The habitus will also help us to anticipate future fronts of tension between 

religious and political actors.   
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2 THE COLONIAL YEARS: THE FOUNDATION OF THE SINGAPORE HABITUS 

Postcolonial scholars have commented on the importance of colonialism in 

importing Western ideas of secularity and transforming postcolonial societies’ notions 

of religion, state and politics.  The colonial period is important in our investigation of 

the development of secularity dispositions and structures in the Singapore habitus 

since the notion of secularity was first introduced to Singapore society at this juncture.  

This chapter will identify important points of transitions during British colonial rule in 

Singapore that have resulted in significant changes in the balance of power for political 

and religious institutions, and that have consequently shaped the national habitus.  

The development of notions of secularity in this era will help to illustrate how the status 

of religion, vis-à-vis the state and society, has evolved from the colonial period to 

present-day Singapore.   

 This chapter will first paint a portrait of colonial society.  In 1819, the signing of 

a treaty between the British East India Company (EIC) and Malay rulers in Singapore 

gave the EIC the rights to establish a trading outpost in colonial Singapore.  Singapore 

then comprised an estimated 1,000 inhabitants, most of whom were natives.  There 

were 20 to 30 Malays who were part of the entourage of the Temenggong (members 

of the Malay nobility responsible for maintaining law and order) and a similar number 

of Chinese.177  By 1821, Singapore had 5,000 inhabitants, including 3,000 Malays, 

some 1,000 Chinese and 500 to 600 Bugis people, with other minority groups like 

Indians, Arabs, Armenians, Europeans, and Eurasians.178  The first section of this 

chapter will look at the period between 1819 and 1867 and examine the colonial 

 
177 C.M. Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005 (Singapore: NUS Press, 2020), 38. 
178 Turnbull, 52.  Bugis people refer to immigrants from South Sulawesi, Indonesia.   
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management of Singapore.  This section will also investigate how colonial rule and 

migration impacted the group habitus of the different racial groups in Singapore.   

 The following section will look at the consolidation of colonial rule in Singapore 

from 1867 to 1941 when the British established state institutions to manage religious 

groups and assert more control over society.  In 1867, the British officially recognised 

Singapore as a Crown Colony, meaning that Singapore came under the direct control 

of the British Government and was no longer a company entity under the EIC.  With 

the introduction of state institutions and new legislation which consolidated colonial 

power over society, political power was redistributed between colonial institutions and 

the different communities.  This section will examine how the societal significance of 

religion changed with the redistribution of political power.  

 The third section will examine key transition points that resulted in the change 

in the status of religion in the Chinese, Malay, and Indian communities.  This chapter 

will conclude by examining how interactions between the colonial state and inhabitants 

of Singapore have been accompanied by changes in concepts of secularity, for both 

political and religious institutions. 

Notably, there is no single account of the role of religion in colonial Singapore 

society.  Therefore, this thesis will weave together a narrative about the societal and 

institutional role of religion in colonial Singapore society through existing historical 

works.  There are two types of such historical sources: narratives of general history in 

Singapore and research on specific aspects of the different racial communities.  

Several historians have written detailed historical accounts of colonial Singapore 

pieced together from archival sources and newspaper articles.179  However, some 

 
179 Barbara Watson Andaya and Leonard Y. Andaya, A History of Malaysia, 3rd ed. (London: Palgrave, 
2017); Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005 (Singapore: NUS Press, 2009); Turnbull, 
The Straits Settlements 1826-67: Indian Presidency to Crown Colony (London: The Athlone Press, 
1972).  
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accounts, like that of Mary Turnbull, are drawn exclusively from colonial sources; these 

accounts are discourses representing the colonial perspective.  Turnbull notes that the 

history of Singapore’s colonial past remains “under-researched”, because the different 

immigrant communities in Singapore developed at their own respective paces, and 

the internal histories of these communities have not yet been investigated.180  This 

thesis acknowledges the limitations of using narratives relying on colonial sources; 

such narratives, written by the Western hand, present the Western view of secularity.     

Some accounts have sought to look at native sources to retrieve societal 

perspectives.  Anthony Milner’s investigation of the development of Malaysian politics 

includes accounts from Christian missionaries and indigenous Malay Muslim writers, 

who provided descriptions of Islam at the societal level in colonial Singapore.181  Some 

studies by local academics focus on specific racial communities, such as the 

consolidated volume by Kwa Chong Guan and Kua Bak Lim on the Chinese 

community and Rajesh Rai’s research into the Indian community.  These community-

specific accounts provide some insights into the significance of religion for specific 

communities from the perspectives of the local inhabitants.  For instance, Cheng Lim 

Keak uses a good mix of Chinese or local sources and colonial reports.  These 

accounts provide a different perspective on religion from the above-mentioned 

historical accounts that rely primarily on colonial sources.       

  Separately, existing works on religion in colonial Singapore provide an insight 

into the colonial management of religions through legislative means.  Vinheeta Sinha 

presents a comprehensive study of historical and secondary sources on the colonial 

administration of religion and the religious landscape on the Straits Settlement in the 

 
180 Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005, 2020, 10.  
181  Anthony Milner, The Invention of Politics in Colonial Malaya: Contesting Nationalism and the 
Expansion of the Public Sphere (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).  
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nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  She uses an institutional approach to evaluate 

the British management of religions, particularly Hinduism and Islam, in the Straits 

Settlements.182  Ahmad bin Mohd Ibrahim’s dated monograph examines the legal 

status of Muslims in colonial Singapore based on legal records from the Straits 

Settlements.183  By integrating the different accounts that provide insights into state-

religion relations and the societal status of religion from legislative, historical, and 

sociological perspectives, this thesis will show how meanings of race, religion, and 

nation have emerged, evolved, and interacted during colonial rule.   

2.1 Beginnings of Colonial Singapore Under the British East India Company  

2.1.a The British East India Company – From Tenant to Sovereign Authority  

Singapore came under the control of the EIC in 1819 with the signing of a treaty 

between EIC representative Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles, Tengku Husain and 

Temenggong Abdur Rahman of Johor.184  The EIC was formed in 1600 when Queen 

Elizabeth I issued a royal charter to a group of British traders which granted them 

exclusive trade rights to overseas trade in the East Indies.185  Thus, the treaty was an 

agreement between a trading company and the indigenous rulers of Singapore; this 

had implications for the nature of relations between the EIC and the local inhabitants.   

In the early years, political power was distributed between the Temenggong 

and the EIC.  According to Turnbull, the Temenggong had complete control over the 

trading community, including judicial authority, leasing land, and collecting taxes. 

William Farquhar, the British Resident in charge of Singapore between 1819 and 1823, 

 
182  Vineeta Sinha, Religion-State Encounters in Hindu Domains: From the Straits Settlements to 
Singapore (Dordrecht: Springer, 2011).  
183 Ahmad bin Mohd Ibrahim, “The Legal Status of the Muslims in Singapore” (1965).  
184 Chong Guan Kwa et al., Seven Hundred Years: A History of Singapore (Singapore: National Library 
Board Singapore, 2019), 198.  
185 Emily Erikson, Between Monopoly and Free Trade: The English East India Company, 1600-1757 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), 2. 
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felt that the treaty did not grant the EIC, which was a trading company, the right to land 

ownership or the right to formulate laws.  The EIC’s control was limited to that of the 

port and economic matters like taxation.  Farquhar also paid the Temenggong and 

Sultan a stipend collected from taxes in return for their policing and judicial 

responsibilities.186   

According to existing historical accounts, the EIC adopted a policy of non-

interference in governing Singapore.  The EIC probably adopted a policy of non-

intervention because its primary interest in Singapore was economic, and its policies 

in Singapore were geared towards ensuring that Singapore functioned smoothly as a 

trading port.  Thus, it adopted a policy of non-intervention in most governance matters 

as political governance did not fall within the scope of their trading duties; Malay rulers 

were in charge of policing and judiciary duties.  The British policy of non-interference 

in religious matters was also adopted in other colonies, such as British India.     

The British policy of non-interference could also be attributed to parallel 

developments in England.  Sinha attributes the policy of non-interference to the 

influence of the “Enlightenment compromise” in Britain, which consigned religion to 

the private sphere of citizens.187  There was a relaxation of legislation on religions in 

Britain, starting from the late 1700s.  The Catholic Relief Act of 1791 allowed Catholics 

the freedom to worship, assume junior public positions, and reside in London.  The 

Act was followed by the Catholic Emancipation Act in 1829, granting Catholics more 

political rights; Catholics were allowed to be Members of Parliaments (MPs), vote in 

elections, and assume senior public positions.188  Stewart Brown observes that there 

were also calls to end established churches and formal links between the Church and 

 
186 Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005, 2020, 56–57, 63. 
187 Sinha, Religion-State Encounters in Hindu Domains, 62. 
188 “Emancipation,” UK Parliament, accessed June 2, 2021, https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-
heritage/transformingsociety/private-lives/religion/overview/emancipation/. 
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the state.189  Brown assesses that the British state had become, by the end of 1914, 

“secular” as established churches in England and Scotland did not have the legal 

authority to impose religious instruction on the people.  The church was legally 

disestablished in Ireland and Wales, and different Christian denominations and 

Judaism were recognised as equals under the law.190   

Another reason could be the British lack of experience in establishing a system 

of governance capable of managing religious diversity.  The Civil Marriage Act of 

England and Wales, which allowed marriages to be recognised by churches of other 

Christian denominations or by a civil registrar, was only passed in 1836.  Before the 

Act, England did not have a civil law system for private affairs such as marriage, death, 

and birth; marriages could only be celebrated in Anglican churches.191  Thus, at the 

point of colonial rule, the British conflated family laws with one’s religious identification.   

Given Western political secularism’s separation of private and public spheres, 

religious law was synonymous with family law that resided within the private sphere. 

Turnbull and Sinha explain that the policy of non-interference was enshrined in 

the stipulations of the 1819 treaty.  According to Article VII of the treaty, the legal 

system was to “depend on the laws and usages of the various tribes who may be 

expected to settle in the vicinity of the English factory”.  The treaty also guaranteed 

that the EIC would “respect the laws and customs of Malays”.  Thus, Muslim laws were 

applied to matters relating to religious practices, marriages, and inheritance, on the 

condition that the indigenous laws and customs were “not contrary to reason”.  Besides 

 
189 Stewart Brown, Providence and Empire: Religion, Politics and Society in the United Kingdom, 1815-
1914 (London: Taylor & Francis Group, 2008), 83–88, 256.  Calls to end established churches began 
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the indigenous Malay community, the 1819 treaty also allowed other communities to 

be governed by their respective traditions.192   In 1823, Raffles also stated that the EIC 

would apply the English civil code to the inhabitants of Singapore with mildness, 

common sense, “and a patriarchal kindness and indulgent consideration for the 

prejudices of each tribe”.193   The above stipulations guaranteed that religious and 

cultural laws were retained for matters relating to family, marriage, divorce, and 

inheritance, while the criminal code was applied to all inhabitants.  Here, we see the 

influence of the Western secularity - the distinction between public and private, and 

religion and politics.  Economic and trading matters fell under the purview of the EIC, 

while the EIC did not interfere in matters like family, marriage, divorce, and inheritance, 

as these matters were deemed to be customary.   

 In the ensuing years, the EIC purchased more sovereign rights from the Malay 

rulers; this diminished the latter’s interference in local administrative matters.  Turnbull 

assesses that the EIC wanted to establish more control over Singapore as the EIC 

authorities had conflicts with the Malay chiefs over monetary compensation and the 

issue of slavery.  John Crawfurd, the British Resident of Singapore from 1823 to 1826, 

wanted more control over the territory so that the Malay chiefs would stop demanding 

increased monetary compensation, and drawing the EIC into local territorial disputes.  

Before Raffles departed from Singapore in 1823, he signed a new agreement with the 

Temenggong and the Sultan to purchase their ruling and property rights to 

Singapore.194  Crawfurd negotiated for another agreement in 1824 that prevented the 

 
192 IOR – G34/10 – ff127–131, “Treaty of Friendship and Alliance concluded between the Honorable Sir 
Thomas Stamford Raffles, Lieutenant-Governore of Fort Marlborough and its dependencies, Agent to 
the Most Noble Francis, Marquis Of Hastings, Governore-General of India, etc., for the Honorable EEIC 
on the one part, and Their Highnesses Sultan Hussin Muhammed Shah, Sultan of Johore, and Dato 
Tumungong Sri Maharajah Abdul Rahman, chief of Singapore and its dependencies, on the other part” 
quoted in Sinha, Religion-State Encounters in Hindu Domains, 34; Turnbull, A History of Modern 
Singapore 1819-2005, 2020, 64. 
193 Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005, 2009, 40. 
194 Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005, 2020, 63, 71. 
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local Malay rulers from interfering in the administration of Singapore; he felt the terms 

of Raffles’ agreement were insufficient to accord full sovereignty to the EIC.  He 

indicated that the only solution would be “the unequivocal cession of the island of 

Singapore in full sovereignty and property”.  In the Crawfurd Treaty of 1824, the Malay 

rulers surrendered control of Singapore and its surrounding islands, sea, and the 

straits to the EIC.  The rulers were not allowed to establish relations with foreign parties 

without the EIC’s permission.195  The treaty was crucial in the transfer of political power 

from the local rulers to EIC.  Power was instrumentalised with the transfer of judiciary 

and policing powers that previously resided with the Temenggong and the Sultan.   

Despite the EIC’s attempts to assert more control over the state’s inhabitants, 

Turnbull assesses that the EIC’s control was “tenuous”.  The EIC introduced the 

Second and Third Charter of Justice in 1826 and 1855 to address legal chaos in 

colonial Singapore as there was no system in place.  Under the two charters, all 

inhabitants of Singapore were subjected to the English common law.196  However, 

Turnbull observes there was little change as the inhabitants did not subscribe to the 

foreign English law system.   The introduction of the two charters led to the removal of 

the informal kapitan (captain; also refers to community leader) system, in which the 

community leaders were given executive, administrative and judicial powers over their 

respective communities.  Notably, Mak Lau-Fong suggests that the kapitan system 

was instituted in Singapore between 1820 and 1825, and that it was replaced by a 

t’ingchu (Master of Temple) system.  The t’ingchu was “a leader elected by a group of 

 
195 Turnbull, 75–76.  The British abolished the slave trade in 1807 for British ships   The Slavery Abolition 
Act of 1833 further abolished slavery in most parts of the British empire, with the exception of some 
territories.   
196 Ahmad bin Mohd Ibrahim, The Legal Status of the Muslims in Singapore, 1965, 9-10. 



74 
 

prominent Chinese connected with the temple concerned”.197  As the two charters 

were only legal provisions, and the EIC did not establish institutional structures to 

govern the inhabitants of Singapore, the EIC continued to rely on the leaders of various 

immigrant groups to maintain law and order within their respective groups.  

Consequently, the different communities “retained and developed their organisations, 

virtually outside the pale of the official administrative”.198  The “divide and rule” system 

meant that the EIC rarely interacted with the communities living in Singapore, and the 

immigrants and indigenous people were organised in their communities, with their own 

sets of law, customs, and religions.199   

At this juncture, multiple we-groups exist within the territorial boundaries of 

Singapore – the British and the separate habitus of the immigrants.  The separation of 

these immigrants’ habitus also manifested in the physical separation of governing 

institutions; the EIC did not exercise power over the other groups and the groups did 

not recognise that they were the objects of EIC’s power. 

2.1.b Contained “Nations” within Colonial Singapore – Race and Religion as Group 

Identifications   

This section will discuss the different habitus that coexisted during British 

colonial rule in Singapore.  At this juncture, the immigrants and the EIC imported their 

habitus with dispositions and structures from their homelands.  The EIC’s introduction 

of the divide and rule system and non-interference in religious matters could be seen 

as structuring structures of British secularism.  Notably, the divide and rule system 

 
197 Lau-Fong Mak, “The Kongsis and The Triad,” Southeast Asian Journal of Social Science 3, no. 2 
(1975): 51.  According to Mak, the kapitan also helped to “police his own people” and maintained a 
“register of birth and marriages of all those of their [race]”.  Apart from Mak’s work, I could not find 
further research on the t’ingchu system. 
198 Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005, 2020, 109.   
199 Cheng Han Tan, “Private Ordering and the Chinese in Nineteenth Century Straits Settlements,” 
Asian Journal of Comparative Law 11, no. 1 (July 2016): 32–35; Turnbull, The Straits Settlements 1826-
67, 123–24, 127. 
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created separate habitus structures, i.e. social, political and judiciary structures for 

different groups of immigrants, which reinforced differences between these groups.         

By different accounts, it appears that the inhabitants of Singapore were left in 

their separate racial-religious enclaves to provide for their own specific economic and 

social needs.  The examination of existing historical narratives on the Indian, Malay, 

and Chinese communities reveals three main observations.  Firstly, race, dialect and 

religious habitus were intrinsically linked.  Secondly, religions were usually imported 

from the immigrants’ homelands.  Thirdly, as religious affiliation corresponded to 

specific racial and dialect groupings, religious leaders served as providers of judiciary, 

economic and social services; physical places of worship became places where 

religious leaders carried out administrative functions in lieu of the state.  These 

observations are important in tracing the evolution of secularity and related concepts 

in Singapore, which we will discuss later.   

The EIC possibly viewed the different immigrant groups as separate nations 

residing within a shared territory.  Raffles referred to the Malay community as its own 

distinct nation, without recognition of the other communities in Singapore.  He stated 

that the morality of “native masters and teachers” should be judged “according to the 

opinions of their own nation”.200  An official British report in 1875 observed that the 

majority of Chinese immigrants in Singapore were unaware that there was a 

government in the colony.201  These accounts convey the sense of we-groups that do 

not intersect on a common plane.  There appeared to be little acknowledgement from 

the inhabitants that the EIC was the sovereign power governing Singapore, nor did 

there appear to be an overarching colonial habitus recognised by inhabitants.   

 
200 Thomas Stamford Raffles, Formation of the Singapore Institution, A.D. 1823 (Mission Press, 1823), 
95–96. 
201 Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005, 2020, 148. 
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Carl A. Trocki also notes that the consciousnesses of individuals in a traditional 

Southeast Asian village rarely extended beyond their own villages, and there was no 

sense of a shared identity between racial groups in different areas.  For example, a 

Malay from Selangor had no shared identity with a Malay in Kelantan.  Neither were 

the Malays concerned that no Chinese individual, and only a minority of Indians, were 

Muslims.202  This could be assumed to be the case in Singapore.  Race was the main 

form of identification across various groups in Singapore society.  Within the race 

habitus, there were distinct dialect and sub-dialect groups.  We also see multiple we-

groups; at this point, the Malays were not engaged in direct power relations with other 

groups and had no intention to dominate.  Historical accounts of colonial Singapore 

by Turnbull and Andaya also tend to isolate their narratives of these groups into 

separate sections based on race classification; such accounts are reflective of the 

classifications that emerged from the colonial habitus.   

  Urban planning during the colonial period showed the enforced separation of 

living quarters for the different racial groups.  According to Foucault, “the system of 

differentiation” that allows the object to act on the subject based on differing positions 

reflects relationships of power.203  In this case, the British created the knowledge of 

different residential spheres that correlated to a group’s racial identity.  In 1822, Raffles 

divided Singapore into various residential zones to house specific racial groups, with 

the goal of maintaining communal harmony.  The rationale was that housing the 

different groups separately would ensure minimal interaction and thus conflict; hence, 

minimal disruption would be caused to economic trade in the colonial port.  The British 

were likely unwilling to let we-groups interact out of concerns that interactions would 

 
202  Carl A. Trocki, “Political Structures in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries,” in The 
Cambridge History of Southeast Asia, ed. Nicholas Tarling, vol. Two (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992), 111–14. 
203 Foucault, “The Subject and Power”, 344.  
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result in group conflicts and power struggles.  The British approach possibly stemmed 

from the British habitus of dealing with heterogeneous religions in society at this point, 

bearing in mind that the Catholics in the UK were exempted from public life till 1829.     

Lieutenant Philip Jackson drew up the Jackson Plan in 1828.  The plan made 

provisions for: a church in the European Town; a mosque at the intersection of the 

Arab Campong (Malay word for village), the Sultan’s compound and the Bugis 

Campong; and a Kling Chapel (possibly referring to a temple for the Klings).204  The 

provision for places of worship in the EIC’s urban plans revealed the centrality of 

religious spaces in the racial communities and reinforced the duality of race-religion 

identities.   

 

Figure 1 Jackson Plan (1828)205 

 

 
204 Survey Department, Singapore, “Plan of the Town of Singapore by Lieut Jackson” (Survey Map, 
London, 1828), Accession Number SP002981, National Archives of Singapore.  Refer to Figure 1.  
Klings is a term with derogatory connotation referring to Indian labourers.  It is derived from the term 
Kalinga, an ancient Indian empire.     
205 Survey Department, Singapore, “Plan of the Town of Singapore by Lieut Jackson”.  Annotations are 
my own.   
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It is likely that as the number of immigrants increased, there was some form of 

interaction between the we-groups as living spaces overlapped.  A map in 1843 

showed separate burial grounds for the Chinese, Christians, and Malay Princes.  

However, the map also depicted a couple of mosques, and Chinese and Hindu 

temples, located in close proximity to Telok Ayer, an area that was demarcated for the 

Chinese immigrants.206  The proximity of the different places of worship to each other 

showed that the different communities gradually interacted.  Combining the analytical 

framework of Foucault and Elias, the mid-1800s could be seen as a critical juncture 

when we-groups interacted in the public sphere giving rise to some form of power 

struggle. 

 

 
206 J.T. Thomson, “Plan of The Town of Singapore” (Survey Map, 1843), Accession Number SP006421, 
National Archives of Singapore.  Refer to Figure 2 on page 66.   



79 
 

 

Figure 2 Plan of Singapore Town (1843)207 

 

 
207 Thomson, “Plan of The Town of Singapore”.  Annotations are my own.   
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In the early years of colonisation, the Indian immigrants worked as labourers, 

boatmen or petty artisans; they were divided by their caste, linguistic and religious 

backgrounds.208  Rai surfaces an 1849 census of Singapore inhabitants, revealing that 

78.5% of the Indian natives were Muslims, 21% were Hindus, and 39 were 

Christians.209  Turnbull states that the Indian community was diverse, and there was 

no strong local organisation or leader to unite them.  There were divides between 

North and South Indians, and Indian sub-ethnic groups like the Sindhi, Gujarati, Sikh, 

Tamil, Telugu, and Malayalee immigrants.  As they held different occupations and 

resided in different areas, their paths rarely crossed.   

However, Rai disagrees with Turnbull’s analysis that the Indian immigrants 

were divided.  He observes that the early Hindu immigrants established temples that 

transcended caste and linguistic differences, possibly because many viewed their stay 

in Singapore as transitory.  They were thus willing to share religious resources, such 

as physical places of worship.210   According to the terms of the treaty in 1819, 

customary Hindu law was applied to the Indian Hindus, possibly through their 

community leaders.211   

The two contrasting views likely stemmed from differences in sources.  Turnbull 

relies mainly on colonial sources; thus, her narrative reflects the British spatial 

separation of racial groups to cope with diversity.  On the other hand, Rai is writing 

from a postcolonial perspective, focusing on the societal aspect of religion in the Indian 

community.  It does not necessarily mean one discourse is truer than the other; the 

 
208 Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005, 2020, 112–13. 
209 Louis S. Jackson, “Census of Singapore and its Dependencies, Taken under Orders of Government 
in the Months of November and December, 1849”, Journal of the Indian Archipelago and Eastern Asia, 
4(1850): 107-8 quoted in Rajesh Rai, Indians in Singapore: 1819-1945 (India: Oxford University Press, 
2014), 27. 
210 Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005, 2020, 177; Rai, Indians in Singapore: 1819-
1945, 45. 
211 Sinha, Religion-State Encounters in Hindu Domains, 36–37. 
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differences reveal that perspective matters, especially for the historian who needs to 

“manipulate and process” the “internal and external relation” of archival materials to 

reflect different layers of interpretation of the same event.212 

From the mid-1800s, the EIC increased its intervention in religious affairs.  This 

was a departure from their earlier policy of strict non-interference in religious and local 

customs.  During this period, clashes broke out between religious groups.  Rai 

observes that British authorities sought to control the Hindus by restricting their public 

religious processions, after clashes erupted between religious groups during these 

processions.  In April 1836, clashes broke out between Hindus and Muslims during a 

Hindu procession, leading to the Hindus’ destruction of a mosque.  Media reports also 

suggested that religious processions were seen as an affront to Christianity.213  In 

1857, against the backdrop of rumours circulating about “imminent Chinese riots”, two 

European policemen attempted to disrupt a Tamil Muslim festival at a mosque in Telok 

Ayer.  The incident escalated into physical violence; two Tamil Muslims were killed 

and several others injured.214  Rai notes that colonial authorities increasingly restricted 

and prevented Hindu religious processions from taking place in the public space.  In 

1860, the Mariamman Temple was denied permission to perform Thimithi due to the 

need to “prevent the Peace of the Town being in any way disturbed”.  Similarly, the 

Commissioner of Police rejected a request to celebrate Dusserah, a Hindu festival, in 

1861.215   

The British response was probably due to their concerns that interactions 

between religious groups might result in further violent confrontations and disrupt civil 

 
212 Foucault, “Return to History,” 427-8.  
213 Rai, Indians in Singapore: 1819-1945, 47–48. 
214 Rai, 54. 
215 Rai, 56.  Thimithi refers to a Hindu firewalking ceremony originating from South India which is 
celebrated a week before Deepavali.   
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disorder.  Significantly, as the we-groups (Hindus and Muslims) interacted in the public 

sphere, power conflicts arose.  The colonial authorities’ restriction manifested in the 

form of regulating religious processions in public.  The regulation was a form of 

discipline to control groups of individuals who behaved erratically.  As a habitus 

mechanism, the regulation acted as an external constraint that “civilises” religious 

practices in the public space, thus re-defining religious practices.          

In contrast to the restrictions on public displays of Hindu religiosity, the British 

displayed some degree of deference to Malay laws and customs.  The British policy 

of non-interference in religious affairs probably promoted the role of Islam in the Malay 

community.  Milner suggests that even though Raffles was concerned with the 

influence of Islam among the Malays and wanted to promote Malay customs and laws 

to counter Islamic influence, Islam became more prominent in the lives of the Malays 

during colonial rule. 216   Christian missionaries observed that Muslims in British 

colonies took their religion more “seriously” than those in the other Malay states in 

Malaya that were not under colonial rule.217  As colonial rule weakened the royal rulers’ 

control over colonial Singapore, it probably allowed Islamic institutions and religious 

leaders to flourish, and fill the vacuum left by the Malay rulers.  This was different from 

the situation in other Malay states not under colonial rule, where Malay rulers were still 

leaders in their communities.  Christian missionaries and British settlers also observed 

that chief priests or the hajjs (Muslims who had gone on pilgrimages in Mecca) were 

considered as leaders of the Malay Muslim community in the Straits Settlements.218   

Separately, several historical and sociological studies observe that group 

identities of Chinese immigrants were centred around surname, dialect, sub-dialect, 

 
216 Raffles, S, Memoir of Life and Public Services of Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles (Singapore: Oxford 
University Press, 1991), 80-3 quoted in Milner, The Invention of Politics in Colonial Malaya, 136. 
217 Milner, 153–54. 
218 Milner, 157. 
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guild, secret societies, and temple affiliations, all of which were inextricably linked.  On 

the dialect and sub-dialect levels, they identified with other immigrants who came from 

the same villages, spoke similar dialects, and had similar religious practices.  Their 

loyalties were still tied to their motherland China, and their sense of identity was tightly 

bound to familial and dialect groups.  Due to the EIC’s non-interference policy, the 

Chinese immigrants were mostly on their own and did not have a sense of the EIC’s 

authority over Singapore.  W. A. Pickering, the first Chinese Protector of Singapore, 

observed that the Chinese immigrants spoke “dialects and sub-dialects unintelligible; 

while all are ignorant of the language and motives of the governing nation”.219  The 

various dialect groups remained entrenched in their culture and related governing 

structures were established around dialect groupings; these dialect groups built places 

of worships and cemeteries and provided for their members’ welfare.220  The ethnic 

Chinese habitus can thus be said to be unlinked to the colonial habitus and its physical 

institutions.    

 Buddhist or Taoist temples and cemeteries became congregation points, 

administrative centres, and power bases in the Chinese community.  According to 

Cheng, temples were closely linked to dialect groups, and religious affiliation was 

interlinked to dialect affiliation.  In the early years of colonisation, some temples 

functioned as the headquarters of dialect groups.  For instance, the Hokkiens built the 

Heng San Teng temple in 1827.  The temple also became responsible for the 

administration of the Hokkien cemetery.  The Hokkiens also built the Thian Hock Keng 

Temple in 1840; the temple served as the headquarters of the Hokkiens before the 

 
219 W. A. Pickering, “Chinese Secret Societies,” Journal of the Straits Branch of the Royal Asiatic 
Society, no. 3 (1879): 10. 
220 Seng Lim How, “Social Structure and Bang Interactions,” in A General History of the Chinese in 
Singapore, ed. Chong Guan Kwa and Bak Lim Kua (Singapore: Singapore Federation of Chinese Clan 
Associations and World Scientific Publishing Co Pte Ltd, 2019), 117.   
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completion of their own premises, the Singapore Hokkien Huay Kuan (Singapore 

Hokkien guild) in 1860.  Similarly, the Yueh Hai Ching Temple was the headquarters 

of the Guangdong guild until the formation of Ngee Ann Kongsi in 1845.221  Separately, 

Fuk Tak Chi Temple was built by Cantonese and Hakka immigrants from China.  The 

temple served as the headquarters of these two communities in Singapore, and acted 

as a welfare organisation and dispute resolution centre.222  The Chinese immigrants 

who found the foreign legal system complicated often turned to leaders of dialect 

groups to settle socio-economic and political conflicts within the Chinese community.  

Therefore, Chinese groups established administrative structures to fulfil state-like 

functions that the colonial state did not provide.  This led to a reiteration of Raffles’ 

earlier description of different nations within Singapore as each group built structures 

that reinforced their respective groupings.   

There was also the parallel development of secret societies in Singapore, which 

served as a form of local government.  According to Maurice Freedman, the secret 

society was a form of organisation structure that Chinese immigrants imported from 

China.  However, the role of the secret society differed between China and Singapore.  

In China, these societies functioned as underground political associations, formed to 

overthrow the Qing dynasty.  In Singapore, by contrast, secret societies served as a 

form of community organisation to address the Chinese immigrants’ social, political, 

and economic needs.  Freedman mentions that the British authorities used the secret 

societies “as an instrument of government” in place of an official administrative 

 
221 Lim Keak Cheng, “Traditional Religious Beliefs, Emigration and the Social Structure of the Chinese 
in Singapore,” in A General History of the Chinese in Singapore, 497; How, “Social Structure and Bang 
Interactions,” 119–20.  It is likely that Cheng is referring to the t’ingchu system mentioned by Mak.    
222 “Historic Fuk Tak Chi Temple to Close,” The Straits Times, July 6, 1994; “Thanksgiving Stop,” The 
Straits Times, November, 19, 1998;  
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channel between the colonial government and the Chinese immigrants.223  The secret 

societies collected membership fees and, in return, offered assistance when the 

member needed help or assisted with their funeral rites.224  Like the dialect groups, 

secret societies also used temples as their bases.  Cheng notes that some temples 

became headquarters of secret societies, though it was unclear if leaders of dialect 

groups were involved in secret societies.225   

Due to the overlapping group affiliations of race, religion and dialect, and the 

social, economic, and political functions of these groups, it is observed that changes 

to the religious habitus of the Chinese immigrants gave rise to the drag effect.  The 

drag effect is a resistance to an unplanned social process, which, in this case, was the 

Christian conversion of some Chinese immigrants.  Tensions between Christian and 

non-Christian Chinese led to anti-Catholic riots in 1851.  According to one narrative, 

several factors accounted for the outbreak of the riots.  Membership was declining in 

Chinese secret societies because many former members had converted to 

Catholicism and left these societies.  The non-Christian plantation owners who were 

part of the secret societies network also felt economically threatened by the Christian 

plantation owners.  This was because the non-Christians perceived the Christian 

plantation owners to be competing with their economic interests as they no longer 

belonged to the same group.  The non-Christians also believed that the Christians had 

impinged on the opium monopoly held by the secret societies by importing their own 

opium.226   

 
223  Maurice Freedman, “Immigrants and Associations: Chinese in Nineteenth-Century Singapore,” 
Comparative Studies in Society and History 3, no. 1 (1960): 33–34. 
224 Freedman, “Immigrants and Associations,” 37.  
225  Cheng, “Traditional Religious Beliefs, Emigration and the Social Structure of the Chinese in 
Singapore,” 498. 
226 Yong Chun Yuan, “Anti-Catholic Riots (1851) | Infopedia,” Singapore Infopedia, accessed April 22, 
2021, https://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/infopedia/articles/SIP_100_2005-01-24.html.  Since Chapter 2 
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Another account suggests that the Catholic Chinese plantation owners aligned 

themselves with French priests from the Societe des Missions Etrangeres, forming 

communities known as hongkah (Christianity).  The Ghee Hin secret societies saw 

these Catholic communities as threats. 227   Consequently, non-Christian Chinese 

conducted random attacks on Chinese Christian plantation owners in 1850, which 

eventually escalated to anti-Catholic riots in 1851.  The conflict was only resolved 

through the meditation of Seah Eu Chin, a Chinese community leader.  Only some of 

those involved were charged in the Criminal Court; the main perpetrators were 

reportedly released in return for monetary compensation from the non-Christian 

Chinese community.228  

The above incident showed that race, religion, and secret society membership 

were overlapping we-groups; as a result, the disruption of one level of identification 

gave rise to conflicts within the community.  According to Bobby Sng, Pickering 

estimated that at least 60% of the Chinese population belonged to the secret societies, 

and the remainder were also under the influence of these secret societies.229  The 

incident also illustrated that the immigrants were mainly left on their own as a result of 

British habitus structures.  The authorities’ link to the Chinese community was through 

the prominent Chinese businessmen who acted as conduits between the different 

dialect groups and the British officials; the Chinese did not recognise the British 

officials as part of the Chinese habitus, nor did they acknowledge the power of the 

British habitus.   According to Foucault, the subject would have to recognise the actor's 

 
provides the background to the focus of this thesis’s research, I have decided to rely on Infopedia as a 
source.  Infopedia’s concise account of the anti-Catholic riots was pieced together from newspaper 
reports published in Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser. 
227 Carl A. Trocki, “The Rise and Fall of the Ngee Heng Kongsi in Singapore,” in “Secret Societies” 
Reconsidered: Perspectives on the Social History of Early Modern South China and Southeast Asia, 
ed. David Ownby and Mary Somers Heidhues (Abingdon: Routledge Taylor & Francis, 2015), 104. 
228 “Anti-Catholic Riots (1851).” 
229 Bobby E.K. Sng, In His Good Time: The Story of the Church in Singapore 1819-1992 (Singapore: 
Graduates” Christian Fellowship, 1993), 62. 
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power before the latter’s power tactics could work on normalising and disciplining the 

former.  There was (so far) no shared habitus between the immigrants and the British 

officials.  Despite British efforts to make the judiciary system more appealing to the 

Chinese, the latter did not recognise the former’s rule of law.230     

Incidentally, the Indians also formed secret societies.  Rai states that it remains 

unclear if they had derived such an organisational structure from their homeland, or 

were influenced by Chinese secret societies.  Like the latter, they took on religious-

cultural, administrative, and political functions.231  The Indian secret societies, which 

mainly comprised Malay Muslims and some Hindus and Malays, were initially involved 

in religious ceremonies like funerals and marriages, and in organising religious 

processions.232  

The Europeans in Singapore were largely uninvolved with the administration of 

Singapore.  Over time, they grew critical of the lack of state apparatus to maintain law 

and order due to the rise of conflicts between the various immigrant groups and began 

to push for consolidated British control over Singapore.  The Europeans were mainly 

British merchants, law agents and newspaper editors.233  The senior merchants were 

more involved with the administration of the colonial state and served as Justices of 

Peace or grand jurymen at civil courts.234   

They gradually became more vocal in their opposition to the EIC, and organised 

public meetings in the mid-1840s to speak against British policies.  Various petitions 

were drawn up to voice their grievances during these meetings, including calling for 

 
230 Tan, “Private Ordering and the Chinese in Nineteenth Century Straits Settlements,” 32–35; Turnbull, 
A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005, 2020, 113; Pickering, “Chinese Secret Societies,” 17; 
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police reforms and constitutional changes.  Their discontentment culminated in 1857 

when the lack of efficient police enforcement led to strikes and riots among the 

Chinese and Indian communities”.  The European merchants forwarded a petition to 

the House of Commons in Britain to transfer the Straits Settlements to the Colonial 

Office, arguing that the EIC had failed to administer Singapore adequately.  The 

merchants were critical of the EIC’s failure to provide an efficient judiciary system and 

bolster British influence in the region.  Turnbull suggests that they were also 

discontented with the EIC’s inept handling of the Chinese immigrants, and with the 

Indian government’s use of Singapore as a dumping ground for Indian convicts.  The 

petition received support from British MPs, as the European merchants had close links 

to politicians and commercial enterprises in Britain.235   As Trocki has noted, the 

colonial state was responsible to the will of people in its nation-state, i.e. Britain, and 

not to the will of the inhabitants of Singapore.  At the urging of the British merchants, 

Britain began to implant a more cohesive structure and institutions to govern 

Singapore and manage conflicts between racial and religious groups.  Singapore 

became a Crown Colony in 1867.         

The above sketch of colonial Singapore has shown that in the mid-nineteenth 

century, Singapore was an immigrant and transient society where the male immigrants 

worked for several years before returning to their home countries.  The British tried, 

and failed, to promote female immigration to encourage permanent settlement and 

create a permanent resident workforce in Singapore.  There was a gender imbalance 

among the Chinese, European and Indian communities; in the mid-1860s, there was 

only one Chinese woman to every 15 Chinese men.236  There was no sense of 

 
235  Turnbull, “The European Mercantile Community in Singapore, 1819-1867,” 27–29; Turnbull, A 
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rootedness among the Chinese, Indian, and European immigrants, and no shared 

habitus between the immigrants, the Malay community, and the British.  The ethnic 

communities were each regarded as their own “nations”, and the EIC officials did not 

attempt to foster interactions between different groups.  This gave rise to we-habitus 

that did not intersect, at least on an institutional level; religious and racial differences 

between groups were also emphasised.     

The EIC policy of non-interference also meant that the different ethnic groups 

evolved to fulfil their own political, social, and economic needs as there was no state 

apparatus to cater to these needs.  The immigrants imported religions and 

organisation structures from their homelands, and these groupings were left to 

develop organically.  Each group built governance structures that reinforced their 

respective habitus dispositions and groupings.     

2.2 Consolidation of Colonial Rule: Institutions Forming the Foundations for 

the Modern State  

In April 1867, the Straits Settlements was formally recognised as a Crown 

Colony under the British.237  After Singapore became a Crown Colony, the British 

introduced a government with executive, judiciary, and legislative functions, thus 

establishing the infrastructure of a modern nation-state.  The Executive Council 

comprised the Governor, the commanding officials in charge of British troops stationed 

in the Straits and six senior officials.  The Legislative Council comprised members 

from the Executive Council, the chief justice, and “unofficials” appointed by the 

Governor. 238   The initial years of Straits Settlement Governor William Orfeur 

Cavenagh’s administration were spent addressing the concerns of the European 
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merchant community, by improving administration, public works, policing, the prisons 

system, and the courts; essentially installing the apparatus of a modern state in 

Singapore.239  Notably, these administrative structures were practices and structuring 

structures derived from the British habitus.  An increase in political control over 

Singapore society, and the consequent ceding of control from local communities to 

British authorities, also meant that the British could forcibly incorporate immigrant 

groups into its Singapore habitus.   

Another colonial legislation with profound implication was the 1874 Pangkor 

Treaty signed between the British and the Sultan Abdullah of Perak.  The treaty 

recognised the Sultan as the ruler of Perak; in return, an appointed British Resident 

would be in charge of all aspects of administration, except on issues relating to the 

religious practices and customs of the Malays.240  Even though the Residential system 

was only enforced in a few Malay states, the implication of the indigenous ruler being 

in charge of all matters relating to Islamic and Malay practices were important for 

postcolonial Malaysia and Singapore.  

Even as the colonial government was consolidating its control over the 

inhabitants, the inhabitants of Singapore remained deeply divided by their racial, 

language and religious differences.  During this period, there was increased 

governmentalisation over society and the introduction of laws and institutions to 

introduce and normalise norms in society.  At this point, we see colonial inhabitants of 

different races and religions rarely interacted in the social sphere.  For instance, racial 

groups established their separate recreation clubs, such as the Chinese Swimming 

Club (1905), the Straits Chinese Recreation Club (1885), the Ceylon Sports Club 
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(1928), the Tanglin Club (1865; established for the British), and the Singapore Cricket 

Club (1852; also established for the British).   

2.2.a Modern State Institutions to Manage Religion  

One notable feature of the centralisation of colonial rule is the introduction of 

institutions to manage religion, thus establishing formal state-religion relations.  The 

establishment of formalised relations can be seen as the governmentalisation of power 

relations; state-religion relations became centralised under state institutions.   The 

British continued with their policy of non-interference in religious affairs until 1905, 

when they introduced an Ordinance on Mohammedan and Hindu Religious and 

Charitable Endowments.  The Ordinance allowed for the Governor to appoint 

representatives to the Mohammedan and Hindu Endowment Board in each of the 

Straits Settlements to  

administer, manage, and superintend such trusts as may be determined by the 
Governor in Council if it should appear to him that they are being mismanaged, 
or that there are no trustees for their management or that it would otherwise be 
advantageous for them to be placed under the Board’s control.241   
 
Notably, the Singapore Mohammedan and Hindu Endowments Board in 

Singapore only handled matters relating to Hindu temples, Indian Muslim mosques, 

and Sikh gurdwaras.  Mosques belonging to the Malay Muslim community, Christian 

churches, and Chinese Buddhist and Taoist temples, did not come under the Board’s 

purview.  The Board’s function was mainly administrative – handling, for instance, the 

accounts of the temples.242  Sinha suggests that mosques under the purview of Malay 

Muslims were possibly excluded due to earlier treaty agreements that prevented 

British interference in Malay customs.  The Board faced resistance from the Sikh 
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community, and the Queen Street Gurdwara was returned to the Sikh community.243  

The Ordinance was significant because it marked a shift, from a policy of non-

interference, to the institutional management of religions in colonial Singapore.  These 

institutions continue to exist in independent Singapore, showing the impact of colonial 

structures on present-day secularity norms and institutional structures in the national 

habitus.    

State-religion relations were formalised when religious representatives were 

also incorporated into the state decision-making apparatus.  The Mohammedan and 

Sikh Advisory Boards were established in 1915 to advise the colonial government on 

matters relating to Mohammedan and Sikh religion and customs, respectively.  

Members to the Boards were nominated on an annual basis by the Governor, and the 

Chairman was usually a senior European member of the Civil Service.244  The Hindu 

Advisory Board was established shortly after, in 1918.  Rai observes that unlike the 

Chinese Advisory Board, which was a unitary group, the British made a “conscious 

policy” of ensuring that advisory boards for the Indians were formed primarily along 

religious lines.245   

Rai assesses that the advisory boards were formed as a consequence of the 

Sepoy Mutiny in 1915.  The Sepoy Mutiny was a critical event which saw an attempted 

change in power dynamics between local Malays, Indian immigrants and the colonial 

power.  The Mutiny resulted in the introduction of new institutions to regulate power 

relations.  The incident highlighted the potential for religious and racial sentiments to 

become inflammatory, arouse riots, and cause public disorder.  It broke out when 

Indian soldiers from the 5th Light Infantry rebelled against the British over rumours 
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that they might be sent to fight Ottoman Turkish forces allied with Germany during 

World War One.  The Malay States Guides also refused to fight against the troops who 

had mutinied.   

Several factors led to the Sepoy Mutiny, and this thesis will discuss factors that 

are of concern to our current discussion.  According to Rai, the British authorities had 

clarified that World War One was not anti-Muslim because they were concerned over 

the loyalty of Muslims in the colonies.  The Ghadar Party, an Indian anti-colonial group 

from British India, had combined anti-colonial discourse with pan-Muslim sentiments 

to garner support from Indian Muslims.  Further, Nur Alam Shah, the imam of a 

mosque in Kampong Java, frequently preached anti-British rhetoric and was said to 

have incited the troops to mutiny by creating rumours that a German warship was 

slated to arrive in Singapore.246   

As a result of the Sepoy Mutiny, the British felt that it was expedient to establish 

formal links between the Government and the local elites, so that inflammatory issues 

relating to race and religion could be addressed quickly through co-operation with 

religious and community leaders, and crises could be averted.247  R. J. Wilkinson, the 

Colonial Secretary, reassured Muslims that the Mohammedan Board “should be the 

tongue of the Mohammedan people and any representation made through it would be 

considered favourably”.248  The Sepoy Mutiny was a historical episode that contributed 

to the production of dispositions in the colonial habitus, and reinforced the British 

disposition that religious sentiments were volatile and could disrupt civil order.   

Another notable point was the distrust of Muslim loyalty, and the perception that 

their religious loyalty took precedence (even though, at this point, there was not much 
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of a national identity to speak of) over their national identities.  In 1919, the British 

Government assured the Muslims that they were “free to follow without let or hindrance 

their religion and customs”, and the British Government would continue to adhere to 

these rules.249  It appears that the British were concerned that religious sentiments 

would be inflamed should the Muslims feel that the state threatened their religious 

practices and beliefs.  The issue, of the dominance of religious loyalties over one’s 

allegiance to the colonial state, was thus an important factor behind the colonial state’s 

creation of Advisory Boards to establish more direct forms of control over the local 

groups.    

The Indian and Sikh temples’ devolution of administrative power to the colonial 

government, and the formation of Advisory Boards to advise British authorities on 

religion-related matters, heralded the beginning of a formal institutionalised 

relationship between the colonial government and the inhabitants of colonial 

Singapore.  The creation of shared institutions between religious groups and the 

colonial state created power interactions between them, thus establishing the colonial 

state as the overarching habitus of the different we-groups.  Formalised religious 

institutions could also be seen as the colonial state’s disciplinary tactic to prevent 

future counter-power movements.    

Notably, the British did not assert similar controls over religious institutions 

belonging to the Chinese and Europeans.  It could be that religion played a less 

significant role in the lives of the Chinese at this juncture.  Freedman and Marjorie 

Topley assess that while the Chinese dialect and sub-dialect groups established 

associations that revolved around specific temples, religious groupings “played a 
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relatively insignificant role in the li[ves] of the Chinese”.250  The British would assert 

control over the Chinese through the latter’s more significant groupings, most notably 

the secret societies, and the regulation of Chinese vernacular schools, which this 

thesis will discuss in Section 2.3.a.  

2.2.b Legal Pluralism in Family Law  

There were also developments in how the British handled native laws and 

customs in civil courts.  The British policy of non-interference in native customs had 

extended to non-interference in religious and cultural traditions on family law, giving 

rise to a system of legal pluralism where each racial or religious group had specific 

and informal legal structures.   

The British applied their interpretation of Syariah law in court cases involving 

Muslims.  The British application of Syariah for cases related to marriage, divorce, and 

inheritance, bore implications on how Syariah is practised in Singapore today.  The 

British implementation of Syariah reduced Islam and the practice of Syariah to a 

personal religion confined to the private sphere, and codified Islamic law.  M.B. Hooker 

suggests that Islamic law in former colonial states is better known as Anglo-Muslim 

law.  By providing that British civil law was to apply to all aspects except family law, 

and by using the British court structure to adjudicate over Syariah cases, the British 

interpreted Syariah law using English legal terminology.251  While Syariah law was 

originally a system of legal, moral, and ethical guidance open to various interpretations 

according to different schools of jurisprudence, it became – under the British – a 

codified set of laws relating to marriage, divorce, and inheritance.  Nurfadzilah Yahaya 

contends that “colonial regimes enforced a single interpretation in legal rulings” that 
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differed from the multiple interpretations derived from consulting different legal 

authorities as per the Islamic legal tradition.252  The “origin” of Syariah law in Singapore 

was thus situated in the Anglo interpretation of Islamic law, and could be seen as the 

product of intersection between two habitus – the Muslim and British habitus.     

With the institutionalisation of the judiciary system, more Muslims turned to the 

colonial courts to administer Islamic law.  Yahaya notes that Muslims willingly brought 

cases involving religious laws to the colonial courts, showing that they accepted the 

authority of the colonial government.253  One reason for the Muslims’ acceptance of 

the colonial court was the diverse backgrounds of Muslim immigrants.  Yahaya 

mentions that Muslim communities in Singapore were very diverse (including Indians, 

Arabs, and Malays) and that each racial community appointed their own kadi (Islamic 

judges). 254   However, given the interaction between Muslims who subscribed to 

different mazhab (school of thought), conflicts arose between them to impose their 

interpretation as the dominant one.  For instance, in mixed marriages, the plaintiff 

would have to refer a case to the court, as the jurisdiction of one party’s racial-religious 

grouping was not necessarily recognised by the other.  As more cases were brought 

to the colonial court, these religious rulings became standardised.   

The Mahomedan Marriage Ordinance was introduced in 1880, prompted by 

some Arab Muslims who petitioned for more uniform legislation on Muslim 

marriages.255  The Arab Muslims’ discontentment with the prevailing system arose 
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from a marriage dispute involving Fatimah, an Arab woman, who married Ismail, a 

non-Arab man, without the permission of Fatimah’s guardian.  Fatimah was a Shafi’i, 

and the Shafi’i mazhab dictated that her guardian’s permission was required for her 

marriage to be recognised.  However, Fatimah had converted to the Hanafi mazhab, 

which meant that her marriage could be recognised without her guardian’s permission.  

An Arab mufti whom the civil court consulted ruled that Fatimah’s marriage was invalid, 

on the basis that the Indians and Malays were of a lower status than the Arabs.  

However, the British judge dismissed the mufti’s ruling after consulting legal manuals 

on Islamic law published in British India, and ruled that Fatimah’s marriage was 

valid.256  Following the case, Arab Muslims petitioned for more uniform legislation for 

Islamic marriages.  Under the existing system, each ethnic community elected its own 

kadi and the authority of the kadi was only recognised by those who chose to do so.  

Before 1880, these kadi practised Islamic law without the supervision of the colonial 

authorities.257  Fatimah and Ismail came from two different racial backgrounds and 

schools of Islamic jurisprudence, and thus two competing habitus.  The conflict needed 

to be resolved by a higher authority as both Islamic habitus were unable to dominate 

over the other.   

Following the Mahomedan Marriage Ordinance, Islamic law was administered 

by the colonial government and not the kadi.  The Ordinance ceded legal authority 

from the kadi to the colonial state also meant that religious opinions from kadi and 

muftis lost their significance in civil courts.  Nurfadzilah notes that Fatimah and Ismail’s 

case gave the British a sense of confidence in handling cases involving religious law, 

causing them to assert more control in that realm.258  She observes that the courts did 
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not consult the muftis and kadi from 1882 onwards, as the judges replaced their roles 

and adjudicated over an increased number of cases concerning Islamic law.259  The 

kadi’s role was largely limited to solemnising marriages.260 

In ceding their authority to the court, the kadis recognised the power of the 

colonial government.  The colonial court thus became the highest authority in the 

colonial habitus that now shared intersections with other Muslim we-groups.  The 

Ordinance also governmentalised power relations between the different habitus, 

containing intra-Muslim conflicts to within the court structure.  The Ordinance served 

as a social constraint that Muslim inhabitants gradually actualised through experience 

as more Muslims turned to the colonial courts for disputes, gradually cultivating 

obedience to the colonial habitus.   

The British also recognised or codified religious and civil laws for marriages to 

accommodate other religious and non-religious groups.  Christian marriages were 

recognised under the Christian Marriage Ordinance, which came into force in April 

1899.  The British authorities also implemented a civil law for marriage.  The Civil 

Marriage Bill came into force in 1941, allowing non-Christians to register their marriage 

with the Registry.  Previously, civil marriages were limited to Christians, under the 

Christian Marriage Ordinance.  The Civil Marriage Bill was introduced mainly for non-

Christian Chinese, partly to address the “unsatisfactory” state of Chinese marriages 

held informally outside the civil law system.261 

 
259  Yahaya, Fluid Jurisdictions: Colonial Law and Arabs in Southeast Asia, Colonial Law and Arabs in 
Southeast Asia (New York: Cornell University Press, 2020), 46. 
260 Yahaya, “Craving Bureaucracy,” 511. 
261 Tribune Staff Reporter, “New Marriage Bill In Force From This Week,” Malaya Tribune, December 
30, 1940. 



99 
 

Meanwhile, Hindu marriages remained unlegislated in the civil courts , although 

sometimes related disputes were brought to the courts. 262   The civil court also 

recognised Chinese laws in marriage (including polygamous marriages), divorce, and 

inheritance matters, even though bigamy was banned in England.263  By introducing 

different structures to accommodate religious groups, legal pluralism had become a 

structure of colonial Singapore habitus.  Legal pluralism reinforced the structures 

unique to each racial or religious habitus, and the separation of public and private 

spheres according to British dispositions.  Religious or customary marriage laws were 

not legislated likely because these were considered to fall within the private sphere. 

The discussion in this section shows the beginnings of a shared habitus.  The 

introduction of civil marriage law particularly created a network of relations between 

the colonial inhabitants and colonial power under shared legal institutions and 

compelled the former to recognise the higher authority of the state legislature over 

their customary courts.  However, the creation of shared habitus was a vertical 

relationship (a) between the colonial state and local Muslims; and (b) inhabitants (who 

chose to be married under civil law and thus already had some form of allegiance to 

the colonial habitus) and the colonial state.  At this juncture, there were unlikely to be 

much horizontal interactions between the various race-religion habitus due to the 

administrative structure of the colonial habitus.    

A key principle of the shared habitus was the policy of non-interference in most 

religious affairs, which resulted in creating multiple legal structures to accommodate 

family law.  Another significant disposition was interference in religious affairs, when 

tensions threatened to surface between groups and disrupt societal harmony.  The 
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colonial state, now emerging as the highest form of authority and recognised as so by 

some we-groups, created institutions to manage power relations, as seen in 

structuring structures in the form of Advisory Boards and the Mahomedan Marriage 

Ordinance.  A third principle of the colonial habitus was the unequal relationships 

between a) the Government and Muslims, and b) the Government and other religious 

groups.  The system of differentiation was an indication of power relations between 

the colonial government and other we-groups.   

2.3 Changes in Group Habitus for the Chinese, Malays, and Indians 

This section will examine how the redistribution of power between colonial 

authorities and local communities affected changes in the status of religion for the 

Chinese, Malay, and Indian communities during the colonial period.  While relying on 

Western sources means we cannot uncover the subaltern perspective, we can tease 

out junctures where there were challenges to state power.  As Foucault and Elias have 

observed, changes like the establishment of new habitus mechanisms or drag effects 

represent junctures where significant power challenges have occurred.  These 

changes might also result in corresponding shifts in notions of secularity, religion and 

politics in the religious and colonial habitus, respectively.  

2.3.a Redistribution of Political Power between British Authorities, Chinese Dialect 

Associations and Secret Societies  

The colonial government adopted a different approach to managing the 

Chinese community.  The government sought to establish control over the Chinese 

immigrants through legislation over secret societies, which was different from the 

religion-based approaches used in the government’s interactions with the Indians and 

Malays.  Whereas the colonial state once regarded the secret societies as a governing 

apparatus, the societies had become a challenge to the British.  As Foucault suggests, 
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penal reforms emerged from the conflict between “the super power of the sovereign 

and the infra-power of acquired and tolerated illegalities”.264  The secret societies were 

no longer “tolerated illegalities” in the view of the British colonial powers when these 

societies posed a threat to civil order and British authority.      

In the late 1800s, the British introduced measures to consolidate political 

control over the Chinese immigrants because conflicts in the 1850s demonstrated how 

volatile Chinese secret societies could be.  These British measures aimed to counter 

the economic, social, and political power these societies and their headmen asserted 

over the Chinese community.  Further, the secret societies challenged state structures 

and civil order.  Yoong Ng Siew suggests that when Malays and Indians also joined 

secret societies, the British felt that secret societies posed a greater threat to public 

order, as violence inspired by these secret societies could spill over beyond the 

Chinese community and into the public sphere.265  The membership of Malays and 

Indians in secret societies created networks of relationship between the local 

immigrants, thus creating a governance alternative that challenged the colonial state.  

Thus, in 1877, the colonial government established the Chinese Protectorate 

to oversee the Chinese inhabitants of Singapore.  Turnbull states that the Protectorate 

was created because the British realised they did not directly control the Chinese 

immigrants, and the secret societies disregarded British law.266  In 1890, the colonial 

government introduced Ordinance XIX, which declared that a society of any form was 

illegal unless it had been formally registered.  The Governor had the power to dissolve 

any organisation, whether registered or otherwise.  According to Yoong, the 

Ordinance, coupled with the threat of deportation for secret society members, 
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drastically reduced the influence of secret societies, and forced the Chinese 

immigrants to acknowledge the authority of the colonial state.267  The Protectorate also 

took over the functions of secret societies, settling financial and domestic disputes.268  

Power relations between the Chinese immigrants and the colonial government 

became governmentalised under the Protectorate as power was transferred from the 

secret societies to an overarching authority.  The outlaw of secret societies was an 

external constraint in the habitus mechanism; while secret society membership was a 

norm in the Chinese habitus previously, it became illegal and gradually ceased to be 

a norm for belonging to Singapore society.  Over time, the illegality of secret societies 

became part of a norm in the colonial habitus. 

The Ordinance removed the state-like administrative functions of the secret 

societies; religious leaders and temples associated with the secret societies were 

stripped of their respective roles as leaders and centres of administrative activities.  

Chinese secret societies were forced underground, and temples sometimes served as 

their underground headquarters.  For instance, the She Gong Temple was used as a 

cover for Ghee Hin Kongsi.269     

The dissolution of secret societies left a political and social vacuum which was 

filled by Chinese clans.270  Chinese clans refer to umbrella or larger groupings of 

smaller dialect or sub-dialect groups.  As Chinese societies like clan and dialect groups 

 
267 Yoong, “The Chinese Protectorate in Singapore, 1877-1900,” 93–94. 
268 Yoong, 96. 
269 How, “Social Structure and Bang Interactions,” 125. 
270 Trocki, “The Rise and Fall of the Ngee Heng Kongsi in Singapore,” 110–11. Trocki contends that 
another reason for the decline of secret societies was the shift of political and economic power from 
rural to urban areas.  The balance of power had shifted to urban areas in Singapore and wealthy 
merchants who were not reliant on secret societies.  The richer merchants had formed clan-based 
organisations – the Cheangs established Changtai, while the Seahs formed Ngee Ann Kongsi.  
Conflicts between secret societies starting from the mid-1840s had weakened Ghee Hin, which was 
further affected by divisions along dialect lines. 



103 
 

could still exist, they filled the political and social roles previously performed by secret 

societies and affiliated temples.   

Leaders from the Chinese community established schools, hospitals, roads, 

temples, gardens, and markets.  District-based dialect associations merged to form 

wider groups and provided financial funding for cemeteries, hospitals, schools, 

religious festivals, and social welfare, taking over some of the roles of secret societies. 

We-groups based on dialect affiliations performed the government’s role of managing 

the population, “the welfare of the population”, and “the improvement of its 

condition”.271  Nonetheless, the Chinese community was divided mainly into dialect 

and sub-dialect groupings.  Besides, while most of them subscribed to Chinese 

religions, they worshipped different deities in separate temples and had separate 

cemeteries and schools.272   

The Chinese immigrants were also still influenced by ongoings in their 

homeland.  As the colonial government did not make provisions for Chinese education, 

the Chinese community established Chinese vernacular schools, which taught in 

Chinese dialects.  Under the guidance of the Qing and Republican governments 

through the local Chinese consulate, local Chinese schools modelled their curriculum 

after the schools in China and used Chinese textbooks.  The dialect groups 

established schools where their dialects were the media for teaching.273  This meant 

that the local education structure continued to produce experiences that reinforced the 

Chinese habitus, which appeared to be disconnected from the colonial Singapore 

society.  For instance, Tao Nan School established by Hokkien leaders taught Chinese 
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values and cultures, and Yeung Ching School set up by the Cantonese clan 

implemented the syllabus from China.274  In 1909, there were nine Chinese schools in 

Singapore.  By 1919, there were 39 Chinese schools.  These schools were supervised 

by the Chinese Education Affairs General Association, which China’s Ministry of 

Education established in 1914.275 

In addition, the Chinese immigrants remained responsive to political events in 

China.  An example is the Republican Revolution in 1911 in China, which led to a 

revival of Chinese identity among the Chinese in British Malaya – which included 

Singapore – and the teaching of Mandarin, a common Chinese tongue promoted by 

the Chinese nationalists as a unifying factor between all Chinese groups.  Nanyang 

Hua Chiao Middle School, the first Chinese secondary school, established in 

Singapore in 1911, taught in Mandarin rather than the usual dialects taught in Chinese 

vernacular schools.276  A commentator urged the Straits Chinese to encourage their 

daughters to relinquish the Malay language and return to their Chinese tongue.277  Sng 

observes that Chinese schools were fast becoming breeding grounds for anti-British 

sentiments, possibly in response to British actions in China.  In June 1919, Chinese 

workers and students protested in the streets and destroyed Japanese products.  They 

also refused to celebrate the end of World War One in July 1919, because the Allied 

countries had allowed Japan to take possession of the Shantung Province in China.278  

The tug of the Chinese national habitus posed a challenge to the power dynamics 

between the colonial state and the Chinese inhabitants, as the power of the colonial 

state and its institutions can only work if the desired subjects recognise its authority.  
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Thus, legislation of the education system was a strategy used to defuse “counter-

power”, particularly anti-British sentiments.  As Cesari and Foucault have noted, 

control over the education system was important as education is often used as an 

external constraint to inculcate norms that became modes of self-control in subjects.     

The British attempted to further consolidate their control over the Chinese by 

introducing the Registration of Schools Ordinance.   The Ordinance was introduced 

partly due to British concerns that Chinese nationalist and anti-British sentiments 

would continue to take root and grow among the Chinese community.  The British also 

closed down the Chinese Education Affairs General Association.  The Ordinance 

mandated the registration of all schools, teachers, and management committees.  

Textbooks from China were also screened, and Chinese schools were under tighter 

surveillance from the British authorities.279  In 1923, the colonial government offered 

grants to the Chinese schools for the first time, on the condition that these schools 

allowed for increased government supervision and taught in Chinese dialects rather 

than Mandarin.280  The colonial government attempted to control the education system 

in order to reassert its political control and disrupt the links between local inhabitants 

and the Chinese national habitus.  Maintaining the different dialects as mediums for 

instruction created differentiation between the Chinese, who had grown to become the 

largest racial group in Singapore, thus disrupting the formation of networks of power 

and intersection between these dialect groups.    

Apart from short historical accounts of temples, not much research has been 

conducted on the role of Chinese religions in colonial Singapore.  It is likely that when 

social and legal institutions became formalised, and Chinese groups established clan 
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headquarters in separate buildings, the temples declined in significance among the 

Chinese community.  Temples no longer served as administrative centres but evolved 

to become places where religious worship was conducted.   

The Chinese were protective of their group habitus, built on dual racial and 

religious identities.  An attempted change to this habitus could incur a response from 

that habitus, as was the case in the anti-Catholic riots.  The drag effect was seen in 

the response of Chinese parents who protested against a mission school’s plans to 

introduce religious education.  Sng notes that even though Chinese parents enrolled 

their children in Christian mission schools, they discouraged their children from 

showing interest in Christianity.281  Sng also mentions that a revival of interest in 

Chinese language and Confucianism in the 1890s led to some resistance against 

Christian mission schools.  Anonymous letters sent to two local newspapers in 1896 

accused the Methodist mission of forcibly converting their students.  Consequently, 

some Chinese members on the Anglo-Chinese School (ACS) Board of Trustees 

resigned and 100 students were withdrawn from the school by their parents. 282  

Prominent businessman Tan Keong Saik clarified that the Chinese community was 

not against the proselytisation of Christianity to adults.  The issue was that the ACS 

had repudiated its earlier agreement to introduce religious teaching only after school 

hours, and specifically only to Christian students.  Tan took issue with the 

“unauthorised inculcation of foreign doctrine upon the immature minds of our 

children”.283    

On another occasion, the Chinese community rejected help from the Catholic 

nuns, who volunteered to take in female refugees from the Poh Leong Kuk (an office 

 
281 Sng, In His Good Time: The Story of the Church in Singapore 1819-1992, 130. 
282 Sng, 133–34. 
283  Keong Saik Tan, “The Anglo-Chinese School to the Editor,” The Singapore Free Press and 
Mercantile Advertiser (Weekly), August 11, 1896.   
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to protect one’s virtues) “on account of the Convent being a religious asylum”.  Tan 

said that the Chinese had found out that the Convent’s matron was “tampering with 

the minds of the young girls in the home with foreign religion”.284  “Foreign religion” 

referred to Catholicism.  It was evident that as Christianity was considered a foreign 

influence and an intrusion into the Chinese racial habitus, the Chinese resisted 

changes to the habitus attempted by the Christians.  

As shown above, the redistribution of power between the colonial government 

and the Chinese community led to a decline in the significance of Chinese temples.  

With the introduction of institutions like the Chinese Advisory Board and the Chinese 

Protectorate, the colonial state shifted political power from the temples and smaller 

dialect groups to the Chinese leaders, the larger dialect and clan associations, social 

institutions, and modern state institutions.  There was increased governmentalisation 

of relations and disciplinary strategies like legislation to restrict and normalise relations 

between the colonial state and the Chinese immigrants.   

Nonetheless, even though the political, social, and economic significance of 

religious groupings had diminished, religion was still closely tied to the Chinese we-

identity.  The Chinese still identified with Chinese religions and were hostile to 

Christian missionaries’ attempts to provide social services like education and welfare 

homes, out of concern that this would lead to the disruption of the ethnic-religion 

habitus.  A parallel Chinese habitus existed alongside the colonial Singapore habitus.  

The colonial state was still unsuccessful in asserting control over the education system 

that propagated a Chinese identity with close ties to China and did not recognise the 

overarching British sovereignty in Singapore.      

 
284 Tan.  The home, established by the Chinese Protectorate for suspected victims of the prostitution 
trade and abused females, was then running low on donations due to a lack of support from the Chinese 
community.   
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2.3.b Rise of Malay Muslim Consciousness  

In contrast to the decline in the significance of Chinese temples, several 

accounts note that Islam became a central part of the Malay identity during the colonial 

period.  In the early colonial period, conversion to Islam essentially meant the convert 

would become a Malay by identification.  Turnbull notes that the Malay (from the 

neighbouring Malay states) and Indonesian immigrants adopted Sumatran Malay as 

their lingua franca, followed Islamic religious practices and customs, and married 

within the Malay community.  By the end of the nineteenth century, the category of 

Malays – which initially referred to the native inhabitants of Singapore – expanded to 

include Malay, Indonesian and Arab immigrants.  Turnbull suggests that the 

Indonesian Malays kept the least links with their homeland, compared to other 

immigrants; few returned to Indonesia or remitted money home.285  Similarly, Milner 

suggests that the category of “Malay” was redefined during colonial rule.  Immigrants 

became Malay by adopting the Malay way of life, dressing, religion, language, and 

customs.  Milner uses the example of Munshi Abdullah to show that the category of 

Malay ethnicity was a fluid category in the initial years of colonisation.  Abdullah was 

a Muslim of Arab/ Indian descent; in his later writings, he identified himself as a 

Malay.286  Conversion to the Islamic faith thus came with belonging to the Malay racial 

category.  There was a fluidity to the Malay habitus for “foreigners” to be accepted 

once they adopted “Malay” norms.     

However, by the twentieth century, the category of Malay was less fluid.  In the 

late 1930s, the readers of The Straits Times debated on what constituted Malay 

identity.  The debate arose from a reader’s suggestion to merge Kesatuan Melayu 

 
285 Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005, 2020, 179. 
286 Milner, The Invention of Politics in Colonial Malaya, 12. 
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Singapura (Singapore Malay Union) and the Straits Settlements (Singapore) Malay 

Association.  The Malay Union defined Malay in its membership rules as “Malays, 

Javanese, Boyanese, etc., whose ancestors on the paternal side were born in the 

Malayan Archipelago, and who [were] Muslims and British subjects”.  On the other 

hand, the Malay Association accepted “Malays, Javanese, Indians, Arabs, Chinese 

etc., so long as they [were] Muslims and British subjects”.287   

For some, belonging to the Malay habitus was not just a matter of religious 

affiliation; it involved adopting the Islamic faith, and the Malay culture and language.  

An older Malay said that both Chinese and Indian Muslims were considered as Malays, 

and were “entitled to the rights and privileges of Malay subjects of the Malay sultans” 

before the Malay States fell under British protection (possibly referring to 1874).288  He 

clarified that they were considered Malays not only because they were Muslims, but 

also because they were “Malays to the core, where Malay interests and Malay honour 

were concerned.  In short, they thought, they spoke, they moved, and they acted as 

Malays”.  The Malay Union refused to accept converts or their descendants as they 

felt that “such men – particularly in Singapore – do not serve the interests of the Malays 

and are loyal to none but their own selfish cause”.  Besides, “to be a Malay [was] not 

merely to be a Muslim but to be imbued with the Malay spirit, including a knowledge 

and practice of all the Malay’s adat (customs) and code of honour”.289  Another Indian 

Muslim said that Indian Muslims should “guard their birthright as Straits-born Muslim 

Indians and regard the Malays as brothers in religion”.290  In the above arguments, we 

can observe that race had become a distinct identity marker that transcended religious 

 
287 British Subject, “What is a Malay In Singapore?,” The Straits Times, July 22, 1939.  
288 The author was likely referring to 1896, when the four unprotected Malay states were amalgamated 
to form the Federated Malay States in 1896.  
289 An Old Malay, “From an Old Malay,” The Straits Times, August 7, 1939.  
290 A.A. Khan, ““Malays” and Malays": Straits-Born Indian Muslim View,” The Straits Times, August 7, 
1939.  
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affiliation, giving rise to hyphenated race-religion identities like Malay/Muslim and 

Indian Muslim.291       

Hashim, a member of the Legislative Council of the Straits Settlement and 

patron of the Malay Association, observed that assimilation into the Malay race was 

“made possible by the power of language and religion”.  He considered Persians, 

Muslim Indians, Burmese, Siamese, and the Chinese to be Malays so long as they 

adopted the Malay tongue and religion.  Further, Hashim said Islam “binds all races 

together in a great brotherhood” and “should play an important part in the life of the 

Malay race in Malaya”.292  However, by this point, Indian and Arab Muslims were 

unwilling to give up their racial and cultural roots to assimilate into the Malay identity.     

Further, an additional layer of identification – the Straits Singapore habitus –  

emerged as more colonial inhabitants identified an affinity with the British.  An Arab 

Muslim identified himself as a “British subject” and said that he did not consider himself 

a Malay despite his religion.293  The Indian Muslim identified himself as a Straits Indian 

Muslim, possibly because he was born in the Straits Settlement.  The Straits habitus 

was tied to the place of birth.  The debate revealed that individuals could belong to 

multiple we-identities that intersect on many planes.  The race-religion habitus of 

Malay had become a closed category because the place of birth, ancestral lineage, 

and racial loyalty were identifiers of belonging now considered as norms of the Malay 

habitus.    

The above debate showed that inter-racial tensions began to surface as more 

immigrants settled permanently in Singapore.  Conflicts are bound to arise in power 

relations between we-groups.  According to Rai, the Malay Union was set up by 

 
291 In Singapore, Malay Muslims are referred to as “Malay/Muslims”.  Other race-religion categories are 
usually identified without a hyphen, e.g. Indian Muslim, Chinese Buddhist.   
292 N.M. Hashim, “The Malays in Malaysia,” Straits Times Annual, January 1, 1940. Hashim. 
293 British Subject, “What is a Malay In Singapore?,” The Straits Times, July 22, 1939.  
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Malays who were formerly from the Muslim Association, because they were suspicious 

of the intentions of other Muslim groups.  The Malay/Muslims reportedly felt that the 

Indians and Arabs, who dominated the leadership of Muslim umbrella organisations, 

would not promote Malay interests.  As such, these Malays decided to form a more 

exclusive, race-based religious organisation.294  The distrust and suspicions Malays 

had towards non-Malay Muslims were reflected in the elder Malay’s interpretation of 

Malay.  As we-identities begin to interact, tensions may emerge between various 

groups due to competing interests.    

Islamic religion formed a central role in the Malay/Muslim identity.  The 

importance of religion to the Malay community was reflected in the emphasis which 

the Malay/Muslim community placed on Quranic education.   Malay parents stopped 

their children from attending Malay schools which were run by Christian missionaries, 

who had infused their curriculum with Christian components.  This was because the 

parents were concerned that their children might convert to Christianity.  Syed Muhd 

Khairudin Aljunied and Dayang Istiaisyah Hussin observe that A. M. Skinner, the 

Inspector of Schools, decided in 1871 to re-introduce the Malay vernacular school in 

Singapore to address the falling education rates among the Malay population. 295  

Notably, the Malay parents shared similar responses to the Chinese parents, when 

faced with the issue of Christian mission schools offering religious education to 

students.  Both the Malay and the Chinese parents were resistant to changes, 

particularly against a foreign religion like Christianity, giving rise to the drag effect.  

Such forms of resistance highlighted the importance of religion in the formation of their 

respective habitus.      

 
294 Rai, Indians in Singapore: 1819-1945, 174. 
295 Syed Muhd Khairudin Aljunied and Dayang Istiaisyah Hussin, “Estranged from the Ideal Past: 
Historical Evolution of Madrassahs in Singapore,” Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs 25, no. 2 (August 
2006): 254–55. 
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The colonial government might have allowed for religious education in the 

school curriculum, but it did not make further concessions to fund the religious classes.  

At this juncture, Turnbull notes that the colonial authorities only made provisions for 

Malay education, because they “acknowledged a special responsibility to provide free 

vernacular primary education in Malay as the indigenous language”.296  While the state 

was willing to establish the necessary structures to provide Malay education, it drew 

the line at funding religious education.  The colonial government only made financial 

provisions for the teacher instructing the students in morning Malay lessons; the 

parents were responsible for paying the teacher instructing the students in the Quranic 

classes, which were to be held in the afternoon.297  Here, we see the distinction 

between secular and religious education in state institutions, likely the product of 

Western notions of secularity.  Separately, the provision of Malay schools reflected 

the unequal relationships between the state and various religious or racial groups and 

thus unequal power relations.  While the British created infrastructures for Malay 

schools, the Chinese and Indian immigrants had to establish their own schools, or 

attend missionary schools.   

The above discussion shows that Islam was important in the social aspects of 

Malay lives – social, and cultural customs and habits.  However, Islamic ideology did 

not contribute to the formation of a Malay political identity in colonial Singapore.298  

The pan-Islamic movement overseas did not gather momentum in Singapore.  

Reynaldo Ileto notes that anti-colonial movements in the Malay states were non-

existent.299  Similarly, Paul Kratoska observes that the pan-Islamic movement did not 

 
296 Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005, 2020, 206. 
297 Aljunied and Hussin, “Estranged from the Ideal Past,” 254–55. 
298 Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005, 2020, 12. 
299 Reynaldo Ileto, “Religion and Anti-Colonial Movements,” in The Cambridge History of Southeast 
Asia, ed. Nicholas Tarling, vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 230. 
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gather momentum among the Muslim community.  The collapse of the Ottoman 

caliphate did not arouse much attention in Southeast Asia.  Kratoska assesses that 

the pan-Islamic movement did not take root in the region because the Muslim 

community was divided into religious issues and secular interests.  Religious issues 

centred around debates on whether practices of Islam should be purified; but these 

debates were limited to a small number of Muslims.  Secular interests centred around 

racial and cultural issues.300     

Notably, some Malays harboured simmering anti-Chinese sentiments.  

Kratoska observes that anti-Japanese sentiments among the Chinese immigrants, 

and strikes and labour unrest caused by the Chinese immigrants in the late 1930s, 

had heightened Malay concerns that they were being subordinated to the Chinese.301  

In 1931, the reformist journal Al-Ikhwan (the Brotherhood) criticised a Chinese 

member of the Straits Settlement for saying that the Malay Peninsula was their country 

and not that of the Malays.302  In 1939, the Singapore Malay Union established the 

Malay-language newspaper, Utusan Melayu (The Malay Courier), publishing articles 

that were resentful of the migrants’ intrusion into the Malay way of life.  We can observe 

that the Malay identity had become more assertive, in response to increasing Chinese 

assertiveness in the public sphere.     

The Malays tended to unite along the lines of Malay Muslim identity, hence 

excluding the other Muslims.  A generation of young and urban Muslim elites, known 

as Kaum Muda (new movement), emerged as a response to reformist Islamist 

teachings from Muslim universities such as Al-Azhar University in Cairo, Egypt.  

However, it was unlikely that Kaum Muda would have flourished as a Malay Muslim 

 
300 Paul Kratoska, “Nationalism and Modernist Reform,” in The Cambridge History of Southeast Asia, 
ed. Nicholas Tarling, vol. Two (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 310. 
301 Kratoska, 302–3. 
302 Andaya and Andaya, A History of Malaysia, 319. 



114 
 

nationalist movement.  Kaum Muda advocated for Muslims to improve their situation 

so that they could resist the influence of the Christian West.  Editorials published in 

the modernist Islamic journal Al Imam were critical of the Malay nobility, and spoke of 

the Malays being suppressed by the white colonial rulers.  The editorials also called 

for social reforms, particularly property rights and education for women, and were 

critical of polygamy.303  Kaum Muda’s ideas were not appealing to the majority of the 

Malay/Muslim community.  Khairudin and Dayang Istiaisyah note that the Muslim 

community in Singapore rejected Kaum Muda’s ideas due to their emphasis on 

rationality.  Kaum Muda established Madrasah Al-Iqbal in 1907, which offered the 

national curriculum and religious studies.  However, the madrasah shut down in the 

following year.304  The development of a Malay Muslim consciousness was largely 

apolitical, and centred around commonality of race, religion, customs, clothing, and 

language.  This point of discussion is important as it will have implications for the 

evolution of the Malay/Muslim identity in Singapore.    

2.3.c The Indian Community  

 There were several changes to the status of religion in the Indian community 

from 1819 to 1945.  Rai notes that in the first few decades of colonial rule, Indian 

Hindus of different caste and language groups came together to build and maintain 

Hindu shrines and organise religious processions.305  By the 1920s, Rai observes that 

as more Indians arrived and settled in Singapore, their numbers were sufficient for 

each caste or Indian language group to establish its own place of worship.306  Rai 

suggests that as more Indian Hindus settled in Singapore, their significant numbers 

allowed them to splinter into smaller communities along “regional, vernacular, caste, 

 
303 Andaya and Andaya, 276–77. 
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class, and sectarian lines”.307  The habitus that initially encompassed Indians across 

caste and regional differences at the start of the colonial period began to fragment into 

Indian habitus (plural) imported from their home country.   

 Notably, Rai states that the emergence of an Indian middle class, who were 

inclined to settle more permanently in Singapore, “strengthened institutional 

development in the religious sphere”.  Makeshift shrines were re-built and formally 

consecrated as permanent religious structures, and religious festivals took place on a 

larger scale.  The shrines also took on social functions as places for the religious-

ethnic groups to gather and hold meetings, festivals, and other events.308 

 However, religion did not unite the diverse caste and sub-ethnic groups.  The 

divide between north and south Indians widened by the 1920s.  Rai notes that the 

North Indian groups were concerned that places of religious worship previously shared 

between the two groups during the early colonial period were taken over by the larger 

South Indian groups.  As shared shrines were rebuilt and consecrated, they tended to 

adopt South Indian architectural patterns and rituals.  As a result, the early 1920s, 

North Indian organisations like the North Indian Hindu Union and the North Indian 

Hindu Funeral Association were established.309  For the Indian Hindus, much like the 

Muslims, religious identities were closely tied to racial identities, and the religious 

habitus did not transcend racial or caste differences.  The dominant form of we-layer 

resurfaced above the temporary allegiances once the we-groups accumulated enough 

resources in numbers and, presumably, finances.     
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2.3.d Colonial Attempts to Sustain Shared Singapore Habitus 

The colonial government continued to implement more modern state structures 

in Singapore.  In 1920, the colonial government amended the constitution of the Straits 

Settlements, so that seats on the Legislative Council would be more representative of 

Singapore society.  A Select Committee was appointed to consider and propose 

changes to the constitution.  The Committee recognised the challenge of finding a 

constitutional model that would consider “the mixture of races and languages, a lack 

of a common religion, the transient nature of many of the people in Singapore and the 

small number of British subjects”.  These factors militated against the policy of electing 

a “free representative Government” in Singapore.310  The Government later introduced 

racial representation that reflected the social and economic realities in Singapore.311  

The Committee’s findings revealed the difficulty in creating a national habitus shared 

among the local inhabitants, given the diversity of Singapore society.   

The fact that the colonial government elected representatives along racial lines 

showed that group habitus in Singapore were predominantly based on religion-racial 

identification.  Turnbull notes that when the Government wanted to elect an Asian 

representative to the Legislative Council in 1924, the Persekutuan Islam Singapura 

(Muslim Association of Singapore) preferred a Muslim nominee, while the Muslim 

Institute favoured a Malay nominee.  The colonial government eventually elected 

Mohammed Eunos as the first Malay legislative councillor, on the basis of his race.312  

The decisions showed that the colonial government was aware of, and sensitive 

towards, differences among Muslims of different races.   

 
310 E. Kay Gillis, Singapore Civil Society and British Power (Singapore: Talisman Publishing Ltd, 2005), 
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In the 1930s, the British decided to increase the centralisation of its control by 

consolidating the administration of the Federated Malay States, the Unfederated 

Malay States, and the Straits Settlements.  To this end, Cecil Clementi, the Governor 

of the Straits Settlements, introduced the Malayanisation policy.  In 1933, Malay 

classes were introduced so that the Malay language could become the lingua franca 

of Malaya, and all inhabitants could share a common language.313  Clementi had 

expressed his concern that although the people of different races were “in daily contact 

with each other”, they “nevertheless moved as it were in separate worlds without any 

real comprehension of each other’s mode of life or ways of thought”.  There could, he 

said, be “no real sympathy between the various racial elements” unless they 

communicated in the same tongue.314  The introduction of a common language was 

thus construed as a way of forging a shared, collective identity and racial harmony 

among inhabitants of diverse racial, language and religious backgrounds.  This 

created a significant amount of discomfort among the Chinese and Indians, who felt 

that they were to become subordinated to Malay rule by nature of the latter’s 

indigenous roots in Singapore.315  Despite some efforts by colonial authorities to 

create commonalities across racial groups, Singapore appeared to be divided by racial 

differences. 

2.4 Colonial Habitus in Singapore  

This chapter has identified shared historical experiences, in particular the 

earliest experiences, which bear significance for the current-day habitus.  We can 

identify several key dispositions and structures of the secularity, focusing on state-

 
313 Gillis, Singapore Civil Society and British Power, 89; “Malay and English,” Malaya Tribune, October 
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religion relations and the societal significance of religion for the different racial-

religious communities.   

A notable principle was the conflation of racial and religious identities, given the 

strong correlation between the two.  Any disruption or forced change to the habitus 

might be met with a drag effect from the prevailing habitus.  Christian evangelisation 

and conversion among the Chinese was an unplanned social change that affected the 

Chinese habitus, whose racial, religious, and secret society affiliations were closely 

intertwined before the 1890s.  The Chinese habitus response was to react with 

violence, resulting in the anti-Catholic riots.  The importance of religious identity to the 

Chinese could also be seen in continued Chinese resistance to Christian 

evangelisation.  A similar pattern emerged in the 1890s when the Chinese community 

opposed Christian evangelisation to Chinese students in mission schools.   

Similarly, the Malay race, most of whom were Muslims, came to be closely 

affiliated to the Islamic religion.  Both the Malay language and Islam helped to unite 

the initial wave of Muslim immigrants, who assimilated into the Malay race in the early 

years of colonisation.  However, membership to the Malay/ Muslim habitus became 

less fluid by the twentieth century as the habitus became exclusive in response to the 

emergence of other habitus, e.g. Straits Indian, and Arab Muslims.  The Malay demand 

for Quranic education in Malay schools also showed the significance of Islam in their 

lives.   

The parallel development of Hindu temples and the permanent settlement of 

Indian Hindu immigrants revealed the centrality of religious worship in their lives.  Like 

the Muslims, religious identity alone was insufficient for forming a group habitus among 

the Hindus.  Colonial rule had thus introduced the conflation of religious and racial 
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markers to the different group habitus, and race-religion identity became enshrined as 

an important disposition of the overarching colonial Singapore habitus.   

Secondly, British authorities made accommodations for the special position of 

Malay/Muslims.  For instance, the British made concessions to Malay education.  The 

government’s accommodation for the Malays was first provided in the 1819 treaty, 

which stated that the EIC would “respect the laws and customs of Malays”.  Thereafter, 

the treaty remains a historical structure that shapes the habitus and reinforces the 

special position of the Malays in Singapore.  The privileged position of the 

Malay/Muslims vis-à-vis other racial and religious groups was, to adopt Foucauldian 

terms, “progressively governmentalised, elaborated, rationalised, and centralised in 

the form of, or under the auspices of, state institutions”. 316   The treaty made 

Malay/Muslim privilege a norm in the colonial habitus, giving rise to related institutions 

like the codification of the Syariah law and British concession to establish schools for 

the Malays.   

A third disposition is the British non-interference in religion, which was 

embedded in the earlier treaties.  The principle of non-interference and separation of 

public and private spheres were imprints of Western secularity on the colonial state.  

This explained why the British’s concessions to Malay education did not include 

funding Islamic religious education. The multiple religious legal systems for private 

laws like marriage and divorce were also structures to maintain non-interference in 

religious affairs.  However, the system of legal pluralism was also conditional upon the 

separation of religious and racial groups, i.e. individuals do not marry across culture, 

race or religion.  Power conflicts arise when we-groups interact in the public sphere.     

 
316 Foucault, “The Subject and Power”, 345. 
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A fourth principle of the colonial habitus was the false separation of different 

aspects of people’s lives into religious and civil law, which was derived from the British 

divide of the religious and the secular.  In Britain, the ecclesiastical courts handled 

cases relating to “defamation, matrimony, tithe, probate and administration” until the 

1850s.317  Similarly, in Singapore, the inhabitants were allowed to keep their laws and 

customs, which applied to family, marriage, divorce, and inheritance; whereas the 

criminal law under the colonial court applied to all inhabitants.   

A fifth product of the colonial habitus was the change in the societal status of 

religion for some groups in society.  Due to the redistribution of political power between 

colonial institutions and racial-religious groups, the societal significance of religion 

evolved for the Chinese and Malays.  The British ban on Chinese secret societies 

resulted in the diminished significance of religious temples and leaders in Chinese 

society.  By banning secret societies which often centred their activities around a local 

temple, the temple ceased to be a gathering point where administrative, economic, 

and social activities were carried out.  Consequently, the political power that resided 

with the temples and secret societies was ceded to the Chinese clans and leaders, 

who assumed the responsibility of governance and social welfare for the Chinese 

immigrants.   

Separately, British policies towards Malay Muslims facilitated the development 

of a Malay Muslim identity that was defined by contrast to the non-Malay Muslims and 

the rest of the immigrants.  A significant development was that the Mahomedan 

 
317 R. B. Outhwaite, The Rise and Fall of the English Ecclesiastical Courts, 1500–1860, Cambridge 
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of reforms – “Taking Evidence” Act (1854), Defamation Act (1855), Divorce and Matrimonial Causes 
Act (1857), Probates and Letter of administration Act (1857), and Act of 1860 – ended the jurisdiction 
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Marriage Ordinance codified Syariah law under the civil law system; the definitive 

interpretation of Syariah law concerning private matters like divorce, marriage and 

inheritance became embedded in the Singapore legal system.  The institutionalisation 

of Syariah law in the civil court system thus reduced the fluidity in the interpretation of 

Syariah law between different schools of legal jurisprudence.       

Notably, the colonial state used disciplinary tactics in the form of policing and 

legislation to minimise power conflicts.  This could be seen in the ban on public 

religious processions to curb physical clashes between religious groups and the 

formation of state-religion relations through the Advisory Boards.  The colonial 

government also reduced the authority of secret societies through the Protectorate, 

when the societies emerged as a challenge to its power.  Further, the state sought to 

use legislation to control education systems because the curriculum was one of the 

means of transmitting habitus ideas to individuals.  An important criterion in 

determining the colonial state’s “neutral” relations with religious groups was the 

necessity of civil order to ensure minimal disruption to the colonial economy.   

We see an increased governmentalisation of relations as the colonial state’s 

response to managing conflict in the public sphere.  The Mahomedan Marriage was 

the result of a habitus response to interracial marriages, in order to minimise and 

contain conflicts between Muslims from various we-groups to the colonial court.  The 

introduction of the Ordinance placed the colonial state as the highest authority in the 

habitus structures of these Muslims; they recognised the authority of the courts and 

through actualisation, it became a norm for Muslims to seek recourse in the courts due 

to the internal and external control mechanisms of the habitus.  In this light, religion-

state relations were formalised under the auspices of state institutions through 

different pieces of legislation and the various Advisory Boards.   
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As colonial society became more governmentalised, the colonial government 

took over some of the political power that was previously ceded to religious and 

community leaders.  For instance, the development of the judiciary system removed 

the functions of the Malay rulers who had served as arbitrators alongside the EIC 

officials in the early years of colonisation.  Another instance was the anti-Catholic riots 

in 1851, during which the Government had to rely on Chinese community leaders to 

mediate between groups.  The introduction of political institutions, which took over the 

earlier roles of temples and religious leaders as providers of social services and 

arbiters of order, shifted the power from the religious leaders to the colonial 

government.  Other modern state institutions, such as the Advisory and Endowment 

boards, structured state-religious relations and integrated the religious groups into the 

overarching colonial habitus.   

It appeared that the groups had begun to recognise the state’s authority as the 

highest authority in the colonial habitus.  This could be seen in the Muslims’ 

acceptance of the state as the arbiter of religious differences in the civil court.  The 

request for the state to enact the Mahomedan Marriage Ordinance was significant 

because it removed the authority of locally elected kadi.  Secret societies in the 1870s 

also recognised the authority of the colonial state.  Pickering noted that in the induction 

ceremony performed by new secret society members, the society promised to provide 

assistance in cases where “outsiders oppress [them]” by referring them to official 

channels like the Registrars of Secret Societies, the Inspector General of Police and 

the Protector of Chinese, or by obtaining legal advice for them.318  The group habitus 

thus recognised the colonial authorities as the highest authority that they were willing 

to cede power.   

 
318 Pickering, “Chinese Secret Societies,” 9. 
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Up until the eve of World War Two, as discussed in this chapter, we can 

observe the beginnings of the formation of a shared habitus between the colonial state 

and religious groups.  Individuals began to identify themselves as Straits-born or 

British subjects.  Even though the colonial authorities and immigrant groups imported 

dispositions from their homelands, local habitus principles had developed from shared 

historical experiences, and these principles were translated into executive, legislative 

and judiciary policies.  Nonetheless, as the Select Committee had observed in 1921, 

finding a model to govern Singapore was difficult; the inhabitants were divided by 

loyalties to their motherland’s habitus.  The period between 1819 and 1942 produced 

a tentative, shared habitus between the different groups.  This habitus would inform 

how members articulated their views, or conducted themselves in society.  It was also 

unlikely that religious identity would be used an identifier of national belonging upon 

decolonisation, given the many racial, caste or cultural differences between the 

Muslim and Hindu groups.       

Postcolonial scholars have discussed the negative impact of colonial rule and 

secularism that continue to impact postcolonial societies today.  Saba and Abdullah 

suggest that inequalities in postcolonial societies like India and Egypt are “historically 

specific”, due to the colonial state’s “reliance on religious categories to structure and 

regulate social life”. 319   Abdullah assesses that legal pluralism continues to 

“complicate secularism in postcolonial India”.320  The codification of religious law in 

civil courts resulted in the colonial imposition of their notions of how Muslim and Hindu 

law ought to be.  Such codification and legal pluralism also resulted in the 

overemphasis of “religious identity as the mark of identity itself, defining what was 

 
319 Mahmood, Religious Difference in a Secular Age. 11, 25. 
320 Ahmed An-Na’im, Islam and the Secular State, 148.   



124 
 

particular to a community as well as setting its differences from other communities”.321  

Similarly, this thesis has highlighted the impact of divide and rule on the relations 

between religious and racial communities and forging a sense of belonging between 

religious habitus.  We see this in the urban planning for colonial Singapore and the 

legal pluralism approach to managing “personal laws” like marriage.  However, Saba 

and Abdullah’s narratives deny agency to postcolonial elites, who have the right to 

challenge and change colonial systems, as Bucholc and Cesari have noted.  In 

Chapter 3, we will examine how local elites decolonise the colonial habitus and their 

efforts to forge a sense of belonging between various religious and racial habitus 

whose differences have been compounded by colonial institutions.   

  

 
321 Ahmed An-Na’im, Islam and the Secular State, 149.   
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3 BUILDING BLOCKS OF THE NATIONAL HABITUS IN SINGAPORE’S SELF-

GOVERNANCE YEARS 

 During World War Two, between 1942 and 1945, Singapore fell under 

Japanese occupation, disrupting British rule over the colonial state.  The post-war 

years saw the rebuilding of state institutions and the gradual transfer of sovereignty 

from Britain to Singapore.  The Straits Settlements was dissolved in 1946, and 

Singapore became a standalone Crown Colony, while Penang and Malacca were 

integrated into the Malayan Union.   

Notably, the Singapore Citizenship Ordinance in 1957 allowed inhabitants of 

Singapore, most of whom were immigrants, to apply for citizenship.322  By 1960, an 

estimated 400,000 inhabitants had taken up Singapore citizenship; according to the 

1957 census, Singapore had a population of 1,445,929 people.  Minister for Home 

Affairs, Ong Pang Boon, stated that “Singapore citizenship [was] now the common link 

which unite[d] those who regard[ed] Singapore as their only home and the sole subject 

of their undivided loyalty.  [Citizenship] carries with it rights, duties and 

responsibilities”.323  Ong said that the granting of Singapore citizenship had given 

these immigrants “a stake in the country”, which was a contrast to the previous neglect 

of colonial policies that had indirectly resulted in the lack of cohesion among 

immigrants in Singapore.  Ong added that the immigrant population was politically 

orientated towards their birth countries, “liv[ing] in a world all by themselves and their 

 
322  Singapore Legislative Council, “Singapore Legislative Assembly Elections (Amendment) Bill,” 
Parliament No. 0, Vol No. 4, Sitting No. 5 (November 18, 1957). 
323 “Govt. Pamphlet Tells Public All About Citizenship in Singapore,” The Singapore Free Press, July 
22, 1961; Swee-Hock Saw, The Population of Singapore, Third Edition (Singapore: ISEAS Publishing, 
2012), 14. 
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ways of living and attitude of mind have in no way been identified with the country and 

its people”.324   

The Ordinance created the beginnings of a “new” habitus – self-governing 

Singapore, and the immigrants became citizens and members of the new habitus.  In 

the Eliasian conception of habitus, members subscribe to a set of shared norms, 

dispositions, institutions and knowledge.  As discussed in Chapter 2, these new 

citizens were British subjects under colonial rule.  The commonalities they shared 

under the colonial habitus were likely their recognition of British rule and living within 

a shared territorial boundary.  At this juncture, the “new” national habitus had to forge 

commonalities and a shared sense of belonging among the new citizens.  These new 

citizens belonged to separate habitus tied to particular cultures, religions, customs and 

languages.  They recognised the sovereignty of the Singapore government, but some 

aspects of their lives were governed under different institutions due to the divide and 

rule system, e.g. education systems and personal laws.   

The postcolonial state took over the role of “global overseer, the principle of 

regulation and, to a certain extent, the distributor of all power relations in a given social 

ensemble” from the colonial ruler.325  The state had to obtain recognition for its new 

status from the new citizens; the we-groups had to be willing to cede some or all of 

their power to the state for it to be recognised as what Elias calls the “highest-ranking 

survival units” and the “highest-ranking reference group” for the disparate we-

groups.326  The 1950s and 1960s were thus significant because it was the period 

where the state and groups in society were involved in power negotiations to define 

norms, institutions and identifiers of the new national habitus.  Institutions and norms 

 
324 Singapore Legislative Council, “Singapore Citizenship (Amendment) Bill,” Parliament No. 0, Session 
No. 1, Vol No. 12, Sitting No. 12 (May 16, 1960). 
325 Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” 344.  
326 Elias, The Society of Individuals, 206.  
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were discussed and agreed upon between elites and segments of the Singapore 

society, and the new population was “disciplined” through various strategies to 

recognise the authority and norms of the developing national habitus.   

As discussed in Chapter 1, Bucholc suggests how the postcolonial society can 

“decolonise”.  The society can identify structures and institutions that were “the impact 

of colonialism” and seek to “eliminate” or “problematise their embeddedness”. The 

national community might reject those who choose not to recognise the postcolonial 

state as the highest authority.327  The 1950s and 1960s were thus a period when 

Singaporeans were faced with several possibilities on how best to organise 

government, society, and religion in a self-governing state headed for independence.  

The government and society had to decide which structures and notions of secularity, 

religion and politics to keep or abandon from the colonial legacy to align with the 

national habitus.   Singapore’s political elites had voiced similar sentiments on the 

importance of the 1950s and 1960s in the nation-building process.  For instance, 

Singapore’s first Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew, acknowledged that the 1950s and 

1960s were a pivotal period in forming the historical consciousness of Singapore as a 

nation.  He explained that “secularism [was] essential for the inter-religious harmony 

for our multi-religious community” because “religion cannot be a force for national 

unity”.328   

This chapter will examine important historical processes in the 1950s and 

1960s that influenced how secularity, nation, and religion came to be construed for the 

state and its citizens.  Two important historical events during this period influenced 

religion-state relations in Singapore – the Hertogh riot in 1950 and the race riots in 

 
327 Bucholc, 173. 
328 Kuan Yew Lee, “The Meaning of Survival: Speech at the Dinner for the Establishment at Raffles 
Ballroom, Westin Hotel (29 August 1990),” in The Papers of Lee Kuan Yew: Speeches, Interviews and 
Dialogues, vol. 10, 1988-1990 (Singapore: Gale Asia, 2012), 728–29. 
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1964.329   These two riots took on religious overtones for the actors involved, and in 

terms of how past and present actors interpreted the significance of the events for the 

present habitus.   

 This chapter will first examine the implications of the Hertogh riots for the 

national habitus.  Then, it will investigate the legislative debates between 1955 and 

1965 to examine how secularity, and religion’s status in society, was discussed and 

decided upon by political and religious elites.  Several pieces of religion-related 

legislation were discussed in the Assembly, including the proposed Hindu Marriages 

legislation, the Muslim Ordinance of 1957, the proposed Muslim Marriage 

(Amendment) Bill, and the Women’s Charter.  The examination of their discussions 

informs how historical experiences have shaped and influenced Singapore’s secular 

principles and structures.  Identifying habitus structures, such as government 

institutions and legislation, will also help us – later in this thesis – to examine how 

these structures reinforce or change secularity principles at various historical 

junctures.  The following section will discuss Singapore’s brief merger with Malaysia, 

from 1963 to 1965, and how these historical experiences produced habitus 

dispositions leading to Singapore’s construct as a democratic and secular nation-

state.   

 
329 Public Prosecutor v. Koh Song Huat Benjamin [2005] SGDC 272 cited in Jaclyn Ling-Chien Neo, 
Seditious in Singapore! Free Speech and the Offence of Promoting Ill-Will and Hostility Between 
Different Racial Groups, Singapore Journal of Legal Studies (2011), 359.  To this day, Government and 
community leaders continue to use these two incidents as an example to show what religious agitation 
and an irresponsible press could do to undermine the social fabric of Singapore.  The Maria Hertogh 
riot was mentioned in Parliament discussions on MRHA between 1987 and 1989, and the revision to 
the Act in 2019.  It was also used as an antecedent in sentencing for religion and race-based cases.  
For instance, in 2005, during a court trial of an unnamed blogger who was prosecuted for making racist 
“invective and pejorative remarks” against the Malay/Muslim community, the judge said his sentencing 
was based on the historical and present context of Singapore’s society and heightened Islamic 
sensitivities in the post 9/11 security climate.  The court stated that religious issues were particularly 
sensitive in Singapore’s “multi-cultural society, particularly given our history of the Maria Hertogh 
incident in the 1950s and the July and September 1964 race riots; and the current domestic and 
international security climate”.   
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3.1 Maria Hertogh Riots 

The Hertogh riots erupted from a custody case between Maria Hertogh’s Dutch-

Eurasian Catholic parents and her Malay//Muslim foster family.  This case, from the 

onset and in subsequent interpretations of the event by Singaporeans in different 

generations, took on racial and religious overtones.  Maria’s mother, Mrs Hertogh, 

claimed that she had intended to leave Maria with Aminah binte Mohamad for a few 

nights.  However, Mrs Hertogh was captured by the Japanese (during the Japanese 

occupation of Southeast Asia) while on her way to fetch Maria.  Aminah said that Maria 

was handed over to her for adoption.  Maria stayed with Aminah for seven years, 

during which time she was brought up as a Muslim and renamed as Nadra.  Maria 

reportedly only spoke Malay, wore Malay clothes, and learnt the Quran.  After the war, 

Dutch authorities in Java (present-day Indonesia) and Singapore tracked Maria down.  

The acting Dutch Consul-General, Jacob Van Der Gaag, commenced legal 

proceedings in April 1950 on behalf of the Hertogh family to regain custody of Maria.  

The court, through the Social Welfare Department, placed Maria in an institution while 

pending a court decision.  On her part, Aminah lodged a successful appeal; the Court 

of Appeal overturned earlier court orders and returned Maria to Aminah on 28 July 

1950.  Shortly afterwards, on 1 August 1950, Maria married the 22-year-old 

Malay/Muslim Mansoor Adabi.  A second appeal by the Hertoghs resulted in the judge 

ruling that Maria’s marriage to Mansoor was invalid, and Maria was temporarily placed 

in a Catholic convent.  Protests subsequently erupted, in December 1950, between 

Muslims and Christians, and between Malays and Europeans and the Chinese.  The 

protests left 18 people dead and 173 injured.330   

 
330 Norman Vasu and Juhi Ahuja, Singapore Chronicles: Multiracialism (Singapore: Institute of Policy 
Studies and Straits Times Press Pte Ltd, 2018), 28-9; Marican, The Maria Hertogh (Nadra) Riots, 16-
24.  
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3.1.a Impact of Hertogh Riots on Secularity Outlook of Malay/Muslims331 

Historical accounts on the Hertogh incident argue that the Malay/Muslims’ 

reactions to the custody case revealed the centrality of Islam in their identity.332  A 

Muslim community leader wrote to the Straits Times expressing his support for 

Aminah, stating that “according to Muslim law”, Maria was raised as a Muslim and 

was, therefore, a Muslim.  Therefore, “her marriage [was] legal according to Muslim 

law”.333  Khairudin suggests that the Malay/Muslims then felt that the British court and 

local media had denigrated Islam, hence leading them to react in defence of their 

faith. 334   Malay/Muslims likely viewed the civil court’s annulment of Maria and 

Mansoor’s marriage as an affront to Muslim law.  Recalling our discussion of the 

Malay/Muslim identity in Chapter 2, the Malays saw Maria as a member of their habitus 

because she adopted the religion, culture, language, way of life and descent (by way 

of adoption by Aminah).     

This thesis argues that the difference in Malay/Muslim responses to the civil 

court’s decisions on Islamic law between the colonial and self-governing periods could 

possibly be due to heightened Islamic awareness, and the emergence of a 

Malay/Muslim political consciousness.  Ansari Marican suggests that one of the 

reasons leading to the increase in tensions between Muslims and Christians was 

 
331 From this section onwards, I use “Malay/Muslim” to refer to Malay Muslims.  It can be argued that 
the Hertogh riots was a turning point that rallied the Malays to identify themselves as a group based on 
shared language, interests, religion, and customs.  As discussed in Chapter 2, we see the emergence 
of a Malay/Muslim political consciousness in the 1930s, where there was a sense of “us” versus “others” 
in the Malay/Muslim definition of their identity.   
332 Judith Djamour, Malay Kinship and Marriage in Singapore (London: The Athlone Press, 1959), 16.   
333 S.I.O Alsagoff, “Maria Hertogh’s Marriage: A Muslim View,” The Straits Times, August 10, 1950; 
Djamour, Malay Kinship and Marriage in Singapore, 16.   Djamour notes that Muslims in Singapore 
were only mildly following their religious observances in 1949 and 1950.  They adhered to religious 
practices like abstinence from pork, circumcision, Quranic recitation and followed the Syariah law in 
marriages and divorces.  However, many Malays also drank alcohol, and few comprehended the Quran, 
which was in the Arabic language.  Attendance at mosques for Friday prayers was also low.  Djamour 
assesses that knowledge on “the most elementary principles and beliefs of Islam was very low”.   
334  Syed Muhd Khairudin Aljunied, “British Discourses and Malay Identity in Colonial Singapore,” 
Indonesia and the Malay World 37, no. 107 (March 1, 2009): 1–21. 
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increased Islamic consciousness among Muslims, which consequently increased their 

sensitivities towards perceived threats or challenges to Islam.  The Hertogh incident 

built upon rising Christian-Muslim tensions over the Christian missionaries’ alleged 

attempts to entice Muslims to convert by offering them financial benefits.335   

For several reasons, the Hertogh incident was significant in its production of 

secularity principles and structures.  Firstly, the custody case highlighted that legal 

pluralism as an overarching habitus structure was not as viable as before, as multiple 

religious and racial groups began to interact, and only vertical state-religion relations 

existed then.  Laws clearly could not be interpreted according to one’s customs and 

traditions in cases involving two parties of different religious or racial backgrounds.  

Legal pluralism no longer served as a mechanism to minimise conflicts in society.   

Secondly, the Hertogh incident was significant because it was the first of 

several state-Muslim disagreements during Singapore’s self-governance. This 

thesis’s investigation of newspaper archives revealed that the custody case coincided 

with several other incidents whereby the state and Muslims did not agree on state 

policies that might indirectly affect the Muslims.  In 1950, the Legislative Council 

proposed to introduce the Age of Marriage Ordinance.  The Ordinance, which 

proposed to ban marriages of children under the age of 16, was met with objection 

from several Muslim leaders.336  Some Muslim leaders objected to the Ordinance as 

they felt it was contrary to Islam.  The All-Malaya Muslim Missionary Society also 

stated that they would not tolerate interference in Muslim laws.337   

 
335 Ansari Marican, The Maria Hertogh (Nadra) Riots, 13-14.  
336 “Bill to Ban Child Marriage Gazetted,” The Straits Times, September 2, 1950.  The Bill closely 
resembles the British Age of Marriage Act introduced in 1929.   
337 “Interference Will Not Be Tolerated,” The Straits Times, September 10, 1950; “Bill On Marriage 
“Against Islam”,” The Straits Times, August 31, 1950. 
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In 1952, state schemes to introduce the Reorientation Plan were met with 

objections from the Malay community and were later abandoned.  The plan involved 

teaching the English language, and other skillsets, in Malay schools to help Malays 

adapt to the changes in the post-war years .338  Some Malay elites objected, as they 

felt that the plan was part of a British plot to weaken the Malay community’s affinity to 

Islam and the adat.  Fifty-two local Malay/Muslim organisations established the Majlis 

Pelajaran Melayu (Malay Education Council), and they signed a petition expressing 

their objection to the plan.339  Like the Hertogh case, which challenged the minimum 

age of marriage for Muslims, the Age of Marriage Ordinance sought to reform the age 

of marriage.  These incidents contributed to growing tensions between Malay/Muslims 

and the state.  The Malay/Muslims likely felt that the state was asserting its power in 

the state’s attempts to define religious and cultural aspects of their habitus – language 

and religious practices.  Such conflicts could be seen as struggles to the state’s 

attempt to assert control and the Malay/Muslim habitus’ refusal to be subordinated to 

the state’s authority.   

Subsequent discourses showed that the Hertogh incident became an event 

within the habitus that reinforced Malay unhappiness towards what they perceived as 

governmental interference in Islamic law.  For instance, in relation to the proposed 

Muslim Bill in 1957, a Muslim individual told the Select Committee that the Hertogh 

incident was an example showing that Muslim marriage and divorce law was “not 

recognised by Christians” and that “the Muslim pen [was] controlled by the Christians”.  

He was also critical of what he perceived as interference from the “Christian court”, 

 
338 Aljunied, “British Discourses and Malay Identity in Colonial Singapore,” 13–14. 
339 Gillis, Singapore Civil Society and British Power, 166–68; Syed Muhd Khairudin Aljunied, “The 
Aftermath of the Maria Hertogh Riots in Colonial Singapore (1950-1953)” (Unpublished PhD Thesis, 
School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), University of London, 2008), 261–62. 
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which wanted to assert control over Islamic laws and practices through legislation.340  

At this juncture, there was some form of power resistance to the civil court’s authority 

over Malay/Muslim marriages; the Malay/Muslim we-group regarded the civil court, an 

institution under the national habitus, as Western and Christian. 

On the surface, Malay resistance to government interference in religion 

appeared to be a new development that only surfaced after the Hertogh riots; there 

was seemingly no resistance to increased British interference in Syariah rulings.  

However, this thesis’s study of earlier discourse showed that religion had generally 

been a tricky issue in state-Muslim interactions.  A Muslim reader wrote to the Straits 

Times in 1911, stating that “[t]he Mohamedans ha[d] a great dislike to outside 

interference with their religious affairs”.  While the Muslims had permitted the British 

to enact legislation, “touch their religion and you tamper with their most sensitive 

feeling”.341  The earlier exclusion of Malay mosques from the state administration 

could possibly have stemmed from the state’s recognition that religious matters were 

likely to be an area of contention in state-religion relations.  A potential trigger of 

resistance to the state habitus was the perceived government interference in 

Malay/Muslim affairs.   

Further, our earlier discussion has shown that the Malays had generally been 

hostile to Christian conversion attempts.  The media reporting on Maria’s likely 

conversion to Catholicism had possibly antagonised Malay/Muslims because of the 

latter’s past experiences with Christianity.  Thus, Christian-Muslim tensions and the 

Malay/Muslim distrust of government interference in their religious affairs could be 

seen as secularity dispositions in the national habitus produced from past and current 

 
340 Select Committee on Muslim Bill (1957), Paper S.C. (Muslims Bill) No. 8,16. 
341 A Mohamedan, “The Sultan Mosque.,” The Straits Times, December 2, 1911. 
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experiences of state-Malay and Christian-Malay interactions.  Further, similar 

responses – to perceived state interference in religious affairs, and to Christian 

conversion from Islam – showed that Malay/Muslim reactions could be construed as 

instinctual responses of their we-habitus cultivated by past state-religion interactions.     

3.1.b Implications on State’s Management of Religion  

For the state institutions, the outbreak of riots demonstrated the sensitivity of 

discussing religious issues in the public sphere.  Ansari highlights several issues that 

were learning points for the political elites.  Firstly, he notes that sensitive issues with 

racial or religious overtones should not have been discussed in the public space, either 

through open court hearings or through extensive media coverage.  Ansari suggests 

that the custody case took on religious overtones because of media portrayals of the 

case.  The media reported that the Muslim organisation Jamiyah had established a 

Legal Defence Fund to support Aminah’s custody battle.  In addition, the Malay media 

featured representatives from several Muslim organisations visiting Aminah to express 

their support, “transforming a private custody case into one involving two proud 

religious communities (Muslims and Christians), and setting the stage for a possible 

confrontation in the future”.342  Ansari also notes that an open court was not the “best” 

way to resolve custody disputes; particularly the Hertogh incident, which carried 

religious implications.  This was because the media’s handling of a case involving two 

different religions might incite inter-religious tensions, whether intentionally or 

otherwise.   

Secondly, Ansari highlights the need for “discreet management” on the part of 

community groups to prevent private disputes from morphing into a national communal 

 
342 Marican, The Maria Hertogh (Nadra) Riots, 19-21.  



135 
 

matter that would result in open group conflicts.343  These learning points became 

secularity principles, which the Government organised into structures to prevent future 

challenges similar to the Hertogh incident.  The state disciplined the media through 

the use of press restrictions, particularly in terms of their future coverage of religious 

issues.  Shortly after the riots, Legislative Councillor C. C. Tan reprimanded the press 

for “behaving in the most irresponsible manner and with utter disregard of the hatred 

and passions” that they had helped “inflame” during the riots.344  The newspaper had 

published an editorial entitled “Attempt to Christianise Nadra”.  The article alleged that 

Maria was subtly compelled to study Christianity and partake in Christian prayers.  It 

also alleged that Maria was forced to eat haram (non-permissible by Islam) food.345  

The newspaper also portrayed the custody case as a conflict between Christianity and 

Islam.346  In January 1951, the Government withdrew the printing permit of the Malay 

newspaper Melayu Raya.347  Further, the 1951 Emergency (Newspaper) Regulations 

were introduced; all newspapers were required to obtain a permit to print and publish 

from the Colonial Secretary, who had the right to revoke the permit at any time and 

whose revocation could not be challenged in court.348  The legislative restrictions on 

the press were state-instituted structures incorporated into Singapore’s habitus to 

discipline the population to minimise “sensitive” religious discourses in the public 

sphere.  The Hertogh riot and press restrictions served as external constraints to 

discipline the press and groups in society.  Over time, the public/ private dichotomy for 

religious expression became “second nature”, and it became the norm for the media 

 
343 Marican, The Maria Hertogh (Nadra) Riots, 245.  
344 Marican, The Maria Hertogh (Nadra) Riots, 204.  
345 Marican, The Maria Hertogh (Nadra) Riots, 82.  
346 Nordin Hussin, “Malay Press and Malay Politics: The Hertogh Riots in Singapore,” Asia Europe 
Journal 3, no. 4 (December 1, 2005): 569–72. 
347 Marican, The Maria Hertogh (Nadra) Riots, 208.  
348 Marican, The Maria Hertogh (Nadra) Riots, 208.  
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to refrain from inflammatory reporting of religious issues; this will be discussed again 

in the later chapters.  

Thirdly, the Hertogh incident reinforced the close correlation between racial and 

religious identification.  Notably, Norman Vasu and Juhi Ahuja assess that the riots 

“entered [into] the Singapore state’s understanding of inter-racial relations [that] race 

can be contributory tinder for public disorder”.349  The conflation of racial and religious 

identities in Singapore affects how religion is construed in society and is significant 

because academics generally differentiate between racial and religious identities.   

Fourthly, the Hertogh incident was one of the factors leading to the creation of 

a strict jurisdictional divide between the Syariah Court and the Civil Court in 

independent Singapore.  One of the reasons why the custody case aroused 

controversy was legal pluralism, and the conflict between civil and Islamic law.  

Christian or civil marriages in Singapore required the written permission of the legal 

guardian if the female was below the age of 21.  Under Christian or civil law, Maria 

would not have been allowed to marry.  However, Singapore kadi Ahmad bin Abdul 

Halim said Maria’s marriage was legal under Syariah law as she was more than 14 

years old at the point of marriage; at the point of Maria’s marriage to Mansoor, she 

was 14 years, five months, and nine days old.  Ahmad had also considered Maria to 

be a “natural-born Muslim” rather than a convert, as she had converted before the age 

of seven.350  In Re Maria Hertogh, it was subsequently ruled that since Maria was a 

Muslim and the civil court had no power to void the marriage, since it was a marriage 

between two Muslim parties, celebrated in accordance with the Muslim Law.351   The 

Hertogh case was probably the first documented case involving disputes over the 

 
349 Vasu and Ahuja, Singapore Chronicles: Multiracialism, 31. 
350 “Maria’s Marriage Sets a Problem,” The Straits Times, August 4, 1950. 
351 Ahmad bin Mohd Ibrahim, The Legal Status of the Muslims in Singapore, 1965, 16.   
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validity of marriage laws for individuals of contested religious backgrounds.  Hence, 

there was no precedent to indicate which law should apply to inter-religious marriages. 

After Singapore’s independence in 1965, the Supreme Court of Judicature Act 

Section 17(A) was introduced to address the possibility of a conflict between the High 

Court and the Syariah Court.  Revisionary jurisdiction over the Syariah Court could 

only be exercised by the President of Singapore, and by the Appeal Board, led by the 

President of MUIS.  The Act stipulated that MUIS could recommend reversal or 

modification of the Syariah Court’s decision; the President of Singapore could then 

give effect to the recommendation, by means of an order.352  The Hertogh incident 

thus imposed upon the state the importance of establishing structures to discipline 

society and minimise conflicts between we-habitus.  

Finally, the Hertogh incident was significant because it continues to be invoked 

by political and religious elites, especially in instances where they are reinforcing the 

necessity of various safeguards to protect social and religious harmony.  This shows 

that the incident continued to structure and restructure dispositions and practices in 

the national habitus.  This thesis will revisit, in later chapters, how the Hertogh riots 

have shaped, and continue to shape the national habitus.    

3.2 Discussion of Secularity in the Legislative Assembly  

A few years after the Hertogh riots, Singapore adopted the Rendel Constitution.  

The Constitution, negotiated between the British and Singaporeans in 1953 and 1954, 

brought about an interim phase towards self-governance in Singapore.  It provided for 

a 32-member Legislative Assembly, which included 25 elected officials.  Under the 

Constitution, Singapore would gain authority over all matters except for foreign affairs, 

 
352 Thio, “Law and Administrative State,” 279.   
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internal security, and defence.353  The first election was held in April 1955, and a left-

wing minority government was established.  In 1958, the British passed the State of 

Singapore Act, which facilitated the conversion of Singapore from a colony into a state, 

with authority over all internal matters.  The Legislative Assembly also expanded to 51 

members, all of whom were to be elected by Singaporeans.354    

Notably, the 1958 Constitution entrenched several secularity principles from the 

colonial habitus.  It went beyond the 1819 treaty’s special recognition of Malay laws 

and customs to define the scope of this special recognition.  The constitution 

agreement, issued in London, stated that: 

[i]n particular, it shall be the deliberate and conscious policy of the Government 
of Singapore at all times to recognise the special position of the Malays, who 
are the indigenous people of the island and are in the most need of assistance, 
and accordingly, it shall be the responsibility of the Government of Singapore 
to protect, safeguard, support, foster and promote their political, educational, 
religious, economic, social and cultural interests and the Malay language.355 
 

In stating the areas in which Malay interests needed to be protected, supported, and 

nurtured, the Rendel Constitution also contributed to Malay expectations that the 

Government would fulfil its obligations.  The special status of Malays in the 

Constitution thus became a part of the colonial legacy that was enshrined in the 

national habitus.  The differentiated positions between Malays vis-à-vis other religious 

and racial groups created differing power positions between these groups in the 

habitus.  Later discussions will show how the Malay community and the Government 

had different expectations of what the special position of the Malays translated to, in 

terms of institutional structures and government policies.  In addition, the Constitution 
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also stated that “it shall be the responsibility of the Government of Singapore 

constantly to care for the interests of racial and religious minorities in Singapore”.356   

 This section of the thesis will investigate, through examining discussions in the 

Legislative Assembly, how the status of religions, vis-à-vis the state, evolved from the 

1950s to 1965.  This section will also discuss religion-related legislation introduced 

during this period.  This thesis’s examination, of the secularity structures from the 

colonial period which were kept or abolished, and of new structures that were 

introduced, will provide insights into the shape of the secularity in the developing 

national habitus.    

3.2.a Family Planning, Religious Education in Schools, and the Question of Religion  

Discussion of the nature of Singapore’s secularity could be found in a 

considerable number of Legislative Assembly debates.  These debates were the 

earliest discussions, among the local political elites, on the role of religion in Singapore 

society, as these elites comprised the first few batches of locally elected officials.  The 

debates were significant, as they marked the earliest occasions where Singaporeans 

had the autonomy to discuss and collectively decide on governance principles and 

structures for the state and society and what constituted the national habitus. 

In a discussion on government funding for the Family Planning Association, 

differing opinions emerged on whether religious stances should be given consideration 

in public policy matters.  On the one hand, some Assembly members argued against 

public funding of family planning because it was not aligned with their religious values.  

Goh Tong Liang, a Catholic, said that family planning and birth control were “highly 

controversial” and the Government should not allocate funding to the Family Planning 

Association as it was “wrong of the Government to do such a thing”.  Goh also said 
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that such a policy would be contrary to the people’s wishes, especially those of the 

Muslims and Catholics.  Lim Cher Kheng supported Goh because he wanted to 

“maintain the oriental tradition”.  Similarly, Jumabhoy was against the proposed 

funding for family planning.  He believed that Singapore was not a secular state, but a 

religious one, on the basis of its multi-religious nature, and that religion and politics 

were “inseparable”.  This group of politicians brought their religious reasoning into the 

public sphere without translating the reasoning into secular voices, as Habermas had 

suggested.  They tried to impose moralistic notions of right and wrong from their 

respective habitus (Catholic, Chinese, and Muslim) on the national habitus.  We see 

a power struggle among these habitus to impose their notions of secularity, politics 

and religion over society.         

On the other hand, other Assemblymen argued that religious views should not 

influence public policies.  Chief Minister David Marshall, in response to Goh, said he 

was “more than a little distressed” that the “question of religion and religious beliefs” 

would affect the public policy decision of a multi-religious and multiracial Legislative 

Assembly.  He was also critical of Goh’s query as he said it introduced “religious 

intolerance and religious domination”.  By Goh’s logic, the Government would have to 

cease assistance to pig farmers and veterinarians looking after dogs and ban pigs and 

dogs on the island “in order to support the theory that public money should not be 

spent in respect of an item which offends a section of the community”.  Marshall 

stressed that his Ministers, some of whom were Catholics, had recognised that “there 

can be no question of any single religion seeking to dominate the country with its own 

particular ideology”.  He also stressed that there should be no mention of “religious 

aspect[s]” in legislative debates and advised members of the Assembly to “bear in 

mind the question of religious tolerance to their fellow human beings”.   
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Other Assemblymen voiced their support for Marshall’s warning that religious 

justification should not be invoked in legislative debates.  Lee, an Assemblyman at the 

time, said the “fundamental question” was whether Singapore was “a religious state 

or a secular state”, because this would affect the nature of the debate.  He said 

Singapore was “a multi-religious society, a secular state in which all traditional 

religions, beliefs, and philosophies are allowed to go their own way and co-exist”.  

Singapore should “start with the assumption that we wish to find a secular state” 

because this solution was the “only way” for Singapore to leave Malaya and gain 

independence.  He also said that even though the Catholics were opposed to divorce, 

they did not express any opposition to divorce laws.357   Politicians like Lee and 

Marshall believed that religious justification should not be considered for secular 

policies that affected society as a whole, simply because Singapore was a multi-

religious country.  In the case of the state accommodating a single religious group, it 

might have to consider other religious demands on the same grounds, giving rise to 

scenarios where religious justifications could affect decisions behind public policies.  

Lee and Marshall were thus proposing a strategy for multiculturalism that was different 

from the colonial habitus.     

On an earlier occasion, the Legislative Assembly had also debated what 

secularity entailed regarding state funding for religious schools and organisations.  

Assemblyman Yong Nyuk Lin said that the government should discourage religious 

education in secular schools, though religious education was allowed in the Malay 

school curriculum due to the special constitutional position of Malays.  Jumabhoy was 

critical of government funding to the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) when 
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the colony had no official religion.  He also asked why the Government did not allocate 

similar grants to other religious missions.  Marshall later clarified that the YMCA was 

seen as a social welfare organisation as it assisted people of all races and religions, 

so it was eligible for government grants.358  While the budgets on family planning and 

religious schools and organisations were eventually approved, the debate on 

Singapore’s secularity continued.   

This thesis suggests that the underlying issue in these debates on funding and 

religion lay in conflicting notions of secularity.  We see competing actors in power 

negotiations to impose their notions of the place of religion vis-à-vis politics and the 

shape of secularity in the national habitus.  On the one hand, some politicians like Goh 

and Jumabhoy said that they were entitled to express their religious beliefs and 

rationales in political debates, and that the state should respect their religious beliefs 

in the public sphere.  On the other hand, politicians like Marshall and Lee asserted 

that Singapore was a secular state with a separation of religion and politics.  Their 

version of secularity involved a large amount of religious tolerance and no domination 

of one particular religious view over policy matters that affected the entire population.  

There was no consensus among the political elites, at this juncture, on the shape of 

Singapore’s secularity.   

3.2.b Proposed Hindu Marriages Legislation 

The Hindus lobbied for the legislation of Hindu marriages, on the basis that the 

civil court had made allowances for Islamic, Christian, and civil marriages in the 

colonial period, and so, the Hindus should enjoy similar concessions.  The idea was 

first mooted in the early 1950s by the Hindu Advisory Board.359  M. P. D. Nair, a Hindu 
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359 “Move To Legalise Hindu Marriages,” The Straits Times, January 24, 1950; “New Marriage Law for 
Hindus Used,” The Straits Times, October 14, 1952. 
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Assemblyman, re-mooted the idea a few years later.  He proposed an Ordinance that 

would mandate the compulsory registration of Hindu marriages in Singapore, and 

“other matters connected therewith in accordance with the Hindu religion, customs 

and manners acceptable to all Hindus”.  Nair said that he had received petitions from 

Hindu organisations, Hindu Sabhai, Dravagalagam, and the Malayan Tamil 

Association (as well as from Hindu individuals) to re-introduce the Hindu Monogamous 

Marriage Bill, which had earlier been shelved.  During the discussions, Nair said that 

the Hindu community would prefer separate legislation, parallel to the Muslim Marriage 

Ordinance and the Christian Marriage Ordinance, to validate marriages between 

Hindus.  Nair hoped the government would be the arbiter of the complex 

disagreements that could arise over Hindu marriages, because of the different 

interpretations of polygamy within the Hindu community.  There was no overarching 

Hindu habitus, and some Hindus were prepared to cede their religious authority to the 

state to determine the interpretation of Hindu marriages.  

However, other political elites opposed the proposed legislation and questioned 

whether the state should intervene in religious practices.  Chief Secretary Goode 

objected to the proposed piece of legislation, on the basis that such legislation would 

not receive assent from the majority of the Hindu community because monogamy was 

not accepted by all Hindus.  Goode highlighted that the proposed draft legislation had 

been shelved previously, in part due to the “great public controversy” it had provoked 

among Hindus.  The Assembly eventually decided that the proposed legislation would 

arouse “religious controversy” and that it was not the place of the state to decide the 

“right” religious practice for the Hindus. 360   A spokesman also said that the 
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Government was not in favour of the legislation as it did not receive “overwhelming 

support” among those who would be subjected to it.361   Thus, one of the reasons the 

political elites were unwilling to introduce a Hindu Ordinance was that the legislation 

did not receive majority consensus from the Hindus.  Another reason was that the 

political elites decided that it was not the place of the state to legitimise religious 

practices, or to arbitrate over theological differences.  However, this second reason 

was ironic; the state had, after all, codified Syariah law to settle differences in the 

Muslim community over the religious interpretation of Muslim marriages.   

Indeed, Nair’s rationale for legislation on Hindu marriages was similar to that of 

the Arab Muslims who asked the British to introduce the Mahomedan Marriage 

Ordinance, for a uniform interpretation of marriage laws across mazhab.  The British 

had introduced the Ordinance despite knowing that there were different mazhabs 

governing the interpretation of Islamic law.  According to Goode’s reasoning, the state 

should not have legislated on Muslim marriages if it was not the state’s place to 

determine the “right” religious practices.   

Another possible reason behind the rejection of the Hindu Ordinance was that 

the state and society were still undecided on the governance alternatives for balancing 

the demands of a multi-religious and multiracial society.  Conceding to Hindu 

demands, at a juncture when the government and society were still deciding on the 

shape of Singapore’s secularity, might make legal pluralism a principle of the shared 

habitus.  Other religious groups might make similar demands, and giving in to their 

demands for specific religious laws would reinforce parallel legal structures catering 

to different religious groups.   

 
1958).  The legislation was not introduced eventually because they considered it necessary to keep in 
line with the Federal Government of Malaysia, which had only recently appointed a committee to 
examine the necessity of such a legislation.   
361 “Marriage Bill Delay Irks Hindus,” The Singapore Free Press, April 29, 1959. 
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Notably, Lee raised the dilemma of enacting separate legislation for different 

religious traditions, and he anticipated potential problems if the Taoists, Buddhists, 

and Confucians started making similar demands.  He said Singapore would become 

the “most wonderful crystallisation and mummification of all the various cultures, 

customs and prejudices of the peoples that ever settle here”.  He added that the 

government must decide if “special legislation for each religion is the answer, or 

whether omnibus legislation covering all religions, except the Muslim religion which is 

almost an established church in the Federation” might be a better solution.362  Lee laid 

out two governance alternatives that Singapore could adopt; Singapore could either 

give in to all religious demands for separate legislation, or introduce uniform legislation 

for all religious groups except Muslims.  At this juncture, the political elites decided 

that giving in to specific religious demands was not a tenable aspect of Singapore’s 

secularity.  We also see Lee’s subtle criticism of the colonial habitus, something that 

Bucholc notes postcolonial elites do to decolonise the habitus.   

The Government’s rejection of proposed legislation to regulate Hindu marriages 

revealed several considerations of secularity.  Government interference in religious 

affairs was conditional upon the preservation of social harmony.  Goode rejected the 

proposed Hindu legislation as it might incur more discontentment from the Hindus.  

Another notable observation was the differing expectations of secularity among the 

political and religious elites.  The different we-groups were involved in a power struggle 

to impose their versions of secularity on the national habitus.  Nair, and the religious 

elites he represented, probably saw legal pluralism as a governance approach to multi-

religiosity.  This perspective could be seen as a response from the colonial habitus, in 

which they had been conditioned to recognise and accept that religious laws were 
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recognised in civil courts.  Other political elites and the Government appeared to be 

inclined towards a decolonised habitus with secular governance and uniform 

legislation across all racial and religious groups except for the Muslims.  On the 

surface, the discussion was about the legislation of Hindu marriages.  However, the 

debate was really about which secularity structures and principles to maintain in 

Singapore.  The rejection of the Hindu request was significant in the habitus’ 

decolonising process in its rejection of pluralistic legal structures.     

3.2.c The Muslim Ordinance 1957 and the Establishment of a Syariah Court  

While the state shelved the debate on Hindu marriages, it continued to amend 

legislation affecting Muslims.  In 1951, with the support of several Muslim 

organisations (such as the Young Women’s Muslim Association), the Muslim Advisory 

Board proposed the establishment of kadi’s courts to address the “unsatisfactory state 

of affairs” of Muslim marriages and divorces.  The proposed legislation also sought to 

address the conflict in jurisdiction between the kadis and the Registrar of Muslim 

Marriages.  Any of the 12 kadis appointed by the state had the authority to register a 

marriage or divorce, for any Muslim who had been residing in Singapore for more than 

four months.363  However, appeals against the kadi’s decisions were lodged with the 

Registrar of Muslim Marriages, who was a senior government official, a non-Muslim at 

that time, with no authority on Muslim law and custom, and merely a record-keeper of 

marriages and divorces.  The Bill was first read in Parliament in November 1955.364  A 

Select Committee was established to examine the proposal as some Muslims objected 

to the proposed legislation.  The Muslim Ordinance was passed in 1957, establishing 
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364 Muslim Correspondent, “Malay Mass Marriages: A Muslim View,” The Straits Times, June 25, 1948; 
Singapore Legislative Assembly, “Muslims Bill,” Parliament No. 0, Session No. 1, Vol No. 1, Sitting No. 
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a syariah Court that was given jurisdiction to deal with cases in which the parties were 

both Muslims, and which involved disputes relating to marriage and divorce. 

This thesis suggests that the ensuing discussions within the Legislative 

Assembly and the Select Committee were significant for several reasons.  Firstly, the 

discussions involved shaping secularity principles in the national habitus as the 

politicians debated on the state’s role in enacting legislation to govern religious 

practices, and on the form of secularity Singapore would adopt.  The discussions 

revealed that the political elites were still divided on the societal and political 

significance of religion at this juncture.     

Several politicians asserted that Singapore was already a secular state, and 

asked if a secular state had the right to enforce religious beliefs.  Malay Assemblyman 

Abdul Hamid bin Haji Jumat asked if a secular state had the authority to enact Islamic 

laws to govern Muslims in their way of life.365  Abdul Hamid also asked if the state 

would next pass legislation to compel Muslims to observe fasting during Ramadan 

(fasting month).366  Further, Goode questioned if it was “right” for the state to compel 

faith believers to follow religious precepts, as Singapore was not a Muslim state and 

its law allowed for the freedom of religion.367  Marshall also said that in considering the 

Ordinance, the state had moved, from its commitment to respecting customs and 

traditions of religious beliefs, to “the principle of policing the enforcement of a religious 

belief”.  Marshall warned that this was a “very grave departure”, as the proposed 

religious laws might not be “appropriate” in the social and economic circumstances of 

the time.368   The main contention among some political elites was over whether 
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secularity as a governance principle allowed for state intervention in religious laws and 

practices.  The other concern was that the state, as the object defining and legislating 

rules and structures for the Muslims, would become the dominant power in the Muslim 

habitus.  

Other citizens who objected to the Muslim Ordinance voiced similar concerns.  

A group of Muslim businessmen signed a representation made to the Legislative 

Assembly by N. Mallal which objected to the legislation on the grounds that there 

should be “no compulsion in religion”.  Mallal objected to the Ordinance because it 

forced all Muslims to follow Islamic laws according to a specific tradition.  Since Islamic 

law mandated that all properties and businesses had to cease and be distributed 

accordingly to the next of kin, their descendants would not be fully entitled to the 

businesses they had developed.  Thus, some local Muslims had made wills to 

circumvent the “harshness” of Islamic succession and inheritance laws.369   

 Similarly, Atkinson, the local Bar Committee’s representative, objected to the 

Ordinance on the basis that the Assembly “should allow the members of every 

religious community to do what they freely and voluntarily want to do about their 

religion, but not force them to do what they do not want to do”.  The Singapore 

Government, as a “secular government” and “legislators for the civil law”, should avoid 

interfering with religious laws and practices.  Atkinson also warned that the Ordinance 

was the start of a “slippery slope of trying to enforce these matters by legislation”.  By 

the government’s logic, it had to be prepared to imprison a Muslim for eating pork, or 

a Catholic for not attending mass.370  Atkinson defined his vision of a secular state – 

 
369 “Report from the Select Committee on the Muslims Bill,” Sessional Paper (Singapore Legislative 
Assembly, March 5, 1957), 9–12.  The group of Muslim businessmen later withdrew their signatures as 
they agreed to the legislation of Islamic inheritance and said they had unknowingly signed the letter 
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370 “Report from the Select Committee on the Muslims Bill,” Appendix IV: Minutes of Evidence, January 
14, 1957, 38, 41–44. 
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a government that dealt with non-religious and civil matters and steered clear of 

religious issues.  Both Mallal and Atkinson argued that a secular state should not 

compel its citizens to follow religious laws.  The Ordinance contradicted the freedom 

of religious beliefs in Singapore laid out in the Constitution.  In addition, it might further 

hinder freedom of individual choice to practise or not practise certain religious beliefs, 

as the Ordinance might open the door for future legislation on other Islamic practices.   

Separately, political elites like Lee agreed to the Muslim Ordinance not because 

they agreed that the secular state had the right to interfere in religious matters, but 

because most Muslim representations appeared to favour the Ordinance.371  The 

Hindu request was denied by the Government because there was no consensus in 

the Hindu community.  The mechanisms of a habitus cannot function without tacit 

approval from the subjects.  Without reciprocal relations, the subject’s normalising 

strategies might be met with resistance from subjects in the habitus, giving rise to drag 

effects that might destabilise the habitus.  The Muslim Ordinance came into force 

because there was not much controversy surrounding it.  Most Muslims agreed with 

the legislation, unlike the proposed Hindu Marriages legislation.  Nonetheless, most 

political elites agreed that the secular state did not have the right to legislate on 

religious practices and observances.   

Secondly, the state unintentionally shaped religious positions and practices in 

determining what made a “good” or “bad” believer.  The Ordinance shaped and 

entrenched Islamic religious positions in the Malay habitus.  Noor Aisha Abdul 

Rahman is critical that the Ordinance failed to consider citizens’ rights and choices in 

family law.  Another consequence was that the law on inheritance remained “fixed and 
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binding on all Muslims, whatever the repercussions”. 372   The unintentional 

consequence of the legislation, in delineating “right” and “wrong” religious beliefs and 

practices, was probably why Mallal and Goode had objected to the Ordinance.  The 

Ordinance was a marked change from the rules on Islamic marriages during colonial 

rule, where the jurisdiction of the kadi was voluntarily recognised and not imposed on 

Muslims.  As all Muslims in Singapore were subjected to the Ordinance, which covered 

marriage, divorce, and inheritance matters, Muslims were compelled to marry under 

the Ordinance, or face complications in related issues of divorce or inheritance.   

The Ordinance became a disciplinary structure that enforced compliance to 

religious practices, creating a policing effect over all Muslims, an outcome which 

Marshall had initially cautioned against during discussions.  The institution of laws that 

apply only to a particular we-group is problematic because it automatically creates 

conflicts when this we-group interacts with other we-groups.  For instance, the non-

Muslim partners of Muslims would have to convert to Islam before marriage or face 

legal complications on inheritance and divorce matters if they married under the civil 

law.  This was because Shafi’i law, which most local Malay Muslims followed, did not 

allow non-Muslims to inherit property from deceased Muslims.373  The special position 

of Islam thus allowed the secular state a stake in shaping Islamic positions and 

practices in Singapore.  State institutions also became unintentional disciplinary 

structures obliging Muslims to follow religious practices in various aspects of their 

lives, thus dictating how Muslims think or act.  The Ordinance was an external 

constraint that would later become part of a “norm” internalised in the local Muslim 

habitus over time.   
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Asian Journal of Comparative Law 7 (2012): 14. 
373 “Report from the Select Committee on the Muslims Bill,” Sessional Paper (Legislative Assembly 
Singapore, March 5, 1957), Appendix IV: Minutes of Evidence, 53. 



151 
 

It was also significant that most of the proposed books that could be used in 

the Syariah Court for succession and inheritance cases were published by British 

Indians or civil servants from British India; except for an English translation of Minhaj 

Et Talibin, which was written by Shafi’i thinker Abu Zakaria Yahya Ibn Sharaf An 

Nawawi.  This meant that most of the precedent texts were legal codes interpreted by 

the British, and were more representative of Anglo-Muhammadan law than Islamic 

law.  The five other legal texts dealt with Islamic law applied by courts in British India, 

and at least two of the legal texts focused on interpretations from the Hanafi 

mazhab.374  The inclusion of these books reveals the influence of colonial rule in 

shaping Islamic religious positions in postcolonial societies, particularly in family law, 

in present-day Singapore.         

The Ordinance could be seen as a restructuring of embodied experiences, 

dispositions and structures from the colonial habitus into the Singapore habitus.  The 

Ordinance was a decision agreed between individuals and political and religious elites 

to achieve harmony between the Islamic habitus and the shared habitus.  Further, the 

state’s acceptance of the Muslim Ordinance, and its rejection of the Hindu request, 

showed that consensus was an important element in aligning expectations of the 

shared habitus and the religious habitus.  The lack of agreement within any given 

habitus might result in disharmony and give rise to the drag effect. 
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3.2.d Proposed Muslim Marriage (Amendment) Bill  

In 1960, the Muslim Marriage (Amendment) Bill was proposed in the Legislative 

Assembly.  The Bill proposed the establishment of a Council of Religion (Majlis Ugama 

Islam) with statutory powers to function as the sole authority on Islamic law in 

Singapore.  Under the legislation, Muslims would be legally compelled to pay zakat 

and fitrah to the Majlis.375  The Bill would also allow for the appointment of a Mufti, 

strengthen powers of the Syariah Court, and establish institutions to administer 

mosques, kadis and wakaf. 376   The proposed Bill was first sent to the Select 

Committee in 1960, and was subsequently re-introduced to Parliament in 1966, after 

Singapore’s independence.     

The first Select Committee on the Bill declined to provide any recommendation 

as it received only eight written representations from interested individuals and 

organisations.  Some individuals formed a Protest Committee as they saw the 

Government’s legislation on Islamic laws as an infringement of their freedom of 

religion; particularly when the state, as a non-religious actor with no religious 

legitimacy, sought to implement Islamic laws.  This concern was similarly raised by 

some Assemblymen during the discussion on the Muslim Ordinance in 1957.  The 

Protest Committee said that “it [wa]s out of place for the Government to bring about 

this Bill” as there was freedom of religion in Singapore and Islam was not the state’s 

official religion.377  The Committee’s sentiments were shared by Abdul Hamid, who 

asked if a “non-secular state like Singapore” had the right to enact Islamic laws and 

 
375 “Muslim Law,” The Straits Times, December 8, 1960.  Zakat, the third pillar of Islam, is an Islamic 
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year to charitable causes.  Zakat Fitrah is an obligatory contribution which all Muslims have to make 
during Ramadan.   
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“govern Muslims in their way of life”.378   Although the Bill was similar to Islamic 

legislation introduced in most Muslim countries, some Muslims had expressed their 

objections on the basis that Singapore, as a secular state, did not have the right to 

mandate religious observances.  

Some Muslim politicians pushed for the Bill as they saw the proposed legislation 

as a safeguard for Islam.  Yaacob bin Mohamed, Parliamentary Secretary to the 

Minister for National Development, said the Bill created “a new chapter in the history 

of Singapore … which enunciate[d] the protection and safeguard of the Islamic religion 

of the Malays and Islamic people of Singapore”.  Another Muslim politician, Ahmad 

Jabri Bin Mohammad Akib, expressed similar sentiments and said the Bill would “guide 

the people of Islam along the right Islamic path”.379  Both of them said it was legitimate 

for the secular state to enact legislation that ensured Singaporean Muslims adhered 

to the “right” Islamic observances.   

Political elites also discussed whether state authority over Islamic law could be 

recognised by local Muslims.  State Advocate-General Ahmad bin Ibrahim, for 

example, said that some Muslim theologians recognised that a country was deemed 

as a Muslim country if Islamic law was recognised there, and if the government there 

facilitated for the administration of Islamic law.  Therefore, the state had the authority 

to appoint a kadi, who would derive his authority from the state.  Ahmad also said that 

it was an “accepted fact” that kadis in Singapore derived their authority from the 

state.380  Ahmad had determined that the kadi derived his religious authority from the 

secular state.  His perspective was contradictory to positions expressed by the Protest 
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Committee and Abdul Hamid.  This showed that even among Muslims, there was no 

consensus on where the state stood in relation to religion and vice versa.   

There was still no consensus, at this juncture, among religious and political 

elites on what secularity in Singapore involved.  Abdul Hamid’s view contradicted 

those of other Assemblymen who asserted that Singapore was a secular state.  

Similarly, in an earlier debate on the Muslim Ordinance, Jumabhoy argued that 

Singapore was “not a secular state like India” and that the state religion was 

Christianity.381   

As with the state’s rejection of the Hindu Marriages legislation, the lack of a 

consensus among Muslims meant that the state would not introduce proposed 

amendments to the Muslim Marriage Bill.  At this point, the state was probably hesitant 

to introduce any policy deemed controversial to those affected, since it might 

destabilise power relations between the newly decolonised state and the local 

Muslims.  The proposal to enact an overarching Majlis was significant, as the Majlis 

would preside over the power relations in the habitus and determine notions of 

secularity, religion and politics in society that the Muslim habitus subscribes to.  The 

implication is that since the Majlis is a state institution, the state would become the 

overarching authority in the religious habitus.  The state did not want to be seen as 

trying to change the Malay habitus, since unexpected changes to the religious habitus 

would likely meet with resistance.   

 
381 Select Committee on Muslims Bill (Consideration of Amendments), Parliament No. 0, Session No. 
2, Vol. No. 2, Sitting No. 7, Sitting date November 5, 1956.   
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3.2.e Women’s Charter 1961 – Standardisation of Customary and Religious Law 

Under Uniform Legislation 

Separately, the consolidation of various cultural and religious legal systems 

was achieved with the introduction of the Women’s Charter Bill in 1961.  The Charter 

replaced the Christian Marriage Ordinance and the Civil Marriage Ordinance.  It also 

replaced Chinese customary laws, specifically polygamous marriages, which had 

previously been recognised by the British.382  All marriages, whether civil, Chinese, or 

otherwise religious in nature (with the exception of Islamic marriages), had to be 

registered under the Charter.383 

The introduction of the Women’s Charter was significant, because it showed 

that the state had consciously chosen civil law to replace the repertoire of religious 

rulings it previously recognised.  The question of whether to introduce special 

legislation for each religious group was resolved with the Women’s Charter, which 

introduced uniform rulings for all except the Muslims.  In the light of the Government’s 

previous rejection of proposed legislation when there was no consensus, it was 

unlikely that the Government would have introduced the Women’s Charter if it was not 

accepted by the majority of the population.  The state’s exception for Muslims revealed 

the continued state and societal acceptance of a key feature of the colonial habitus, 

which was transplanted onto the Rendel Constitution.  The Women’s Charter became 

an overarching structure of the national habitus that Singaporeans across races and 

religions (except the Muslims) were subjected to.  The Charter also removed 

institutional differences between we-groups reinforced by legal pluralism in the 

colonial habitus. 

 
382  M. B. Hooker, Legal Pluralism: An Introduction to Colonial and Neo-Colonial Laws (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1975), 161. 
383 “Chinese, Hindu Marriages Must Be Registered,” The Straits Times, March 1, 1960. 
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Nonetheless, this thesis is not concerned with why Muslims were excluded from 

the Women’s Charter; rather, it is concerned with what this policy decision revealed 

about state-religion and state-Muslim relations.  Given the vocal Muslim opposition to 

the ban on polygamy that the Charter mandated, it was unlikely that the Government 

could have extended the Women’s Charter to the Muslim community, especially since 

the role of the Government in the habitus was to minimise and regulate conflicts.  

Further, the national habitus had made concessions out of respect to the customs and 

laws of the Malay/Muslims since the beginning of the colonial period.  The media 

reported that “four leading Muslims” in Singapore advocated for polygamy and said, 

“it was unfortunate that the majority of Muslims had not done so”.384  Sanusi bin 

Mahmud, the President of the Syariah Court, said he was agreeable to restricting 

polygamy if there were grounds to do so based on Quranic teachings.  His comment 

was in response to a criticism that polygamy was one of the two “ugliest blots” in 

Singapore.385   

However, the exclusion of Muslims from the Women’s Charter was not 

accepted by all Muslims.386   The decision was subjected to criticism from some 

Malays, such as Ahmad.  They argued that the exclusion undermined the secular 

nature of the state, because it did not offer Muslim women an alternative to Muslim 

marriages, and because it mandated that they adhered to Islamic marriages under the 

Muslim Marriage Ordinance.  One of the main Muslim objections to the Charter 

stemmed from the Muslim characterisation of civil law as Christian law; they equated 

European traditions and law with Christian traditions and law.  Ahmad said that the 

Legislative Assembly should have debated on whether the law was beneficial, rather 

 
384 “Only 1 Wife, but They Back Polygamy,” The Straits Times, September 23, 1957. 
385 “Stick to the Koran, Says Haji Sanusi,” The Straits Times, November 28, 1963. 
386 “That Second Wife,” The Straits Times, April 30, 1960.   
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than being preoccupied with whether it complied with the provision of Christianity or 

Islam.  He also found it “absurd” that some individuals had classified the Charter as a 

“Christian rule” because it restricted polygamy and divorce.387   K. M. Byrne, the 

Minister for Labour and Law, clarified that some political elites had seen the Charter 

as a piece of Christian legislation, because the ban on polygamy in Singapore was 

previously restricted to the Christians under the Christian Marriage Ordinance.388  The 

Muslim inclination to view civil law as Christian was not something new; the inclination 

to situate the Christian-Muslim dichotomy in civil and Syariah law was also seen during 

the Hertogh incident.        

Ironically, Ahmad’s point of contention was similar to previous arguments raised 

by some Muslims who had disagreed with the Muslim Ordinance because it subjected 

all Muslims to following Syariah law and gave them no recourse under the secular civil 

law.  The lack of an option for Muslims to follow civil law has become one of the 

contradictory features of Singapore’s secularity – a secular state mandating that its 

Muslim citizens adhere to Syariah law in specific aspects of their lives.  Such collective 

adherence to Syariah law might create conflicts within the habitus when individuals or 

smaller groups want to deviate from the norms, creating power struggles between the 

“norm” and “abnormal” to define the new norm.  One question to consider later would 

be: Would the “norm” of mandating Muslims to follow the Syariah law create new 

disciplinary strategies to normalise the abnormal?  Ahmad’s objection also revealed 

 
387 Ahmad bin Mohd Ibrahim, The Legal Status of the Muslims in Singapore, 1965.  Nonetheless, as a 
result of the Women’s Charter Bill, the Government also amended the Muslims Ordinances.  The media 
termed the amended clause as “the Muslim half of the Women’s Charter”.  The Chief kadi must conduct 
an inquiry into any request for polygamous marriage in order to reduce the number of such marriages 
and protect the married Muslim women in the form of the Muslim (Amendment) Ordinance (No. 40) of 
1960.    
388 Singapore Legislative Assembly, “Women’s Charter Bill,”, Parliament No. 0, Session No. 2, Vol. No. 
14, Sitting No. 16, March 22, 1961.    
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that the Muslims were not a homogenous group; they held varying notions of the place 

of religious influences in state legislation.   

3.2.f Change in Governance Structures to Organise Religion and Implications on  

Secularity in Singapore 

Section 3.2 has identified several key discussions which have informed 

secularity dispositions of the national habitus.  These shared dispositions and 

structures determined the relative positions of the actors in the habitus, who were in 

constant interaction with each other.  The legislative discussions could be viewed as 

processes of power negotiations through which religious leaders, political elites, and 

individuals in society worked out their different expectations of secularity to reach a 

consensus on the secularity dispositions and structures of the shared habitus.   We 

also see how religious opinions on the place of religion interact with the institutional to 

produce secularity norms and structures in the national habitus.   

This thesis’s examination of the parallel development of a civil marriage code 

and Islamic marriage legislation revealed several features of secularity in Singapore.  

Notably, the norms of the national habitus were formed through the consensus of the 

majority population.  The political elites – including some who were reluctant to 

interfere with religious laws, as they regarded it as a violation of secular principles – 

made concessions to Islamic law and integrated the Islamic opinion on the role of 

religious traditions into state institutions.  

State-Malay relations were a product and continuation of the colonial 

accommodation of Malay privileges.  State-Malay relations were also a structural norm 

of the national habitus, established during British colonial rule, that continued to be 

structured and restructured by new encounters, within limits defined by the habitus.  

The state’s recognition of Muslim privileges was acknowledged by the Malay/Muslims, 
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by the state, and by other habitus members.  Ironically, this accommodation allowed 

for more state interference in Islamic religious affairs, whether implicit or otherwise.  

The Muslim habitus also became a disciplinary structure on local Muslims, compelling 

them to follow the norms of religious practices.  The privileged status of Malay/Muslims 

in the national habitus also revealed unequal power distribution within the national 

habitus; the Government rejected Hindu demands for similar concessions as the 

Muslims.   

Furthermore, the Government appeared to have adopted a policy of equality 

regarding its relationships with religious groups other than the Muslims.  The parallel 

development of the Women’s Charter and the Muslim Ordinance showed the resultant 

overall inequality.  The introduction of the Charter was significant as it was a conscious 

choice made by the Government to consolidate religious marriages under a uniform 

law.  It removed the colonial state’s legal pluralism structure, and created a uniform 

judiciary structure for all Singaporeans (with the exception of the Muslims), in the 

aspects of marriage, divorce, and inheritance.   The legislation was thus a disciplinary 

tactic enforced by the state; by legislating that Singaporeans be married under civil 

law rather than religious traditions, the Government changed how religion was 

practised, further forcing religious adherence in the private sphere.  Religious 

practices thus likely diminished in importance over time.  Overarching legislation also 

linked the we-groups in the national habitus, thus minimising conflicts between them 

in their future interactions in the public sphere, e.g. inter-religious marriages.     

3.3 Federation of Malaya: Merger of Singapore and Malaya in 1963  

Singapore’s brief merger with Malaysia from 1963 to 1965 was also pivotal in 

shaping the nation-state’s habitus.  Turnbull observes that some local politicians were 

convinced that the merger was a “historical necessity”, and that an independent 
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Singapore would not survive without the newly independent Federation of Malaya as 

an “economic base”.  71% of the local population voted in September 1962 for a 

merger with Malaya, and Singapore joined the Federation of Malaysia a year later.389  

Singapore and Malaya had different notions of what secularity entailed, and these 

differences manifested as political differences between Singapore and Malaysia’s 

politicians.  Some historical accounts suggest that these differences culminated in the 

racial riots of 1964 and Singapore’s eventual separation from the Federation.  This 

thesis, however, is not concerned with what led to the racial riots and the separation, 

but with how these historical experiences had produced or reinforced Singapore’s 

secular principles and structures.   

The initial hurdle to merger was that it would change the racial composition of 

the Malaysian and Singaporean societies.  Tengku Abdul Rahman, Malaysia’s Prime 

Minister, had initially rejected the merger because “certain elements among the 

Chinese [were] China-minded” and not “real Singaporeans”.390  The British had also 

excluded Singapore from the Federation, because of the predominantly Chinese 

population.391  There appeared to be concerns that new Chinese Singaporeans still 

identified themselves as Chinese nationals.  Further, the incorporation of Singapore 

would likely tilt the power balance in favour of the Chinese habitus in Malaysia.     

Thus, local politicians made policy changes to address the Tengku’s anxieties.  

Tan Tai Yong suggests that local political elites tried to resolve the Tengku’s fears of 

Chinese dominance in Singapore through various pro-Malay measures.  In 1954, at 

the start of its establishment, the People’s Action Party (PAP) – then an opposition 

party in Singapore – created a Malay Affairs Bureau.  Tan states that local political 

 
389 Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005, 2020, 433–34, 447. 
390 “The Road to Merger,” The Straits Times, February 1, 1961. 
391 Allington Kennard, “The Year of Merger,” Straits Times Annual, January 1, 1963. 
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elites introduced Malay as Singapore’s national language in order to facilitate the 

integration of the Chinese population into Malaya based on a common language.  In 

addition, a Malay Yang di-Pertuan Agong (Head of State) was appointed.  The 

Government also provided free primary school education for all Singaporean Malay 

citizens.  Free secondary and university education was extended to Malay citizens, 

under certain conditions.392  With the exception of the position of the Head of State, 

these policies continue in place in Singapore till today, thus altering the shape of the 

national habitus.393     

   The subsequent inclusion of Borneo and Sarawak in the Federation tilted the 

racial balance towards a majority Malay population, eventually setting Singapore, 

Malaysia, Borneo, and Sarawak on the path of the merger.394  Notably, Malaysia’s 

definition of being Malay and Muslim differed from Singapore’s.  The Malay category 

in Singapore, while closely associated with the Islamic religion, had become a racial 

category into which one was born.  On the other hand, Malays in Malaysia were 

Muslims, and individuals who converted to Islam were considered as Malays, 

regardless of race.  This was enshrined in Article 160 of the Malaysian Constitution:  

“Malay” means a person who professes the religion of Islam, habitually speaks 
the Malay language, conforms to Malay custom and— (a) was before Merdeka 
Day born in the Federation or in Singapore or born of parents one of whom was 
born in the Federation or in Singapore, or is on that day domiciled in the 
Federation or in Singapore.395 
 

 
392 Tai Yong Tan, Creating “Greater Malaysia”: Decolonization and the Politics of Merger (Singapore: 
ISEAS–Yusof Ishak Institute, 2008), 42. 
393 Charissa Yong, “Parliament: 2017 Presidential Election Will Be Reserved for Malay Candidates, 
Says PM Lee,” The Straits Times, November 8, 2016.  In 2017, the Government introduced the 
Constitutional Amendment Bill, which stated that an election would be reserved for a specific racial 
group if no one from that group had been elected President for five consecutive terms.  The 2017 
Presidential Election was reserved for Malay candidates as there had been no Malay President for five 
consecutive terms.  Candidates who wish to participate in these reserved elections will have to fulfill 
the same conditions as those participating in the open elections.     
394 Kennard, “The Year of Merger.” 
395 “Singapore Assembly: Lee Reports on Points of Agreement for Amending Constitution,” The Straits 
Times, April 6, 1963. 
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This meant that an Indian or a Chinese who converted to Islam, spoke Malay, and 

adopted Malay customs could be administratively recognised as a Malay.  Islam was 

also the official religion of the Federation.  In addition, Malays were given special 

rights, in employment in public services and in setting up businesses.396   These 

differentiated privileges gave the Malay habitus more power in Malaysia’s national 

habitus.     

The special position of Islam in the Federation, particularly the role of Islam in 

fostering national belonging, led to concerns among Christians in Singapore that the 

merger with Malay-dominated Malaysia would lead to curtailment in the practice of 

their faith.  The Malaysian Christian Council, which comprised churches in Singapore 

and Malaysia, expressed their fears of the merger.397  In response, Lee assured them 

that “it [was] not the intention of [the] Government to introduce legislation to control or 

restrict the propagation of any religious doctrine or belief, and that the present position 

in all matters of religious liberty will continue”.398  The Christian fears stemmed from 

concerns that the Singapore state would no longer treat all religious groups equally 

under a pro-Malay Federation where the Constitution favoured the Malay/Muslims.     

It was significant that Lee negotiated for the position of Malays to remain 

unchanged in Singapore.  Recruitment to the public service in Singapore, and the 

Government’s issue of permits for businesses, would continue to be based on open 

and equal opportunities for all Singaporeans.  This was unlike the situation in the 

Federation, where a proportion of jobs in the public service, and a proportion of 

business licences, were reserved for the Malays.399  Singaporean Malays would have 

to move to other states in the Federation to enjoy these benefits.  The preservation of 

 
396 “Singapore Assembly: Lee Reports on Points of Agreement for Amending Constitution.” 
397 “Protestants Are Worried About Religious Rights After Malaysia,” The Straits Times, July 7, 1963. 
398 “Premier Lee Gives Pledge on Religious Freedom,” The Straits Times, July 30, 1963. 
399 “Singapore Assembly: Lee Reports on Points of Agreement for Amending Constitution.” 
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the status quo could be interpreted as a habitus response to ensure that the state 

would maintain equal and neutral relations with all religious groups.  The Singapore 

Government was probably reluctant to concede on other matters that might inevitably 

affect other racial or religious groups if the Malays enjoyed special privileges in shared 

economic and social spheres.  Concession of privileges might inevitably upset the 

power balance in society, giving rise to conflicts between we-groups.     

3.3.a 1964 Race Riots 

Several historical accounts suggested that tensions between Malays and the 

Singapore Government, coupled with Sino-Malay tensions, culminated in the outbreak 

of racial riots in Singapore in 1964.  According to some accounts, in the leadup to the 

riots, the Singapore branch of the United Malays National Organisation (UMNO) had 

incited, through their speeches and actions, Malay agitation against the Singapore 

Government.  On 13 July 1964, UMNO established the Singapore Malay National 

Action Committee to advocate for special rights on behalf of the Malays, as the 

Singapore Government had declined to extend special privileges to the Malay/Muslims 

beyond education policies.  The local Malay-language media also attacked PAP for 

being anti-Muslim.  For instance, Utusan Melayu accused Prime Minister Lee of 

oppressing Singaporean Muslims and attempting to turn Singapore into another Israel.  

Significantly, Othman suggested that Malaysian UMNO politician Jaafar Albar’s 

speech at a Malay convention in July partially triggered the race riots.  Jaffar had said 

that Malays remained “oppressed”, first by the British, then by the Japanese and by 

the Singapore state.  He rallied the Malays by saying that “not even a thousand Lee 

Kuan Yew’s [forces]” could break their unity.  Jaafar also led the boycott of a 

government-sponsored meeting to discuss problems encountered by the Singapore 
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Malays.400  It appeared that the Malay/Muslims’ perceived grievances and feelings of 

unfair treatment by the state led to a rupture of relations with the Singapore state and 

notably, the Chinese.  The state’s insistence on neutrality between all racial and 

religious groups became a point of contention between Malay/Muslims and the state.     

On 21 July 1964, racial violence between the Chinese and the Malays erupted 

after a procession of some 25,000 Malay/Muslims, held in commemoration of Prophet 

Muhammed’s birthday, was reportedly interrupted by some Chinese individuals.401  

Another wave of violence broke out between 2 and 11 September 1964, caused by a 

group of Chinese men’s alleged killing of a Malay trishaw rider.  The violence was 

contained before it could spread further; 13 persons were killed and 106 were 

injured.402   

3.3.b Competing Visions of Secularity  

In mid-1965, with relations between PM Lee and Malaysian politicians 

continuing to deteriorate, Lee discussed four options that the Singapore Government 

could adopt at that juncture.  Firstly, Singapore could be annexed into another country 

other than Malaysia, but Lee said that this would be a “mistake”.  Secondly, Singapore 

could have continued to engage in communal politics in Malaysia.  However, Lee saw 

the domination of one race over other races as “painful”.  A third option was to stay in 

Malaysia, which Lee predicted would probably result in continuing race riots and 

further fragmentation between racial groups.  The fourth option was to create a 

Malaysian Malaysia, which was PAP’s political option for Malaysia.  Should the fourth 

 
400 Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore 1819-2005, 2020, 461; “Only 23 Men Can Speak for the 
Malays S'pore Meeting Decides,” The Straits Times, July 13, 1964; Othman Wok, Interview, Interview 
by Kim Leng Foo, March 7, 1982, National Archives of Singapore, Ascension Number 000133, Reel 
14/17. 
401 Sonny Yap, Richard Lim, and Weng Kam Leong, Men in White: The Untold Story of Singapore’s 
Political Story (Singapore: Singapore Press Holdings Limited, 2009), 278–79.  
402 Yap, Lim, and Leong, 281.   



165 
 

option fail, Singapore would have to face the other “three awful alternatives”.403  The 

fourth option did fail, but Singapore did not pursue the other three alternatives.   

The other three alternatives were misaligned with the country’s secularity 

norms.  The other neighbouring countries, Brunei and Indonesia, were both Muslim-

majority states; Singapore would be confronted with similar dilemmas should it choose 

to pursue a merger with them.  In addition, communal politics was against the nature 

of Singapore’s secularity, as it would probably have caused further tensions in society.       

The political elites in Malaysia and Singapore had competing visions of 

secularity.  Malaysia practised an unequal secularity, where Malay/Muslims enjoyed 

socio-economic and political privileges in society.  Abdul Rahman disapproved of 

Lee’s vision, which he felt would make the Chinese think they were entitled to “equal 

rights” with the Malays.404  He said that PAP’s idea of a Malaysian Malaysia “tended 

to break racial harmony and antagonise one race against the other”.  He disapproved 

of Lee’s vision, which he saw as a threat to Islam’s economic, social, and political 

positions in society.405  Olivier Roy observes that the Malaysian Government had 

nationalised Islam, appropriating the religion as an identity marker of the Malays and 

the new state.406  Malaysia’s strategy of incorporating the Islamic identity into its 

national habitus was similar to Cesari’s observation of Muslim-majority post-colonial 

states that used religion to cultivate national identity and unity.  As mentioned in 

Chapter 2, the British had highlighted the difficulty of creating a shared identity based 

on language, religion, or race, due to the diversity of Singapore’s population.  It was 

 
403 Kuan Yew Lee and other leaders, “Press Conference” (Malaysia Solidarity Convention, Federal 
Parliament House, June 3, 1965), National Archives Singapore. 
404  Abdullah Ahmad, Conversations with Tunku Abdul Rahman (Singapore: Marshall Cavendish 
Editions, 2016), 101. 
405 Ahmad, 97. 
406 Roy Olivier, Holy Ignorance: When Religion and Culture Part Ways, trans. Ros Schwartz (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2014), 91. 
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thus unlikely that Malaysia’s version of secularity would be compatible with 

Singapore’s secularity.  The differentiation system in Malaysia’s economy also 

compounded the power imbalances between groups due to unequal resource 

distribution.     

In contrast, Lee’s vision was a Federation that “cut across division lines of race, 

language, culture, and religion”.407  Lee saw the Federation as a “secular state” which 

was “not a state founded upon God”, even though Islam is the official religion.  He said 

that the Federation was “founded upon the rights of all Malaysian citizens, one-man-

one-vote and government of Malaysians by Malaysians”, as enshrined in the 

Constitution.408  Citizenship in Singapore was based on equal rights.  It was unlikely 

that the two competing notions of secularity could be reconciled, especially since they 

were associated with different historical experiences, dispositions, and structures.  

The expectations of Malaysian and Singaporean politicians remained incongruent and 

there was no minimal agreement on their differing visions of secularity.   

    It appeared that both Malaysian and Singaporean politicians tried to impose 

their secularity ideals on each other, resulting in a power struggle and what Elias 

termed as drag effects.   According to Elias, drag effects arise from a group’s 

resistance to unplanned social changes.409   Abdul Rahman’s resistance to Lee’s 

proposed changes to Malaysia’s secularity resulted in Singapore’s separation from the 

Federation, which he later admitted was the “correct policy”. 410   Malaysia and 

 
407 Kuan Yew Lee, “266 Letter from Lee Kuan Yew to Menzies – Historical Documents – Australian 
Government Department of Foreign Trade and Affairs,” April 20, 1965, declassified on November 26, 
2015, Australian Government Department of Foreign Trade and Affairs. 
408 Kuan Yew Lee, “Demography, Geography and History on Our Side: Speech at a Lunchtime Rally 
Held at Fullerton Square (2 July 1965),” in The Papers of Lee Kuan Yew: Speeches, Interviews and 
Dialogues, vol. 2, 1963-1965 (Singapore: Gale Asia, 2012), 638. 
409 See Section 1.2 for detailed explanation on drag effect. 
410 Ahmad, Conversations with Tunku Abdul Rahman, 97. 
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Singapore’s visions of secularity were akin to two particular habitus that did not share 

much common ground.   

Singapore’s merger with Malaysia – and the 1964 riots – could be construed as 

“new” historical experiences that reinforced the importance of protecting Singapore’s 

secularity dispositions.  The impact of the two incidents on the habitus could be seen 

in subsequent comments relating to the incidents made by the political elites.  As the 

habitus operates on a subconscious level, we can only detect the degree of impact 

through analysis of later discourses.  In hindsight, Lee said that if Singapore had been 

“frightened” and had “given in” after the 1964 racial disturbances by asking them 

[probably referring to Malay chauvinists] for mercy, Singapore “would have belonged 

to a single race”.  The race riots contributed to the Government’s mindset that “a 

multiracial country is the only way” to success”.411  Further, Lee later acknowledged 

that the tensions between the different visions – namely Singapore’s notion of a 

multiracial Malaysian nation and Malaysia’s Malay supremacy – would likely lead to 

the recurrence of race riots in Singapore.  Such an event would eventually have 

caused irreconcilable differences between Malays and Chinese. 412   Similarly, 

Singapore politician Devan Nair Chengara Veetil commented that Singapore’s 

separation from Malaysia was an assertion of “the secular ideals” that Singaporeans 

have set for themselves.  Singaporeans would never surrender “our autonomy to any 

conception of racial hegemony”.413   

 From the above, we may glean several insights into Singapore’s secularity 

principles.  The Government was unwilling to adopt an official religion as it meant 

 
411 Kuan Yew Lee, “Prime Minister’s Interview with Members of The Chinese Press in Hokkien” (TV 
Singapura Studios, September 13, 1965), National Archives of Singapore. 
412 Lee, “Letter from Lee Kuan Yew to Menzies.” 
413 Devan Nair Chengara Veetil, Interview, August 13, 1982, Reel 26/26, Acc No. 000049/26, National 
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disrupting its policy of neutral relations with all religious groups.  The state thus 

continued to hold on to its ideals of secularity – guaranteeing its citizens the freedom 

to practise their religious beliefs and having no state religion.  Lee’s response was to 

resist forces that sought to disrupt or change Singapore’s habitus; he did not yield to 

the Malay/Muslims’ demands for more privileges.  The religious angle to the racial riots 

again revealed the correlation between race and religion in the habitus.  Malaysia’s 

racial hegemony was also a religious hegemony due to the conflation of racial and 

religious identities.   

Moreover, anti-government and anti-Chinese sentiments arising from Malay 

chauvinism was probably perceived by the political elites to be a bad outcome of the 

mix of religion and politics.  Years earlier, in 1959, Lee had advised the Muslim 

community “not [to] commit the tragic error of dragging religion into the political arena 

or using it as a cloak for political ambitions”.414   The tragic error manifested as 

Singapore UMNO’s use of racial and religious rhetoric to discredit the Singapore 

Government during Singapore’s merger with Malaysia.   

Further, as Lee had said, multiracialism, multi-religiosity, and secularity were 

crucial for Singapore’s social cohesion.  The Government’s resistance to pressure to 

increase Malay privileges, or subscribe to Malaysia’s political ideology, could thus be 

seen as an instinctual response produced by the Singapore habitus.  As previously 

discussed, earlier experiences had created the instinct that religious agitation could 

result in riots, and new experiences during the merger reinforced this inclination.  The 

separation thus buttressed existing dispositions and structures of notions of secularity 

in Singapore’s national habitus.    

 
414 Kuan Yew Lee, “Spirit of Tolerance: Speech at a Meeting of the Muslim Community of Singapore at 
Raffles Hotel in Celebration of Prophet Muhammad’s Birthday (17 September 1959),” in The Papers of 
Lee Kuan Yew: Speeches, Interviews and Dialogues, vol. 1, 1950-1962 (Singapore: Gale Asia, 2012), 
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For the Malay/Muslims, the Federation presented them with a competing vision 

of secularity, and probably something with which they could more readily identify.  At 

this juncture, the local Malays possibly identified more with Malays in Malaysia than 

with the other Singaporeans; they shared more common, earliest experiences with the 

Malaysian Malays than with the Singaporeans, because of similarities in religion, 

culture, customs, and history.  The merger probably created expectations among the 

Malay/Muslims that they would enjoy a more privileged status in society due to their 

position as natives of Singapore – which challenged their tacit acceptance of 

Singapore’s secularity norms, thus giving rise to tensions between the government 

and Malay/Muslims.  The Singapore Government and the majority Chinese population 

were excluded from the habitus that the Singaporean Malays shared with the 

Malaysian Malays, hence disrupting the national habitus and the Singapore 

Government’s overarching authority over the Muslim habitus.  This probably gave the 

state and society the impression that religious affinity and loyalty could surpass loyalty 

and belonging to the national habitus. 

This thesis suggests that the 1964 riots resulted in a change in how local 

Muslims commemorated Prophet Muhammed’s birthday.  In 1965, the Straits Times 

reported that “unlike previous years, there will be no mass procession”.  Local 

celebrations included Quranic recitations, lectures, an indoor rally at the Badminton 

Hall, and a children’s party at UMNO house.415  A few articles also noted that the 

celebrations were held “quietly”.416  There was no mass procession between 1965 and 

1980.  In 1966, 25 Muslim organisations formed a celebrations committee and applied 

 
415 “Lectures on Koran in 4 Languages”, The Straits Times, July 10, 1965; “Muslims Pray for Peace on 
Prophet’s Birthday”, The Straits Times, July 11, 1965.   
416 “Muslims Pray for Peace on Prophet’s Birthday”; “Prayers and Functions on Prophet’s Birthday”, 
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for a police permit to hold a public procession.  However, their request was denied.417  

Notably, the celebrations in the immediate years following the riots were muted and 

organised by the PAP Malay Affairs Bureau.  Then Minister for Culture and Social 

Affairs, Inche Othman Wok, denied that the MAB had organised the celebrations for 

“political ends”.418  In 1966, the Lembaga Biasiswa Kenangan Maulud (LBKM; Prophet 

Muhammad’s Birthday Memorial Scholarship Fund) was launched with great publicity.  

State Advocate General Ahmad bin Mohamed Ibrahim stressed that the scholarships 

“were open to needy students of all races in Singapore”.419  This thesis’s search of the 

newspaper’s archives showed that it was not until 1981 that an outdoor procession, 

which New Nation noted was “the first of its kind”, was organised by MUIS and 

Jamiyah to commemorate Prophet Muhammad’s birthday.420 

Thus, the 1964 riots also influenced the religious practices of local Muslims.  

The Government’s refusal to allow for a public procession was a strategy to 

“abnormalise” large-scale public parades to commemorate the Prophet’s Birthday, 

possibly out of security concerns that there might be a repeat of the 1964 riots.  As 

discussed in Chapter 2, the colonial government had similarly banned public religious 

processions out of concern that civil order might be disrupted.  Over time, the external 

constraint of not allowing for public processions thus became an internalised norm, 

especially with the launch of the LBKM to commemorate the Prophet’s birthday and 

the extension of the celebrations to the non-Muslims by offering scholarships to them.  

 
417 “Prophet’s Birthday: Muslims Seek Permit for Parade”, The Straits Times, June 17, 1966; 
“Prophet’s Day Rally is Scrapped in S’pore,” The Straits Times, June 30, 1966; “Prophet’s Birthday 
Ceremonies,” The Straits Times, May 28, 1969; “Prophet’s Birthday Meeting”, The Straits Times, July 
8, 1967; “Prophet’s Birthday: Three Days of Joy”, The Straits Times, April 22, 1971. 
418 “The Prophet’s Birthday,” Straits Budget, June 15, 1966; “Prophet’s Birthday: Wok Denies 
Charges", The Straits Times, July 25, 1966; “New Muslim Council: Call for Support,” The Straits 
Times, July 3, 1967. 
419 “Fund Drive on the Prophet’s Birthday”, The Straits Times, July 1, 1966.   
420 Yaakub Rashid, “Mattar Leads Faithful in Parade,” New Nation, February 22, 1981. 
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The involvement of first MAB, then MUIS, in organising the celebrations was a 

governmentalisation of religious celebrations under government auspices.  Here, we 

see an example of how interactions between religious groups and government 

institutions led to changes in religious practices.   

3.4 An Assessment: Building Blocks of Secularity Dispositions in the National 

Habitus During the Self-Governance Years, and the Merger with Malaysia  

This chapter has examined crucial historical crossroads that have contributed 

to the production and structures of Singapore’s secularity dispositions in the national 

habitus.  The 1950s and 1960s were crucial, as choices made by the state and by 

society to decide which colonial structures and notions of secularity to dismantle or 

retain, were reflective of a shared national habitus to which they consciously chose to 

belong.   

The Hertogh riots, the 1964 race riots, and Singapore’s short-lived merger with 

Malaysia were historical experiences that produced the national habitus.  These 

events were significant because the earliest shared experiences of a community bore 

particular weight on the habitus.  Crucial discussions in the Legislative Assembly were 

negotiations between various stakeholders to agree on their expectations of secularity 

for Singapore society.  The Women’s Charter and the Muslim Ordinance were 

structures produced as a result of habitus dispositions.  These pieces of legislation 

could be interpreted as disciplinary tactics and external constraints that introduced the 

notions of what was considered “normal” in the respective habitus and the national 

habitus.  Over time, these norms became internalised and actualised through 

experience.  The secularity norms were already formed and entrenched in most 

Singaporeans by the time Singapore joined the Federation, such that local political 

elites resisted attempts by Malaysia and some local Malays to change the habitus.   
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In the months after independence, the political elites continued to reiterate 

Singapore’s secularity to the society at large.  Lee consistently stressed that Singapore 

was a multiracial, multi-religious, and secular society.  Singapore’s national identity 

was not built upon coercing every individual “into one race or one language or religion” 

but on secularism and a multi-religious, multiracial society.421  Forcing individuals to 

assimilate based on race, language, and one religion would only bring “big trouble”.422  

On another occasion, Lee said that the Singapore identity “defend[ed] the right of [its] 

people to keep what they consider good in their different pasts so that [Singapore’s] 

future would be more enriched”.  People were encouraged to “speak in their homes in 

different tongues”, “pray in different forms”, and continue with their “different diets” to 

unite and defend “their collective interest” – the creation of a “tolerant and prosperous 

society”.423   

Local political elites also used instrumental modes like speech to exercise their 

power and discipline the society into accepting the “norm”.  In their public messaging, 

these elites stressed several secularity norms, particularly at public religious-related 

events that they graced.  Lee appeared subtly critical of Malaysia’s governance 

approach and emphasised that Singapore was not Malaysia.  In several of his 

speeches following Singapore’s independence, he continued to stress the freedom for 

religious traditions to thrive in Singapore; Muslims visited mosques for Friday prayers, 

Hindus celebrated Thaipusam and Deepavali, Seventh Day Adventists were allowed 

 
421 Kuan Yew Lee, “A Healthy Singapore Five Months After Independence: New Year Message (1 
January 1966),” in The Papers of Lee Kuan Yew: Speeches, Interviews and Dialogues, vol. 3, 1965-
1966 (Singapore: Gale Asia, 2012), 297. 
422 Kuan Yew Lee, “A Sincere Hope for Multireligious, Multi-Ethnic Friendships: Translation of Speech 
in the National Language at the Anniversary Celebrations of Sree Narayana Mission (12 September 
1965),” in The Papers of Lee Kuan Yew: Speeches, Interviews and Dialogues, vol. 3, 1965-1966 
(Singapore: Gale Asia, 2012), 90. 
423 Lee, “A Healthy Singapore Five Months After Independence: New Year Message (1 January 1966),” 
297. 
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in Singapore, and Buddhists were free to evangelise.424  Lee’s emphasis on secularity 

norms was that individuals in Singapore had the freedom of religious beliefs and could 

maintain their distinct cultural practices.     

Among the politicians, there was a consensus that a secular, multi-religious, 

and multiracial Singapore was crucial for the nation’s survival.  This messaging 

continued to be reinforced in political speeches.  At Singapore’s first Parliament 

session in 1965, Edmund Barker, the Minister for Law and National Development, said 

“one of the cornerstones of the Government [was] a multiracial Singapore”, where all 

citizens were “equal regardless of race, language, culture and religion”.  Further, 

Barker said that “a multiracial secular society” [was] a “dire necessity for [Singapore’s] 

survival”.425  Singapore’s first President, Yusof bin Ishak, reiterated that Singapore’s 

survival “depend[ed] upon rallying and strengthening the forces who [were] for a 

secular, rational, and multiracial approach to the problems of economic backwardness 

and the legacy of unbalanced development in the colonial era”. 426   The above 

statements showed that secularism was closely tied to the narrative of nation-building 

in Singapore.  Unlike Malaysia, which used religion as a unifying factor, the Singapore 

government chose secularity and equality of all religious groups in the society to forge 

the country’s national identity.     

The same values of secularity – equality of all races, religions and languages – 

were embodied in the national pledge, which was first drafted under the initiative of 

the Ministry of Education: 

 
424 Lee, “A Sincere Hope for Multireligious, Multi-Ethnic Friendships: Translation of Speech in the 
National Language at the Anniversary Celebrations of Sree Narayana Mission (12 September 1965),” 
90. 
425 “Report of the Constitutional Commission 1966,” Command Paper, Papers Presented to Parliament 
(Singapore Parliament, December 21, 1966), 1; Parliament of Singapore, “Appointment of Constitution 
Commission (Statement by the Minister for Law and National Development),” Parliament No. 1, Session 
No. 1, Vol. No. 1, Sitting No. 9 (December 12, 1965).  
426 Parliament of Singapore, “Yang Di-Pertuan Negara’s Speech,” Parliament No. 1, Session No. 1, Vol. 
No. 1, Sitting No. 1 (December 8, 1965). 



174 
 

We, the citizens of Singapore, 
pledge ourselves as one united people, 
regardless of race, language or religion, 
to build a democratic society 
based on justice and equality 
so as to achieve happiness, prosperity 
and progress for our nation. 
 

Then Minister for Education, Ong Pang Boon, explained that the pledge was 

“something to gel people together” after Singapore’s separation from Malaysia, and 

the state had to “inculcate national consciousness”.427  In August 1966, the Ministry of 

Education had then directed all students studying at national schools to recite the 

national pledge daily during the national flag-raising ceremony. 428   The Ministry 

intended for the ceremony to “foster, through their daily observance, a sense of 

discipline, dedication and patriotism among the half million pupils who make up over 

a quarter of our entire population”.429  As Foucault explains, discipline as repetitive 

actions create “second nature” or new behaviours; in this case, the repetition in a 

school setting helped to create and reinforce secularity values and belonging to the 

national habitus.  Foucault has also mentioned education as a tactic of normalisation, 

which is a “great instrument of power”.430  According to the habitus’ mechanisms, 

notions can be “actualised through learning and experience”, which is the recurring 

function of the national pledge and flag-raising ceremony to this day – to reinforce the 

equality of race and religious habitus and foster belonging to the national habitus.431   

From the above discussion, we can infer several notions of secularity between 

the 1950s and 1965.  The habitus is fluid and its norms and dispositions can evolve 

 
427  “National Pledge,” National Heritage Board, accessed June 20, 2022, 
https://www.nhb.gov.sg/what-we-do/our-work/community-engagement/education/resources/national-
symbols/national-pledge.   
428 “Daily Allegiance Pledge in Schools,” The Straits Times, August 25, 1966; “STU Suppprt Pledge by 
Students”, The Straits Times, August 31, 1966.  
429 “Schools to Start with Flag Ceremony Today,” The Straits Times, August 29, 1966.  
430 Foucault, Displine and Punish, 184.   
431 Elias, The Germans, 32-5.  
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according to circumstances and shifts in power relations.  A secularity principle was 

the state’s policy of keeping religious rhetoric out of the public sphere, reinforcing the 

Western dichotomy of private and public spheres.  The public sphere includes the 

political sphere and media reporting.  The state was wary of the visibility of religious 

rhetoric in the public sphere, due to historical experiences that revealed that religious 

and racial group affiliations were highly volatile.  Any perceived threat or disruption to 

the religious or racial habitus could cause public disorder.  The Hertogh trial’s open 

court setting, and heated media reporting from religious angles in a manner that 

agitated the Malay/Muslims, transformed a custody case into a religious dispute 

between Christians and Muslims.  Years later, the UMNO politicians’ use of religious 

rhetoric to stir Malay/Muslim grievances, and the Malay-language media’s biased 

reporting, incited anti-Chinese and anti-government sentiments among the 

Malay/Muslims.  Both episodes ended in riots and public disorder.  Following the 

reasoning of the habitus, these episodes probably highlighted, in the minds of 

Singaporeans, the danger of religious rhetoric in the public sphere.  Therefore, 

government policies sought to keep religious interests and rhetoric away from the 

public sphere and behind closed doors.   

In addition, a number of political elites agreed that religious agendas should be 

kept out of political discussions and public policies.  The use of religious rhetoric and 

justification was a contentious issue in the early years of self-governance, in the 

debates on public funding for family planning, religious education, and mission 

schools.  Thus, political elites decided that religious rhetoric should not be invoked in 

legislative or parliamentary debates.   

Further, secularity entailed a non-interference approach to religious practices 

and laws.  The Singapore state’s non-interference approach was different from the 
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British colonial state’s policy of non-interference.  Whereas the British retained the 

customs and laws of different ethnic and religious groups, the Singapore state decided 

on uniform legislation for all citizens and inhabitants of Singapore, with the exception 

of the Muslims who were subjected to Syariah law for matters relating to marriage, 

divorce, and inheritance.  The legal institutions created uniformity among various 

religious habitus, thus subjecting all religious groups except the Muslims to the 

institutional workings of the national habitus.     

Notably, there was an emphasis on Singapore being a secular state precisely 

because of its multi-religious and multiracial complexion.  Secularity was seen as 

necessary for Singapore’s survival.  Political elites stressed, on many occasions, that 

a secular Singapore was the only way out of Malaysia.  The close correlation in one’s 

identity between race and religion also made it necessary for Singapore to be a secular 

nation because religious conflicts could easily also involve racial rhetoric.  

Secularity also involved maintaining equal relationships between the state and 

different religious groups.  While the state was obliged to accommodate the privileged 

position of Malays and their religious interests, it also tried to guarantee that all other 

religious groups remained equal in the political, social, and economic spheres.  The 

state acted as the regulator of power relations in the national habitus to maintain this 

equality.  During the merger, the Singapore state was unwilling to concede more to 

Malay/Muslims.  Thus, the emphasis on equal opportunities for citizens of all races, 

languages, religions, and cultures, was another aspect of secularity.  This emphasis 

was also embodied in the national pledge, which was recited daily in schools, hence 

inculcating and reinforcing this notion of equality in power relations as the “norm” in 

Singapore society.    



177 
 

Another important feature of the shared secularity was state relations with 

Malay/Muslims.  The state of Singapore retained the British legacy of accommodating 

native Malay customs and traditions – which also involved, in the Rendel Constitution, 

protecting the religious position of the Malay/Muslims.  The implication was that the 

state could not claim to maintain a neutral relationship with all religious groups. 

Notably, it appeared that the Malay/Muslims and the government had differing 

expectations on what was entailed by the obligation to protect and safeguard the 

positions of Malay/Muslims in society.  The lack of clarity, and the absence of a 

consensus on how the state was to protect Malay/Muslims, thus became a source of 

conflict between the state and some Malay/Muslims.  The Malay/Muslims felt that the 

state was compelled to protect their religious, political, educational, religious, 

economic, social, and cultural interests, by granting special privileges similar to those 

enjoyed by the Malaysian Malays.  However, the Government had to balance the 

demands of Malay/Muslims with the rights of other groups in society.  The Government 

had also shown that it was unwilling to grant any more unequal privileges to the 

Malay/Muslims, beyond free education and the Syariah Court.  The lack of resolution, 

on the position of the state vis-à-vis Islam, became a conflict point between the state 

and Malay/Muslims, and will continue to evolve as the habitus is fluid.  

Thus far, this chapter has identified key events and discussions that led to the 

production of specific secularity principles and structures.  Between 1950 and 1965, 

Singaporeans built upon the shared habitus from the colonial era.  Postcolonial 

political elites and society faced the challenge of creating a national habitus that could 

accommodate all the we-habitus and minimise conflicts.  Several features of the 

colonial habitus were problematised and replaced, e.g. structures of legal pluralism.  

State-Islam relations and structures were maintained and reinforced.  Changes and 
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reiterations to the national habitus and we-habitus reveal that the habitus is fluid, and 

yet there are underlying dispositions, such as the Government’s commitment to 

equality between religions and the privileged position of Islam in the secularity and 

national habitus.  The habitus can change to cope with the challenges of 

multiculturalism.   

We also see the increased governmentalisation of society and the emergence 

of the postcolonial state as the highest form of authority above the other religious 

habitus.  The process of governmentalisation was not only about introducing 

institutions and legislation, but also about directing the actions of individuals and 

groups in society.432   The postcolonial state normalised and reinforced secularity 

norms in the national habitus through institutional structures like legislation, political 

speeches and the education system.  The use of external constraints would, over time, 

create self-restraint in the citizens through the mechanisms of the habitus and 

actualisation through experiences, thus reinforcing secularity norms in the smaller 

habitus (plural) that recognised the authority of the national habitus.  In the following 

chapters, we will investigate how these secularity norms were reinforced or challenged 

(and subsequently evolved) in response to challenges. 

     

  

 
432 Foucault, “The Subject and Power”, 341.  
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4 STRUCTURES OF SECULARITY IN THE NEWLY INDEPENDENT 

SINGAPORE 

Several days after independence, Utusan Melayu published allegations about 

Catholics enticing young Muslim men to convert to Christianity, by offering them 

beautiful female Christians, $500 each, and promises of jobs.  Lee convened several 

meetings with religious leaders and Malay journalists to mitigate possible Christian-

Muslim tensions.  In his meeting with Malay journalists in Singapore, he warned them 

against using “religious or other sentiments” to incite tension; he also indicated that he 

would not hesitate to charge them in court should they do so.433  Lee also warned 

Sheikh Abdullah Basmeh, a Singaporean Utusan Melayu journalist, that he was liable 

for prosecution under the Sedition Laws of the Internal Security Act (ISA) if he 

continued to perpetuate these rumours.  Separately, Othman emphasised that the 

Government would not hesitate to enforce measures against any person or 

organisation that tried to inflame racial or religious sensitivities in Singapore.  

Consequently, representatives from Utusan Melayu gave their assurances that they 

would not publish articles provoking religious tension.434  Lee subsequently reassured 

an official Australian delegation, who was then visiting Singapore, that “religion is also 

no trouble to us now that we’ve got everybody to understand what the Sedition 

Ordinance means”.435 

On 30 September 1965, Lee convened a private meeting with Christian 

representatives and the Inter-Religious Organisation (IRO).  During the meeting, Lee 

stressed the secularity of the Singapore state, with the freedom to believe and worship.  

 
433 Kuan Yew Lee, “Press Conference with Malay Journalists” (Studio of TV Singapura, August 11, 
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434 “Minister Reminds the Utusan Melayu of a Promise,” The Straits Times, March 14, 1967.  
435 Kuan Yew Lee, “Transcript of A Speech at Reception Given in Honour of the Visiting Australian 
Labour Party Delegation” (Sri Temasek, October 14, 1965), National Archives of Singapore. 
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He also emphasised the need for tolerance between groups.  Further, he warned that 

Utusan Melayu’s purpose was to “create racial and religious conflict” in order to 

“jeopardise [Singapore’s] future”.  Notably, Lee warned the Christian leaders from 

proselytising to the Muslims.  He assured them that “Singapore ha[d] many people 

with no religious guidance whatsoever, no religious beliefs… more than 70% … and 

there is a very wide field of operation”.  He saw “no need for going around looking for 

12% Muslims to try and convert them” because “there [were] 60 to 70% of people who 

[were] in need of some form of religious and moral guidance”.436  Lee then gave them 

90 minutes to draft a media statement.  The next day, Christian leaders and the IRO 

issued a joint statement to declare that they would “refrain from making converts of 

Muslims”.437    

 The above incident showed how the political elites would deal with escalating 

religious tensions should they arise again in future.  As Prime Minister, Lee established 

a firm stance in dealing with perpetrators who tried to instigate religious and racial 

tensions.  Further, Lee controlled local media narratives by issuing verbal cautions to 

the press, and by issuing a government-approved media account of the incident.  

Although the Constitution did not prevent other groups from preaching to Muslims, with 

this warning, Lee had explicitly laid out the ground rules for Christian evangelisation.  

These rules act as social constraints imposed by the state to introduce norms of 

religious behaviour in the public sphere as part of the state’s civilising process.  This 

incident also reinforced the norm of disciplining the media to be sensitive in its 

reporting to prevent religious-racial conflicts from escalating in the public sphere.  

 
436 Kuan Yew Lee, “Transcript of the Prime Minister’s Statement to Religious Representatives and 
Members of the Inter-Religious Council” (Prime Minister’s Office, City Hall, September 30, 1965), 
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437 “Minister Reminds the Utusan Melayu of a Promise.” 
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Further, Lee’s discourse reflected his notion of religion as a form of moral guidance in 

society.     

At the time of Singapore’s independence, the pressing concerns were Malay 

distrust of the Singapore Government, and Malay hostility against the Chinese.  

Following the trajectory of Elias’ civilising process, the newly formed nation-state had 

to find ways to regulate group conflicts so that conflict could be limited to non-violent 

forms of struggle.   

Political fears of communal riots were not unfounded.  The 1969 Sino-Malay 

riots were the most significant racial incident since Singapore’s independence.  The 

riots resulted from a spillover of racial riots from Malaysia into Singapore, and Sino-

Malay clashes occurred sporadically in Singapore in May and June 1969.438  The fear 

of upsetting the Muslims appeared to weigh heavily on the minds of the political elites.  

For instance, Lee disclosed that when the Israelis arrived in Singapore to provide 

military training to the locals, the Government lied that the Israelis were Mexicans to 

avoid provoking hostile sentiments from Malays in Malaysia and Singapore.439  The 

political elites were likely concerned that their words or actions might be misconstrued 

as anti-Malay or anti-Islam, and trigger anti-government sentiments among the 

Malay/Muslims.   

The Malays were likely worried that the local, Chinese-dominated government 

might oppress their religious beliefs and rights as citizens.  Lee said that he sensed 

the Malays were terrified by the 1969 racial clashes because of their concerns that the 

local Chinese-majority government might be against them.440  Therefore, there was a 

need for the state and society to decide on special institutions and safeguards to 

 
438 Kuan Yew Lee, From Third World to First: The Singapore Story 1965-2000 (Singapore: Times Media 
Private Limited, 2000), 39. 
439 Lee, 31. 
440 Lee, 39.  The May 1969 racial riots were a spillover of Sino-Malay riots in Malaysia to Singapore.   
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resolve the Sino-Malay and state-Malay tensions that had built up over time.  Thus, 

the period between 1965 and the 1970s was significant as the state introduced 

mechanisms to minimise conflicts over state-religion relations and the role of religion 

in society.  Two important institutions, the Constitution and the AMLA, were enacted 

in the first years of Singapore’s independence. 

This chapter will first examine the decision-making process behind the 

Singapore Constitution and the AMLA.  These two sections will also investigate how 

the habitus produced these state institutions, which in turn restructured the 

dispositions of the habitus.  The third section will examine the differences in state 

relations vis-à-vis the Muslims and the Hindus, and how unequal forms of state-religion 

relations were a feature of the national habitus.  Such relations are similar to 

Bhargava’s contextual secularism or Stepan’s principled distance.  The final section 

will examine Singapore’s religious profile changes between the 1960s and 1970s, and 

highlight several broad implications for the status of religion and state-religion relations 

in Singapore.  

4.1 The Singapore Constitution – Embedding Principles of Secularity  

A Select Committee was established to gather opinions from the public and 

make recommendations about the adopted Malaysian Constitution which would form 

the basis of the Singapore Constitution.  In 1966, several issues on religion, identity, 

and rights arose during the debate on the Constitution.  Lee reiterated that the 

Constitution was redrawn with “entrenched” and “enforceable” clauses that “no 

government c[ould] just cancel”, and would guarantee that Singapore would be “an 

equal society” and no one would be discriminated against on the basis of race, 
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language, or religion.441  Lee’s speech is the reiteration of secularity norms embodied 

in the national pledge and public political discourses between 1965 and 1966.  As Thio 

notes, “Singapore differs markedly from Malaysia … in that [Singapore] implicitly 

endorsed the principle of secularity as a constitutional value”.442   

A key issue of the debate was the status of Islam in the Constitution.  Under 

the Malaysian Constitution, Islam was the country’s official religion.  Singaporean 

Malays could enjoy special privileges accorded to the Malays in Malaysian states 

outside of Singapore.  Singapore UMNO argued that Singaporeans of other races 

could also be considered as Malay and be guaranteed special rights if they converted 

to Islam and adopted the Malay culture.  UMNO also advocated for Malays to be 

granted special rights in education, employment, commerce, and industry and for 

elections.  According to UMNO, multiracial harmony could only be achieved if “every 

citizen” enjoyed “the same level of prosperity in all spheres”; the special privileges for 

Malays would allow them to “catch up”, in terms of socio-economic status, with the 

other citizens.443  As previously discussed, special rights for Malays was a contentious 

issue between Malays and the Singapore Government during the merger, and one of 

the factors leading to the outbreak of the 1964 riots.  Therefore, it was notable that 

UMNO would continue to argue for special Malay rights on the grounds of equality and 

multiracial harmony.    

Others argued against the status of Islam in the Constitution.  Reverend Adam 

Ibrahim, a Malay Christian, objected to a clause in the Malaysian Constitution that 

defined Malays as those professing the Islamic faith.  He said that the clause denied 

 
441 Kuan Yew Lee, “A Pledge to Protect Against Discrimination, Speech at Sree Narayana Mission in 
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443 “How Other Races Can Also Be Malays: UMNO,” The Straits Times, March 4, 1966. 
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Malays the freedom to profess other religions, and deprived non-Muslim Malays of the 

privileges that other Malay/Muslims enjoyed.444  Ibrahim was asking that the state 

should not interfere in, or dictate, the religious beliefs of its citizens.  Ibrahim’s 

argument was similar to earlier arguments that arose during the debates on the Muslim 

Ordinance in 1957, on whether the state had the right to decide the right religious 

practices for the Muslims to follow.   

Separately, the Law Alumni of Universities in Malaysia (Singapore) rejected 

Article 11, which prohibited others from propagating another religion to the Muslim 

community.445   The Select Committee also recognised the contradiction between 

Article 11 and Singapore’s secularity.  The Committee later recommended that Article 

11 be revoked as it was said to be “inappropriate and indeed inconsistent” that the 

Constitution of a “democratic secular state like Singapore” would single out a particular 

religion for special treatment.  Article 11 was amended to allow for the freedom of all 

individuals to profess, practise and propagate religion.446   Nonetheless, Lee had 

earlier given a verbal warning to the Christians not to preach to the Muslims.  The 

neutrality of the state vis-à-vis all religious groups, and equality of all religious beliefs, 

remained as a key pairing of principles of secularity in Singapore, a conviction that the 

political elites had voiced in public addresses, as examined in Chapter 3.   

The Select Committee also stressed the importance of a secular state for the 

survival of a multiracial and multireligious society.  The Select Committee stated that 

a multiracial secular Singapore was “one of the cornerstones” of the Government as it 

was “a dire necessity” for the nation’s survival.  It stated that for a multiracial society 

to build a nation on communalism, i.e., “one race, one language, and one religion” 
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meant it would be “doomed for destruction”.447  According to the habitus’ mechanisms, 

past experiences would produce dispositions among members of the habitus.  Here, 

it is clear that the Hertogh riots and the merger had influenced the nation’s notions of 

secularity, especially in terms of the repercussions of religion and race creating fault 

lines in society.  The national discourse thus asserted that a secular Singapore built 

on a multilingual, multiracial, and multi-religious society, was necessary for nation-

building and expedient for the state’s survival.   

Further, the Select Committee highlighted the lack of national identity among 

Singaporeans due to the multiracial complexion of society.  Therefore, the “best and 

most appropriate” safeguard for minorities was to ensure the fundamental and equal 

rights of all citizens, and that no one would be discriminated against on the grounds of 

“race, descent, place of origin, or religion”. 448   Thus, Article 8 in the Malaysian 

Constitution, which guaranteed equal rights to all persons, with the caveat of special 

privileges for Malays and aborigines in the Malay Peninsula, was removed.  It was 

replaced by a clause guaranteeing the equality of all persons before the law.  The 

Committee stated that the new clause would “form an impregnable shield against 

religious communalism and bigotry”, ease minorities’ fears of discrimination, and form 

a “firm and lasting foundation” upon which a democratic, equal, just, and multiracial 

society could be built.449  The state thus saw that secularity, and the equality of all 
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religious and non-religious citizens, were essential for nation-building and the 

formation of a cohesive national identity.  The clause was significant, as it exemplified 

Lee’s conviction that the government would not cave into communal demands, and 

that this principle should come to be enshrined in the Singapore Constitution.  It can 

thus be seen that the equality of all racial and religious groups vis-à-vis the state 

became a key principle of the national habitus enshrined in the Constitution.  

4.2 Further Formalisation of State-Islam Relations through the Administration 

of Muslim Law Act: A Paradox of Singapore’s Secularity 

Besides the Constitution, another matter of urgency was the AMLA, which was 

passed in August 1966.  It replaced the Muslim Ordinance of 1957, which was a 

colonial legacy from the British.  The first draft of the AMLA was published in 1960, 

with plans to establish MUIS and bolster the Syariah court’s powers.  After the merger, 

these plans were shelved, as the Malaysian Constitution provided for a Council of 

Muslim Religion in Singapore and recognised Malaysia’s Yang di-Pertuan Agong as 

the Head of Islam in Singapore.450   

The AMLA could be seen as a special institution to regulate and resolve the 

most important group conflicts in the shared habitus.  The most crucial group conflicts 

in Singapore then were Malay hostility towards the government and Sino-Malay 

tensions.  It could be argued that the colonial habitus and the Rendel Constitution had 

 
(d) any provision prescribing residence in a State or part of a State as a qualification for election 
or appointment to any authority having jurisdiction only in that State or part, or for voting in such 
an election; 
(e) any provision of a Constitution of a State, being or corresponding to a provision in force 
immediately before Merdeka Day; 
(f) any provision restricting enlistment in the Malay Regiment to Malays. 

 i.e.  “Report of the Constitutional Commission 1966,” 7. 
450 Sharon Siddique, “The Administration of Islam in Singapore,” in Islam and Society in Southeast Asia, 
ed. Sharon Siddique and Taufik Abdullah (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1986), 315; 
Anthony Green and Muslim Religious Council of Singapore, Honouring the Past, Shaping the Future: 
The MUIS Story: 40 Years of Building a Singapore Muslim Community of Excellence (Singapore: Majlis 
Ugama Islam Singapura, 2009), 19. 
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created expectations among the Malays that did not align with what the local political 

elites had envisioned for the national habitus, thus giving rise to Sino-Malay and state-

Islam tensions.  Therefore, the AMLA was a necessary institution to mitigate violent 

group clashes to non-violent tussles.  Similarly, Sharon Siddique observes that, given 

the volatile state of Islam-state relations, it was unsurprising for the government to 

prioritise the institutionalisation of Islam.  The Muslim community was a “politically 

significant community”, and the 1964 riots, which had occurred during celebrations of 

Prophet Muhammad’s birthday, “emphasised the need to defuse a politically volatile 

situation”.451  Thus, the political elites and society likely saw the AMLA as expedient 

for civil order, and as a crucial aspect of the national habitus.   

This thesis suggests that the AMLA was a significant part of the state-formation 

process that left its mark on the Muslim and nation-state habitus for several reasons.  

Firstly, the AMLA institutionalised Islamic practices by extending the jurisdiction of the 

Muslim Ordinance (1957), thus affecting the religious habitus.  The law mandated the 

establishment of MUIS as a corporate entity that would advise the President of 

Singapore on matters relating to Islam.452  All Muslims and their private matters, such 

as marriage, divorce, and inheritance, fell under the jurisdiction of MUIS.  The AMLA 

thus expanded the jurisdiction of the previous Muslim Ordinance by centralising 

control of other Muslim religious affairs, such as the administration of mosques, wakaf, 

zakat, and fitrah under MUIS.      

In addition, the AMLA gave MUIS the powers to criminalise those who did not 

pay the zakat and fitrah, thus legally enforcing religious obligations and restricting 

one’s right to freedom of religious practices.  The Muslim Welfare Association criticised 

 
451 Siddique, “The Administration of Islam in Singapore,” 315. 
452 Parliament of Singapore, “Report of the Select Committee on the Administration of Muslim Law Bill,” 
May 31, 1966, A4. 



188 
 

the secular state for criminalising Muslims who had not paid fitrah and zakat under the 

AMLA.453  Previously, the individual mosques would independently collect zakat and 

fitrah from their followers, and determine the allocation of funds; these practices would 

be centralised under MUIS.  Singapore’s first Mufti, Syed Isa Mohd Semait, called the 

AMLA a “religious act” and a “civil law”, because anyone who did not pay the zakat 

could be charged in the Syariah Court.454  The AMLA mandated Muslims, through 

legislation, to perform their religious obligations, and it affected the way religious 

traditions were followed.   

Secondly, the institutionalisation of mainstream Islamic practices marginalised 

Islamic groups deemed by mainstream Muslims to be deviant.  As all religious affairs 

fell under MUIS, the MUIS Council had the legal prerogative to determine which 

Islamic beliefs were orthodox or unorthodox.  Consequently, the institutionalisation of 

“orthodox” Islamic practices discriminated against minority Muslim groups and 

infringed upon their freedom to religious beliefs as guaranteed by the state’s secular 

Constitution.   

For instance, the Ahmadi community felt it was unfair that they could be 

prosecuted under the AMLA, which made provisions for imprisonment or fines for 

individuals who propagated doctrines or rituals perceived to be contrary to Islam.  They 

surmised that the majority Shafi’i Muslims in Singapore would dominate MUIS.  The 

Ahmadi community, often regarded as deviants by mainstream Muslims, felt that 

Section 133 of the AMLA was “tantamount to complete encroachment and forfeiture 

of religious freedom”.455   The Ahmadi community had initially disagreed with the 

 
453 Parliament of Singapore, B40. 
454 Green and Muslim Religious Council of Singapore, Honouring the Past, 58. 
455  Parliament of Singapore, “Select Committee on the Administration of Muslim Law Bill,” A43, B23.  
Section 133 stated that those who “teach or publicly expound any doctrine or perform any ceremony or 
act relating to the Muslim religion in any manner contrary to the Muslim law” are liable to prosecution 
and charges of imprisonment or fines.   
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institutionalisation of Islamic practices as there were differences in beliefs and 

practices among Muslims.  Furthermore, they disagreed with MUIS having the final 

right to disburse zakat collections as the Council deemed fit.456  Their fears were 

realised when, in 1969, one of the first fatawa (Islamic rulings issued by a recognised 

authority) issued by MUIS ruled that Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, the founder of the Ahmadi 

movement, was a kafir (non-believer) and murtad (apostate from Islam).457   

The Ahmadis also faced discrimination at the Syariah Court, which refused to 

solemnise or register marriages involving Ahmadis; MUIS had ruled that the Ahmadis 

were non-Muslims.  This created a legal dilemma where minority Muslim groups who 

identified themselves as Muslims but were not recognised by MUIS as Muslims could 

not register their marriages with the Registry of Muslim Marriages (ROMM).  The 

alternative was to register their marriages under civil law, but this was only possible if 

the Ahmadis declared themselves as non-Muslims.458  Presently, the Ahmadi Muslims 

are not given legal status as Muslims; they cannot register their marriages with ROMM, 

bury their dead in Muslim graves, or register for haj, as all these matters fall under 

MUIS’s purview.459   

In addition, the Ahmadi community encountered a backlash from local 

mainstream Muslims, when they established an Ahmadi mosque.  In 1986, MUIS and 

then Minister-in-charge of Muslim Affairs, Ahmad Mattar, castigated the Ahmadi 

Muslims for their deviant teachings.  Mattar also asked MUIS to investigate their “acts 

of provocation”, which included “blatantly” building a mosque and naming it Masjid 

 
456 Parliament of Singapore, C70-72. Parliament of Singapore, C70-72. 
457 Office of the Mufti, “English - Fatwa Ahmadiyah,” Majlis Ugama Islam Singapura, accessed June 18, 
2021, https://www.muis.gov.sg/officeofthemufti/Fatwa/English---Fatwa-Ahmadiyah. 
458 Parliament of Singapore, “Select Committee on the Administration of Muslim Law Bill,” B20-21. 
459  Nicholas Yong, “Behind the Belief: The Ahmadis of Singapore,” Yahoo! News, May 2, 2017, 
https://sg.news.yahoo.com/behind-belief-ahmadis-singapore-234827643.html. 
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Taha.  Mattar raised the issue in Parliament, but there was no further debate.460  Since 

all mosques fell under the purview of MUIS, Mattar and Jamiyah (Muslim Missionary 

Society Singapore) protested against the Ahmadis’ use of the word masjid (mosque), 

as this was deemed to violate AMLA Section 75(1). 461   Under this clause, new 

mosques could only be established in Singapore with the permission of MUIS.   

The Ahmadi example revealed that Singapore’s secularity did not necessarily 

guarantee equality for all religious groups in the public sphere.  Even though Article 

15(1) allows every individual the right to profess, practise, and propagate his religion, 

these rights were conditional upon “public order, public health or morality” as laid out 

in Article 15(4).  In allowing MUIS and the Sunnis to define the norms of local Islamic 

practices, Muslims from other sects might inevitably become marginalised by state 

institutions.  These minority Muslims became “abnormalities” that needed to be 

disciplined and normalised, or excluded from the Muslim habitus.  It was significant 

that a political figure like Mattar would openly castigate the Ahmadi Muslims as 

deviants.  Singapore’s secular environment allowed the Ahmadis to survive, but not 

enjoy equal rights with other Muslims. 

Thirdly, the AMLA formalised state-Islam relations by establishing an 

administrative structure to handle Islamic matters, thus leaving its mark on the national 

habitus.  Notably, Othman was quick to stress that the Government would not imprint 

 
460 “Act Now to Tackle Muslim Problems,” The Straits Times, September 6, 1986; “Combat Deviant 
Teachings,” The Straits Times, March 28, 1986; “Stop Sect’s False Teachings...,” The Straits Times, 
March 28, 1986; Ismail Pantek, “Muis Must Live up to Greater Expectations,” The Straits Times, May 
1, 1986; Parliament of Singapore, “Budget, Ministry of Community Development,” Parliament No. 6, 
Session No. 2, Vol No. 46, Sitting No. 16 (March 27, 1986). 
461  Muslim Missionary Society Singapore (Jamiyah), Falsehood of Qadianism (Singapore: Muslim 
Missionary Society Singapore (Jamiyah), 1988).  Section 75 concerns the restriction of new 
mosque:Muslim Missionary Society Singapore (Jamiyah).   

75.—(1)  No person shall erect any mosque, or dedicate or otherwise apply any existing building as 
or for the purposes of a mosque, without the permission in writing of the Majlis. 
(2)  Such permission shall in no case be given unless the site of the proposed new mosque has 
been or will, prior to the erection or dedication thereof, be made a wakaf. 
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its influence on the MUIS Council; the AMLA was only concerned with the 

administration of Muslim law.  Othman clarified that the state was entrusting Muslim 

affairs to an organisation, and not interfering in how Muslim law was interpreted.462  

The Select Committee reiterated that the AMLA was a Muslim bill, and that the 

Government “[would] do everything in its power” to facilitate it since the Muslim 

community wanted it.463   

Fourthly, the state drew the line at funding a religious institution.  The Bill was 

a “Muslim matter”, and the Muslims would “administer it, and they will be responsible 

for it”, and MUIS would not be funded by the state.464  The Government rejected 

proposals from some Muslim parties, such as UMNO Singapore, which had requested 

that the Government fund MUIS expenditures, as Singapore was a secular state.465  

The AMLA was akin to the British provision of Malay vernacular schools as a structure 

to offer Quranic education without funding religious education.   

Nevertheless, despite the state’s emphasis that the Government was not 

involved in the day-to-day running of MUIS, the allowance for a religious council under 

the state apparatus contradicted the secular nature of the state.   In addition, the 

President of Singapore, who could be a Muslim or non-Muslim, had the authority to 

appoint and cancel important appointments in the MUIS Council.466  Furthermore, 

MUIS was a statutory board that fell under the purview of the then Ministry of Social 

Affairs, and its annual expenditures were discussed in Parliament.  MUIS was the only 

 
462 “Muslim Law Bill Is Passed in Parliament,” The Straits Times, August 18, 1966. 
463 Parliament of Singapore, “Select Committee on the Administration of Muslim Law Bill,” C115. 
464 Parliament of Singapore, “Select Committee on the Administration of Muslim Law Bill,” C115. 
465 Parliament of Singapore, C59-60. 
466 Sections 9, 10 and 30 of AMLA give the President of Singapore authority to elect and remove 
members on the MUIS Council.  The President of Singapore will appoint the President of MUIS, who 
will submit a list of nominees to be elected to the Council to the Singapore President.  The President of 
Singapore will also appoint the Mufti in consultation with the Council.  In addition, the Singapore 
President will elect not more than five members of the MUIS Council on the recommendation of a 
cabinet minister.  Moreover, the President of Singapore maintains the right to cancel the appointment 
of any Council member with valid reasons.   
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religious institution that fell under governmental purview, and its employees were 

considered to be civil servants.  Even though the Government insisted that it was 

setting up an infrastructure for the Muslims to govern themselves, the state remained 

as the overarching arbiter of power relations within the Muslim habitus.  MUIS, as a 

religious institution embedded within secular bureaucracy, signified a certain degree 

of state interference in religious affairs, despite the Government’s assurance that the 

AMLA was not an act of governmental interference, nor a mix of religion and politics.   

Most Muslims saw MUIS as government interference in religious affairs.  In the 

early days of MUIS, most Muslims did not recognise its function as an Islamic religious 

council and saw it as a government agency.  Former MUIS officer Jaffar Kassim said 

that Muslims would “blast [MUIS officers] left and right”; they felt that MUIS was 

implementing policies on behalf of the government.467   Syed Isa said that many 

Muslims saw MUIS as the “government lackey” as they felt that MUIS was siding with 

the Government on many issues and did not look after the interests of Muslims.468  

The fact that Malays found MUIS unacceptable could be explained by the habitus.  

Since the habitus is a learned process, and since MUIS was a relatively new structure 

of the nation-state habitus imposed on the religious habitus, a number of Muslims 

could not accept MUIS as their religious authority in the early days. 

The AMLA represented a paradox in the Singapore habitus; albeit one that was 

necessary, given the delicate balance of relations between the Malays and the 

Government.  The habitus demands a mechanism to mitigate conflicts to a level of 

non-violent confrontation.  Thus, the AMLA could be seen as a delicate balancing act, 

ensuring that giving in to some Malay/Muslim demands did not come at the expense 

 
467 Green and Muslim Religious Council of Singapore, Honouring the Past, 49, 63. 
468 Zakir Hussain, “Keeping the Faith, While Looking Forward – Shaikh Syed Isa Semait, Mufti of 
Singapore from 1972-2010,” in Majulah!: 50 Years of Malay/Muslim Community in Singapore, ed. Zainal 
Abidin Rasheed and Norshahril Saat (Singapore: World Scientific Publishing Co. Ltd, 2016), 76. 
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of other groups in society.  The AMLA showed that the secularity of Singapore was 

not so much a clear separation of religion and state, but more a case of the state 

determining what was the best status for a religious group in society in order to 

maintain civil order.   

4.2.a Mosque Building Fund  

In the 1970s, the Muslim community was upset about governmental policies 

resettling Singaporeans into urban flats, as resettlement resulted in the demolishing 

of their old homes and mosques.  In 1975, PM Lee proposed the amendment of the 

AMLA to include provisions for the Mosque Building Fund (MBF); he mooted the idea 

in a meeting he had with eight MUIS Council members in December 1974.469  The 

Ministry of Culture issued a press release, stating that the eight leaders acknowledged 

“[that] with the redevelopment of Singapore, it was inevitable that places of worship, 

among other buildings, will have to give way to high rise buildings”.470   Minister 

Masagos Zulkifli said in hindsight that while other religious groups could successfully 

rebuild their places of worship in new urban areas, the Malays encountered difficulties 

as their economic status was relatively weaker.  Such a position was “not politically 

tenable” for the Government.471  Masagos was likely implying that the perception of 

mosques being demolished was not a politically viable position for the Government 

because the Malay/Muslims already felt marginalised by governmental policies.  Such 

grievances could compound existing state-Islam tensions. 

At this juncture, the AMLA had evolved into a mechanism through which state-

Muslim conflicts could be peacefully resolved.  The formalisation of state-Islam 

 
469 Hussain, 216. 
470 “Singapore Government Press Statement - Collection by CPF for Building of Mosques” (Ministry of 
Culture, January 29, 1975), National Archives of Singapore. 
471  Masagos Zulkifli Masagos Mohammed, “50 Years On: Singapore’s Malay/Muslim Identity,” in 
Majulah.!: 50 Years of Malay/Muslim Community in Singapore, 54. 
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relations gave the Government a channel to communicate directly with religious 

leaders to assuage their concerns.  The AMLA also provided a structure whereby the 

MBF could be introduced to mitigate Muslim concerns.  Thus, it became a structure 

through which tensions could be reduced to peaceful forms of disagreement, and then 

be resolved.   

Notably, the MBF Bill mandated that every employer of a Muslim was obliged 

to make monthly contributions to the fund, although the employer could choose to 

recover the amount of the contributions from the employee.  MBF was designed as a 

voluntary opt-out scheme, meaning that Singaporean Muslims had to apply to cease 

their contribution.472  It thus mandated that the employer, whether Muslim or non-

Muslim, was obliged to contribute to the fund on behalf of his Muslim employee.  

Potentially, this could mean extending an Islamic obligation to a non-Muslim employer.   

The mosque issue resurfaced in 1987; local Muslims took offence at PM Lee’s 

remark that the Malay community would not have the ability to build new mosques 

without the Government leasing land at below the market rate.  The local Malay media 

alleged that the Government’s land acquisition had infringed on Muslims’ rights to 

wakaf land that Muslim philanthropists had donated to the Muslim community.  The 

Malaysian publication Mingguan Islam accused Lee of being anti-Islam and anti-

Malay.  Mattar published a reply to the editor of Mingguan Islam, and the PM’s office 

published an official response, stating that the Government “d[id] not discriminate 

against any race or religion in its land acquisition policy”.473   

 A notable aspect of the AMLA was that it facilitated a two-way accommodation 

between the Government and MUIS.  MUIS issued a fatwa permitting mosques to be 

 
472  Parliament of Singapore, “Administration of Muslim Law (Amendment) Bill,” Parliament No. 3, 
Session No. 2, Vol. No. 34, Sitting No. 16 (August 19, 1975). 
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built on lands with a 99-year lease; traditionally, mosques must be built on wakaf land 

that was granted in perpetuity.  Mosques could not be built on lands with permanent 

leases as land was scarce and expensive in Singapore.  The Government had also 

made concessions and extended land leases for mosques to 99 years, while leases 

for other religious places of worship were capped at 30 years.474  The Government 

made it clear that Muslims were given more favourable terms than other religious 

groups.   Unlike other religious groups, MUIS did not have to tender for mosque sites 

in new towns as it was a government policy to build a mosque in every residential 

town.  Other religious groups had to compete for land to build places of worship in new 

residential towns.  The allocated land for mosques was also priced three to four times 

less than its market value, while other religious groups had to pay for land at market 

prices.475    

Two-way accommodation between the mosque and the state is another key 

secularity norm.  The state and religious leaders made concessions to prevent 

tensions from escalating between the state and the Muslim community.  At this point, 

the religious and nation-state habitus had reached a consensus on the principles, 

structures, and limits of secularity in the national habitus.  The interaction between 

state policies and religion led to a reinterpretation of religious practices and state 

concessions.  Muslim leaders adjusted their religious expectations and issued a fatwa 

that altered religious guidance on wakaf land and mosques.  At the same time, the 

state acknowledged that contentious issues involving the Malays could become 

inflammatory; probably because of the historical experiences of the Hertogh riots and 

the 1964 racial riots.  The political expediency of granting concessions to the Muslim 
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community did not simply arise from the protection that the state was obliged to grant 

the Malays as laid out in the Constitution.  The habitus also informed the state that 

Malay/Muslim issues were delicate; the Malaysian media could potentially exploit race 

and religion issues to stir communal and religious tensions.  

4.3 Request by Hindus for a Hindu Religious Council Rejected  

The Hindu community tried, unsuccessfully, to request concessions similar to 

those made in favour of the Muslims.  They cited the AMLA and the MBF as 

precedents, stating they should receive the same treatment from the state as the 

Muslims.  MP P. Govindaswamy proposed integrating the Hindu Advisory Board and 

the Hindu Endowments Board to form a Hindu Religious Council similar to MUIS.  

Govindaswamy observed that the Hindus also encountered difficulties raising funds to 

build temples.476  The issue had surfaced in letters written to the media and during 

Hindu religious meetings.  Several Hindus wrote to The Straits Times urging for a fund, 

similar to the MBF, to be established for the Hindus.  A Hindu individual said temples 

were essential to the lives of the Hindus.  He quoted a Tamil saying – “Don’t stay in 

towns where there are no temples” – and said his Hindu forefathers built temples in 

places to which they had migrated.477  This was similar to the request for proposed 

Hindu marriage legislation in the 1950s;  the Hindus had then also argued that they 

were entitled to equal rights as the Muslims as both groups were minorities.    

The Hindu Advisory Board refused to comment, as it was a “policy matter”; they 

stated that the board’s function was strictly to advise the Government on Hindu matters 

and “nothing more”. 478   The board’s silence was probably due to self-restraint, 

 
476 Parliament of Singapore, “Budget, Ministry of Social Affairs,” Parliament No. 4, Session No. 1, Vol 
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actualised through the social learning process it had undergone as a member of the 

shared habitus.  It was probably the board’s view that legislation for a fund to build 

temples fell under the state’s purview, and it did not want to come across as 

challenging state authority.     

Interestingly, Mattar adopted the same arguments that Goode used to reject 

the Hindu request in the 1950s.  Mattar said that it was not feasible for the state to 

grant similar concessions to the Hindus as they were “not homogenous in theology 

nor in the system of rituals of worship”.  There were different sects and a variety of 

Hindu gods.  Further, there was “no specific Hindu law which governs the conduct of 

its adherents so intimately in their everyday lives as Islamic law does in the conduct 

of Muslims”.  To create, for Hindus, legislation similar to the AMLA would result in 

dissatisfaction among the Hindus; the different sects would compete for positions on 

an elected Hindu Council.  Thus, Mattar’s view was that “the administration of such [a] 

fractious group [would] be poor” and that “this alone [would] be reason enough for 

advising against its formation”.479  On both occasions, Hindu requests were rejected, 

probably because there was no consensus among the Hindus; the sensing was that 

forming a unified council to mandate religious practices would result in more 

disharmony.  The state largely steered clear of theological issues.  It appeared that 

the smaller we-groups were unwilling to cede their authority to a larger Hindu habitus 

that would have the authority to standardise practices like marriages, religious 

practices and the management of Hindu temples.     

However, this thesis notes that by the same reasoning, the AMLA should not 

have been introduced; Islam was not a homogenous religion either.  Non-mainstream 

Muslims had raised similar concerns against the AMLA.  However, their concerns were 
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dismissed, because the AMLA was important to the habitus as an institution to mitigate 

possible conflicts between the Malays and the Government.  This shows that the 

Government’s stance, on whether a religious demand was to be granted, likely 

depended on whether the concession would mitigate potential tensions.   

The differences between state-Islam and state-Hindu relations reflected 

another aspect of the secularity structure in Singapore – unequal, “neutral” relations 

between the state and religious groups.  State-Islam relations were formalised through 

MUIS and the Syariah court under the AMLA, while the state maintained informal 

relations with other religious groups.  Differences in state-religion status and privileges 

resulted in unequal power relations within the national habitus.  The Government made 

concessions for the Muslims as a matter of political expediency, because habitus 

instincts had informed the political elites that communal and religious feelings were 

easily stirred among the Malay Muslims and could escalate to physical violence. 

However, while sometimes biased, such concessions – as seen in the tender for land 

to build religious places of worship – did not directly impinge upon the liberties of other 

religious groups.   

Another probable reason for the Government’s reluctance to grant similar 

concessions to the Hindus was because it might open a floodgate, whereby other 

religious groups would request similar concessions.  This would result in a situation 

tantamount to the legal pluralism of the colonial period, a governance alternative 

already rejected by the political elites.  This scenario was also not ideal for a secular 

state; it would be seen as direct governmental interference in religious matters and 

infringe on state neutrality towards religion. Thus, state interference or non-

interference in religious affairs appeared to be dependent on whether those state 

actions would protect civil order or result in societal tensions and disorder.   
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4.4 Changes in Singapore’s Religious Profile and the Role of Religion in 

Society in the 1970s 

Between the 1950s and 1980, Singapore society underwent a significant change 

in terms of religious composition; this resulted, for some religious groups, in changes 

to how they perceive the role of religion in society.  This section will briefly examine 

statistics and secondary sources explaining why and how these changes occurred and 

investigate how the rapid growth of Christianity among Singaporeans affected power 

relations in the national habitus. 

There was a sharp increase in the number of Christians, as shown in Figure 3.  

Government-commissioned reports suggested that Christianity’s largest gains were 

among the ethnic Chinese and Indians, while the Malays remained predominantly 

Muslims.  The proportion of Christians among Chinese Singaporeans increased from 

2.4% in 1921, and 2.8% in 1931, to 10.6% in 1980.  Among the Indian Singaporeans, 

the Christian proportion grew from 5.6% in 1921, and 6.0% in 1931, to 12.4% in 

1980. 480   In another study conducted by Sng, 41 churches saw a combined 

congregational growth of 61.1% between 1970 and 1978.481  Notably, Tong Chee-

Kiong noted that changes in religious composition in society during the colonial period 

was “due more to migration than any major social changes in Singapore society”.482  

It can be inferred, given that the Chinese were initially resistant to Christian efforts to 

convert them during the colonial period, the increase in the number of Chinese 

Christians hinted at changes in social norms between generations.   

 
480 Kuo, Religion in Singapore: An Analysis of the 1980s Census Data, 6, 10. 
481 Bobby Sng, “The Church Moving into the Eighties,” Impetus, July 1980, 6. 
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Figure 3 Profile of Religions in Singapore483 

There appears to be a significant shift in the relevance of Christianity in society 

in the 1970s.  In December 1971, New Nation claimed that some Singaporeans felt 

that the church had no relevance in society.  Some lapsed Catholics reportedly felt 

that the institution was outdated in its views on divorce and birth control.  Other 

Singaporeans felt that religion had “no place in a society that need[ed] to be 

materialistic” to keep up with the rapid pace of modernisation and development.  Some 

Christians also felt that “problems [were] best left to the government to solve” as the 

government was “better equipped and [knew] best”. 484   Thus, it appears that 

 
483 The data from 1849, 1921 and 1931 is obtained from Chee-Kiong Tong, Rationalizing Religion: 
Religious Conversion, Revivalism and Competition in Singapore Society (Boston: Brill, 2007), 57.  Tong 
explained that some of the data might not add up because of inaccuracies in data collection.  The first 
official census on religion was collected in the 1849 census.  The first national census in 1970 did not 
investigate religious affiliation of residents in Singapore.  The 1980 data is obtained from the 1980 
census in Singapore, see  Eddie C Y Kuo, Religion in Singapore: An Analysis of the 1980s Census 
Data (Singapore: Ministry of Community Development, 1989), 4. 
484 Betty L. Khoo, “Only 170,000 are Christians here,” New Nation, December 23, 1971.  
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Christianity was losing its social significance among its adherents.  However, at the 

end of the decade, the Straits Times noted that the “new muscle” of Christians in 

society was of concern.  Journalist Ilsa Sharp observed that “the church in Singapore 

[was] silently strong, and growing”.485  The differences in the two narratives revealed 

the changing significance of Christianity in society at the beginning and end of the 

decade.  

Several studies, including one from a research team commissioned by the 

Ministry of Community Development, have examined the reasons for the increased 

conversion rate to Christianity among the Chinese Singaporeans.  The fact that the 

Government had commissioned scholars to research church growth in Singapore 

showed that it was concerned about the changes in the religious complexion of 

society.  Sng suggests that the displacement of one’s identity, due to urbanisation and 

modernisation, had led individuals to turn to religion.  He observes that urbanisation 

had resulted in the uprooting of three-quarters of Singapore’s population from rural 

areas to urban dwellings between the 1960s and the 1980s, leading people to bemore 

open to receiving the Gospel.486  However, Jon Quah disagreed with Sng, saying there 

was insufficient evidence to substantiate the correlation between relocation and open 

attitudes to Christianity.487  Sng’s observation is different from what the secularisation 

theory posits – that modernisation will lead to the decline of religion in society.  Thus, 

secularisation has not occurred in Singapore at this juncture.     

  Similar to Sng, Tham Seong Chee’s study on religion and modernisation in 

Singapore found that an increasingly materialistic society would see more individuals 

turn to religion.  The stress from everyday pressures, or increased disillusionment and 
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dissatisfaction with their lives, might lead some to seek comfort and fulfilment in 

religion.488  In an undated interview, Lee said anomie, which he defined as a feeling 

of disorientation, arose after society changed and individuals lost their bearings.  The 

feeling of anomie led one to search for meaning in life, and for eternal truths, giving 

rise to increased religiosity in urbanised Asian countries like Japan, Korea, Hong 

Kong, Taiwan, and Singapore.489  Likewise, Keith Hinton suggests that urbanisation 

disrupted existing social relationships, and that people started searching for a sense 

of belonging and community.490  However, Kuo, Quah and Tong disagreed with the 

anomie factor, stating that their research found no evidence to suggest that the anomie 

level was high in Singapore society.491 

Another reason for the shift in religious affiliation was the intellectualisation of 

religion.  Tong defines intellectualisation as the process whereby individuals move 

from “an unthinking and passive acceptance of religion to one where there is a 

tendency to search for a religion that they regard as systematic, logical”.  Some 

Chinese individuals began to view Chinese ritual practices as “illogical and irrational”.  

Chee suggests that the shift to rationalisation was due to the nature of Singapore’s 

education system, which encouraged “systematic and rational” thinking.492  Similarly, 

Tham’s study found that Singaporeans were more driven to learn religious philosophy, 

rather than to be contented with simply practising religious rituals.493  Notably, the 

intellectualisation of religion differs from the trajectory of secularisation.  Secularisation 
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suggests that modernised societies will see a decline in religiosity.  However, the 

opposite was happening in urbanised Asian societies.   

Further, Sng suggests that the younger generation of Singaporeans had grown 

up distanced from the homelands and traditions of their parents or grandparents who 

were immigrants, thus resulting in the decline of adherence to Chinese religions.494  

The kind of openness to Christianity seen among the Chinese in the 1970s and 1980s 

was different from the hostile attitudes of early Chinese immigrants.  Chinese religions 

might have occupied a more significant role in the lives of the early immigrants due to 

the social, political, and economic functions of religious groupings.  However, as 

religious groupings declined in social and economic significance, religious affiliations 

became less associated with the Chinese identity, and individuals became more open 

to religious conversion.     

Correspondingly, Tham’s study found that the non-Chinese religions had a 

more significant influence on Hindu and Malay culture than Chinese religions had on 

Chinese culture.  This was because in Hinduism and Islam, some cultural rituals 

became embedded as religious obligations.  In contrast, Chinese religious rituals were 

performed as part of customary rites, or “in hope that their material welfare will 

improve”. 495   Hinton also observes that Buddhism and Taoism “made religion a 

separate subsystem that could stand on its own”.  As a result, for the Chinese, religious 

identity was not inherently tied to family or clan association.496  Likewise, Joseph 

Tamney and Riaz Hassan found that Chinese ethnic identity was independent of 

religious affiliation.497  This was unlike the case for Malay/Muslims, Indian-Muslims, or 

Indian-Hindus.       
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Given the close ethnic and linguistic ties associated with Islam and Hinduism 

in Singapore, Kuo, Quah, and Tong suggest that these two religions were 

“unacceptable options” and not readily available to the Chinese.498  Islamic religious 

instruction and sermons were mostly in Malay, except for a few Indian Muslim 

mosques.  On the other hand, since Christianity was perceived as “ethnically neutral”, 

it presented a viable option for Chinese individuals seeking a religion.499  This was 

probably why Christianity presented as a viable and attractive option for the Chinese.   

 It can be argued that Christian fellowships have taken over the role of the 

Chinese clan groupings from the colonial period.  Hinton’s study found that 37.7% of 

the respondents felt that church programmes were the most important factor in 

selecting churches.  Another 39.9% were attracted to specific churches because of 

links to family or friends, and another 8.9% selected churches based on the 

friendliness of church congregants.500  Kuo, Quah, and Tong note that social activities 

organised by evangelical churches and para-church groups cultivated “a sense of 

belonging and identity”, especially for the younger individuals.501  The religious habitus 

thus became a form of social group identification for the local Christians.   

4.4.a Implications of Changes in Christian Societal Profile in the 1970s  

The emergence of a large Chinese Christian community resulted in discussions 

between Christians, the state, and society on continuities and changes in the shared 

national habitus.  Given the interconnectedness of groups in the national habitus, the 

newly emergent Chinese Christian habitus might result in changes to the shared 

habitus.  Since the increase in the number of Christians was an unplanned social 
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change, the state and other groups in society had to decide how to respond to this 

“new” change.   

  It can be argued that in the late 1970s, there were indications that collective 

Christian action could disrupt existing relations in the national habitus.  Previously, the 

state had not encountered religious groups that were political or activist in orientation.  

John Clammer notes that the state considered religion to be “largely the private 

concern of the individual”, and that religious ideologies had largely been “apolitical” 

since 1965.502  In 1977, Lee expressed his concerns that religious agendas might 

influence public policy, noting that 21.75% of the MPs were Christians, a proportion 

far higher than that of Christians in the population.  There were also seven Catholics, 

constituting 10% of Parliament.  Lee said that the party had to take a “closer look” at 

candidates in the future, and remarked that the Government might be outvoted on 

abortion and voluntary sterilisation issues.503  It appeared that Lee was concerned 

about how the considerable number of Christian politicians could affect governance 

principles.   

  Thus, this thesis suggests that Singaporean churches and Christians also had 

to rethink their roles, and their relations with other groups, in society.  Firstly, the 

churches had to contend with the change of their roles in society as some of their 

social functions during the colonial period were assumed by modern state institutions.  

Reverend Richard Ong from the Wesley Methodist Church noted that previously, 

churches had been involved in mission schools and social welfare services, at a time 

when such services were otherwise non-existent.  With increased governmentalisation 

of society, the state took over the roles of religious groups.  Governmentalisation of 
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led to the establishment of modern state institutions and improved education, 

healthcare and social welfare infrastructure.  The churches had thus “slowed down” in 

providing these services to avoid duplication of governmental services.  Therefore, 

both Ong and Yap Kim Hao, the Methodist Bishop of Singapore, said churches had to 

reconceive their roles in society through experiments in new forms of service, in order 

to continue to play a role in nation-building.504  The 1970s was a period during which 

churches sought to realign their functions in society, especially in terms of how church 

teachings translated to action in society and nation-building.  The religious habitus had 

to adapt to their place within the national habitus after ceding its authority to the state.     

Secondly, churches had to reconfigure their interactions with the state and 

other religious groups. Ong mentioned that churches had a “new understanding of 

nation-building” as they had to “stand on equal terms with all the other religions in a 

secular society”.  Previously, churches were under the patronage of the British colonial 

government.505  Ong was possibly referring to the relationship that churches had with 

the British rulers, due to the English monarchy’s patronage of the Anglican church.  

The colonial administration had elected a Colonial Chaplain, and the Bishopric 

Endowment Fund made provisions for his allowance and other expenses.  The 

position of the Colonial Chaplain was removed in 1930, and an annual ecclesiastical 

grant was instead paid to St Andrew’s Cathedral.506  The ecclesiastical grant was likely 

abolished; the last mention of it was found in a Legislative Assembly discussion in 

1958.  With the abolition of colonial rule, the Christians were no longer under the 

state’s patronage, and had to contend with secularity and equality among religious 
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groups.  Power relations had shifted because the state had become a neutral party 

and redistributed power relations between religious groups and between the state and 

religious groups.  

 Thirdly, the Christians, most of them being new converts, had to contend with 

their membership of a new religious habitus.  The new religious habitus intersected 

with their racial habitus, and the national habitus, on levels not previously experienced.  

Therefore, the Christians had to find new shared connections across these different 

levels of identification.  Two episodes highlighted the churches’ attempts to redefine 

their roles in nation-building, and to expand their activities beyond the traditional 

domain of religious activities.   

  The local churches embarked on the short-lived experiment of the Singapore 

Industrial Mission (SIM), also known as the Jurong Industrial Mission.  The SIM was 

established in June 1967, under the Council of Churches of Malaysia and Singapore.  

It operated on the premises of the Jurong Christian (Lutheran) Church and obtained 

most of its funding from local churches.  The SIM sought to contribute to nation-

building through co-operation with the Jurong Town Council, government agencies, 

and community groups, to address social problems arising from industrialisation.  

However, Sng notes that the SIM’s leader, Japanese Ronald Fujiyoshi, taught its 

members to be unafraid of “controversy”.  Under Fujiyoshi’s leadership, the SIM 

engaged in aggressive tactics to fight for the rights of the industrial workers in Jurong, 

putting them in direct conflict with civil servants.  In July 1971, the Registrar of Society 

(ROS) issued a warning to the church for allowing the SIM to use its premises, and 

SIM ceased operations in 1972.507   

 
507 Bobby E.K. Sng, In His Good Times: The Story of the Church in Singapore 1819-2002 (Singapore: 
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That?,” New Nation, August 25, 1971. 
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Notably, SIM social workers called themselves “community organisers” – they 

“awaken[ed] … the residents from inertia to action” by organising residents into groups 

to fight for their needs.  These organisers worked on various issues, ranging from 

tackling the mosquito problem on Jurong Industrial Estate, to finding premises for a 

group of Malay mothers who wanted to organise kindergarten classes for their 

children.  The SIM inspired a similar movement in Bukit Ho Swee estate, which was 

started jointly by the parish at the Catholic Church of St Bernadette, the Anglican 

parish at Our Saviour, and the Franciscan Sisters of Mary.  The Bukit Ho Swee 

movement operated from Nazareth Centres run by the Catholic Church and was 

funded by contributions from Catholic and Protestant Churches, and the Lee 

Foundation. 508   The Government later revealed that the SIM was banned after 

evidence was found that the group had instigated industrial unrest and advised 

workers to ignore directives from government-recognised unions.509   

This incident was significant as it was probably the first overt clash in church-

state relations since independence.  Following the habitus’ mechanisms, ROS’s 

warning could be seen as an external constraint and disciplinary tactic that showed 

the Government would not tolerate any form of collective activism that it perceived as 

anti-government.  It was also a form of correction for those who had not adhered to 

behavioural norms of the national habitus.  In particular, the Government probably 

interpreted social activism with religious roots as a mix of religion and politics, and 

violated the separation of politics and religion.  Thus, the SIM was prohibited from 

using church premises.  By restricting the SIM’s activities, the Government imposed 
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new limits on the societal role of religion in the habitus to prevent future church-state 

tensions and discipline religious groups.     

  Another episode was the church’s self-imposed ban on the Justice and Peace 

News, which presented a dilemma about the “appropriate” Christian response when 

Christians deemed state policies to be incongruent with religious beliefs.  Even though 

Singaporean Catholics generally refrained from publicly commenting on birth control 

and the government’s sterilisation policy, a group named the Diocesan Committee for 

Justice and Peace published an article warning that “political regimes may pass away, 

but the Word of God remains”.  Archbishop Olcomendy later reportedly banned the 

publication for its controversial articles on sterilisation and education in Singapore as 

it was overly critical of the church and the state.  However, the media reported that 

many priests initially disregarded the Archbishop’s ban on the publication.510  Notably, 

the priests’ disobedience could be an indication that there was a lack of consensus 

among members of the religious habitus, such that they defied corrective efforts by 

Olcomendy.  

This episode raised the question of whether religious groups had the right to 

criticise state policies, if these policies contradicted their religious beliefs, or if such 

criticism crossed the threshold between religion and politics.  The Justice and Peace 

News was circulated internally within Catholic churches, which meant their opinions 

were restricted to a predominantly Catholic audience.  Olcomendy’s action, which 

revealed a tacit acceptance and internalisation of the place of religion in society, can 
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be seen as an act of self-constraint that was actualised through external social 

controls, e.g. the Government’s earlier repression of the SIM.  The Government’s 

earlier actions had disciplined the religious habitus into accepting that religion and 

politics should not mix.  Thus, this norm became part of the religious habitus that 

Olcomendy belonged to, and resulted in internal measures to curb behaviour that 

deviated from the norm.     

4.5 Secularity Norms and Structures in the National Habitus 

Chapter 3 has discussed historical experiences that fed into the national 

habitus and produced certain dispositions presented as secularity principles and 

structures.  This chapter has examined how those dispositions produced policies and 

laws, like the Constitution, the AMLA, and the MBF, in the early years of state 

formation and nation-building. 

The Hertogh riots, Singapore’s short-lived merger with Malaysia, and the race 

riots reinforced the volatility of religion, particularly Islam, in the consciousness of the 

political elites.  These historical events also revealed specific trigger points at which 

religious and racial tensions might destabilise society and threaten state power.  Thus, 

the state was willing to create what Elias calls “special institutions” to address and 

prevent society’s most important group conflicts.  At this juncture, the most important 

conflicts were Malay distrust of the Government, and Sino-Malay tensions.   

The Constitution and the AMLA can be viewed as special structures instituted 

by the state and society to maintain secularity and social harmony.  They exemplified 

specific state and societal attitudes towards the status of religion in society.  While the 

political elites saw secularity as crucial for the state’s survival, they also had to balance 

uneven expectations from Malay/Muslims that stemmed from their special status in 

society as enshrined in the Constitution.  In addition, in the initial years of state-
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formation, it appeared that these special structures were not regarded as unique 

exceptions by other religious groups.  The Hindus pushed for similar concessions to 

those enjoyed by the Muslims, perhaps on the basis they were both minority groups 

protected under the Constitution.  The state’s rejection of Hindu requests reinforced 

the AMLA as a unique paradox within Singapore’s national habitus and differentiated 

power relations between the Muslims and the Hindus in the national habitus.   

Another secularity principle was the state’s neutral relations with all religious 

groups.  This neutrality did not necessarily entail equality in the state’s relations with 

all religious groups.  Unequal relations were necessary at times because the state had 

to balance different religious demands within the national habitus.  The Government 

rejected the Hindu requests because it was cognisant that granting rights to a specific 

religious group might result in similar demands from other religious groups. 

This chapter also examined how the sudden increase in the proportion of 

Christians in society was an unexpected social change that could result in drag effects 

from other habitus.  As these converts adopted new identities as Christian 

Singaporeans, they also sought to reconceive their roles in society and such actions 

would affect existing power relations in the national habitus.  The growth of Singapore 

as a nation-state and increased governmentalisation also meant that government 

services replaced some of the societal roles previously performed by Christian groups, 

such as the running of mission schools.  Thus, Christians had to find new ways to 

contribute to nation-building.  The disproportionate socio-economic and political power 

of Christians in society was also something new in the 1970s.   

Nonetheless, there was no tangible change to the institutional view of religion 

in the public sphere and related structures at this juncture.  State and religious actions 

revealed a rebalancing of power relations to maintain consistency in the habitus.  In 
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anticipation of future church-state conflicts, the state imposed limits on the SIM to 

prevent religious actors from participating in social activism.  This act could be 

interpreted as an external disciplinary constraint.  Similarly, Olcomendy, in an act of 

self-restraint and being cognisant of secularity norms, prevented Catholic churches 

from publishing socio-political commentary.  Religious changes in the 1970s thus did 

not disrupt the national habitus at this juncture.  However, the political elites had 

expressed their concerns about the significant religious changes in society; these 

concerns will be examined in the next chapter.        
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5 RELIGIOUS REVIVALISM AND VISIBILITY IN THE PUBLIC SPHERE IN THE 

1980S 

In the mid-1970s and the 1980s, religion became more visible in global politics.  

In the West, particularly in the US, Christian evangelical movements grew in strength 

and expanded into the Third World.  In 1979, the monarchy in Iran was overthrown, 

and the religious leader Ayatollah Khomeini established the Islamic Republic of Iran, 

the first Islamic state since the fall of the Ottoman Empire.  Hindu-Muslim conflicts in 

India intensified in the 1980s.  In the Philippines, in 1986, the Catholic Church helped 

rally the masses to overthrow Ferdinand Marcos’ corrupt military regime.511   

It was thus unsurprising that these global and regional examples featured 

prominently in Singapore’s governmental debates over the proposed MRHA in the late 

1980s.  The global trend of religious revivalism in the 1970s and 1980s also extended 

to Singapore.  The Iranian Government sponsored members from the local Muslim 

youth organisation Himpunan Belia Islam (HBI; Muslim Youth Assembly) to visit Iran 

between December 1981 and February 1982.  Local journalist Salim Osman said 

almost all HBI members (except himself and two other males) converted to Shi’a Islam 

after visiting Iran.512  The White Paper on Maintenance of Religious Harmony also 

observed “a definite increase in religious fervour, missionary zeal, and assertiveness” 

among religious groups in Singapore, interpreting this as “part of a worldwide religious 

revival affecting many countries, including the US and the Middle East.513  The Paper 
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was also concerned that religious sensitivities might lead to violence which would 

destroy the “good record of religious harmony built up in recent decades” since the 

Hertogh riots in 1950.514 

As previously mentioned, the state commissioned a series of reports on religion 

in society in the 1980s.  One report observed that many Christians and Muslims 

displayed “renewed and revitalised interest in religious activities”.  It also noted the 

Government’s concern that shifting trends in religion might “threaten to disrupt the 

subtle and delicate equilibrium” in Singapore. 515   The state perceived religious 

revivalism as a sudden social change that will give rise to drag effects from other 

groups in society and disrupt existing power relations in the national habitus.   

 This chapter will examine the religious trends and events in the 1970s and the 

1980s that led to changes in the public status of religion for local Christians and 

Muslims.  Between the mid-1970s and the 1980s, there was a shift in how religions 

were practised in society.  Sections 5.1 and 5.2 will examine the societal dimension of 

religion from Muslim and Christian perspectives.  These sections will investigate 

changes and continuities in Muslims and Christians’ anticipation of their roles in 

society and how these expectations led to shifts in state-religion and interreligious 

relations.  The final section will examine how institutional perspectives of religion 

evolved in the late 1970s and 1980s, based on the Government’s interaction with 

religious leaders and groups.  In this chapter, we will also examine how secularity 
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norms that were inculcated in the citizens (as discussed in Chapters 3 and 4) became 

reinforced or changed through disciplinary strategies at various junctures.   

5.1 Islamic Religious Revivalism for the Malay Muslim Community  

The Iranian revolution, and the subsequent global competition for influence 

between Shi’a and Sunni Muslims, influenced local Muslims and resulted in changes 

in how they perceived the role of Islam in their lives and society.  In hindsight, Masagos 

noted that the Iranian revolution and consequent globalisation of Islamic doctrines 

affected local Muslim worldviews.  The political competition between Saudi Arabia and 

Iran manifested as an ideological conflict between Wahhabism and Shi’a Islam.  Both 

countries attempted to propagate Wahhabism and Shi’a Islam globally by funding local 

mosques and deploying Wahhabi or Shi’a scholars in local mosques.516  Further, 

Masagos observed that the spread of Islamic doctrines affected local Muslim 

perspectives, how they practised Islam, and their adoption of Arabic terms into the 

Malay vocabulary.517  Likewise, Salim observed that the Iranian revolution was a 

“watershed” moment that provided the “spark” for global Islamic revivalism.518  The 

religious habitus, given that its affinity extends across land borders, could be 

influenced by external forces. 

  The Government’s non-intervention in religious affairs also provided the space 

for the propagation of global Islamic ideology.  Khairudin suggests that the state’s 

secular policies allowed religious groups to exist so long they did not threaten the 

state.519   Consequently, the competition between Saudi Arabia and Iran and the 

spread of Islamic doctrines from these countries extended to Singapore through 
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Iranian and Saudi funding of local Islamic organisations.  The Saudi Government and 

the Muslim World League, a pan-Islamic organisation based in Saudi Arabia, gave 

generous donations to help build or renovate local mosques. 520   Local Islamic 

organisations also received monetary donations from the Saudi, Kuwaiti and Libyan 

Governments.  For instance, Persatuan Muhammadiyah Singapura (Muhammadiyah) 

received funding to build its new headquarters.  In addition, some Muhammadiyah 

members who studied in Saudi Arabia were paid monthly salaries from the World 

Islamic League.521  A local Muhammadiyah member said that the 1980s and 1990s 

were a “renaissance period of Islam” in Singapore, especially for Muhammadiyah 

which saw a large increase in membership numbers.522  Both Muhammadiyah and 

HBI also organised usrah (study circles), classes and workshops, further perpetuating 

Salafism and Shi’a Islam in Singapore, thus contributing to heightened Islamic 

consciousness among some Muslims.523  During this period, identification among 

Malay/Muslims with their racial-religious habitus likely became stronger due to the 

increased links between members of the we-habitus through membership in Islamic 

organisations and exclusive social activities restricted to the we-group.  This change 

would affect the power relations between the Malay/Muslims and the national habitus, 

as we will examine in this section.   
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Nonetheless, the Islamic organisations recognised the need to respect the 

secular boundaries in society.  For instance, Muhammadiyah highlighted in 1974 that 

they would foster cooperation with the Government as the state would only allow 

Muhammadiyah the freedom to propagate Islam if both the state and Muhammadiyah 

leaders “upheld the peace and security of the country”.  Muhammadiyah also 

emphasised that their mission was to “enter into the fold of Islam whilst not neglecting 

their roles as citizens of their country”.524   It can be surmised that there was a 

recognition on the part of Muhammadiyah members of their dual belonging to the 

religious and the national habitus.  Muhammadiyah’s rhetoric was also an assurance 

to the state that they would not seek to challenge state authority and still recognised 

the state as the highest order of power relations in the country, so as not to affect 

Muhammadiyah-state relations.     

This section will examine how heightened Islamic consciousness among 

Muslims led to changes in how they conceived state-Islam relations and their relations 

with other religious groups in society.  This section will also address the debates that 

arose from questions on Islam and the Malay identity.  As observed in Chapter 2, 

reformist Islamic ideas in the early twentieth century were not well-received by local 

Malay Muslims.  This was remarkably different from what unfolded in the 1970s and 

1980s, as local Muslims became influenced by Islamic ideology and trends imported 

from the Middle East, consequently affecting the power dynamics between religious 

groups.  Section 5.1.a will examine debates in the Malay media on the orthodoxy of 

Shi’a Islam, and concerns in the Malay/Muslim community arising from the conversion 

of some Malay/Muslims to Shi’a Islam.  The HBI members who converted to Shi’a 

 
524 “Sambutan Ulang Tahun Ke 16 Muhammadiyah Singapura, 2-3 February 1974”, Abdul Rahman 
Harun’s private papers cited in Aljunied, “The “Other” Muhammadiyah Movement: Singapore 1958—
2008,” 293–94. 
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Islam were among the first generation of Malay Shi’a Muslims in Singapore.  Section 

5.1.b will focus on the development of Islam as a central expression of the local Malay 

identity.  With urbanisation and rapid economic development, the Malay/Muslim 

community’s search for identity and rootedness led to increased identification with 

Islam.  Section 5.1.c will examine how Islam as a rallying point for the Malay/Muslim 

community and local discussions on Islamic notions of state and identity challenged 

the secular state.  This section will also discuss how the increased focus on Islam for 

Malay/Muslims affected state-Islam relations.   

5.1.a Shi’a-Sunni Divide  

The conversion of HBI members to Shi’a Islam was an unplanned social 

process.  Some members of the Malay community were resistant to changes in their 

social habitus, especially when these HBI members were seen as the “first” Malays to 

convert to Shi’a Islam.  In August 1986, leaders from three Islamic organisations, some 

asatizah, and graduates from Madrasah Aljunied, expressed concern over some HBI 

members’ conversions to Shi’a Islam.  Several asatizah who graduated from Al-Azhar 

University in Egypt and Madinah University in Saudi Arabia tried to convince HBI 

members to reconsider their conversions.525  According to this thesis’s investigation of 

media discourses, it appeared that Muhammadiyah was the main Islamic organisation 

leading the protest against conversions to Shi’a Islam among the Malay/Muslim 

community.  The organisation also distributed copies of anti-Shi’a videos and books, 

and revoked the memberships of some Muhammadiyah members who had converted 

to Shi’a Islam. 526   Other Shi’a members who remained within Muhammadiyah 

reportedly tried to “spread doubts” on Sunni Islam.527 

 
525 Salim Osman, “Pengaruh Syiah Dikhuatiri Bawa Pecah-Belah,” Berita Minggu, August 31, 1986. 
526 Osman; Aljunied, “The “Other” Muhammadiyah Movement: Singapore 1958—2008,” 291. 
527 Aljunied, “The “Other” Muhammadiyah Movement: Singapore 1958—2008,” 291. 
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The mainstream Malay/Muslim habitus response stemmed from a drag effect 

to the emergence of new we-group – the Shi’a Malays, posing a threat to the Sunni 

dominant Malay/Muslim habitus.  Concerns arose among the Sunni Muslims that the 

Malay/Muslim identity was under threat from Shi’a Islam.  Salim suggested that the 

Malay community could not accept Shi’a Malays as most Shi’a Muslims in Singapore 

were of Persian, Indian or Pakistan descent.528  As discussed in Chapter 2, lineage 

was an important characteristic of the Malay/Muslim habitus.  Thus, Shi’a Islam was 

seen as a threat to the Malay/Muslim-Sunni identity, and regarded by the 

Malay/Muslims as a group affiliation external to their identity.  Ironically, 

Muhammadiyah was not accepted by the Muslim community either, in the early years 

after its formation, as some local Muslims did not consider Salafism to be within the 

fold of Islam.529  The Malay/Muslim community’s slow acceptance of Muhammadiyah 

and similar hostile attitudes to Shi’a Islam thus suggested that they were initially 

resistant to changes to what they regarded as religious norms for organisations.   

Moreover, some Muslims and non-Muslims were concerned that the Malay 

Shi’as would import Iranian political influence into Singapore.  Ironically, 

Muhammadiyah was concerned that the local Shi’as would import foreign polemics 

(between Shi’as and Sunnis) into Singapore and cause division within the Malay 

society.530  By publicly bringing up the issue and distributing anti-Shi’a propaganda, it 

could be argued that Muhammadiyah was importing global differences between Iran 

and Saudi Arabia into Singapore.   

Interestingly, some local asatizah advised Wahhabi and Shi’a Muslims to 

resolve their tensions and unite over other salient issues, such as the threats posed 

 
528 Salim Osman, “Antara Sunah Dengan Syiah,” Berita Minggu, September 7, 1986. 
529 Osman. 
530 Osman, “Pengaruh Syiah Dikhuatiri Bawa Pecah-Belah.” 
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by the local Ahmadi and Christian communities.531  Following the habitus mechanism’s 

reasoning, such an emphasis on the exclusivity of one’s religious identity versus other 

groups in society posed a threat to the stability of the shared habitus.  Such exclusivity 

would likely encourage hostility and power conflicts between religious groups, and 

might have implications for how the state perceived Islamic revivalism.   

5.1.b Islamic Revivalism and Malay Identity  

Corresponding to the trend of Islamic revivalism was the proliferation of dakwah 

(to invite, call or summon) groups in Singapore.  Dakwah refers to Islamic missionary 

work and contains two main elements: to deepen the faith of Muslims; and to spread 

the Islamic faith to non-Muslims.  Osman observed that Muslims in Singapore were 

influenced by Islamic revivalism in Malaysia and Indonesia.  However, the local 

dakwah movement was not targeted at the evangelisation of non-Muslims, but focused 

on helping nominal Muslims to become better Muslims.532   Osman’s observation 

suggested local dakwah movements were initially focused on the interior deepening 

of one’s faith.     

Dakwah activities in Singapore were institutionalised in 1974, through the 

establishment of Jawatankuasa Haiah Dakwah (JHD; Department of Missionary 

Activities).  JHD organised activities on new estates to encourage the Muslim 

community to deepen their faith.  In 1979, MUIS, in co-operation with seven other 

Muslim organisations, launched a nationwide dakwah campaign aimed at deepening 

the faith of Singaporean Muslims on new housing estates.533  In the same year, MUIS 

launched a four-month missionary campaign in several housing estates and mosques.  

The campaign aimed to educate the Muslim community about Islamic teachings, and 

 
531 Salim Osman, “Fahaman Syiah: Tuduh-Menuduh Kurang Disenangi,” Berita Minggu, September 7, 
1986. 
532 Salim Osman, Interview. 
533 “Muis To Launch Preaching Campaign,” The Straits Times, April 4, 1979. 
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to establish closer relations between the Muslim community and religious leaders.534  

According to Mohamed Ali, JHD organised classes to train missionaries; inoculate 

Muslims against the perceived threats of Christianity and deviant sects like 

Ahmadiyyah; and improve one’s Quranic recitation skills.  Further, Mohamed Ali notes 

that “JHD’s activities were massive”, and their presence was established in “every 

housing estate in Singapore”.  JHD also organised public lectures at stadiums; these 

attracted audiences of between 5,000 and 30,000.535  In 1984, MUIS announced plans 

to build a centre where Singaporean Muslims could meet to study and conduct dakwah 

activities.536    

Other Islamic organisations, such as Muhammadiyah and HBI also organised 

workshops, classes, and usrah.  Khairudin mentions that Muhammadiyah members 

who were teachers at local schools invited their students to participate in outdoor 

activities, leadership retreats, forums and talks organised by Muhammadiyah.  

Muhammadiyah also held large-scale events at public venues.  These events included 

mass prayer sessions on Hari Raya Puasa (end of Ramadan) and Hari Raya Haji 

(Islamic festival during which korban is performed) in stadiums, open fields, housing 

estates, and secular schools.  At these events, Muhammadiyah also distributed 

sermons that proposed Islamic solutions to challenges faced by Muslims both locally 

and globally.537 

 
534 “4-Month Drive by Muis,” New Nation, May 12, 1979.  
535  Mohamed Ali, “Uniformity and Diversity among Muslims in Singapore” (Unpublished Master’s 
Thesis, National University of Singapore, 1989) cited in Mohamed Imran Mohamed Taib, 
“Neofundamentalist Thought, Dakwah and Religious Pluralism Among Muslims in Singapore,” 
Dialogosphere (blog), March 2, 2016, 
https://dialogosphere.wordpress.com/2016/03/02/neofundamentalist-thought-dakwah-and-religious-
pluralism-among-muslims-in-singapore/; Hussain, “Keeping the Faith,” 85. 
536 “Soon – a Religious Centre for Muslims,” Singapore Monitor, February 8, 1984. 
537 Aljunied, “The “Other” Muhammadiyah Movement: Singapore 1958—2008,” 298.  Hari Raya Haji 
commemorates Ibrahim’s willingness to obey God’s command to sacrifice his son.  An important ritual 
practiced on this day is the korban, which is the ritual sacrifice of livestock to Allah.  
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Notably, the usrah, whether formally organised by Islamic organisations or held 

informally among interested Muslims, discussed ideas by Muslim Brotherhood 

thinkers Syed Qutb and Hassan al-Banna.  Such discussions often proposed Islamic 

alternatives to the secular nation-state.  The usrah is a discussion circle popularised 

by the Islamist group Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt.  According to Imran Taib, the local 

Fellowship of Muslim Students Association discussed Islamic ideas, and solutions to 

problems faced by the Malay community in Singapore, in usrahs consisting of six to 

10 members.  Their discussions included several works like Qutb’s Milestone and al-

Banna’s al-Mathurat.538   

Similarly, HBI held classes that prompted its members to look at Islam in social, 

political, and economic dimensions.  Isa bin Kamari, a participant at HBI’s sessions, 

said that such classes expanded his worldview of Islam beyond religious rituals.539  

Other HBI members interviewed by Nurlaila mentioned that al-Banna and Qutb were 

also discussed at HBI usrah or informal non-HBI reading groups.  One of Nurlaila’s 

interviewees disclosed that he was attracted to the “Ikhwanul Muslimin” (Muslim 

Brotherhood) movement, which was “very, of course, very political”.540  Further, two of 

Nurlaila’s interviewees disclosed that they had propagated Shi’a Islam to other 

Muslims through the usrah.541  Some HBI members revealed that they were attracted 

to Shi’a Islam, as they viewed the sect as a viable political alternative for any individual 

who wanted to live under an Islamic system.  Others expressed admiration for 

Ayatollah Khomeini’s ability to stand up to Western powers and show that an Islamic 

 
538 Mohamed Taib, “Neofundamentalist Thought, Dakwah and Religious Pluralism Among Muslims in 
Singapore.” 
539 Isa bin Kamari, Interview, March 23, 2019, Reel 1/6, Reel 1, Accession Number 004419, National 
Archives of Singapore. 
540 Khalid, “Understanding the Sunni-Shiite Transitions,” 82. 
541 Khalid, 90–91. 
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state was a viable way of governance.542  From the above disclosures, we could 

surmise that the usrah served as an important channel through which Islamist ideas 

from the Middle East were transmitted to local Muslims.  The usrah also facilitated 

discussions on alternative Islamic ways of governance.  We see the emergence of 

Islamic religious-political authority among local Muslim discourses challenging the 

Malay/Muslim recognition of the secular state as the highest order in Singapore.   

5.1.c State-Islam Relations  

This thesis’s research suggested that the 1970s and 1980s appeared to be a 

period of increased tensions between the state and Muslims.  An indication of the 

strain in state-Islam relations was the PAP’s loss of votes from the Malay voters in the 

1980s.  First Deputy Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong observed that Malay support for 

PAP had declined significantly in the 1984 and 1988 parliamentary elections.543  Goh 

also said he encountered booing from young Malays at an electoral vote counting 

centre; he felt the Malays were expressing their unhappiness towards the 

Government.544 

From the late 1970s onwards, foreign publications and preachers expressed 

sentiments critical of the Singapore Government for being anti-Islam.  In 1979, the 

Saudi-based Muslim World League’s publication The Journal released an article that 

accused the Singapore Government of “conspiring with the Israelis to annihilate the 

Muslims in Singapore”.  The article alleged that MUIS was “another instrument of the 

non-Islamic government” to make and enforce policies on Muslims even if these 

policies were contradictory to Islam.  Further, the article reported that in response to 

the Government’s new policy on the azan (call to prayers), some Muslims had 

 
542 Khalid, 83–84. 
543 “We Lost More Malay Votes Than We Won, Says Chok Tong,” The Straits Times, October 1, 1988, 
Overseas Edition edition. 
544 “Malays Must Decide Who Can Best Meet Their Needs,” The Straits Times, September 11, 1988. 
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purportedly published a pamphlet entitled “Call for a Holy War”.  The pamphlet 

encouraged Muslims to oppose anyone who attempted to oppress Islam with “the last 

drop of [their] blood”.  In addition, the article claimed that the Government “spared no 

effort to liberally bulldoze the Muslim villages, replacing them with factories or roads”.  

The article also alleged that the Government’s policy of disallowing Muslims to serve 

in National Service (there was compulsory military enlistment for Singaporean men 

aged above 18) had a spillover effect because it affected their future employment 

opportunities.545   

 Similarly, foreign speakers preaching in Singapore expressed anti-government 

sentiments and preached inter-religious hostility in their sermons.  When Syed Isa 

reminded foreign preacher Ahmed Deedat of the importance of religious harmony in 

Singapore, Deedat reportedly knocked on the table and castigated local Muslim 

leaders for being “too easy to bend and not brave enough to speak up”.546  In addition, 

Deedat told Singaporean Malays that they were too soft compared to South African 

Muslims.  He also chastised them for being complacent, and for failing to convert 

Chinese Singaporeans to Islam, thus allowing the latter to seize power from them.547  

In addition, Deedat made derogatory comments about Christianity.  Deedat 

challenged the legitimacy of local religious authorities and sought to incite tensions 

between religious groups in the national habitus.    

During his visit to Singapore in April 1973, Imaduddin Abdul Rahim, an 

Indonesian preacher, said he saw “church steeples “piercing the skyline” and large 

non-Muslim prayer houses” in Queenstown and Toa Payoh (newly established 

 
545 “The Plight of Muslims in Singapore,” The Journal, Rabitat Al-Alam Al-Islami, September 1399, 49–
54. 
546 Hussain, “Keeping the Faith,” 124. 
547 Mohamed Taib, “Neofundamentalist Thought, Dakwah and Religious Pluralism Among Muslims in 
Singapore.” 



225 
 

residential estates in Singapore).548  The Malaysian preacher Haji Mat Saman Khuti 

reportedly called upon Singaporean Malays to unite against the Chinese and said that 

the Malaysian Malays empathised with their predicament.  Local politicians responded 

by openly rebutting these allegations in public statements.549   

From the above examples, several possible areas of contention between 

Malay/Muslims and the Government may be observed.  Although these claims were 

expounded by foreign publications and preachers, it was likely that some local 

Malay/Muslims shared similar sentiments, and that was why these speakers 

presumably gained traction among the local audience.  Firstly, some government 

policies had affected how Muslims practised their religion, which probably incurred 

discontentment among Muslims.  Separately, Syed Isa observed that the Muslim 

community viewed the ban on loudspeakers to broadcast the azan with hostility, even 

though the ban also extended to other religious communities.550  Secondly, preachers 

encouraged Christian-Muslim tensions and stoked fears of Christian domination in 

Singapore.  Deedat also mentioned the issue of Chinese domination over Malays in 

their own land; the Malays were considered the indigenous people of Singapore.  

Lastly, The Journal mentioned another point of growing contention – the exemption of 

Muslims from compulsory National Service.  It appeared that foreign elements had 

seized on existing local Malay/Muslim dissatisfactions with the Government.  The 

foreign preachers emerged as resistance forces to state authority.  The exclusion of 

Muslims from compulsory military service was also a form of exclusion from the 

 
548 “Why Four Muslim Preachers Were Banned from Singapore,” The Straits Times, August 17, 1987. 
549 “Banned Muslim Preacher Hits Back at S'pore Govt,” The Straits Times, September 5, 1987; “Mattar 
Replies to Writer Accusing PM of Being Anti-Malay,” The Straits Times, September 20, 1987.  
550 Hussain, “Keeping the Faith,” 75–76, 84.  The Government allowed the azan to be broadcasted over 
the Malay radio station in return for the mosques turning their loudspeakers inwards.   
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national habitus, given that National Service was akin to a compulsory rite of initiation 

into adulthood that most young Singaporean males went through.   

  In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the state disrupted two clandestine Muslim 

groups that wanted to usurp the secular Government and install an Islamic state in 

Singapore.  The ISD thwarted the attempts of a local Ikhwan group, a brotherhood 

movement that sought to establish an Islamic state in Singapore by revolutionary 

force.551  The group comprised 21 members, mostly recruited from religious classes 

conducted by an unnamed Malaysian preacher based in Singapore.  The Ikhwan 

group sought to recruit pre-university students and undergraduates through 

discussions groups held on campuses and used these groups to propagate 

revolutionary ideas among the local Muslims.  This group aimed at rallying local 

Muslims to demand that the Government implement Islamic laws (akin to those in Iran 

or Saudi Arabia), and to threaten an armed uprising should the Government refuse 

their demands.  The group’s leading members were arrested under the provisions of 

the ISA, while the ISD issued warnings to the remaining members.552   

Shortly after, in January 1982, the ISD arrested members of a clandestine 

Muslim group styled Organisasi Pembebasan Rakyat Singapura (Singapore People’s 

Liberation Organisation; SPLO), which had attempted to topple the Government 

through inciting communal unrest and “pit[ting] the Malays against Chinese”.  Two 

SPLO members were arrested before they could proceed with their plans to distribute 

pamphlets at the National Stadium, where about 24,700 people had gathered to 

celebrate Prophet Muhammad’s birthday.  The pamphlets alleged that the 

 
551 “Why Four Muslim Preachers Were Banned from Singapore.” 
552 “White Paper on Maintenance of Religious Harmony,” 19.  It is unclear when the Ikhwan group was 
formed.  Imaduddin was likely to be the unnamed Malaysian preacher as another media report 
mentioned the connection between Imaduddin, Dzulfiqhar and the Ikhwan group.  Dzulfiqhar was said 
to be influenced by Imaduddin after a meeting in 1976.   
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Government was oppressing the Malays and suppressing the Malay language and 

culture.  The pamphlets also accused MUIS of adversely influencing Islamic thinking 

and claimed that the Government used Islam to deceive Muslims to achieve its political 

ends.  The pamphlet said that it was the duty of Muslims to “protect the morality of 

Islam by whatever means” and that they should “imbibe a political spirit among our 

people to crush the suppressive policies of the PAP fascists”.  The MHA’s press 

release stated that had the pamphlets been distributed, they would have “whipped up 

the feelings of the crowd which could have led to a civil disorder”.  Separately, the ISD 

commented that the pamphlets could have stirred up communal feelings and led to 

“riots and bloodshed”.553  The actions of the Ikhwan group and the SPLO sought to 

destabilise the national habitus and disrupt the relative positions of the state and the 

religious groups within that habitus.  Their actions were also a direct challenge to state 

authority, given that the state is regarded as the highest order in the power hierarchy 

that smaller habitus had ceded their power to.   

Salim said that upon his return to Singapore after a one-month visit to Iran in 

1982, customs officers confiscated magazines, books, and audiotapes that he brought 

from Iran.  Items that were confiscated included material on stirring revolutionary zeal 

among the Muslim youths, and material on the role of the ulama in toppling an un-

Islamic government.554   

Following the habitus’ logic, state actions taken against the Ikhwan group and 

the SPLO were instances of what Elias calls external social restraints, imposed over 

others to reinforce and normalise behavioural norms.  The state needed to discipline 

 
553 “10 Extremists Arrested in Raids,” The Straits Times, January 11, 1982; Leslie Fong and Ahmad 
Osman, “Inside Story of Terror Plot,” The Straits Times, January 23, 1982; Ministry of Home Affairs, 
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the Ikhwan group and SPLO because these groups had deviated from the norms of 

state-Islam relations.  The state appeared was intolerant of Islamic revivalist ideas 

which advocated for an Islamic state; such notions challenged the foundations of 

Singapore’s secularity and the state’s sovereignty.  To the Government, the Ikhwan 

group and the SPLO had exploited religion for their political ends and subversive 

purposes, and challenged the separation of religion and politics in the public sphere.  

They had also presented an alternative centre of power to the ruling Government.  

Their actions were unacceptable as they “pose[d] serious threats to religious and racial 

harmony and public order”.  Thus, the Government stated the need to “maintain a 

rigorous separation between religion and politics”, or there might be “religious friction, 

communal strife and political instability in Singapore”.555  Such swift state disruption 

was thus a state-imposed external restraint to correct those who had not adhered to 

secularity norms, specifically the separation of religious rhetoric from the public 

sphere. 

The state’s action could be interpreted as a learned habitus response.  The 

events of the 1950s and 1960s were experiences that actualised habitus norms.  The 

state then did not tackle communal issues quickly enough to prevent similar concerns 

from escalating into physical violence.  It is likely that these past episodes had been 

actualised as internal self-control of the collective habitus.  Thus, upon Singapore’s 

independence, local political leaders had disciplined the society via public speeches 

that stressed they would not hesitate to use laws to deal with those who sought, in 

future, to inflame racial or religious sensitivities in Singapore.  The habitus’ disciplinary 

response was to use the law to mitigate racial and religious tensions and discipline 

those who had deviated from and directly challenged the norms, in order to reiterate 
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the norms and regulate power relations within society.  The process of “normalisation” 

via external constraints and internalisation on the part of the habitus through 

actualisation and experience re-occurs when a new challenge is presented, giving rise 

to the state’s use of disciplinary strategies and the reinforcement of habitus norms.  

The state, being the highest authority in the shared habitus that other we-groups had 

ceded part of their power to, had to act as the regulator of power relations.   

It could also be seen that the state’s external actions had created self-restraint 

and reinforcement of norms among Singaporeans.  State actions sent a clear message 

to society that the secular state would not tolerate any transgression of religious 

elements into the political sphere.  The state’s message of the necessity of a secular 

state to preserve peace and harmony in society appeared to be internalised by some 

Muslim community leaders.  When reflecting on the above incidents, Syed Isa said 

that the Hertogh riots reminded Singaporeans how “religion can aggravate and cause 

very big problems in a nation”.  Therefore, he understood why the Government 

emphasised that “secular law which respects all religions” was fundamental.556  Isa, 

who was interviewed by the ISD in 1978, said that he became more “subdued” and 

wary of speaking about things he was unsure of.557  Similarly, the Association of 

Muslim Professionals (AMP) said secularity in Singapore was a “necessity” because 

“of the belief that racial and religious harmony can only be safeguarded if religion was 

separated from the affairs of the state”.558 

Similarly, MUIS Council member Maarof Salleh, who was also interviewed by 

the authorities in relation to one of the abovementioned incidents, said that he realised 

 
556 Hussain, “Keeping the Faith,” 123. 
557 Kamari, Interview.  Isa was probably part of the Ikhwan group as he revealed that he was interviewed 
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558  “Malays/Muslims in 21st Century Singapore: Prospects, Challenges & Directions” (National 
Convention of Singapore Malay/Muslim Professionals, Singapore: Organising Committee, National 
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that Singapore was different from other societies; some of the ideas they discussed in 

the usrah might be incompatible with Singapore society.  He was aware that 

Singaporean Muslims were a minority in a “secular, democratic state”.  His past 

experiences reinforced the need to tell Muslims that “it is not their duty … to really go 

against secularism”.  A secular government was the best outcome for a multi-religious 

society because “a secular government, being neutral to religion” would protect the 

rights of the minorities.  Therefore, the Muslim minority was “better off in a situation 

under a secular, democratic government rather than a government who is pro-

religion”, or a government with religious bias.559   

Based on the above statements, these Malay/Muslim leaders appeared 

supportive of secularity as a means of protecting their right to religious beliefs.  

Disciplinary constraints of the state led to the actualisation of self-control through 

experience, creating notions of the place of religion in society.  Thus, members of the 

national habitus instinctually knew what to say or do.  The reference to past events 

also showed how norms produced by historical sequences and past interactions 

between state and religious actors had a self-reinforcing effect.    

Next, this thesis will discuss, from the state perspective, several factors and 

events accounting for the increase in tensions between Malays and the state during 

this period.  In the late 1980s, there was a series of open discussions on state-Malay 

relations.  One of the main issues was the lower socio-economic status of Malays 

compared to other racial groups in Singapore.  Hussin Mutalib, a local academic, said 

there was a sense of helplessness among Malay/Muslims, who felt that “if Malays take 

one step, non-Malays take two or three steps [in the progression of socio-economic 
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National Archives of Singapore. 



231 
 

status]”.560  The general sentiment appeared to be that Malays were grappling with 

socio-economic problems and identity issues in the early decades of Singapore’s 

independence.   

As mentioned in Section 5.1.b, the notion that an Islamic solution could address 

local problems specific to the Malay/Muslim community was an attractive proposal 

discussed openly by some groups in the Malay/Muslim community.  Such discussions 

altered the Malay/Muslims’ view of religion; Islam gained increased social and public 

significance for the Malay/Muslim community.  Thinkers like al-Banna and Qutb, 

whose works were discussed among Malay/Muslims in usrah, provided justifications 

for Muslims to fight and establish an Islamic state.  Nurlaila said her interviewees 

disclosed that usrahs in Muhammadiyah and HBI discussed the viability of religious 

alternatives to governance.561  It appeared that Muslims were attracted to Islamic 

thinkers who proposed Islamic solutions to the identity and socio-economic crises they 

were facing in society.   

Community elites had a different view of the Malays’ socio-economic problems.  

It appeared that some elites viewed Islam as a scapegoat for societal problems in 

political discourses,.  Discussions between politicians and academics, dissecting the 

“Malay problem” and Islam, featured prominently in the media in the 1980s.  Politicians 

often emphasised that Malays lagged behind other racial groups in terms of 

employment, education, and socioeconomic status.  The Malay problem was 

associated with Islam because of the public tendency to conflate Muslim and Malay 

identities; this was due to the close correlation between racial and religious identities 

in Singapore.  For instance, a Malay principal said the Malay philosophy of life worked 
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against the Malay student’s progression in life.  The Malays were disadvantaged 

because they were “more contented in seeking happiness through religion” rather than 

striving to be the best.562  This statement implied that Islam was problematic and 

incompatible with the national culture; thus, Malays were lagging in socio-economic 

progression.  

Another issue raised by the political elites was the slow pace of Malay/Muslim 

integration into Singapore society, made even slower, possibly, by Islamic revivalism.  

In the mid-1980s, politicians and community leaders expressed concerns that Islamic 

revivalism was likely to widen divisions between Malay/Muslims and other social 

groups.  A politician, in 1983, expressed fears about the increasing influence of Islamic 

fundamentalism among Malays in Singapore, specifically fearing that the trend might 

further impede Malay integration into Singapore’s multiracial society.563  The AMP 

expressed concern that “if nothing [was] done” about religious resurgence, the trend 

was “likely to cause greater polarisation between different religious and ethnic groups”.  

The AMP also said that “since Islam served as a crucial rallying point” for the Malay 

Muslim community, they might become alienated from the rest of society.564  PM Lee 

also predicted that a similar situation to the Hertogh riot might occur with “even more 

disastrous” consequences due to the resurgence of Islam.565     

The debate on Malay/Muslim integration into the Singapore society continued 

throughout the rest of the 1980s.  MP Yatiman Yusof suggested that this was an 

“emotional problem”.  The Malays found it “difficult to make adjustments because 
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being a minority, they [were] called to make more adjustments than others” in order to 

integrate into Singapore society.  Hussin similarly said that “there [was] a sense of 

alienation of the Malay community vis-à-vis both the wider Singaporean polity and the 

State”, particularly with the political discourse centring on doubting Malay loyalty.566  

Similarly, MP Wan Hussin Zoohri suggested that Singapore’s separation from 

Malaysia was a “psycho-emotional trauma” for Malay/Muslims.  He admitted that “it 

took some time” before they accepted that “their future and destiny lay with 

Singapore”.  Malay/Muslims had to endure the “same psycho-emotional strain” as a 

result of public debate over Israeli President Chaim Herzog’s visit to Singapore in 

November 1986, and similar debates over Malay participation in the Singapore Armed 

Forces (SAF). 567   Singaporean diplomat, Chan Heng Chee, also said that the 

separation “contribute[d] to that problem of the heart”; the Malays suddenly found 

themselves the minority group in Singapore.568   

Several observations could be made from the above political discourses.  The 

political elites perceived that Malay/Muslims had not integrated into Singaporean 

society and was thus not fully part of the national habitus.  The elites also assumed 

that Malay/Muslims continued to share a greater affinity with Malaysia and were 

uncomfortable with their status as a minority in Singapore society.  In addition, the 

political elites doubted Malay/Muslim loyalty because they felt Malay/Muslims had not 

recovered from the “psycho-emotional trauma” of separation from Malaysia.  Political 

leaders suggested that the Malay/Muslim habitus conflicted with the national habitus, 

despite state efforts at various junctures to “discipline” their behaviour and norms.  The 

statements above could be seen as a reflection of habitus dispositions produced from 
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past experiences.  In making the above assumptions about Malay/Muslims, it appears 

that the political elites also suffered from the trauma of separation as past experiences 

had produced their current inclinations.  Thus, similar assumptions, perceptions and 

tendencies shaped how they viewed and responded to current events.  Later in this 

section, we will examine two “current” events in the 1980s – Herzog’s visit and the 

SAF issue, which showed how the way state and the Malay/Muslims responded were 

habitus responses.569   

The debate on national cohesion centred around the state’s concern that for 

Malay/Muslims, religious belonging had assumed a higher priority than national 

belonging.  This debate manifested itself in various forms, with discussions over 

shared physical spaces, Malay/Muslim dressing and dietary habits and national 

issues.   

For instance, there was a conflict over physical spaces of belonging.   The state 

had built grassroots centres as part of its nation-building, expecting these to be places 

where citizens of all races, religions, and occupations could “meet on equal terms” and 

foster social integration, peace and harmony.570  PAP intended for these grassroots 

centres (referred to as Community Centres, Citizens’ Consultative Committees, and 

Residents’ Committees) to serve as “nerve centres linking the feelings and emotion of 

the people with … political leaders” to resolve any issues which citizens might face.  

In this way, these grassroots centres could help resolve state-society tensions and 

maintain social stability, which would pave the way for economic growth.571  The AMP 
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expressed its concern that only 8.7% of Malays were involved in grassroots activities 

organised by the PAP.572   

The state expectation for Malay/Muslims to congregate at grassroots centres 

could be viewed as a departure from Muslim MPs’ encouragement for mosques to 

become centres of community activities and community spirit for Muslims in the new 

towns.573  Thus, mosques and grassroots centres became competing centres of social 

congregation, parallel to the competition between the Malay/Muslim and national 

habitus.  It was likely that if Muslims chose to organise their social activities around 

mosques, they were unlikely to gather at community centres and mingle with the non-

Muslims, and more inclined to form religious or racial enclaves at mosques.  Further, 

as previously discussed, some Muslims had encouraged fellow Muslims to unite over 

threats posed by Ahmadi and Christian communities, thus threatening social cohesion.  

Belonging to a religious community, both in terms of beliefs and physical belonging, 

appeared to take precedence over national belonging.  Thus, some political elites saw 

the Malay/Muslim identity as an obstacle to nation-building; it appeared to hinder the 

integration of Muslims with the rest of society and precluded the formation of the 

Singaporean identity. 

On another occasion, PM Lee expressed concern in the 1980s, that the gap 

between Malay/Muslims and other Singaporeans had widened, even though the gap 

had always been “a fact of life”.  He observed that Malay/Muslims appeared to dress, 

eat, and behave more like Muslims in the Middle East.  The Government also rejected 

a proposal for female Muslim custom officers to incorporate the tudung, long-sleeved 

blouses and pants into their uniforms.  Lee said that while the Government could not 
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prevent local Muslims from “dressing and acting like those in Muslim nations”, they 

had to consider whether they wanted to be “even more different than non-Muslims” in 

Singapore.574  Presumably, Lee’s concern with embodied religious practices – like the 

tudung, and Islamic dietary adherence – implied that visible public markers of religious 

beliefs were unacceptable.  Probably, these visible differences were seen as a 

violation of the neutrality of the secular public space.  It is also interesting to note the 

perspective of politicians drawing links, between visible religion-based differences and 

the hindrance those differences were deemed to constitute in terms of economic, 

social, and political integration.  

Another important issue was the question of Malay loyalty to the SAF.  Lee, 

then Minister of Trade and Industry, explained that Malay/Muslims were not assigned 

to certain positions in the SAF, as the Government did not want to “put its soldiers in 

a position where their emotions for the nation might be in conflict with their emotions 

for their religion”.575  In an interview on the SAF issue with Berita Harian, PM Lee said 

that the possibility of religious loyalty prevailing over nationalism or military discipline 

could not be discounted.576 

 Separately, a forum on “Malays, Islam and Singaporeans” concluded that the 

question of religious and national loyalties would take “many more years of nation-

building” before it could be resolved.  The newspaper editorial stated that, “the stark 

reality [was] that many Malay Singaporeans [found] it hard not to put Islam first and 

the country second”, even though some Malays felt that being Muslim and 

Singaporean were not incompatible.  The editorial highlighted that “the dilemma [was] 
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a particularly sharp one for the Malays, as Islam [was] so central to their whole way of 

life”.577  Here, it could be seen that some political elites assumed national citizenship 

and civic duty clashed with Islamic religious obligations; the Islamic identity could, 

therefore, not be integrated with the Singaporean identity.   

The above sentiment could be interpreted as a habitus response.  PM Lee later 

admitted to the AMP and Majlis Pusat (Central Council of Malay Cultural Organisations 

Singapore) that the Government felt Muslim loyalty to the Government “changed” after 

the 1964 riots and Singapore’s separation from Malaysia.  Lee also felt the spillover 

riots from Malaysia to Singapore in 1969 were an indication that Malay loyalty to the 

Government was an issue; the Malay/Muslims were very much affected by their 

shared cultural and religious affinity with the Malaysian habitus.  He said the 

Government could not simply ignore “race tensions”, and arrange for young Malay and 

Chinese Singaporeans to participate in military training under the tutelage of Israeli 

instructors, considering possible Malay/Muslim hostility against Israel, and the 

interracial and interreligious tensions in the region.578  From Lee’s comments, it could 

be seen that the habitus was self-reinforcing; each historical sequence built upon the 

last, to produce and reinforce dispositions.  Historical episodes in which religious 

identity took precedence over civic duty resulted in societal disorder thus contributed 

to the state’s concerns over the status of religion in society.  The Government’s stance 

on Malay/Muslim participation in the military was not only due to doubts about 

Malay/Muslim loyalty.  Lee was concerned that Sino-Malay tensions could arise 

between soldiers who were living and training in close quarters, because the 

Singaporean identity did not appear strong enough to transcend racial and religious 
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differences.  Sino-Malay tensions had been simmering since the colonial period and 

had intensified into actual conflicts, such as the 1964 riots.  

Another point of contention between the state and the Malay/Muslims was the 

Malay/Muslim opposition to Herzog’s visit to Singapore.  Majlis Pusat said that 

Herzog’s visit was an instance of the government’s insensitivity towards Singaporean 

Muslims.  Majlis Pusat also objected to Pope John Paul II’s visit in the same year.  The 

organisation said both visits “cause[d] restlessness among [local] Muslims”.579   

Consequently, politicians and the English-language media questioned Malay 

loyalty to Singapore.  When discussing Herzog’s visit at a dialogue with university 

students, Lee disclosed that a “private poll” had shown that in some circumstances, 

“Malay Singaporean[s] reacted with the emphasis on being Malay/Muslim rather than 

as … Singaporean[s]”.  The press reported that Lee had surmised the poll “boiled 

down in the end to one thing: a question of loyalty”.  A second poll, conducted after 

the Malaysian government’s vocal objection to the visit, showed that a higher 

percentage of Muslims disagreed with the visit.  Lee opined that the increase in the 

number of Muslims who disagreed with the visit showed that Malay Singaporeans 

were still very much influenced by Malaysian politicians.580   It appeared that the 

Malay/Muslim habitus took precedence over national belonging and, at times, to an 

external sovereign habitus – Malaysia; this constituted a direct challenge to the state’s 

authority.     
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Mattar later held closed-door discussions with leaders from Malay/Muslim 

organisations.  He said that the Malay/Muslims felt they were entitled to voice their 

unhappiness with Herzog’s visit because they disagreed with the Israeli Government’s 

handling of the Palestinian issue.  It was, in their view, unfair for the Government to 

doubt their loyalty to the nation based on their anti-Israeli sentiments.581  Hussin, an 

executive council member of MUIS at that time, said that the Muslims’ response to 

Herzog’s visit was “carried out in accordance with Islamic principles” and “loyalty to 

Islam must be the top priority for Muslims”.  However, if foreign Muslim enemies 

unjustly attacked Singapore, Muslims should take up arms to defend their country.582  

While Lee had implied that Malay loyalty was not aligned with national interests, the 

Malay/Muslims felt that the Government should have been more mindful of their 

religious viewpoints, in the context of the Arab-Israeli conflicts in the Middle East.   

As with the SAF issue, it could be inferred that the uproar over Herzog’s visit 

revealed the state’s concern that religious identity – and in this case, religious identity 

that prioritised transnational loyalty to other Muslims – took precedence over the 

country’s interests.  For the Malay/Muslims, public expressions of doubts over their 

loyalty probably affected their sense of belonging to the national habitus.  Both the 

state and Malay/Muslims had to renegotiate to balance the latter’s stronger 

identification (with Islam and the global Islamic community) with the necessity of 

secular principles in the public sphere.  Tensions between the political order and the 

Muslim community persisted, probably due to the increased significance of Islam for 

some segments of the Malay/Muslim community and their different expectations on 

the public status of Islam.   
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   In the late 1980s, there appeared to be a certain impatience on the part of the 

government leaders in their attitudes towards the Malay/Muslims.  This attitude was a 

change from state-Muslim relations in the 1950s to the 1980s, when there appeared 

to be a sort of deference to Muslims in granting them certain privileges.  This change 

was probably due to the state’s perception that Islam had gained increased 

significance among the Malay/Muslim community, and had become a threat to nation-

building.  Minister George Yeo commented that for Malay/Muslims, being Muslim 

meant belonging to the ummah (community of Muslim believers), and being Malay 

assumed “secondary importance”.583   There is, at this point, no qualitative study 

measuring religiosity among Singaporeans that would reveal whether Malay/Muslims 

had become more religious.  However, as discussed, the increased visibility of Islamic 

activities and rhetoric in the public sphere was observable.  

Notably, the state was firm in taking action on organisations like the Ikhwan group 

and the SPLO, which combined religion and politics, because they were overt acts of 

resistance to the state.  However, the state did not actively police Islamic revivalist 

ideas, even though some government leaders said that they were uncomfortable with 

these ideas.  Such different responses suggested that the state’s issue with religion 

was not with religious beliefs, or faith, but with collective and organised religious action 

deemed to threaten civil order and state authority.  In 1966, PM Lee said the state 

should let the individual embrace his own “solace” and “spiritual salvation”, and “let no 

group organise itself on the basis of religious beliefs to seek temporal power in order 

to enforce its values on others”.584   It can be concluded that the state saw faith as 
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private and spiritual, and condemned faith that manifested as collective religious 

action or shared affinity with similar transnational, religious communities.  The 

collective action of the Malay/Muslim habitus unsettled the power relations among 

groups within the larger national habitus, requiring the state as the regulator to step in 

with disciplinary constraints.  While Malay/Muslims saw no incongruence in their 

identification with the Malay/Muslim and national habitus, some government leaders 

felt that the two habitus were in conflict.  This tension probably arose because the two 

groups had different ideas of faith, secularity, and religion.     

5.2 Christian Religious Revivalism  

Just as the Malay/Muslims were swept up in a wave of Islamic revivalism, the 

Christians similarly underwent a period of religious resurgence.  As with their activities 

in the 1970s, it appears that the Christians continued in their attempts to extend their 

activities beyond what was traditionally defined as religious.  Section 5.2 will examine 

two areas where there were notable shifts in how Christianity was practised – 

evangelism and social action.  We will also examine shifts in religious practices that 

affected state-Christian and Christian-Muslim relations.   

5.2.a Church Growth Movement, Large-scale Crusades and Singapore as the 

Antioch of Asia 

During the colonial years, and the early years of independence, Christian efforts 

at evangelism in Singapore were spearheaded mainly by foreign missionaries.  From 

the early 1970s, local Christians began to embark on evangelism and discussed 

strategies to fulfil the Great Commission in Singapore.  The Great Commission refers 

to Jesus Christ’s final instructions to his apostles to make “disciples of all the nations” 

and “baptise them”.585  This thesis found that a number of the local church publications 
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from the 1970s to the early 1990s discussed the necessity of the Great Commission 

in sustaining the Christian faith.  Some churches also adocated for the church growth 

theory, which stated that Christians “must evangelise at all costs so that [they] would 

not perish”.586  It appeared that a considerable number of churches believed their faith 

could only be sustained if the churches continued to multiply in numbers.  Local 

Christians regarded evangelism as a crucial aspect of their faith.   

In the early 1970s, the Graduates’ Christian Fellowship (GCF) established the 

Church Growth Study Centre, which organised several conferences and seminars to 

discuss church growth strategies for Singapore.  This thesis suggests that the start of 

long-term planning for church growth and evangelism in Singapore could be attributed 

to those conferences.587  James Wong, Director of the Church Growth Study Group, 

designated the 1970s as a decade of Christian outreach.  In 1971, he suggested that 

the percentage of Protestant Christians was around 4% of the local population.588   

Wong predicted several roles for Christianity in society.  He saw that local 

churches could help address social problems affecting Singaporean society and the 

long-term consequences of urbanisation on society.589  In particular, Wong hoped that 

as more Singaporeans converted to Christianity, the Christian impact would become 

more significant and “the potential is present for moral and social reforms in society”.590  

The Centre also likened Singapore to Antioch, prophesying that Singaporean 

Christians “[might] take advantage of this freedom of religion to propagate their faith 
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and make disciples” in Singapore and other countries like India, Indonesia, Burma, 

and Bangladesh.591  The church growth movement thus envisioned new roles for 

Christians in Singapore – to plug the gap in social services; push for the Christian 

agenda in public policies; and spread the faith locally and globally.  These Christian 

goals of religion’s roles in society were incompatible with Singapore’s secularity 

principles, which discouraged religious motivations from influencing public policies and 

discouraged Christians from evangelising to the Muslims.   

 The local church growth movement also appeared to be influenced by the 

global church growth movement led by evangelical Christians.592  At the International 

Congress on World Evangelisation in 1974, Wong shared Singapore’s model of high-

rise building evangelism.593  At the conference, evangelist Waldron Scott said that the 

“immediate future” of world evangelisation was in Asia; Hindus, Muslims, and Chinese 

constituted 83% of non-Christians in Asia and Africa.594  Another evangelist, Luis 

Palau, advocated for “citywide crusade evangelisation” because it allowed the city to 

be “God-conscious”, and it extended the Christian message beyond the borders of 

local churches to the entire nation.  A citywide crusade would compel the government 

and the political elites to listen to the Gospel, because of the public visibility of such 

an approach.595   

 The fruits of the church growth movement were the large-scale Christian 

evangelism campaigns and the door-to-door evangelism efforts in the 1970s and 

1980s.  While there has thus far been no quantitative study on the direct impact of 
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these efforts to gain converts, the scale of the campaigns was noteworthy, because of 

the united Christian presence and the high visibility of Christianity in the public sphere.   

In May 1977, 110 Christian churches launched “Here’s Life, Singapore!”, which 

was probably the first nationwide evangelistic effort co-ordinated by an exceptional 

number of local churches.  The campaign organisers claimed to be influenced by local 

organisations like Campus for Christ, the Singapore Bible College, and similar 

overseas movements.596  The first phase of the campaign leveraged the element of 

mystery, printing the slogan “I Found It” on bumper stickers, campaign panels on 

buses, posters, and newspapers.  For the first two weeks of the campaign, there was 

no indication that “It” referred to Jesus Christ.597  The campaign reported that by mid-

June 1977, the call centre had received 43,573 calls; of these, 25,565 respondents 

requested the “Here’s How” booklet, which provided an introduction to Christianity.598   

The campaign was significant for several reasons.  Local churches realised the 

“combined potential” of Christians across multiple denominations in Singapore.  

Christians appeared to be a socio-political and economic force to be reckoned with – 

when they combined resources.  This realisation possibly extended to the other non-

Christian Singaporeans.  While the tangible impact of the campaign on the number of 

Christian converts did not appear to be significant in the short run, “Here’s Life” was 

massive in terms of public visibility.599  A survey conducted by the organisers found 

that 80% of the 25,885 respondents were aware of the campaign. 600   A united 

Christian habitus, with its combined financial resources, would inevitably affect the 
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distribution of power relations in the national habitus.  Significantly, “Here’s Life” was 

a saturation evangelism campaign deliberately targeting Singaporeans across racial 

and religious lines.  In August 1977, as an extension of the campaign, the Malay-

speaking congregation at Bethesda Frankel Estate Church organised four “special 

Gospel meetings” for their Malay-speaking relatives and friends.601  The campaign 

appeared to violate the verbal diktat Lee had issued in 1965, that Christians should 

refrain from evangelising to the Malays.   

Between 1978 and 1986, western evangelists headlined three large-scale 

crusades.  Local churches also organised small-scale crusades.  They were likely 

inspired by similar movements in North America; as mentioned earlier, Palau had 

suggested citywide evangelism crusades.  In December 1978, a group of local 

churches and Christian organisations invited American evangelist Billy Graham for a 

five-day crusade in Singapore.  The Graham Evangelistic Association said that the 

crusade was a “concerted effort” to spread the gospel to “every person in that 

community or area”. 602   The crusade provided translations to Chinese dialects, 

Hokkien and Cantonese, Malay, and Tamil.603  The media reported that an estimated 

320,000 to 337,000 people attended the five-day crusade, and 11,000 Singaporeans 

reportedly declared, during the crusade, their need for Christ.604   Notably, Graham 
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prophesied that “Singapore would be like Antioch in the New Testament, sending 

missionaries to all of Asia”.605 

From the late 1970s, there appeared to be a discernible shift in mood among 

local Christians; this was reflected by a visible increase in Christian outreach activities.  

After the Graham crusade, the crusade committee established the Evangelical 

Fellowship of Singapore (EFOS), and the Singapore Centre for Evangelism and 

Missions.  Thirty years later, organisers continued to view the crusade as the turning 

point for Christian evangelism in Singapore.  Benjamin Chew, chairman of the Graham 

crusade and EFOS, said that Singapore witnessed “a steady evangelical shift” after a 

“pretty bad” period in the early 1970s.  Chew said that the Graham crusade was “really 

the peak”; he observed a “greater evangelical influence” on Christian churches in 

Singapore in the 1980s.  Wong, who had invited Graham to Singapore, said that the 

crusade occurred “at the height of the charismatic renewal in the 1970s”.  Many felt 

that the crusade “revitalised” the church in Singapore.606  By 1990, Every Home 

Crusade, which established its regional headquarters in Singapore in 1972, claimed 

to have distributed Christian tracts to every home in Singapore in five nationwide 

saturation attempts.607  In the 1980s, it appeared that some Christian leaders believed 

that God was using Singapore as He did in the historical Antioch, particularly given 

the rising numbers of Christians.608 From the above, it appears that the 1980s was a 

decade where there was widespread Christian presence in the public sphere and even 
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at the steps of the private confines of one’s home, through the crusades and saturation 

attempts.   

Riding on the tide of evangelism, local churches discussed strategies for 

reaching out to local Muslims.  In 1979, Sng said that “much thought and prayer will 

have to be put into the matter of the conspicuous absence of Malays in our 

churches”.609  Prayer Times said it felt “burdened” to see Malays and Tamils remaining 

in spiritual ignorance.610  It was possibly referring to Muslims and Hindus, given the 

conflation of race and religion in Singapore society.  In 1980, the Fellowship of 

Evangelical Students (FES) and the GCF disagreed with the Christian Conference of 

Asia (CCA) that dialogue, not evangelism, should be the means of interaction with 

Muslims.  Some churches had reportedly felt that Muslims should not be excluded 

from their evangelism and proceeded to distribute Christian tracts to every household 

in Singapore. 611   Calvary Charismatic Centre also published features on Muslim 

converts to Christianity in its magazines.  The centre’s pastor, Rick Seaward, said that 

he wanted “all Malays to be Christian” and declared Islam the greatest threat to 

Christianity. 612   Clearly, the Christian evangelists were explicit in their aims of 

converting local Muslims.  Following the patterns of the Malay/Muslim habitus, such 

declarations were likely to incur a certain degree of alarm among local Muslims, given 

past hostile responses to attempts at Christian conversion. 

Global evangelists also saw Singapore as a strategic centre, much like Antioch, 

from which to expand their evangelisation efforts into neighbouring Muslim countries, 

 
609 Sng, “Christian Churches in Singapore 1979,” Impetus, November 1979, 3. 
610 “Tamil and Malay BBC,” Prayer Times, August 1, 1977, 4. 
611 Balakrishnan G.D., interview by Hai Tan, Su Chien Hoe, and Min Fui Chee, November 4, 2001, Reel 
2/2, Accession Number E000279, National Archives of Singapore.  
612  “Are the Muslims Reachable?,” Charismatic Times, July 1983, 7; “One-Fifth of the World’s 
Population,” Charismatic Times, July 1983, 6; “The Muslim World,” Charismatic Times, April 1985, 7; 
“Testimony from New Delhi: Former Muslim Finds Christ,” Charismatic Times, March 1985, 9; “Former 
Muslim Finds Christ,” Charismatic Times, April 1985, 9; “White Paper on Maintenance of Religious 
Harmony,” 14. 
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such as Indonesia and Malaysia.  Several American evangelists noted that Singapore 

and its model of evangelisation was an “ideal testing ground for this kind of ministry to 

Muslims”.613  William Wan said that the Great Commission must extend to Islamic 

countries, and suggested that Singaporean Christians migrate to Islamic countries to 

spread the gospel.  Wan said that God was “breaking through the armour of Islam 

even when it [was] on the march” in Africa.614  The vision of Singapore as a regional 

and global centre of Christian evangelism was likely to upset the power balance in the 

Malay Archipelago, given that Malaysia and Indonesia are Muslim-majority states.   

Two separate crusades in 1982 and 1986, as well as other evangelisation 

activities, continued to increase the public visibility of Christian groups.  In June 1982, 

charismatic Korean leader Paul Yonggi Cho conducted a five-day rally in Singapore 

at the invitation of the local charismatic churches; the crusade was sponsored by Full 

Gospel Business Men’s Fellowship International Singapore.  The organisers hoped 

that the rally would result in “greater revival” of local churches”, and prepare Singapore 

for her role as the Antioch of Asia.615  Before the rally, local Christians aimed to visit 

at least 500,000 homes to distribute tracts and invite households to attend the rally.616  

Cho said that “it [was] clear God’s mighty hand [was] upon this nation”.  He added that 

Singapore was “in a wondrously strategic position both geographically and spiritually 

 
613 Frank L. Cooley et al., “The Comparative Status of Christianity and Islam in Southeast Asia,” in The 
Gospel and Islam: A 1978 Compendium, ed. Don McCurry (Monrovia: Missions Advanced Research 
and Communication Center, 1979), 334. 
614 William Wan, “The Muslim Revival Today,” Impetus, July 1980; Lawson Lau, “The Evangelical 
Fellowship of Singapore (EFOS),” Scope, December 1980, 5–6.Wan, “The Muslim Revival Today”; Lau, 
“The Evangelical Fellowship of Singapore (EFOS),” 5–6.  There was an international split between the 
evangelicals and the World Council of Churches (WCC).  There were also disagreements between the 
National Council of Churches Singapore (NCCS), which was affiliated to WCC and Christian 
Conference of Asia, and the local evangelical Christians.  The local evangelical churches declined to 
join NCCS because of the latter’s ties to WCC, and they established the EFOS for local evangelical 
churches and movements.   
615 “Top Korean Pastor Will Speak at Rally: Gospel Rally to Be Held at National Stadium,” Gospel 
TImes, 1981, 1. 
616 “Rally’s Aim to Reach 500,000 Homes,” Gospel Times, March 1982, 2; “Churches Taking Part in 
Rally,” Gospel Times, March 1982, 2; “What’s Happening to the World - Singapore,” Gethsamane, May 
1982. 
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to serve God as a centre for evangelism in Southeast Asia and other parts of the 

world”.617  The media reported that parts of the rally were translated into Hokkien, 

Cantonese, Tamil, and Bahasa Indonesia.  An average of 40,000 people attended 

each night of the rally, and 5,000 committed themselves to Jesus Christ.618  In June 

1986, 330 local churches co-organised a week-long campaign led by Palau. 619  

Palau’s English-language sermons were translated into eight languages, four Chinese 

dialects and sign language; these languages included Mandarin, Tamil, Thai, 

Japanese, Korean, Indonesian, Malay, Hokkien, Cantonese, Fuzhou, and 

Hainanese.620  Given the close correlation between language, race, and religion in 

Singapore, it could be surmised that the variety of languages were likely indications of 

the organisations’ intentions to reach audiences from other religious backgrounds.   

Crusades held by local Pentecostal Christians were couched in rhetoric that 

could have appeared to other non-Christian groups as combative allegory.  At the 

Reinhard Bonnke Crusade in December 1985, the church publication Charismatic 

Times called the crusade “the beginning of a long-awaited ‘spiritual earthquake’ that 

[was] going to shake the people of Singapore out of the bondage of unbelief”.621  It 

was reported that, in a neighbourhood crusade in 1984, Seaward directed “Christians 

on the stands to face in four directions in a mighty prayer thrust to pull down 

strongholds in the town of Toa Payoh and take the whole of it for Jesus Christ”.622  The 

imagery of residential estates overcome by Christian conversion would likely appear 

alarming in a religiously diverse society.   

 
617 “Churches Plan Nation-Wide Gospel Rally in June,” Methodist Message, March 1982. 
618 “Average of 40,000 Attended Rally Each Night,” The Straits Times, June 7, 1982, 40; “Rally Draws 
40,000 to Stadium,” The Straits Times, June 3, 1982. 
619 “40,000 At Stadium to Hear Dr Palau’s Message,” The Straits Times, June 2, 1986. 
620 Valerie Lee, “100,000 To Hear Argentine Evangelist Speak,” The Straits Times, May 29, 1986; Beng 
Choo Goh, “Mission to Bridge Language Gap,” The Straits Times, June 4, 1986. 
621 “Reinhard Bonnke Crusade,” Charismatic Times, January 1986. 
622 “Harvest-Time Crusade 1984,” Bethel News, October 1984. 
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Other groups in society viewed Christian revivalism and evangelism with 

concern.  In 1978, the IRO addressed a letter entitled “An Appeal for Tolerance in the 

Propagation of Religious Beliefs” to the Methodist Church, the Seventh Day Adventists 

and the local organisers of the Graham crusade. 623   The IRO criticised the 

“overenthusiasm” of Christians engaged in door-to-door evangelism; the content of 

Christian tracts was deemed “a somewhat insensitive approach to adherents of 

different religions.  The IRO said such action was likely to be “counter-productive” and 

“arouse an opposition which would threaten the religious harmony of Singapore”.624 

The statement reflected the concerns of the IRO and its members that the Christian 

competition for converts might lead to tensions between religious groups. 

Similarly, not all local churches were supportive of such massive outreach 

efforts.  The CCA was critical of the “one-dimension[al] understanding of evangelism 

that western Christianity produced”; it felt that evangelism had done “more damage to 

the spread of the Gospel than all the active opposition to it”.625  Sng said that terms 

like “Antioch of the East” sent the “wrong kind of message” to others in society, since 

Singapore was geographically situated “in the midst of a Muslim environment” and 

some community leaders had “beg[u]n to make comments”.626  While the Christians 

saw evangelism as necessary for their faith to thrive, other religious groups regarded 

it as a threat to their religious, cultural and racial identities.  According to Roy, religion 

is universalising and could adapt to societies in ways that could eradicate existing 

 
623 Ah Eng Lai, “The Inter-Religious Organization of Singapore,” in Religious Diversity in Singapore, ed. 
Lai (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2008), 605–41.  
624  “An Appeal to the Christian Community,” CCA News, December 15, 1978; Inter-Religious 
Organisation Singapore, “History – Inter-Religious Organisation, Singapore,” accessed September 4, 
2021, https://iro.sg/history/.  The IRO was formed in 1949.  Its first members included Muslims, 
Protestant Christians, Catholics, Buddhists, Hindus, Confucianists, Sikhs and Jews.  The Zoroastrians 
joined IRO in 1991.  The Taoists and Bahai’is followed in 1996.  The Jains joined IRO in 2006.   
625 GRK, “Let Us Think Again,” CCA News, September 1986.  
626  Sng, Interview, April 29, 2008, Reel 11/12, Accession Number 003299, National Archives of 
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cultures and traditions, thus threatening existing religious and national identities.627  

Given those religious, racial, and cultural identities or affiliations overlapped in 

Singapore, significant religious conversion among a particular racial or religious group 

might be viewed as a threat to the original group’s identity.  This could incur 

discontentment within the original group and affect inter-group relations.   

5.2.b Christian-Muslim Tensions Over Christian Evangelisation 

This thesis notes that a significant shift in how local Christians practised their 

faith in society led to increased tensions between Christians and Muslims.  While 

Singaporean Muslims did not directly comment on the crusades, MUIS and some 

Malay/Muslims expressed their concern about individual instances of aggressive 

Christian evangelisation, which were first reported in the Malay-language press.  The 

English-language media subsequently picked up on the issue in their coverage.  

Christian-Muslim tensions over Christian evangelism featured prominently in the news 

in the mid-1980s.  As previously mentioned, the Malay/Muslim community had 

earmarked Christian evangelism as one of the main threats to their community.628 

The Malay/Muslim response to Christian evangelism could be seen as a drag 

effect, and a habitus response to the changing social context.  Several factors 

contributed to this changing social context.  Firstly, there was a significant increase in 

the number of Christians in society.  Secondly, Islam and Christianity had become 

more visible in the public sphere and both religions strived to make themselves 

politically and socially relevant in the society.  Thirdly, the Christians attempted to 

change the Malay/Muslim habitus.  Several Muslims noted that Christian evangelism 

 
627 Olivier, Holy Ignorance, 33.  Roy proposes that religion can eradicate, acculturate, inculturate or 
exculturate in host societies.  Religion deculturates when it attempts to eradicate an existing culture or 
religion; it “acculturates when it adapts to mainstream culture”; it inculturates when it tries to place itself 
at the core of the host culture; and it exculturates when it distances itself from the mainstream culture 
which it had previously belonged to.   
628 “Membimbangkan Tapi Perlu Berwaspada,” Berita Harian, September 5, 1986. 
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in the 1970s and 1980s was a new phenomenon they had not previously seen.629  The 

manner in which religion became visible in public for the Christians, and their 

conviction to win converts to Christianity, thus gave rise to tensions between religious 

groups; targeted groups sought to oppose Christian efforts, in order to protect their 

own religious habitus.   

While the Malay/Muslims were not the only targets of Christian evangelism, this 

thesis’s investigations of archival sources revealed that the tensions appeared to be 

more visible between Christians and Malay/Muslims.  This was probably because 

Islam was both a racial and religious identity marker for the Malay/Muslims.  Previous 

attempts by Christian missionaries to convert Muslims, during the colonial period and 

in the 1960s, had also been confronted with hostility from the Malay/Muslim 

community.  Buddhism, which was the majority religious group in Singapore, also 

faced similar challenges from Christians.  However, in the research conducted as part 

of this thesis, it was not evident whether there was any public display of anger or 

grievances from the Buddhist community in response to Christian evangelism.  

Nonetheless, the Buddhists did respond to religious competition from the Christians 

by adopting similar “Christian” structures; this will be elaborated upon in Chapter 6. 

5.2.b.1 Media Reporting of Aggressive Christian Proselytisation630  

The first reporting of Christian proselytisation to Muslims appeared in Berita 

Harian in July 1985.  In a front-page article, Syed Isa cautioned local Muslims to avoid 

 
629 “Sebar Kristian: Haji Ya”acob Gesa Muis Tulis Kepada Permdfingah,” Berita Harian, September 8, 
1986; “Usaha Bersama Umat Islam Diperlukan,” Berita Harian, July 24, 1986; “Mufti: Henti Edar 
Risalah.  Diterbitkan Dalam Bahasa Melayu,” Berita Harian, September 5, 1986. 
630 Arthur Serratelli, “Pope Francis: Proselytism vs Evangelization,” Catholic News Agency, May 11, 
2018, https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/column/53899/pope-francis-proselytism-vs-
evangelisation.  I use the term “proselytisation” to refer to evangelisation in this section because I am 
reporting on Christian evangelism from the perspectives of the Muslims.  Generally, Christians object 
to the use of the term “proselytisation” as it is deemed to be aggressive and insensitive to other religious 
beliefs.   
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Malay-language pamphlets used by Christian evangelists.  He criticised a Malay 

pamphlet titled Langkah bagi Keamanan dengan Allah (In Search of Peace with Allah), 

published by Graham’s association, which contained bible quotes and referred to the 

Christian God as Allah.  He said that the correct translation should be “tuhan” (Malay 

word for God) as Allah referred exclusively to the Islamic God.  He also said that the 

pamphlet’s use of Allah contravened the IRO’s agreement that, in order to maintain 

interreligious harmony in Singapore, no follower of a particular religion should infringe 

on another’s religion.631   

Two months later, Berita Harian said that MUIS had reported the “disturbances” 

to the Government, particularly given the Christian use of the word “Allah” in a Malay-

language bible.  The Mufti also disclosed that Bibles and a Christian prayer book titled 

Madah Bakti (devotional service), written in Bahasa Melayu and Bahasa Indonesian 

(Malay and Indonesian languages), were sold at a book fair in Singapore.  The 

translated Bible reportedly used terms like “malaikat” (angel), which MUIS said were 

exclusive to the Islamic faith.  Syed Isa cautioned the Muslim community to be careful 

and said the sales of such publications should cease to maintain religious harmony in 

Singapore.  He felt that Malay publications were targeted at Muslims as Malays in 

Singapore were Muslims.632  Syed Isa’s objection to the Christian use of specific Malay 

terms, because they were deemed to be reserved for Islam, showed that 

Malay/Muslims had absorbed Islam as part of their cultural and linguistic identity.  Roy 

observes that instances of specific terms reserved for a particular religious group show 

that religion has shifted from its universalist nature to “religion as identity”.633  Further, 

 
631  “Awas! Risalah Yang Guna Kalimah “Allah,”” Berita Harian, July 2, 1985; “Beware of “Allah” 
Pamphlets: Mufti,” The Straits Times, July 3, 1985.  Straits Times reported on the same news item the 
following day, but did not publish a photograph of the said pamphlet.   
632 “Istilah Dlm Injil Timbulkan Keliru: Muis Akan Buat Aduan,” Berita Harian, September 5, 1985. 
633 Olivier, Holy Ignorance, 93–94. 
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Foucault has observed that the “appropriation of one’s vocabulary to turn against those 

who had once used it” is a form of power challenge.634  Thus, Christian proselytisation, 

particularly the Christian appropriation of Malay-Islamic terminology, was seen by the 

Malay/Muslims as an attack on their religious habitus and an important aspect of their 

identity.   

Subsequently, the Malay media and some organisations published accounts of 

forced and deliberate Christian proselytisation among Muslims.  Darul Arqam’s Muslim 

Reader published an account from Ida Yezmin Bachtiar, a Muslim student at a 

Christian school, who claimed her Christian classmates were “overzealous 

missionaries” trying to convince her that she was “bound for hell without Jesus”.  Her 

teacher had reportedly said that Christianity taught its followers “to turn another cheek 

to an adversary”, while Islam advocated no such selflessness.  Ida said that she and 

her muslim classmates were explicitly targeted after a Malay Christian student was 

allowed to “tear apart” Islam while sharing his testimony of conversion.635   Ridzuan 

Wu, President of Darul Arqam, also said that Christian mission schools “tend[ed] to be 

sympathetic to the instilling of Christian values” and that Muslim students enrolled in 

these schools might be ill-prepared and become influenced by “Christian ideas that 

r[a]n contrary to Islam”.636    

In mid-1986, Berita Harian featured interviews with Muslims who had had 

unpleasant experiences with Christian proselytisation.  These individuals expressed 

their shock and concern that Christian pamphlets were published in the Malay 

language; they felt the language use could potentially confuse other Muslims.  Like 

Syed Isa, these Malay/Muslims felt that the Malay language was reserved exclusively 

 
634 Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy and History”, 381.  
635 Ida Yezmin Bachtiar, “My Years in a Mission School,” Muslim Reader, December 1985. 
636 Ridzuan Wu, The Call to Islam: A Contemporary Perspective (Singapore: The Muslim Converts” 
Association Singapore, 1990), 348. 
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for the Islamic faith.  Two pamphlets, Langkah-langkah Keselamatan (Steps to 

Salvation) and Jalan-Jalan Keselamatan (Path to Salvation), were found to have used 

“Allah” and “Anak Allah” (son of God, referring to Jesus).  These pamphlets were found 

in mailboxes and slipped under the doors of flats in high-rise apartment buildings.  

Several individuals interviewed by the newspaper were similarly concerned that such 

pamphlets would cause confusion among Muslims, particularly Muslim children who 

could not distinguish right from wrong.637  In a separate interview, Salam said that he 

was misled into signing up for a Christian correspondence course entitled Pantu 

Kesihatan (Guide to Health).  After completing the course, he was introduced to a 

follow-up course titled Terang Nabi-Nabi (Sayings of Prophets), which introduced 

Christian elements like Jesus Kristus (Jesus Christ), Yehuda, and Allah.638 

The Malay/Muslim organisation Pertapis said that there were discussions 

between Muslim community leaders and MUIS, about issuing response pamphlets to 

Christian evangelists due to concerns that Muslim homeowners might not be equipped 

to respond when visited by Christian evangelists via door-to-door preaching.   Pertapis 

proposed that each Muslim household be issued with ten copies of the response 

pamphlets explaining Islam and the mistakes in Christianity; these pamphlets could 

then be distributed to Christian evangelists.  Separately, Syed Isa reiterated that the 

actions of the Christian missionaries could cause anger in the Muslim community.  He 

advised Muslims to take down the personal particulars of Christian missionaries so 

that appropriate action could be taken. 639  He also advised Christian evangelists to 
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avoid houses with Islamic religious items displayed on the outside, as this was an 

indication that the house occupants already had their own religious beliefs.640 

Some Muslim readers wrote to the Straits Times to express their displeasure 

about aggressive Christian evangelism.  A Muslim reader claimed to have received 

Christian tracts slipped under his door or into his mailbox, despite outward signs of his 

faith.  He had reportedly displayed a Quranic verse on his door, which he felt was a 

clear indication of his Islamic faith.641  Moulavi M.H. Babu Sahib, an Islamic religious 

teacher, claimed that two Christian girls had knocked on his door while he was 

teaching religious classes in his flat and attempted to convert him and his students.642 

The Straits Times published a clarification from the Church of Singapore, which 

confirmed that the church had Malay pamphlets.  However, the Church said that the 

pamphlets were only meant for distribution to members of Indonesian and Baba origin.  

The Straits Times also interviewed the Bible Society of Singapore, which said that it 

had stopped printing Malay-language pamphlets in 1974, at the advice of the 

authorities.  However, there was a possibility that some churches might have kept the 

pamphlets and re-circulated them in public.643   

The Mufti rejected clarifications from the English-language press and exhorted 

Christian organisations to stop the distribution of Christian tracts in Malay.  He believed 

the Christians were deliberately targeting Muslims as the tracts were distributed in 

residential estates with a higher proportion of Malays than other racial groups.  Further, 

Singaporeans or local residents of Baba or Indonesian origin could speak better 

English than Malay, and there was no need to evangelise to them in Malay.644  The 

 
640 “Inform Muis If Approached by Missionaries,” The Straits Times, July 29, 1986; Chin Chye Chua, 
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Malay/Muslim community’s stake in the Malay language as an expression reserved 

for the Islamic faith showed how intertwined their racial and religious identities were.   

The Malay media continued to publish more allegations of aggressive Christian 

proselytisation.  Berita Harian reported that some Malay/Muslims had converted to 

Christianity, but the number remained small.  Some reportedly considered the number 

of converts to be around 100 to 200, while others pegged the figure at between 500 

and 1000.  The newspaper also interviewed Muslim leaders who claimed to know of 

Muslims converting to Christianity and said they did not want more conversions to 

happen.  Further, the Malay press reported on an unofficial Malay Christian group 

known as the Malay Christian Fellowship, which existed from the late 1970s to the 

early 1980s.  Notably, among its leaders were a high-ranking military officer and a 

therapist working in a government department.645  Such an account probably stirred 

memories of state-Malay debates on Malay/Muslim participation in the SAF.  The 

account of a high-ranking Malay Christian military officer probably confirmed the 

suspicions of Malay/Muslims; namely, that the state doubted their loyalty because of 

their religious affiliations, and thus refused to place Malay/Muslims in high-ranking and 

sensitive government positions.  The only reason the Malay officer was placed in a 

high-ranking position was because of his religious affiliation.     

It was noteworthy that the Christian and Muslim leaders appeared to be 

communicating through the conduit of press reports and journalists.  The exchange of 

words between Christians and Muslims was a power conflict between the Christian 

and Muslim habitus to maintain their respective power over their members and to 

attract more members to join their habitus.  Due to interlocking relations in the shared 

habitus, the tactics of one habitus will destabilise the existing power structure, giving 
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rise to drag effects.  The media had become a public space, for Singaporean Muslims 

and Christians to air their grievances and respond to each other’s allegations.  It was 

also notable that the conflict was limited to non-violent exchanges of words rather than 

riots.  Was this an indication that the habitus structures and mechanisms had fulfilled 

their functions of mitigating conflicts?   

5.2.b.2 Roles of State and Religious Actors in Christian-Muslim Tensions  

MUIS’s first response was to approach the Government.  This shows MUIS’s 

tacit understanding of the state’s role as the mediator of inter-religious tensions in the 

public sphere.  The religious groups also appeared to view the state as the arbiter of 

religious expression in the public sphere, with the Bible Society ceasing the printing of 

Malay pamphlets upon the Government’s advice.  According to Foucault, power 

relationships can only be “articulated on the basis of two elements that are 

indispensable” and the subject has to recognise the power of the object.  State-religion 

relations have to be reciprocal in their interactions.  In recognising the power 

relationship, “a whole field of responses, reactions, results and possible inventions 

may open up”.646   

The religious and political elites appeared open to working together to restrict 

Christian-Muslim conflict to the level of non-physical confrontation.  Former Minister 

Haji Ya’acob encouraged MUIS to write to Christian leaders, urging them to stop such 

actions as they were causing disturbances to the Muslim community.647  Syed Isa later 

revealed that the Muslims and Christians had a closed-door meeting to discuss the 

issue of aggressive evangelism.648  The closed-door meeting showed that religious 

leaders were willing to engage in dialogue to minimise interreligious tensions.  The 

 
646 Foucault, “The Subject and Power”, 340. 
647 “Sebar Kristian: Haji Ya”acob Gesa Muis Tulis Kepada Permdfingah.” 
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closed-door setting also reflected the Government’s tendency to keep interreligious 

tensions under a tight lid and away from public visibility.  This could be interpreted as 

a habitus response produced from the collective experience of the Hertogh riots, 

where society learned that open confrontation on religious issues could possibly lead 

to increased interreligious tensions.   

In addition, some Christians limited their own actions.  Here, we see external 

constraints imposed by criticism at work.  Criticism of intrusive evangelical activities 

voiced in the media reports and other Christians created a disciplinary effect that such 

action was “abnormal”.  Every Home Crusade advised its readers that the Government 

had requested Christians not to distribute gospel tracts to Muslims, both in their 

letterboxes and homes, “to avoid unnecessary troubles”.649  In 1986, the EFOS urged 

local Christian leaders to practice sensitivity while spreading the gospel and minimise 

door-to-door evangelism.  The EFOS also asked Christians to prioritise helping in the 

activities of Chinese Christian churches in Singapore.650  Here, it is clear that the 

religious elites had abided by the state’s tactics to regulate power relations between 

religious habitus – by minimising cross-evangelisation across habitus (plural).  

However, the state was not always the object asserting external constraints.  The state 

is “not the only object of power”, even though the power must make reference to the 

state.651  In this case, the state disciplined by employing speeches by political elites.  

In turn, the religious groups responded by imposing social constraints on individual 

Christians or other groups to limit their behaviour in the public sphere.  This showed 

 
649 “Do Not Distribute Tracts to Muslims,” Prayer Times, October 1, 1986, 4. 
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that the state and religious groups were both actors and passive receivers at various 

points of their interaction.   

The state also intervened through behind-the-scenes measures in cases where 

the government’s advice went unheeded.  For instance, ISD prevented the publication 

of an article by former Muslim (and Christian convert) Paul Satari in a journal by 

Wesley Methodist Church.  Satari was reportedly criticised in many mosques during 

that period for his conversion to Christianity.652  In 1986, the ISD called up leaders 

from 11 Christian organisations, as they had been evangelising among Muslims, to 

advise them to stop such activities.  Several leaders had reportedly ignored the 

advice. 653   The MHA also allegedly seized books on comparative religion and 

conversion stories from Christian bookshops. 654   The state resorted to hard 

disciplinary actions only when softer tactics failed on those who refused to adhere to 

the “soft tactics” of speech – either through dialogue between we-groups or norms laid 

out in political speeches.  Since the country’s independence, the state had relied more 

on public expressions via speeches to set and reinforce secularity norms in the 

national habitus unless in cases where there were overt cases of power resistance to 

the state.  We can see that the state engaged different degrees of disciplinary actions 

to normalise the abnormal.  When religious leaders refused to exercise self-control 

and soft tactics did not work, the state would impose external constraints through 

coercion, so that the habitus’ members could learn its behaviourial norms.   

 
652 Interview with Balakrishnan G.D.; “Muis: Waspada Terhadap “Dakwah” Kristian,” Berita Harian, 
October 30, 1986; Irene Tan, “Not Ashamed of the Word of Truth: An Interview with Paul and Pauline 
Satari,” Wesley Tidings, June 1986.  MUIS issued a public statement in response to an earlier article 
featuring Paul and Pauline Satari in Wesley Tidings, a publication of Wesley Methodist Church.  MUIS 
referred to Muslims who had converted to Christianity as murtad and was critical of Christian groups 
who used murtad to convert other Muslims to Christianity.   
653 “White Paper on Maintenance of Religious Harmony,” 14. 
654  Sng, Interview, April 29, 2008, Reel 10/12, Accession Number 003299, National Archives of 
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Nonetheless, the Government stressed that it did not intend to restrict the 

Christians’ right to freedom of religion and evangelism, nor did it view Christianity as 

incompatible with the national identity.  What the Christians saw as state interference 

in their religious beliefs, the state saw as setting limits to the nature of evangelism 

activities to maintain civil order and the structure of power relations in the shared 

habitus.  This was a consistent stance that had been expressed by PM Lee in 1965, 

when he advised Christians to steer clear of evangelising to the local Muslims.655  

Other ministers also reiterated that evangelism should not be carried out at the 

expense of other religious groups and preached tolerance between religious 

groups.656  Thus, there was continued reinforcement that religious practices had to 

adapt to social norms in the national habitus, for the religious groups to coexist with 

other groups in the shared space.   

Influenced by past experiences of the habitus, political leaders possibly felt 

religious tensions could arise from Christian evangelism to Muslims and lead to civil 

disorder, like the Hertogh riots.  Minister Lee said that “insensitive proselytisation” by 

Christians targeting the Muslims was a “sure and swift recipe for disaster”.  This was 

especially so as Islam “occupie[d] a central place in the society and culture of Malays 

in Singapore”.  Lee added that four decades after the Hertogh riots, “the volcano which 

erupted than [was] not extinct, only dormant”.  Any innocuous attempts to evangelise 

could be misunderstood and could “cause large segments of the Malay Muslim 

 
655  Hsien Loong Lee, “Speech at Inauguration Of The Parliament Of Religions Organised by the 
Ramakrishna Mission In Singapore” (World Trade Centre, April 30, 1989), National Archives of 
Singapore, Press Release No. 50/Apr/15-1/89/04/30. 
656  Kan Seng Wong, “Speech at Inauguration of Singapore Buddhist Federation Foundation and 
Swearing-in of Office-Bearers (22nd Term) of Singapore Buddhist Federation” (Singapore Buddhist 
Federation, June 17, 1990), National Archives of Singapore, Release No. 43/Jun/04-1/90/06/17; Khoon 
Choy Lee, “Speech at Singapore Buddhist Joint Vesak Celebrations” (National Theatre, May 18, 1981), 
National Archives of Singapore, Press Release No. 02-2/81/05/18. 
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community to become agitated and alienated”.657  The imprint of the Hertogh riots can 

be seen in state discourses that discussed the issue of evangelism.   Invoking the riots 

was not merely the government’s instrumentalisation of history to control religion, but 

an instinctual habitus response to place limits on religious behaviour and diminish the 

possibility of physical conflicts in society.  

Some individuals or groups also expressed concerns that Christian evangelism 

could lead to conflict in society.  A Catholic individual had reportedly written to Minister 

Lee that “it would be suicidal in Singapore’s context to have Muslims converted to 

Christianity” for riots would occur.658  Several readers wrote to the Straits Times to 

express their concern that aggressive Christian evangelisation would disrupt social 

harmony and cause religious conflicts.659  Therefore, it can be inferred that historical 

episodes and the current brouhaha over Christian evangelism had built upon each 

other to reinforce past and present experiences in the shared habitus.  

The societal tensions arising from Christian evangelism showed that each 

religious community’s acceptance of secularity was conditional upon religious groups 

not actively seeking converts from the other.  The Christians argued that freedom of 

religion meant everyone was free to choose and change their religious affiliation while 

the state and the rest of the society had different expectations.  Other religious groups 

saw Christian evangelism as an infringement of their religious rights and a disruption 

of social harmony in Singapore.660   Wan Hussin said that democratic principles, 

together with religious freedom and social tolerance, allowed Singapore to “develop 

 
657 Lee, “Speech at Inauguration of The Parliament Of Religions Organised by the Ramakrishna Mission 
In Singapore,” April 30, 1989. 
658  Lee, “Speech at Inauguration Of The Parliament Of Religions Organised by the Ramakrishna 
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659 Chan Hoong Leong, “Leave Well Alone Others' Faiths,” The Straits Times, January 12, 1989; Eng 
Kian Tan, “Do Not Make Religion a Factor in Politics,” The Straits Times, January 4, 1989. 
660 Rajenthiran R., “Restrict Door-to-Door Preaching,” The Straits Times, December 10, 1988; bin Ali, 
“We Must All Strive for Religious Harmony.” 
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and progress in peace and harmony”.  He added that one could not practise his religion 

if “society [was] plagued with social unrest, communal riots and religious feuds”.  

Therefore, there was a need to balance the “dynamic link between social harmony and 

religious effervescence”; such links were crucial for society’s “common good and 

survival”.661  It can be extrapolated from this that Wan Hussin was proposing that 

secularity was conditional upon interreligious harmony, mutual respect of religious 

boundaries, and civil order.   

5.2.b.3 Muslim Response to Christian Proselytisation – Movement of Dakwah from 

Internal to External Outreach  

In the mid-1980s, some Muslim organisations and individuals criticised MUIS’s 

approach to dakwah.  These criticisms emerged after July 1985, when initial reports 

of Christian evangelism to Muslims surfaced in the English-language and Malay-

language media.  It was likely that efforts at outward propagation of the Islamic faith 

was a response to aggressive Christian evangelism.  Muslim Reader criticised that the 

meaning of dakwah had become “restrictive” and insular, with a focus on improving 

the conditions of Muslims; the task of spreading Islam to non-Muslims had been 

“almost forgotten”.662  Ustaz Osman Jantan said that Muslim religious teachers were 

too involved with dakwah in mosques, schools, and residential estates, and failed to 

venture beyond to evangelise.663  There was, therefore, a concerted shift to outward 

evangelism of the Islamic faith; the outward movement was probably a response to 

Christian religious practices.    

 
661  Wan Hussin Zoohri, “Speech at National Day Celebration Organised by the Tamil Muslim 
Associations” (Chong Hock Girls” School, September 5, 1982), 1–2, National Archives of Singapore, 
Press Release No. 04-3/83/09/05. 
662 Zhulkeflee Hj Ismail, “Missionary Islam,” Muslim Reader, Vol. 6, No. 3, 12.  
663 “Ustaz Berdakwah Di Orchard Rd Dibincang,” Berita Harian, September 8, 1986.  
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Dakwah in Singapore appeared to have shifted from its focus, from deepening 

the faith of Muslims, to spreading the Islamic faith to non-Muslims and countering 

conversion attempts from the Christians.  Some Muslims adapted their methods of 

dakwah by learning from the Christians.  Jantan said that the Muslims should take a 

leaf out of the Christian book and evangelise in the streets with their guitars.  Jantan 

performed dakwah alone in Singapore’s shopping belt at Orchard Road. 664  

Separately, Wu revealed that he drew lessons from Christian evangelism to enhance 

dakwah efforts, as the rate of Muslim converts was “unimpressive when compared to 

the rate of Christian conversion”.665  He attributed the low rate of Muslim conversion 

to the lack of dakwah activities among non-Muslims.  He also criticised Islamic 

revivalism in Singapore as inward-looking and only focused on deepening the 

spirituality of the local Malay/Muslims.666  Compared to the Christians, Muslims were 

generally “far less active on an international scale” among non-Muslims, had no 

evangelical crusades, and were not concerned with “Islamic evangelisation”.667  Imran 

said that Darul Arqam began organising an annual “Islam and Its Challenges Seminar” 

in the 1980s, in response to anxiety arising from Christian evangelisation to Muslim 

youths.668  Christian evangelisation has triggered competition for converts between 

religious habitus.  This was a “new” drag effect not seen during the colonial period.  

The muslim habitus sought to block Christian conversion of Muslims and embarked 

on its own conversion drive.  Amid religious competition, it appeared that religious 

groups had appropriated practices from other groups.   

 
664“Ustaz Berdakwah Di Orchard Rd Dibincang.”   
665 Wu, The Call to Islam, 8.  
666 Wu, The Call to Islam, 10.  
667 Wu, The Call to Islam, 14.  
668 Mohamed Taib, “Neofundamentalist Thought, Dakwah and Religious Pluralism Among Muslims in 
Singapore.” 
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 Similarly, MUIS broadened its outreach in dakwah movements.  Syed Isa said 

that Singaporean Muslims needed guidance from Islamic teachers to resist the 

Christian “threat”, so that the Christian tracts would not mislead them.669  In 1987, the 

local Council of Mosques organised a missionary course in the Malay and English 

languages with the assistance of experienced overseas missionaries to train 

Singaporean missionaries.  The Council of Mosques fell under the auspices of MUIS, 

and was sponsored by the Saudi-based World Council of Mosques.670  In the same 

year, the Council of Mosques announced its plans to invite Muslim scholars from 

Canada, Australia, Saudi Arabia, Malaysia, and Indonesia to deliver public lectures 

and conduct workshops and seminars.671  In one such workshop, it was reported that 

400 people converted to Islam every year, and there were discussions about the 

possibility of introducing dakwah classes in English and Arabic.672  We can infer that 

classes targeted at an English-speaking audience were intended to attract non-

Muslims; most Muslims spoke Malay, and the main barrier to conversion to Islam for 

non-Malays was language accessibility.  The missionary activities appeared to be a 

response to Christian evangelism targeting Muslims.  Aggressive Christian outreach 

efforts had affected local Islamic practices.  Religious competition led local Muslims to 

emphasise external outreach efforts, whereas initially, they were more focused on 

interior spirituality.  The interactions between religious habitus had consequently 

affected the respective habitus’ religious practices. 

 
669 “Mufti Saran Atur Strategi Bersistem, Perangi Ajaran Sesat,” Berita Harian, August 10, 1986. 
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672 Saini Salleh, “Perlunya Rancangan Dakwah Tersusun,” Berita Harian, June 20, 1987. 
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5.2.c Social Action, Liberation Theology and the Line Between Religion and Politics  

In May 1987, the MHA disclosed that they had uncovered a Marxist conspiracy, 

a plot in which local Marxists influenced by liberation theology planned to overthrow 

the Government and establish a communist state.  Vincent Cheng, a Catholic church 

worker, was allegedly instructed by Tan Wah Piow to establish a network of followers 

to prepare for Tan’s eventual return to Singapore to establish a Marxist state.  Tan 

was a communist who had fled Singapore to evade arrest in 1976.  Among other 

things, the MHA alleged that Cheng’s supporters infiltrated church and student groups, 

and taught Marxist ideas under the guise of Bible study sessions.  Cheng and his 

supporters, who portrayed themselves as social workers fighting against injustices and 

oppression, were reportedly inspired by the involvement of the Church in the political 

struggle in the Philippines against Marcos.  The MHA noted that liberation theology 

was a “radical ideology” that originated from Latin America and taught that “the Church 

must intervene to bring about social and political change”.673   

The CCA was expelled from Singapore in the same year.674  The MHA said that 

Cheng and Tan had received assistance from the CCA, and that the organisation had 

used Singapore as a base to support similar liberation movements in other Asian 

countries.  The CCA’s publication, CCA News (CCAN), was also said to have urged 

its readers to “involve themselves in radical political activities” and be involved in 

matters “which had nothing to do with the Christian faith”.675 

 
673 “Marxist Plot Uncovered,” The Straits Times, May 27, 1987. 
674 Martin Soong, “Protestant Body Shut Down for Engaging in Political Activities,” Business Times, 
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expulsion from the country in 1987.  The CCA is an umbrella organisation of Protestant dominations, 
which included the Anglicans, Presbyterians, and Baptists in 17 Asian countries.  Some member 
churches of the NCCalso belonged to CCA.   
675 “Singapore Expels Christian Organisation,” The Straits Times, December 31, 1987. 
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 In most official narratives, the Marxist conspiracy has been framed as a political 

subversion plot using the cover of a religious group.  Rather than concentrating on the 

various interpretations of the Marxist plot, this thesis is concerned with how liberation 

theology changed the way some Christians perceived the societal dimension of 

religion, and transformed the way they lived out their religious beliefs in society.   

In the late 1970s, local churches affiliated with the CCA and the World Council 

of Churches (WCC) discussed the role of Christians and social action in society.  In 

the same period, Methodist Message also discussed social action and helping the 

oppressed in Asian societies.  Yap, who was then the CCA’s general secretary, 

stressed that churches in Asia must “facilitate people’s involvement within both church 

and society”.  Yap also said that Asian societies suffered from authoritarian 

governments, and that Asian individuals were “victims of powerful economic interest”, 

both in their countries and in other foreign nations, including rich Asian states.676  

Another article featured the Filipino Cardinal Bishop Julio Labayen, who asserted that 

Christians had departed from the gospel if they separated religion from politics and did 

not “opt for the poor as Jesus did”.677  The development of an Asian theology led Asian 

churches to reconstrue their relationship with the state and society.     

Further, CCAN advocated for liberation theology among local churches.  CCAN 

articles in the late 1970s and 1980s frequently exhorted churches to be involved in 

politics in order to fulfil the Great Commission.  The articles also asserted that there 

was no separation of church and state.678  Notably, CCAN preached several points 

that conflicted with state secularity in Singapore, which expected the separation of 

church and state and the private role of religion.   

 
676 “Respond to Silenced Asian Voices,” Methodist Message, August 1977, 4. 
677 “Ideology a Tool for Witness,” Methodist Message, August 1977, 2. 
678 EPS, “Church Belongs in Politics,” CCA News, July 15, 1984, 3; South China Morning Post, “Church 
Speaks Up for Its Political Freedom,” CCA News, March 15, 1987. 
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As previously discussed, Singapore’s secularity principles – religious freedom, 

and the neutrality of the state vis-à-vis religions – were conditional upon the non-

interference of religion in political affairs.  In contrast, liberation theologians taught that 

the church must be involved in politics.  Further, liberation theologians urged the 

middle class to enter into a struggle with the majority.679  Moreover, CCAN stressed 

that it was more important to obey the church’s teachings and help the poor and 

oppressed fight against Caesar (i.e. social, political and economic structures) that had 

oppressed the poor.  CCAN also urged Christians to fight against the state that sought 

to relegate the church to a private role.  Further, CCAN anticipated that the definition 

of Christian mission would evolve in the next few years to involve “the public area: with 

the affairs of communities, societies, and nations”.680  CCAN also encouraged “protest 

… as a form of proclamation”, preaching to defend political prisoners in Indonesia, and 

staging protests against corrupt elections in the Philippines.681  These ideas, which 

advocated for religious groups to take on a public, activist role and disregard the 

state’s authority, were contrary to Singapore’s secularity – religious groups were 

advised to steer clear of the socio-political sphere, as seen in past state-religious 

interactions and public discourses.  Such advocacy thus presented counterchallenges 

to state power.     

There was a discrepancy in church-state expectations of the role of Christians 

in society, particularly in their definitions of social action.  In the early 1970s, the 

Christians envisioned themselves as being involved in nation-building by expanding 

the scope of their services to society and addressing the problems local communities 

face.  Some Christians felt that they were simply carrying out social action, which went 
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1987, 2. 
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hand in hand with evangelism.  However, the state saw the SIM as anti-government 

and as religion intruding into the political arena.  Similarly, in the Marxist episode, the 

Government felt that churches should restrict themselves to religion and spirituality, 

and not be involved in socio-economic issues that fell under then Government’s 

purview.  Both the state and Christians had mismanaged expectations of the role of 

religion in the nation-building process. 

One of the MHA’s main charges against Cheng and his activists was that they 

had published their views on socio-economic issues in church publications which “had 

little to do with religion”.682  For instance, Cheng wrote an article in the Catholic News 

that accused the Singapore system of being “repressive and exploitative” and alleged 

that the police had beaten up local workers.  The MHA also alleged that the Justice 

and Peace Commission (J&P), a commission established by the Archdiocese of 

Singapore to study and propagate the Church’s social doctrines, had released 

publications to “incite disaffection with society and urge for revolutionary change”.  The 

J&P had reportedly published articles under Singapore Highlights and Dossier that 

instigated class consciousness in Singapore by exaggerating disparities between 

lower- and upper-income groups.683  The state regarded socio-economic commentary 

as part of the political domain; religious groups should refrain from commenting on 

socio-economic and political issues that were outside the traditional religious domain.  

Any deviation from the assigned roles in the habitus would be regarded as resistance 

to the state authority. 

 
682 “Marxist Plot Uncovered”; “Religious Publications Used for Subversive Ends,” The Straits Times, 
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On the other hand, the CCA argued that the Government’s actions showed 

“little understanding of the way the church perceives its role in society”.  Further, no 

Government had the right to decide what was relevant to Christianity and “it [was] 

presumptuous for secular governments to decide which matters [were … related to] 

the Christian faith”.  The CCA also reiterated that “matters of church-state relation 

belonged to the essence of faith and it was the responsibility of CCA publications to 

report these events and reflect on their significance.”684  In other words, the CCA felt 

the state did not have the right to interfere in religious affairs and dictate which 

activities were within the religious domain.   

Like those involved with the SIM, local Christian organisations probably felt that 

they were translating Christian social doctrines into action and contributing to nation-

building by addressing societal problems.  In December 1983, three lay apostolate 

movements under the Catholic Archdiocese of Singapore – the Young Christian 

Workers, the Christian Family Social Movement, and the J&P –  sent a report to Acting 

Minister of Labour S. Jayakumar to express their objections to proposed 12-hour shifts 

for workers. 685   In March 1986, the Singapore-based French priest Guillaume 

Arotcarena and two social workers published The Maid Tangle, which called for 

domestic workers in Singapore to be included under protective employment laws since 

the workers had no recourse against abusive employers.686  In a closed-door meeting 

with government officials,  the local Catholic Archbishop Gregory Yong said the 

Catholic News was “a source of feedback to the Government, and not subversive”.  
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Yong also suggested that the Government “left things as they were”.687  From the 

above examples, although some Catholics advocated for socio-economic agendas, 

there was still a degree of deference to the state in their recognition that only the state 

could make policy changes.  They did not see their actions as antagonistic but as a 

source of feedback and contribution to society,   

Notwithstanding its crackdown on the alleged Marxists, the Government was 

also anxious to mitigate state-Catholic tensions.  Government leaders were worried 

that the Marxist plot might result in a “confrontation between the Catholic Church and 

the Government”.  PM Lee met representatives from the local Catholic Church to 

clarify that there was no conflict between the church and the state, and Yong reiterated 

the same stance.688  Lee also sued the Hong Kong weekly Far Eastern Economic 

Review for its allegations that the Government had used the Marxist plot as an 

opportunity to attack the Catholics; he said the lawsuit was borne out of his “anxi[ety] 

to mitigate the potential harm to church-government relations in Singapore”. 689  

Minister Lee Boon Yang said the Marxist conspiracy was evidence that “the troubles 

and turmoils of the past” were not as distant as they appeared to be and “must not be 
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in the article and awarded PM Lee $230,000 in damages and a court order restraining the magazine 
from repeating the libel.     



272 
 

forgotten or ignored”.690  From the above instances, it can be surmised that the state 

was eager to minimise church-state tensions through other strategies like closed-door 

discussions on the societal role of religion rather than the use of hard laws like the ISA 

if the church did not mount direct challenges to the state.   

This thesis suggests that the Marxist episode ended the churches’ 

experimentation with social action, readjusting church-state relations, and 

expectations of the public role of religion.  We can observe three notable 

consequences affecting the habitus and secularity principles.  Firstly, the episode had 

become a historical sequence in the habitus that reinforced the view that religion and 

politics were a potent mix that would: upset existing state-religion relations; potentially 

result in civil disorder; and weaken investors’ confidence in the local economy.  

Political elites were anxious that the Marxist conspiracy was an “amber light” of what 

would happen in the future.  Other religious groups, particularly the charismatic 

Christians, might follow in the footsteps of the Catholic activists and consequently 

cause communal tension and chaos.691  Political elites were also wary of upsetting the 

government’s neutrality towards religious groups by granting concessions to a specific 

group; they were concerned not to embark on a slippery slope where other groups 

would follow suit.  Likewise, there was the concern that if the Government did not limit 

the Marxists, other groups might follow in their footsteps.  In this aspect, the state 

acted as the regulator and enforcer of norms within acceptable boundaries of religion 

and politics in the national habitus.     
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Secondly, the state redrew the ground rules of secularity in Singapore. After 

two decades of churches attempting to redefine their public roles, the state – as the 

highest-ranking unit in the habitus – defined socio-economic issues as external to the 

religious domain.  PM Lee advised religious organisations to “leave the economic-

political needs of people to non-religious groups, like political parties”.  In the scenario 

where religious groups embarked on “social action programs” and mobilised religious 

adherents on socio-economic agendas, “the consequences [would] be bad for all”.  

Lee also advised Catholic leaders to steer the church back to its traditional non-

political activities. 692   The state thus classified social action and socio-economic 

agendas as non-religious activities in the national habitus.   

Thirdly, the state limited religious commentary on governmental policies.  Civil 

servants advised Yong that religious publications were only allowed to comment on 

government policies which “had a direct bearing on religious beliefs”, such as the 

debate on abortion.  However, commentary on social issues had to be “infrequent and 

objective and balanced”.  Individuals in religious organisations who wanted to 

comment on socio-political issues should seek alternative platforms like newspapers 

or current affairs publications. 693   The state discouraged commentary on socio-

economic and political issues, as these were not within the purview of traditional 

religious activities, as defined by the state.   

Nonetheless, not all local churches subscribed to social action that crossed into 

socio-economic commentary and political action.  For instance, the EFOS was formed 

because the evangelical Christians disagreed with “the strong liberal influence” of local 
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at Averting Clash,” Business Times, September 28, 1989. 
693 “Archbishop Repeatedly Told of Government’s Concern.”  



274 
 

churches in the 1950s and 1960s, particularly those belonging to the National Council 

of Churches Singapore (NCCS) and those with ties to the WCC.  Upon its 

establishment, the EFOS also stated that it would “stay out of politics”, and that its 

members would find other means of communicating their Christian concerns to the 

Government.694  Separately, the GCF invited Sir Frederick Catherwood to speak at a 

seminar, during which he advised that the state was a “God-ordained institution”.  Any 

desired changes should be made by “Christians working within and through the 

system, and not via a violent and destructive overthrow of the regime”.695  It appeared 

that in the 1970s, disagreements emerged among Christians who had different views 

on Christian participation in society.   

In the aftermath of the Marxist arrests, local churches began sanctioning 

liberation theology.  The state’s enforcement actions against the Marxist plot probably 

acted as an external constraint that created a self-censuring effect among local 

Christians.  A local Catholic nun said that while it was challenging to draw the line 

between religion and politics, local religious actors should follow the Pope’s advice 

that priests should not be involved in politics, and that their roles were to provide 

spiritual guidance to the flock.696  Other local Christian voices also echoed sentiments 

similar to that of the state.  Sng criticised liberation theology for politicising the church 

and for polarising society based on class differences.697  The GCF organised a talk by 

Reverend John Stott, who advised Singaporeans to provide their suggestions through 

the Government’s Feedback Unit, as unjust social structures could only be reformed 

through legislation.  Stott also drew the line between religion and politics; while it was 

“absolutely right for a preacher to talk about Christian doctrine … and the curse of 
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unemployment, the preacher would have trespassed into politics by suggesting what 

the Government can do to mitigate unemployment.698  Such voices created pressure 

on other habitus’ members to practise self-restraint and adhere by the national habitus’ 

norms.   

Despite their earlier inclination towards liberation theology, Methodist and 

Anglican churches in Singapore renounced their ties to the CCA.  Their actions were 

shifts to align themselves with the habitus’ norms – to distance themselves from the 

CCA and declare their allegiance to the national habitus.  The Methodist Church said 

that its decision came from the CCA’s shift of emphasis, from “a viable programme of 

witness to a political challenge to any government”, including the local government.699  

The NCCS also said that it would reconsider its links to CCA.700  It can be seen that 

some Christians made efforts to show the state that they were willing to toe the line 

between religion and politics.  Their actions could be interpreted as self-limiting actions 

inculcated from external constraints that the state had imposed on the alleged Marxists 

and the ban on CCA; the fear of similar state repercussions informed other Christians 

to adhere to the limits of religious actions defined by the national habitus. 

Similarly, Yong declared that Catholic News must remain a “religious 

newspaper” and disallowed the publication from commenting on economic or social 

issues unless ‘spiritual or moral values [we]re at stake”.  He also closed the Church’s 

foreign workers’ centre, out of concern that the centre could become “a potential 

source of conflict” between church and state.701  Yong’s actions were similar to those 

of Olcomendy in the 1970s, when the latter shut down Justice and Peace News for 
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276 
 

being overly critical of the state.  Both Yong and Olcomendy were practicising self-

restraint that was reinforced either through fear or pressure created by the state’s 

disciplinary tactics to regulate the local Marxists’ “abnormal” actions.  The state 

probably did not respond to the Justice and Peace News as it did to Catholic News 

because Christian social action and Christian critiques of socio-economic and political 

issues were a relatively new social change in the 1970s.  Thus, there was no ingrained 

predisposition in the national habitus to act against religious actors in the socio-

economic sphere, nor did Christian social changes significantly change the habitus 

then.  It took a series of state-religious confrontations before the political elites 

assessed the impact of religious-social activism on the habitus, and the political and 

religious elites acted accordingly to restrict religion’s presence in the public sphere.         

5.2.d Church-State Relations in the Late 1980s 

In the mid-1980s, politicians and government agencies voiced their anxiety 

about Singapore’s growing Christian influence.  PM Lee said that the policymakers 

and general public were concerned about the growing number and influence of 

Christians in Singapore.702  More than half of the conclusions drawn from government-

commissioned reports on religion focused on the challenges posed by the growth of 

Christianity in Singapore.  The report noted a “substantial increase” in the proportion 

of Christians in society – from 10.3% in 1980 to 18.7% in 1988 – and that Christianity 

was quickly becoming a dominant religion in Singapore.703  The report suggested that 

the gain in Christianity was achieved at the expense of Taoism, which saw a significant 

decline in followers from 29.3% in 1980 to 13.4% in 1988.704  Christian revivalism also 

appeared to be more of a concern to the researchers than Islamic revivalism; almost 

 
702 Eddie C Y Kuo and Jon S.T. Quah, “Religion in Singapore: Report of a National Survey,” Report 
Prepared for Ministry of Community Development, August 1988, 7–8. 
703 Kuo and Quah, 1, 66.  
704 Kuo and Quah, 4. 
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a quarter of the 45-page report on religious revivalism in Singapore was on 

Christianity, while two pages touched on Islam.705   

Significantly, the report took issue with the nature of Christianity as a 

proselytising religion.  While the report observed no indication that a notable number 

of Muslims were converting to Christianity, it stated that it was “[un]surprising that 

community and religious leaders from Malay and Indian communities ha[d] expressed 

serious concern over the increasing influence of Christianity”.  The report assessed 

that their concerns were “justified and merit[ed] some attention”, as Christianity was a 

“proselytising religion”.706  A corresponding report claimed that one-fifth of its Christian 

survey respondents were “hardcore Christians”, who “exhibited strong evangelistic 

zeal” and a “sense of mission” to convert adherents of other religions.707   

The reports identified two emergent problems associated with the Christians.  

Firstly, it was observed that the majority of Christians were “of a relatively higher socio-

economic status” and exerted “an influence, politically, socially and economically, far 

greater than the number they represent in the population”.  The reports were 

concerned that overlapping race, social class and religious identification would lead to 

religious tensions manifesting as class conflicts, due to the unbalanced distribution of 

financial resources.708   

Secondly, the reports warned that Christian groups might seek to “extend their 

interest and activities beyond the domain which has been conventionally defined as 

religious”; in particular, groups traditionally involved in social welfare and services.  

The Christian groups might also embark on “politically-oriented social actions to 

redress perceived social injustice”, which threaded a thin line between religion and 

 
705 Kuo, Quah, and Tong, “Religion and Religious Revivalism in Singapore.” 
706 Kuo and Quah, “Religion in Singapore: Report of a National Survey,” 67, 69. 
707 Kuo, Quah, and Tong, “Religion and Religious Revivalism in Singapore,” 12–13. 
708 Kuo, Quah, and Tong, 11, 31, 38–39. 
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politics.  The reports warned that Singapore could become like South America, where 

the liberation theology movement had caused religion to “encroach upon the political 

arena”.709  The statements above indicated the researchers’ views that religious views 

did not belong to the public sphere, and religious impetus in the public sphere should 

remain limited to social welfare and services.    

Several observations arise from the reports mentioned above.  Given that 

liberation theology encouraged the middle class to enter into a struggle with the 

majority to fight against governments, the state’s concern with Christian social activism 

probably arose from what it perceived as a tangible threat from the Christian middle 

class.  Given their significant financial resources, the Christian attempts to redefine 

religion’s role in politics would shift the existing distribution of power relations in the 

national habitus.  Local Christians’ unequal socio-economic and political influence 

could potentially allow them to push for an unbalanced relationship between the state, 

Christians, and other religious groups.  Further, politicians had voiced their conviction 

that no religious dogma should dominate state policies, given that Singapore’s survival 

as a multireligious and multiracial society was dependent upon the nation’s secularity; 

secularism and the separation of religion and politics were closely tied to national 

identity.  The disruption of relative positions in the national habitus could destabilise 

the habitus and, thus, disrupt social harmony.  

Results from the 1990 census revealed the impact of Christian evangelism.  

The census posed further questions on religious conversion to interviewees who 

professed a religious affiliation; these interviewees were part of a 10% sampling of 

Singaporeans.  The report found that Christianity had the highest number of converts 

among all religions, as shown in Figure 4; 65.9% of Protestant Christians, and 34.5% 

 
709 Kuo, Quah, and Tong, 31–32. 
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of Catholics, were converts.  Most Christian and Catholic converts came from Buddhist 

and Taoist backgrounds, with only a small percentage of converts from Muslim 

backgrounds (as shown in Figures 5 and 6).  Further, 99.6% of Singaporean Malay 

residents were Muslims, while 0.2% professed to be Christians, and the remaining 

0.2% stated “no religion”.710  The number of Christian converts was not as staggering 

as figures reported by church publications and the mainstream media.  In addition, 

despite Malay/Muslims’ perception of Christian evangelisation as a threat to their 

community, Christianity did not gain many Malay/Muslim converts.  

 
710  Eddie C Y Kuo and Chee-Kiong Tong, Religion in Singapore, Census of Population 1990, 
Monograph No. 2 (Singapore: SNP Publishers, 1995), 9, 29–33.  Refer to Figure 4 on page 256 and 
Figures 5 and 6 on page 257. 
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Figure 4 Resident Population Aged Above 10 Years Old711  

 
711 Kuo and Tong, 30. 
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Figure 5 Catholic Converts (19,422) by Previous Religion, 1990712 

 

Figure 6 Protestant Converts (55,657) by Previous Religion, 1990713 
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However, some Christian leaders felt that they were unfairly spotlighted by 

the state and the media.714  For instance, the GCF found that Buddhist bookshops 

were still selling books on the Christian faith, even though the authorities had 

reportedly confiscated books on comparative religion from Christian bookshops.  

The GCF also disclosed that about 500 individuals, many of whom came from 

Christian backgrounds, converted to Islam.  Sng, then a leader of the GCF, said 

that the Christians felt they did not have a “level playing field” and were “singled out” 

and “targeted”.  Sng also said that the 1980s was a “difficult period” for the 

Christians, as they were accused, on many occasions, of imposing their minority 

views on the majority in society.715  Further, Sng said some Christians felt that the 

state had a “hidden agenda” and might be intentionally hampering the growth of 

Christianity to appease the majority in society, who were Buddhists and 

Confucianists.716  The Christians felt that the state, being openly Confucianist in its 

orientation, was biased against other religious groups.   

Nonetheless, the religious leaders were allowed an unofficial channel to 

voice their views on public policy matters behind closed doors.  For instance, while 

Christians might not have openly voiced their views on abortion and divorce matters, 

Sng said that the state had probably compromised and taken religious views into 

consideration in the amendment of divorce and abortion laws in the 1970s and 

1980s.  It was “not the culture” of Singaporean society to broadcast the fact that 

religious views were considered during deliberations on public policies.717  MUIS 

also sought direct recourse from the state when it encountered problems with 

 
714 K.S. Koh, “Christians Are By And Large Sane and Safe,” The Straits Times, May 5, 1989. 
715 Interview with Bobby Sng, Reel 10/12. 
716 Interview with Bobby Sng, Reel 11/12.   
717 Interview with Bobby Sng, Reel 10/12. 
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Christian evangelism.  Therefore, the secular state was not hostile towards religion, 

and maintained a co-operative relationship with religious leaders.  Both state and 

religious actors interacted to define the national habitus’ notion of the place of 

religion in habitus structures like legislation and public policies.     

5.3 State’s View of Religion – Religious Groups, Moral Actors 

From the above discussion on Islamic and Christian revivalism, several state 

expectations of the role of religion in society are derivable.  Religion was allowed to 

thrive so long as faith existed as a private, personal, and apolitical activity, and 

religious groups did not seek to impose their views on the state or society.  In the 

late 1970s, the state and society expected religion to provide a moral 

counterbalance to modernisation and westernisation and maintain stability in 

society.  By the mid-1980s, when religious tensions and agitation threatened to 

disrupt social harmony, the political elites decided to re-state the place of religion in 

society.  This section will examine shifts in state attitudes towards the role of religion 

in nation-building and society in the late 1970s and 1980s.  

5.3.a Role of Religion as Moral Bolster for Good Citizens 

This thesis’s study of government rhetoric in the 1970s and early 1980s 

found a notable shift in the state’s emphasis on religion as a solution to moral and 

societal problems.  In the early 1980s, the Straits Times noted that Singapore was 

“far from being concerned about religious revivalism”. The state was more 

concerned that modernisation and westernisation were producing “a nation of 

thieves, a people without moral values”.718  The political elites often discussed 

problems arising from drug abuse, juvenile delinquency, and hippie culture; all 

 
718 “The Straits Times Says.. It’s Better to Be Informed.” 
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thought to be the harmful influences of westernisation.  They posited religious 

education as a solution to combat social problems.719   While the political elites had 

previously acknowledged religion’s spiritual role, the emphasis on religion as a 

moral bolster of the society was new.   

The political elites felt that religion could address societal problems, albeit 

differently from what was proposed by some religious individuals.  While some 

religious individuals proposed theocratic solutions (as previously discussed), the 

state saw religion as a secular solution to social issues.  In 1980, Rahim Ishak, 

Senior Minister of State for Foreign Affairs, said teaching Islam to the youths could 

address social problems like drug abuse and juvenile delinquency.720  Similarly, 

Mattar said that children at Darul Ihsan Libanat, an orphanage run by Muslimin Trust 

Fund Association, would “grow up to be morally responsible and conscientious 

members of the community” because they had received Islamic instructions.721  

Likewise, Minister Lim Chee Onn advised the congregation at Holy Spirit Church to 

impart values that could address the younger generation’s worrying lifestyle trends 

and values.722  Tay Eng Soon, Minister of State for Education and Communications 

and Information, also stressed the importance of spirituality in helping Singaporeans 

cope with society’s complexities.723  Significantly, Jayakumar said that religious 

values were “values and norms of conduct which all right-thinking citizens should 

 
719 “The Goh Plan to Save Singapore from Becoming a Nation of Thieves,” The Straits Times, 
January 17, 1982; “Chok Tong on Religion and Morals,” The Straits Times, January 18, 1982; “Three 
Reasons for Boosting Moral Education in Schools,” The Straits Times, February 20, 1982. 
720 Rahim Ishak, “Speech at Opening of the An-Nur Mosque” (An-Nur Mosque, April 20, 1980), 
National Archives of Singapore, Press Release No. 09-2/80/04/19. 
721 Ahmad Mattar, “Speech at Opening of the Darul Ihsan Lilbanat,” National Archives of Singapore, 
Press Release 16-1/80/12/20. 
722 Chee Onn Lim, “Speech” (Holy Spirit Church, May 19, 1983), National Archives of Singapore. 
723 Eng Soon Tay, “Speech at Lawyers” Christian Fellowship Dedication Service in Conjunction With 
The Opening Of The Legal Year” (St Andrew’s Cathedral, January 5, 1985), National Archives of 
Singapore, Press Release No 07/ Jan 06-2/85/ 01/05. 
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observe”.724  The political elites saw religion as a moral bolster for a decadent 

society.  Religion could play a constructive role in nation-building by serving as a 

moral force for citizens.  

The state introduced compulsory Religious Knowledge (RK) in the secular 

schools in 1980; Bible and Islamic Knowledge were offered as Singapore-

Cambridge General Certificate of Education Ordinary Level (GCE ‘O’ Level) 

subjects.  In 1984, RK became a compulsory subject in secondary schools; it was 

offered as Bible Knowledge, Islamic Religious Knowledge, Buddhist Studies, Hindu 

Studies, Sikh Studies, and Confucian Ethics.  The government relied on religious 

groups such as MUIS, the Singapore Buddhist Federation, the Ramakrishna 

Mission, the Singapore Pastorali Institute, and Trinity Theological College to instruct 

and provide RK teachers. 725   The introduction of RK can be seen as an 

institutionalisation of religion’s moral role in society.  By making RK compulsory, the 

state was making it a norm for each student to choose a religion to study.  This norm 

would have implications further down the road.  

The media reported that the Government wanted students to understand “the 

moral principles which have shaped” Singapore society.726  Other politicians said 

that RK would instil positive moral values in students.  Goh expressed his conviction 

that students who were taught some form of religious knowledge would “leave 

school believing it’s wrong to lie, cheat and steal”.  Goh also said that he and most 

 
724 S Jayakumar, “Speech at Hindu Centre Youth Rally and Cultural Show” (Singapore Conference 
Hall, February 13, 1982), National Archives of Singapore, Singapore Government Press Release 
13-2/11-2/82/02/13. 
725  S. Gopinathan, “Religious Education in a Secular State: The Singapore Experience,” Asian 
Journal of Political Science 3, no. 2 (December 1995): 22; Grace Chng, “More Courses in Religion 
Planned for Teachers,” The Straits Times, January 29, 1982. 
726 “Religious Studies as Pre-U Entry Subject,” The Straits Times, October 25, 1979; Alfred Hedwig, 
“No Preaching in the Classroom,” The Straits Times, December 6, 1983.   
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of his former classmates at the ACS had received religious education that instilled 

“good” values in them; none of them ended up in jail for criminal breach of trust.727  

On another occasion, Sidek bin Saniff, Parliamentary Secretary for Trade and 

Industry, said “all major religions” encouraged their followers to “do good” and 

abstain from evil deeds.728  From the above discourses, it can be seen that the 

political elites viewed religion as a structuring, moral force in the construction of the 

Singaporean identity in the 1980s.  A good citizen was likely to one who had sound, 

moral values derived from religious traditions.   

 Government and religious leaders held contradictory views on the role of 

religious education.  The Ministry of Education stated that religious education 

helped produce a moral person; religion had served as “the basis of individual and 

public morality for the past few thousand years” and would help combat society’s 

social and moral problems.729  On another occasion, Lee said he saw Confucianism 

as culture rather than religious beliefs; he said that his view of morality “was not all 

that different between the ideal Confucian gentleman and a Christian gentleman”.730  

The political elites saw religion as a general category of “religion” and norm for moral 

values, and did not differentiate between differences in religious beliefs.    

In contrast, the Catholic priest Robert Balhetchet disagreed with introducing 

RK as he felt the aim of moral education through RK could only be achieved through 

religious conversion.  However, the Government had explicitly warned against 

 
727 “The Goh Plan to Save Singapore from Becoming a Nation of Thieves.”  Here, Goh was possibly 
referring to the increase in white-collar crimes in Singapore during the 1980s.   
728 Sidek bin Saniff, “Speech at Kolam Ayer Constituency Chinese New Year Gathering” (Bendemeer 
Prlmary School, February 13, 1982), National Archives of Singapore, Press Release No. 15-
3/82/02/13. 
729 “Yes Says Ministry Of Education Report,” The Straits Times, January 17, 1982. 
730 Kuan Yew Lee, “Interview with Mr. Trevor Kennedy, Editor-in-Chief, Australian Consolidated 
Press Ltd (2 May 1986),” in The Papers of Lee Kuan Yew: Speeches, Interviews and Dialogues, vol. 
9, 1981-1987 (Singapore: Gale Asia, 2012), 515–29.  
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attempts at religious conversion in classrooms.  By Balhetchet’s reasoning, RK 

would not transform the students’ behaviour or their mindsets.731  Similarly, Ernest 

Chew, a GCF leader, opined that the basis of moral education could only lie in 

personal faith and belief.732   

In contrast to the political elites, the religious elites saw religion as personal 

convictions and doctrines that translated into religious beliefs, practices, and 

belonging to an exclusive community.  Paradoxically, the political elites associated 

religious values with good moral values, but dissociated moral values from religious 

beliefs.  The contradictory views stemmed from differences in what religion meant 

for the religious and political elites.  The expectations of the political and religious 

elites, on RK and the societal role of religion, were incongruent.     

The compulsory element of RK also ran contrary to the freedom of religious 

beliefs.  RK compelled students to choose a religion to study, even if they did not 

subscribe to a religion.  Schools affiliated with religious groups were also compelled 

to teach other religions to their students.  Some religious elites disagreed with the 

introduction of RK, given that several secular schools in Singapore were affiliated 

with Christian or Buddhist organisations.733   

 
731 “No Says Catholic Priest Dr Balhetchet,” The Straits Times, January 17, 1982. 
732 Ernest Chew, “Editorial,” Scope, October 1979.  
733 “National Council of Churches,” in Official Journal of the Sixth Session of the Trinity Annual 
Conference (Singapore: Methodist Church in Singapore, 1981), 137; Gopinathan, “Religious 
Education in a Secular State,” 17–19; Violet Oon, “Govt Acts on Mission School Staff Hiring,” New 
Nation, March 2, 1972.  According to S. Gopinathan, as of 1995, there were 31 secondary Christian 
mission schools and one Buddhist secondary school in Singapore.  Various Catholic and Protestant 
missionaries established Christian mission schools during the colonial period.  The Buddhist 
secondary school was established and funded by the Singapore Buddhist Federation in 1982.  In 
the 1970s, the Ministry of Education (MOE) gradually established more control over the mission 
schools.  Journalist Violet Oon reported MOE’s directive in 1972 that stated mission schools no 
longer had a “complete say in the employment of principals and teachers” meant that the schools 
had “more or less come within the full jurisdiction of the Government”.   
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  In 1989, RK was discontinued as a compulsory subject.  In the ensuing 

parliamentary debate, several political elites voiced their concerns that RK was 

inconsistent with “the secular basis of the Government and the state”.  The state did 

not appear to be neutral towards all religious beliefs as it had selected some 

religions to be taught and excluded other faiths.  Further, the state had compelled 

its citizens to choose a religion to study, violating its neutrality towards religious and 

areligious beliefs.  Several politicians noted at this point that religious revivalism had 

resulted in a change in circumstances.  MP Ow Chin Hock said that if the 

Government persisted with the teaching of RK, schools might inevitably become 

“the cradle for the preaching of religious beliefs”.  While Tay maintained that 

religious education was beneficial in imparting the right moral values to citizens, the 

mistake was making RK compulsory; religious values should be taught in the 

confines of one’s home and not in secular schools.734  The political elites continued 

to believe that religion was crucial for promoting moral values, but also held the view 

that religion should be confined to the individual, private sphere.  We see the 

reinforced notion of religion as private.  The main concern with RK was making 

religion visible and a norm in secular schools, contradicting state secularity and the 

freedom of religious beliefs.  The discontinuation of RK should also be situated in 

the local context of Islamic and Christian religious revivalism; the Government was 

likely reluctant to allow religion more presence in the public sphere.   

 
734  Parliament of Singapore, “Teaching of Religious Knowledge in Schools,” Parliament No. 7, 
Session No. 1, Vol No. 54, Sitting No. 7 (October 6, 1989). 
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5.3.b State Expectations on the Role of Religion in the Late 1980s  

In speeches at various public events in 1987 and 1988, many politicians 

characterised religion and politics as a bad mix.  These speeches could be seen in 

light of the events of the 1980s.  From the late 1970s to 1987, the official political 

discourse on religion mainly focused on how religion could serve as a positive moral 

force in society.  The political discourse in the late 1980s revealed a discernible shift 

in state attitudes towards religion.  This thesis argues that this shift was a drag effect 

in response to changes in the societal significance of religion for some religious 

groups.  The speeches made by politicians in secular and religious settings had 

disciplinary effects on educating society on secularity norms.  There were four main 

features of the state expectations on the role of religion in the late 1980s.   

Firstly, the state insisted on the separation of religion and politics.  The state’s 

view on the separation of religion and politics was made clear at the start of the 

country’s independence.  In 1966, PM Lee urged religious leaders to “stay out of 

active participation in politics” and not “confuse” religion and religious beliefs with 

“the secular sector of human lives”.  He said that he represented “temporal power 

which [was] absolute in the present” and encouraged Singaporeans to leave the 

temporal estate to those who were not prejudiced, biased, or antipathic towards any 

faith.  Lee’s summarised the state’s view towards religion as “to each his own God, 

his own forms of prayer and to all an equality of opportunity, freedom of his own 

worship, his own forms of spirited expression in our nation”.  With this aim, society 

could remain in a “relatively happy situation”.  The Singapore nation was built on 

the principles of “tolerance and mutual understanding”, which most religious beliefs 
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promoted, and not on the exclusivity of specific religious beliefs or doctrines.735  

From the above, we can see that the Singapore state strived to be neutral towards 

all religious beliefs.  Freedom of private and individual religious expressions was 

introduced so that every individual in society could practise his own religious beliefs.  

Religion and politics were deemed to be an incompatible and antagonistic blend.  

There was, however, a difference between the 1960s and the 1980s, in terms 

of what the mix of politics and religion meant.  When Lee made the speech above, 

he was referring to Singapore UMNO’s literal blend of politics and communalism, 

which was intended to win political support among the Malay/Muslims.  New 

experiences had expanded the state’s definition of religion and politics in the 1980s, 

showing the fluidity of the habitus.  The Marxists, the Ikhwan group, and the SPLO 

were politically subversive groups using the cover of religious organisations to 

conduct their activities.  These three groups proposed religious governance 

alternatives to the secular state and challenged state authority.  The meaning of the 

separation of religion and politics thus expanded in the 1980s to include religious 

groups with political ideologies and aims.  This meaning was reflected in the 

“Shared Values”, which recognised “religious faith [as] a constructive social force, 

so long as those practising a religion gave full respect to other faiths, and did not 

use religion to pursue political causes”.736  The “Shared Values”, introduced in 1991 

as part of the Government’s plans to develop a “national ideology”, showed that the 

national habitus saw religion as a positive force in society so long as it was not used 

for political purposes.     

 
735  Lee, “Speech at Presentation Ceremony of Replica of “Sarnath Buddha” Image (Buddhist 
Temple, 6 January 1966),” 308–10. 
736 Prime Minister’s Office, “White Paper on Shared Values,” January 2, 1991, 8. 
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Between 1987 and 1989, politicians made several public speeches to explain 

the need for the religious and political spheres to be defined through governmental 

interference.  Notably, most politicians referenced three historical incidents – the 

Hertogh riots and the racial riots in 1964 and 1969 – where racial or religious 

sentiments had resulted in civil disorder.  For instance, Minister Lee stressed that 

racial and religious harmony were closely intertwined due to the close links between 

racial and religious identification.737  Speaking to grassroots volunteers in 1989, Tay 

suggested that memories of racial riots in Singapore, and media reports of racial 

conflicts in other countries, had prompted Singaporeans to realise that “[they] must 

preserve racial harmony at all cost[s]”, because the alternative was “suffering and 

bloodshed”.738  The Government drew upon shared experiences of the national 

habitus to remind its citizens not to cross the boundary between religion and politics.  

In a similar vein, PM Lee warned that Singapore’s history was “bespattered 

with such outbursts [of communal and religious collision]”, and that racial harmony 

“cannot be taken for granted”.739  Sidek stressed that racial harmony in Singapore 

was a deliberate governance approach to managing race and religion; “the scars of 

racial riots in the 1960s would be too painful even to scratch”.740  Senior Minister S. 

Rajaratnam also said that historical precedents showed religion and politics were a 

“deadly mixture”.  The belief that “politics can improve religion”, or vice versa, was 

 
737 Hsien Loong Lee, “Speech at Inauguration Of The Parliament Of Religions Organised by the 
Ramakrishna Mission In Singapore” (World Trade Centre, April 30, 1989), National Archives of 
Singapore, Press Release No. 50/Apr/15-1/89/04/30. 
738 Eng Soon Tay, “Speech at Eunos Citizens” Consultative Committee (CCC) Dinner & Dance” 
(Neptune Theatre Restaurant, February 17, 1989), National Archives of Singapore, Press Release 
No. 13/Feb/06-2/89/02/17. 
739 Kuan Yew Lee, “Speech at Singapore Armed Forces Day Dinner” (Istana, July 2, 1987), National 
Archives of Singapore, Press Release No. 08/Jul 02-1/87/07/02. 
740 Sidek bin Saniff, “Speech at Seminar “Focus on Islam” Organised by the Islamic Fellowship 
Association” (DBS Auditorium, September 19, 1987), National Archives of Singapore, Press Release 
No. 39/Sep 15-3/87/09/19. 
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akin to “striking a match in a gas-filled room in the firm belief that it would provide 

much-needed illumination”. 741   Such references to historical episodes are 

significant; they show that historical episodes are not merely an instrumentalisation 

of history for political reasons, but are ingrained in the collective consciousness of 

the political elites.  A critical aspect of Singapore secularism is the maintenance of 

religious and racial harmony.  Past and current experiences have shown that the 

mix of religion with politics produced bad outcomes, and prioritising religious and 

racial identities over social harmony and nation-state belonging might result in civil 

disorder.    

Discourse analysis of official rhetoric in the 1980s also revealed that some 

of the political elites believed that religious beliefs were bad in the public sphere and 

would lead to civil strife.  Notably, politicians referenced the trauma of the European 

religious wars.  Rajaratnam said that “religious wars tend to be extra furious” 

compared to political or economic wars where a point of compromise could be 

reached.  He suggested that “when what [was] at stake are divine absolute values, 

compromise and conciliation are seen to be evil”.742  Similarly, Minister Lee, Yeo 

and Wong Kan Seng, the Minister for Foreign Affairs and Community Development, 

said religion and race were associated with the most primal feelings.743  Lee also 

 
741 S Rajaratnam, “Speech at Hari Raya Aidilfitri Inner-Cum-Variety Show Organised by the City 
South District Citizens” Consultative Committees” (Radin Mas Community Centre, June 26, 1987), 
Singapore Government Press Release No. 46/Jun/02-2/86/06/26. 
742 S Rajaratnam, “Speech at Opening of Seminar on “Tamil Language and Tamil Society”” (National 
University of Singapore, Lecture Theatre 11, July 18, 1987), National Archives of Singapore, 
Singapore Government Press Release No/ 44/Jul 02-2/ 87/07/18. 
743 George Yeo, “English Translation of Speech in Malay,” National Archives of Singapore, Press 
Release No. 42/ Aug/ 03-1/92/08/23; George Yeo, “Speech at Opening of the Literary Cum Cultural 
Conference Organised by the United Indian Muslim Association,” National Archives of Singapore, 
Press Release No. 32/Jul 03-1/92/07/25; Hsien Loong Lee, “Speech at International Maulid Tea 
Party” (Islamic Centre Jamiyah, October 26, 1991), National Archives of Singapore, Press Release 
No. 31/Oct/15-1/91/10/26; Wong, “Speech at Inauguration of Singapore Buddhist Federation 
Foundation and Swearing-in of Office-Bearers (22nd Term) of Singapore Buddhist Federation.” 
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said that racial instincts would “take generations to overcome”.744  Politicians also 

stressed that monotheistic religions were more intolerant than polytheistic religions 

like Buddhism or Hinduism; possibly another trope influenced by the religious wars 

in Europe.745  The local elites appeared to be influenced by the Western habitus 

that religious and racial instincts were primitive feelings detrimental to society; thus, 

the separation between religion and politics had to be enforced.     

Secondly, the state regarded all religious groups as equal, under the 

summation of the term “religion”.  This could be seen in the Government’s 

introduction of RK.  There appeared to be no distinction, on the part of the political 

elites, between religious beliefs; all religions were deemed to inculcate sound moral 

values in Singaporeans.  In the “Shared Values”, the Government identified 

common values which can be interpreted accordingly by each Singaporean, within 

his or her specific cultural or religious background. 746   It appeared that the 

Government sought to minimise differences between religious groups by structuring 

various religions into the generic category of religion.    

Academics have observed the generalisation of religions in societies for the 

purpose of minimising conflicts between religious groups.  According to Wilfred 

Cantwell Smith, religion is interpreted in four ways: private belief; specific systems 

of beliefs, practices, and values tied to a particular community; historical traditions; 

and the “summation” of all religions.  Smith observes that the second and third 

understandings of religion differentiate between religious beliefs, while the fourth 

 
744 Hsien Loong Lee, “Address” (40th World Congress of Newspaper Publishers, Helsinki, May 26, 
1987), National Archives of Singapore, Press Release No. 40/May 15-1/87/05/26. 
745 Lee, “Speech at First Ritual For The Observance Of The Five Precepts Cum the Buddhisattva 
Precepts by Singapore Buddhist Federation.”  
746 Prime Minister’s Office, “White Paper on Shared Values,” 3. 
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explanation excludes religion from other spheres.  The fourth explanation, “generic 

religion”, was also a “concept primarily formulated and used by men who are weary 

of the clash [between religions] or suspicious of the whole enterprise”.747  The fourth 

interpretation was how the Government viewed religions and its way of minimising 

conflicts between religious groups by treating them all as equal.  A consequence of 

the state’s neutral relations with all religions was that religions were classified as 

“generic religion”.  PM Lee had said that the concern with religions was “intensely 

held beliefs”, exemplified by “resurgent and thrusting Islam” or by Christian 

charismatics “in a dynamic evangelising phase”; these superseded “tolerant co-

existence and “sometimes led to friction in society”.748  It was likely that the political 

elites believed that the reduction of exclusive religious belief systems to the 

generalisation of religion in the public sphere would reduce conflicts and differences 

between religious groups.   

The Government’s concern was not with religion per se, but with the second 

understanding of religion, which discriminates between systems of religious beliefs.  

Minister Lee said the government’s concern was with “fervently held exclusive 

beliefs” and “evangelical fervour, assertiveness and competition for converts” 

among religious groups rather than with religion per se.749  The Government was 

concerned with collective religious behaviour, and the risks to civil order posed by 

collective behaviour when one group defends its beliefs against attacks by another 

group.  

 
747 Wilfred Cantwell Smith, The Meaning and End of Religion (New York: The Macmillian Company, 
1964), 43, 47–48.  
748 Lee, “Speech at First Ritual for the Observance of The Five Precepts Cum the Buddhisattva 
Precepts by Singapore Buddhist Federation.” 
749 Lee, “Speech at Inauguration Of The Parliament Of Religions Organised by the Ramakrishna 
Mission In Singapore,” April 30, 1989.  
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The generalisation of religions is similar to Roy’s “formatting” of religions.   

Roy explains that “multiculturalism is no more than the expression of the formatting 

of cultures and religions within a common paradigm of the lowest common 

denominators”.750  Formatting is “a process of interaction, reciprocal adjustments 

and reformulation of norms from very different cultural fields … into a new set of 

norms”.  Formatting helps to achieve agreement between groups, or at least 

tolerance of distinct customs and beliefs from another tradition.  While the state 

cannot not define religion, it can decide which groups are considered to be religious 

in nature, and appoint religion a place in the public sphere. 751   The state’s 

generalisation of religions into a single category of “religion” thus stressed 

similarities in order to promote tolerance between religious groups.  It also placed 

the state in a position of power to define the categories of “religion” and “religious” 

in the public sphere; in this case, the Government re-defined the boundaries of 

religious and political activities.     

Thirdly, the state stressed the importance of religious beliefs and practices 

acculturated to the local context by identifying religion as a cultural identity.  MP Lee 

Yiok Seng said that religious practices were “traditions, customs, and even art-forms 

that characterise[d] a particular community and contribute[d] to the identity of a 

nation”.  Therefore, religion was “one of the building blocks” of Singapore society.752   

The “Shared Values” recognised that “a major part of Singapore’s cultural ballast 

 
750 Olivier, Holy Ignorance, 9.  
751 Olivier, Holy Ignorance, 188–89.  
752 Yiok Seng Lee, “Speech at Variety Show Organised by Sri Siva-Krishna Temple Management 
Committee” (Kallang Theatre, July 30, 1988), National Archives of Singapore, Press Release No. 
56/JUL 14-3/88/07/30.  
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would be the religious faith of its citizens” as religion was “the source of their 

morality, social duty, and concern for their fellow men”.753   

The Government was cognisant that Christianity and Islam carried 

Westernising and Arabising influences that were incompatible with the national 

habitus.  In retrospect, Masagos and Lee observed that the nature of Islam in 

Singapore had changed.  Masagos was implying that Islamic revivalism imported 

Arab language, culture, social habits, and dress from the Middle East. 754  Similarly, 

Lee saw the 1970s and 1980s as a critical point of transition, at which the nature of 

Islam in Southeast Asia had changed due to the influence of Arab culture.  Prior to 

Islamic revivalism, Lee said that Islam in Southeast Asia had acculturated with other 

religious beliefs and cultures.755  Similarly, liberation theology was rejected as it was 

deemed incompatible with the local context by the political elites.  Lee said the 

Catholics’ “new position” of pursuing justice in social, political, and economic 

spheres was unacceptable as Singapore was not a Catholic country.756   

Since the religious habitus transcended national borders, religious belonging 

could bring about shared affinity with the transnational religious habitus.  The state 

had to introduce local characteristics to the local religious habitus to anchor its 

belonging to the national habitus.  Supporters of liberation theology had urged 

Christians to stand with people suffering from injustices in Korea, Taiwan, Sri Lanka, 

South Africa, Latin America, North America, Malaysia, and Indonesia.757  It was 

likely that the political elites were alarmed at the challenges mounted against 

 
753 Prime Minister’s Office, “White Paper on Shared Values,” 8.  
754 Masagos Mohammed, “50 Years On: Singapore’s Malay/Muslim Identity,” 59–60. 
755  Kuan Yew Lee, “Speech at The 1st Munich Economic Summit,” 
https://www.nas.gov.sg/archivesonline/data/pdfdoc/2002060706.htm.  
756 “Church Statement on ISD Arrests “Crafted by D”Souza.”” 
757 GRK, “God and Caesar,” 1,30. 
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various states by churches in Latin America, Korea, and the Philippines, as similar 

challenges to the state could occur locally if local Christians heeded the call.  

Likewise, local politicians were concerned with Malay/Muslims’ shared affinity with 

Palestinians, giving rise to doubts about Muslim loyalty to the state.  Past 

experiences like the Sepoy Mutiny and the racial riots had shown that belonging to 

the Muslim habitus could transcend national belonging.  The state’s imposition of 

religion as local culture was probably a means of rejecting some universal aspects 

of religion, and introducing local aspects that made it less likely for religious 

followers to identify with overseas religious habitus.  Roy asserts that religion loses 

its universal dimension when a religious group is defined as a cultural group.758  By 

stressing religion as local culture, the state was probably seeking to detach external 

cultural and political influences from religious beliefs, and acculturate religions to 

the local habitus.   

Fourthly, the political elites emphasised the moral role of religion in producing 

good citizens.  Tay advised religious groups in Singapore to avoid succumbing to 

influences from foreign religious movements and to focus on the “spiritual and 

personal needs” of their communities, as religion was “personal” and became 

divisive when it became a “public issue”.759  PM Lee stressed his high regard for the 

Catholic Church as a “strong pillar” of Singapore society, particularly when 

Singapore was facing the communist threat between 1959 and 1965.  He also said 

that it was “far better to have our people imbued with a belief of the Catholic Church 

of God, or Buddhism, or Hinduism, than to be aggressively anti-God, like the 

 
758 Conversations with History: Olivier Roy (The Institute of International Studies, The University of 
California, Berkeley, 2002), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mqlaNfdKURo. 
759 Tay, “Speech at Eunos Citizens’ Consultative Committee (CCC) Dinner & Dance.” 
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communists, to be rootless, without compass”.760  The political elites viewed religion 

as an important moral core of the Singapore citizenry, but only if it remained spiritual 

and private.  

The state’s view was that religion was compatible with nation-building, so 

long as it remained secondary to one’s national identity, as seen in the “Shared 

Values”.  Interestingly, the Government consulted various religious groups to ensure 

that the “Shared Values” did not conflict with religious beliefs.761  The political elites 

recognised and even promoted the importance of religion for one’s moral and 

spiritual needs.  While Lee was surprised at the rapid rate of conversion to 

Christianity among Singaporeans, he recognised that religion provided spiritual 

solace and helped Singaporeans cope with rapid economic and societal 

changes.762  Lee identified religion as an element that made “life meaningful and 

society stable”, as in the history of how the Americans and Europeans built their 

societies on Christianity. 763   The political elites viewed religious affiliation as 

important when religion fulfilled one’s moral and spiritual needs and did not  

destabilise the national habitus.   

 
760 “PM Stresses His High Regard for The Church,” The Straits Times, September 27, 1989.  
761 Prime Minister’s Office, “White Paper on Shared Values,” 3. 
762 Kuan Yew Lee,“Interview with Mr. Michael Enright, Journalist of the Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation Radio for the Programme “Pacific Encounters” through a Satellite Linkup between 
Singapore and Toronto (10 May 1988),” in The Papers of Lee Kuan Yew: Speeches, Interviews and 
Dialogues, vol. 10, 1988-1990 (Singapore: Gale Asia, 2012), 76–77. 
763 Kuan Yew Lee,“Interview with Messrs. David Lown, Founder, and Peter Dawson, Associate 
Producer, of Viewpoint International, at the Istana, Singapore (16 August 1985),” in The Papers of 
Lee Kuan Yew: Speeches, Interviews and Dialogues, vol. 9, 1981-1987 (Singapore: Gale Asia, 
2012), 409–14. 
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5.4 The Late 1970s and the 1980s – Period of Mismanaged Expectations 

between State and Religion?  

This chapter has shown that the late 1970s and the 1980s represented a 

period of religious revivalism for Muslims and Christians, giving rise to changes in 

the significance of religion for some religious groups in society.  This chapter has 

also identified several points of tension between the state and religious groups, and 

between religious groups, which brought about changes to or reiteration of 

secularity principles and structures in the national habitus.  The tension points were 

religious revivalism, aggressive evangelism, and religiously motivated political plots 

to subvert the state.  The reassertion of Islamic identity among Malay/Muslims led 

the state to perceive Islamic identity as a challenge to nation-building, particularly 

when it appeared to the political elites that Muslim identity conflicted with the notion 

of citizenship.  On the contrary, Malay/Muslims felt that being Muslim and being 

Singaporean were complementary group identities.  Local Christians saw 

evangelism as a renewal of their faith, and socio-political action as their contribution 

to nation-building.  Yet, the state and some groups in society perceived evangelism 

as threatening to their respective identities, and evangelism affected how other 

religious groups lived out their faith in society.  More significant was the set of 

religious governance alternatives presented by some Muslims and Christians, 

which threatened to usurp the secular state’s overarching power hierarchy in the 

shared habitus.   

At these junctures, changes in the societal significance of religion affected 

the shared habitus; the habitus evolved, with changes in the social context and in 

the interactions between its members.  During these episodes, other groups in 
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society and political leaders intervened to block the power redistribution between 

state and religious groups, thus ensuring that the national habitus and the existing 

network of power relations within the main habitus and between smaller habitus 

(plural) remained consistent.  Two notions of religion and politics remained 

consistent – religion as moral bolster, and the resistance to the mix of religion and 

politics.  However, state-imposed limits on religious groups, with respect to these 

two predominant traits, did change.  This thesis has shown how religion was woven 

into the national narrative as a set of cultural and moral values crucial for the 

formation of good citizens.  Whereas “religion and politics” previously referred to the 

politicisation of Islam to rally support among the Malay/Muslim electorate (especially 

by Malaysia and Singapore UMNO), the meaning broadened to encompass 

collective religious groups that challenged the state’s authority in the 1980s. 

This thesis has also identified that religious beliefs had become public, 

activist, and political in the 1980s.  Religious groups, especially newly emergent 

Christian groups, challenged the state for more power and roles that religious 

groups had previously ceded to the state.  When religious groups attempted to 

redefine the status of religion in society, political and religious leaders, and 

individuals intervened via public censure or enforcement actions.  State 

enforcement actions to curb religiously motivated socio-political actions could be 

seen as disciplinary actions to reinforce norms of the status of religion in society, 

and the reinstatement of the state’s political power over religious groups. 

Most religious actors accepted the state’s definition of secularity through 

external constraints imposed by other actors and self-restraint cultivated through 

learning.  Explicit social constraints included police actions taken against religious 
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groups that took on political aims and challenged the state.  These social 

constraints, in turn, created fears and pressure that cultivated the individual or 

group’s self-restraint.  The religious groups then readjusted their expectations of the 

role of religion in society to realign with the norms of the habitus.  Our discussion 

has shown that several Muslim leaders displayed self-restraint that was cultivated 

through pressures exerted by the government through state-religion dialogues and 

police action.  Christian leaders were kept in check through pressures exerted by 

other Christians, Muslim leaders, members of the public, and the Government.   

Further, given that the habitus is a “product of history”, it can be argued that 

the secularity ground rules in society were produced through past and present 

interactions between the religious and political elites.764  As shown earlier, Christian 

and Muslim leaders internalised the state discourse on religion, because shared 

experiences had shown religion-incited tensions could lead to riots and destabilise 

society; secularity was thus necessary for the nation’s survival and the continued 

freedom of their religious beliefs.  Therefore, the religious leaders accepted the 

state’s definition of religion as moral, spiritual, private, and apolitical.   

The events of the 1980s showed mismanaged expectations of the role of 

religion in society among various groups.  As this chapter has shown, the religious 

and political elites had different ideological and religious positions on the role of 

religion in society.  Religious revivalism, and the events of the 1980s, were factors 

that led to drag effects from the political and religious elites, who either wanted to 

change or maintain the status quo of religion in society.  The habitus as an analytical 

framework has allowed this thesis to trace state and societal attitudes on secularity, 

 
764 Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, 54. 
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thus showing that religion’s status in society was fluid in the respective religious 

habitus and the national habitus.  Notions of secularity, religion and politics were 

influenced by the constant interactions between state and religious actors in the 

national habitus, creating resulting norms and institutions.    



303 

6 THE MAINTENANCE OF RELIGIOUS HARMONY ACT 

 The 1980s were characterised by rising local Islamic and Christian religiosity 

among locals; this led to the competition for converts among religious groups.  For 

instance, Buddhism was “Christianised” as a consequence of Christian evangelism.  

Chee notes that Buddhism was not an evangelising religion before the 1980s.  Even 

though Buddhism continued to gain converts during the decade, Buddhist groups 

adapted to the challenges Christianity posed, by embracing similar evangelism and 

outreach structures.  The Christianisation of Buddhism saw Buddhist groups 

conducting dharma (doctrines) classes, rallies, and camps.  Buddhist groups also 

invited foreign Buddhist scholars and monks to speak and lead meditation sessions 

in Singapore. 765   Likewise, Taoist groups, which lost the greatest number of 

adherents among mainstream religions in Singapore, started organising classes on 

the tenets of Taoism.766  It could be argued that Christian and Islamic revivalism 

heightened religious competition in the public sphere, as these revivalist trends 

threatened other religious habitus and challenged the existing power distribution 

among and between religious habitus in society.  Religious competition led to 

revivalist trends in other faiths.    

 On 26 December 1989, the Government published the White Paper on 

Maintenance of Religious Harmony, which put forth the MRHA as a piece of 

legislation to maintain religious harmony and tolerance in Singapore.  The Paper 

also proposed the establishment of a Presidential Council for Religious Harmony.767  

 
765 Tong, Rationalizing Religion, 2007, 6–7, 129–30, 192. 
766 Tong, 131–33. 
767 Fabian Koh, “Members of Presidential Council for Religious Harmony Reappointed for Three-
Year Term,” The Straits Times, September 15, 2020.  Currently, the Presidential Council for 
Religious Harmony comprise 10 members who are either religious or community leaders.  The 
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President Wee Kim Wee referred to the MRHA as a set of “ground rules”.  He 

stressed that religious harmony was co-dependent on racial harmony as “racial 

distinction in Singapore accentuates religious [distinctions]”.  Further, Wee stressed 

religion should be strictly separated from politics.  Religious groups “must not stray 

beyond” boundaries of involvement in educational, social, and charitable work.  

Conversely, political groups must not exploit religious issues or manipulate religious 

groups to achieve religious or secular objectives.  Wee said that should any group 

violate the line between religion and politics, it would result in “militancy and conflict” 

in Singapore.768  Here, we see recurring tropes of secularity – the state-prescribed 

role of religion in the public sphere and the strict separation of religion and politics. 

 The proposed bill was debated for over a year before it was passed in 

November 1990 and came into force in 1992.  Presently, the Government has not 

invoked the MRHA against any individual or religious group.  In 2019, when 

revisions to the Act were proposed to maintain its relevancy with the changing 

context, Minister of Home Affairs K Shanmugam said the MRHA contained a set of 

“working rules” to “keep the good, allow a large measure of freedom and … keep 

out negative groups”.769  In this light, the MRHA could be seen as an institution in 

the habitus that emerged from interactions between state and religious actors.  It 

acted as both external constraint and internal restraint to normalise views on the 

societal roles of religion across groups in the national habitus.  As an external 

constraint, the MRHA presented the possibility of legal repercussions should any 

 
members “advise the Minister for Home Affairs on matters affecting the maintenance of religious 
harmony in Singapore”. 
768 “White Paper on Maintenance of Religious Harmony,” 1. 
769  Parliament of Singapore, “Second Reading Bills - Maintenance of Religious Harmony 
(Amendment) Bill” Parliament No. 13, Session No. 2, Vol No. 94, Sitting No. 112 (October 7, 2019). 
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individual or group breach the secularity principles.  The rules thus reinforced self-

restraint in religious individuals and groups through the fear of legal repercussions.   

After the White Paper was released, the Government invited written 

representations from the public.  A Select Committee was convened to examine 

these representations and submit its findings to Parliament. 770   The ensuing 

discussions revealed different expectations among citizens of the role of religion in 

society.  The discussions between the state and religious groups were important as 

power relationships rely on two “indispensable” aspects – the “other” (religious 

groups) over whom the state acts.  “Consent” and “violence” are a series of actions 

in power relations; thus, the state would not have been able to introduce the 

normalisation of secularity principles in society without the religious groups’ consent 

or recognition of the state’s overarching power in the national habitus.771  

This chapter will first examine the expectations of secularity held by different 

groups in society.  Secondly, this chapter will examine how the MRHA was 

introduced as a strategy to introduce norms and regulate deviant behaviour in the 

national habitus.  The third section will examine if the MRHA achieved its intended 

effect of “educating” the society to conform to secularity norms introduced by the 

state.  This chapter will largely focus on arguments on the MRHA presented by the 

political elites, and by Muslim and Christian leaders, in line with the scope of the 

thesis defined in Chapter 1. 

 
770 The Committee received representations from 78 individuals; 41 of them supported the Bill, 19 
expressed outright objections and another six expressed reservations, which were tantamount to 
objections.  Not all the written and oral representations were published in the Select Committee 
Report.   
771 Foucault, “The Subject and Power”, 340-1. 
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6.1 The Relative Positions of “Caesar” and the Religions  

This thesis argues that before the 1980s, the constraint defined by the 

habitus was to avoid using religious and racial rhetoric, particularly Malay/Muslim 

rhetoric, to incite communal unrest.  When Lee, in 1966, warned religious leaders 

not to mix religion and politics, his contextual references were the incidents in the 

1950s and 1960s, during which Singapore UMNO combined religious and racial 

rhetoric to instigate anti-PAP sentiments among the Malay/Muslims.772  This thesis 

has shown that the phenomenon of Muslim and Christian groups presenting 

religious solutions to social problems was new to the habitus.  The ensuing 

discussions revealed the lack of consensus between the political and religious elites 

on the place of religion in society.  The discussions on the MRHA were focused on 

two issues; the religious groups’ definition of social action, and whether the 

Government reserved the right to draw the line between religion and politics. 

The government defined social action as outside the purview of traditional 

religious activities.  Lee said that Christians should adhere to acceptable aspects of 

social activities, such as social work.  Other acceptable areas included providing 

community care and counselling services to drug addicts and prisoners, and running 

childcare centres, kindergartens, senior citizens’ day-care centres, and old folks’ 

homes.773   

Some Christian groups agreed that the state had the authority to define the 

religious and political spheres.  The Trinity Annual Conference (TRAC) Board of 

Social Concerns and the Singapore Council of Christian Churches (SCCC) believed 

 
772  Lee, “Speech at Presentation Ceremony of Replica of “Sarnath Buddha” Image (Buddhist 
Temple, 6 January 1966).” 
773 “Govt Must Defend Its Turf When Religion Intrudes,” The Straits Times, August 17, 1987. 
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that God had ordained all governments, and that Christians should render unto 

Caesar all things that were Caesar’s.774  By this interpretation, the TRAC Board and 

the SCCC saw the temporal, present world as the state’s domain, and the hereafter 

as God’s.  This was similar to Lee’s position that the state “represented temporal 

power which is absolute in the present”.775  Since the state was the highest authority 

in the nation-state, it claimed the power and legitimacy to define the boundaries of 

religious action in the public sphere.         

MUIS was also in support of the MRHA.  The Muslims appeared to be more 

compliant to state policies than the Christians; which was surprising, given that 

Muslims had reportedly told Lee that the separation of politics and religion was not 

possible as Islam was “an all-embracing philosophy”.776  Syed Isa defended the Bill, 

stating that it did not contradict Islamic teachings because it promoted peace in the 

country.  He also did not foresee the Bill preventing religious teachers from 

preaching to their congregants.777  When opposition politician Chiam See Tong 

accused Syed Isa of limiting Islam’s position in society, the latter said that one could 

not insist that religion and politics cannot be separated, given the larger picture of 

the peace and harmony of society.778  Syed Isa’s position was reflective of self-

constraining action, in order to align state and religious expectations of the place of 

 
774 Seng Hock Cheong et al., “A Response to the “White Paper” on Maintenance of Religious 
Harmony,” Methodist Message, February 1990, 12.  According to Romans 13:13: “Let every person 
be subject to the governing authorities; for there is no authority except from God, and those 
authorities that exist have been instituted by God.  According to Romans 13:13: “Let every person 
be subject to the governing authorities; for there is no authority except from God, and those 
authorities that exist have been instituted by God.   
775  Lee, “Speech at Presentation Ceremony of Replica of “Sarnath Buddha” Image (Buddhist 
Temple, 6 January 1966).” 
776  LKY at NUS: Change and Continuity -1990, Just Before He Stepped Down as PM, 2011, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YEcIsRo-m0A. 
777 “Report on the Select Committee on the Maintenance of Religious Harmony Bill,” Parl. 7 of 1990 
(Parliament of Singapore, October 19, 1990), C74. 
778 “Select Committee on the Maintenance of Religious Harmony Bill,” C77. 
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religion in society.  Religious practices were to be limited for the sake of harmony in 

the national habitus.   

On the contrary, some Christian groups insisted that religion and politics 

cannot be separated.  Christian objections to the MRHA stemmed from a variety of 

reasons.  Firstly, some groups argued that there was no need for new measures, 

since social harmony had prevailed thus far.  The Presbyterian Church said that 

additional legislation like the MRHA should be a “last resort”; Singapore had enjoyed 

25 years of religious harmony without such legislation, which showed that the state 

had sufficient judiciary powers under existing laws to maintain religious harmony.  

The Presbyterian Church suggested that the Government’s goals could be better 

achieved through dialogue with religious leaders, and the use of “persuasion and 

[an] appeal to mutual tolerance and national interests”.779  The Bethesda (Frankel 

Estate) Church also felt that existing legislation was enough to prevent the abuse 

of religion.780  Some Methodists similarly felt that religious organisations should be 

encouraged to “discipline and regulate the behaviour of their followers”, rather than 

the state taking responsibility.  They also said that existing legislation was sufficient 

to maintain religious harmony.781     

The Christian responses were similar to the Eliasian description of the 

civilising process.  Elias suggests that as society becomes more civilised and 

democratised, the state relies less on policing and more on the individual’s habitus 

 
779 “Presbyterian Response to White Paper on Religious Harmony,” Methodist Message, June 1990, 
16. 
780 “Bethesda (Frankel Estate) Church Council Announcement,” Scope, April 1990. 
781 Cheong et al., “A Response to the “White Paper” on Maintenance of Religious Harmony,” 12; 
“What Is THE WHITE PAPER/PROPOSED BILL on “Maintenance of Religious Harmony" and Some 
Christian Responses to It?” Methodist Message, March 1990, 6; Kenny Yeo, “Response to White 
Paper on Maintenance of Religious Harmony,” Katong Press, March 1990, 6. 
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dispositions to restrain themselves.  The Presbyterians and Methodists argued that 

there was no need for additional restraints, because the state had thus far managed 

to regulate and limit conflicts between groups.  Existing laws like the Sedition Act 

and Penal Code were sufficient to compel others to follow the norms of the national 

habitus, whether through fear, pressure, mutual reinforcement, or self-constraint 

inculcated by habitus structures.   

Secondly, Christians insisted on their right to social action.  The Anglican 

Bishop said that social concerns encompassed both social service and action.782  

Similarly, the NCC said that Christians worldwide had historically led movements 

for social change, such as the abolition of slavery, universal suffrage, and the 

promotion of human rights.  At the same time, the NCC also reiterated its 

commitment to bring about social change in a non-violent manner through the 

parliamentary process. 783   The Singapore Archdiocese said that the Second 

Vatican Council’s “Constitution on the Church in the Modern World” stated that the 

Church must be free to “pass moral judgements even in matters relating to politics”.  

The Archdiocese also disputed a political elite’s view that Singapore was modelling 

itself on the American example of keeping church and state separate, as American 

Catholic Bishops could publicly comment on political issues that had moral 

implications.784   

The NCC and the Singapore Archdiocese mentioned Western examples to 

justify Christian socio-political action, showing that the Western Christian habitus 

 
782 “Bishop’s Personal Response to the “White Paper”,” Methodist Message, February 1990, 2.   
783  National Council of Churches Representation, “Report on the Select Committee on the 
Maintenance of Religious Harmony Bill,” Parl. 7 of 1990 (Parliament of Singapore, October 19, 
1990), B39.  
784 Archdiocese of Singapore Representation, “Select Committee on the Maintenance of Religious 
Harmony Bill,” B46.  
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very much influenced local Christians.  Lee had also mentioned that the generation 

of Christian leaders in the 1980s who had graduated from American universities 

might be influenced by Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority and Christian support for 

President Reagan.  He also reminded local Christians that Singapore society was 

different from the US.785  Christian socio-political activism was something new to 

the Singapore habitus that local Christians and the Singapore state and society had 

to contend.  The Christians had imported dispositions from the Western habitus that 

the state deemed incompatible with the local context and which the national habitus 

resisted.   

Thirdly, some Christians disagreed with the separation of politics as they saw 

themselves as an important element of political communities.  The NCC, which 

included Methodists, Anglicans, Lutherans, evangelical Lutherans, Mar Thomites, 

and the Salvation Army, said that Christians were obliged to participate in politics, 

albeit in a sensible and sensitive manner.  The NCC said that politics in its wider 

meaning included social and moral issues; Aristotle had once said, “Man is by 

nature a political animal”.  The NCC also quoted DPM Goh, who conceded that it 

was “impossible” to separate religion from politics but added that “we must try”.786 

 
785 “You Have Some Christians but Not a Christian Nation,” The Straits Times, August 17, 1987; 
Susan Harding, The Book of Jerry Falwell: Fundamentalist Language and Politics (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2000), 22–23.  According to Susan Harding, Falwell preached that the 
idea that “religion and politics don’t mix” came from the devil to prevent Christians from governing 
their own country.  The Moral Majority was a “rupture in the modern American regime of public 
religiosity” that had prevented the involvement of white conservative Protestants and 
fundamentalists in American public life since the Scopes trial in 1915.  The Moral Majority thus re-
merged “routine public activism and aggressive Bible-believing Protestantism”. 
786  National Council of Churches Representation, “Report on the Select Committee on the 
Maintenance of Religious Harmony Bill,” Parl. 7 of 1990 (Parliament of Singapore, October 19, 
1990), B39. 
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Similarly, the Catholic Archdiocese maintained its rights to educate its 

parishioners on teachings with “political overtones”.787  The TRAC Board also said 

that religious institutions had an obligation to safeguard political rights and 

democratic values and “raise awareness against despotic leaders”.  Further, 

Christians were obliged to raise their concerns on social injustices and problems to 

political leaders.788  Likewise, the Anglican Bishop said that Christian leaders had a 

“prophetic responsibility” to stand up to social injustice and represent the less 

privileged.  While Jesus was not directly involved in politics, as he did not join a 

political party or incite political protest, his ministry was “political”; Jesus’ teachings 

had “political implications” as he presented an alternative to the status quo.789  A 

significant proportion of Christians felt that religious communities had political 

obligations to fulfil in society and that the line between religion and politics was 

tenuous.  They saw MRHA as the state’s means of circumscribing the religious 

leaders’ legitimacy in determining the religious habitus’ way of thinking and acting.  

The Christian discourse of challenging the political status quo and safeguarding 

political rights did convey a certain degree of challenge to the state’s power, likely 

alarming the state actors.        

Muslims expressed similar sentiments that religion and politics were 

inseparable.  Hussin said that politics and religion were “organically and inextricably 

intertwined”, and that faith was more than religion, as understood in the Western 

conception of secularism, politics, and religion.  Islam was “a comprehensive, all-

encompassing way of life [that] combined belief and law, … religion and state, … 

 
787 “Strong Christian Representations to Religious Harmony Bill,” Methodist Message, December 
1990. 
788 Cheong et al., “A Response to the “White Paper” on Maintenance of Religious Harmony,” 11. 
789 “Bishop’s Personal Response to the “White Paper”,” 2. 
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and the spiritual and temporal.”790  Likewise, Darul Arqam said Islam preached that 

“all Muslims within a community are collectively deemed blameworthy by the 

Almighty if they remain apathetic to blasphemy, gross social injustice and anti-

Islamic activities committed with their knowledge”.791  Both arguments resonated 

with the Christian arguments that Jesus and his ministry were political, and that man 

was by nature political.  Therefore, it appears that the religious and community 

leaders felt the MRHA was contrary to their perceptions of the role of religion in 

politics; it would circumscribe their religious obligations to speak out against political 

injustices and tyranny.  

Moreover, Christians were concerned that the state was interfering by setting 

limits on religious practices and doctrines. 792   This was especially so when 

evangelism was such a crucial part of their religious beliefs.  Katong Presbyterian 

Church’s Reverend Ian Hart said it was the Christian mission to “testify to people of 

every religious and non-religious persuasion”, and that one should not forsake it.793  

Similarly, the Methodists argued that evangelism was an “essential aspect” of their 

mission.794  The Methodists said it was paradoxical that the state deemed Christian 

social action to be a problematic transgression of religion into politics, since the 

state had assumed an “ecclesiastical role” in its “attempts to define and set the 

 
790 Hussein Mutalib’s Representation, “Select Committee on the Maintenance of Religious Harmony 
Bill,” B59. 
791 Darul Arqam Singapore’s Representation, “Select Committee on the Maintenance of Religious 
Harmony Bill,” B78. 
792 Bishop, “The Evangelistic Mandate,” Methodist Message, September 1990, 2. 
793 Ian Hart, “Rev Ian Hart’s View on White Paper of “Religious Harmony",” Katong Press, April 1990, 
16–18. 
794 Bishop, “The Evangelistic Mandate,” 2.  
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limits” for religion.795  These Christians likely felt the state was transgressing into 

their religious habitus.   

Notably, some religious leaders said the proposed Bill had no bearing on 

what they saw as their religious obligation to carry out their social mission, even in 

instances where the state might deem that religion had transgressed into politics, 

since the state did not have the legitimacy to determine the scope of religious 

activities.  The Methodist Bishop said that the church might take a public stand on 

some issues to obey God’s word and “trust [God] with the consequences”. 796  

Similarly, the TRAC Board said, “no human law can curb [their] religious fervour and 

deep-rooted convictions”, and legislation cannot confine God.  In the case where a 

Christian leader felt compelled to comment on a particular issue that the state 

deemed a mix of religion and politics, the religious leader would proceed as he “must 

obey God rather than human authority”.  The TRAC Board added, “if God is for us, 

who can be against us?”797  The religious leaders felt they had the overarching 

authority to determine norms and behaviour in the religious habitus.   

Similarly, the Singapore Archdiocese said it was unacceptable that the state 

had the final right to determine if religious leaders or groups had transgressed the 

line between religion and politics.  Like the SCCC and the Methodists, the 

Archdiocese raised instances where politics and religion overlap – the introduction 

of RK in schools, organ transplants, euthanasia, governmental policy on 

sterilisation, and ironically, the MRHA.798  The GCF argued that the Act would grant 

 
795 “What Is THE WHITE PAPER/PROPOSED BILL on “Maintenance of Religious Harmony" and 
Some Christian Responses to It?,” 6.   
796 “Bishop’s Personal Response to the “White Paper",” 2. 
797 Cheong et al., “A Response to the “White Paper” on Maintenance of Religious Harmony,” 11. 
798 Archdiocese of Singapore Representation, “Select Committee on the Maintenance of Religious 
Harmony Bill,” B44-45. 
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excessive powers to the MHA, who had the power to interpret “vague” sections of 

the Act based on shifting benchmarks; the Minister’s decisions would not be 

subjected to judiciary review.799  The key issue among church leaders appeared to 

be the fear that the state could prosecute them for expressing religious views in the 

pulpit that contradicted government policies.  They also feared that the MRHA could 

easily be transformed into a tool of political repression, since the power of definition 

laid with the state.  The religious elites appeared to be concerned with the 

unbalanced distribution of power in the hands of the state.  The Christians also 

appeared to be concerned that there might be an abuse of political power, the very 

thing they were obliged to check, but would be prevented from checking by the 

MRHA.  Such views are similar to Casanova’s observation of religion deprivatising 

to enter the public sphere in the 1980s to oppose an authoritarian state, or the 

state’s intervention in one’s private life.800     

Some Muslims expressed similar reservations.  Mohd Muzzammil, a MUIS 

representative, asked if religious leaders speaking openly against government 

policies that were contrary to Islam constituted as transgression into politics.  MUIS 

was concerned that it would be prevented from issuing fatawa that the state deemed 

political or in conflict with public policies.801  For instance, even though abortion was 

legalised in Singapore in 1970, MUIS issued two fatawa in 1976 and 1986, ruling 

that abortion was not permissible for all stages of pregnancy.802  MUIS was thus 

uncertain if such actions would be deemed by the Government as religion’s intrusion 

 
799 Bobby Sng, “Time for a Fresh Look,” GCF Bulletin, May 1990. 
800 Casanova, 57–58, 224–29. 
801 “Select Committee on the Maintenance of Religious Harmony Bill,” C66. 
802 Majlis Ugama Islam Singapura, “Family Planning and Reproductive Technology,” in Fatwas of 
Singapore (Singapore: Majlis Ugama Islam Singapura, 2017), 
https://muisfatwa.pressbooks.com/front-matter/note-on-e-book-features/. 
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into politics.  The MUIS Council wanted clarification from the Government that the 

Bill would not allow for governmental interference in matters related to Islamic law 

and the AMLA as guaranteed under the Constitution.803   

Similarly, Darul Arqam asked the Government to clarify confusing areas of 

determining whether a religious group’s concern was legitimate.  The organisation 

found it confusing that religious groups were allowed to express their stances on 

abortion, but were prevented from engaging in “radical social action” or opt-out from 

compulsory military service because of religious convictions.804  From the above 

instances, it appeared that the Muslims were concerned that the MRHA might seek 

to manage their religious convictions on specific policy issues that might contradict 

Islamic beliefs.   

A crucial concern of the religious elites was the lack of clarity on what the 

state deemed to be religion transgressing into politics.  Some Methodists were 

concerned that the division between religion and politics was unclear.  There was a 

sense that the Christians did not know if they were allowed to comment on policy 

issues, especially those that involved religious, social, and moral dimensions.805  

The SCCC also said that some leeway should be allowed for religious groups to 

express their stances, especially in areas of public policies that might overlap with 

faith, doctrine, and morals.  Further, the SCCC asked that the state recognise such 

 
803 MUIS Representation “Select Committee on the Maintenance of Religious Harmony Bill,” B54. 
804 Darul Arqam’s Representation, “Select Committee on the Maintenance of Religious Harmony 
Bill,” B78. 
805 “What Is THE WHITE PAPER/PROPOSED BILL on “Maintenance of Religious Harmony" and 
Some Christian Responses to It?,” 6.  
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voices were not necessarily “dissent”; they might be “honest, sincere, legitimate and 

not evil in intention or subversive in nature”.806   

Notably, some churches erred on the side of caution and chose to avoid 

collective representation to the Select Committee.  The Methodist Church urged its 

members to write to their respective MPs or submit their views directly to the Select 

Committee because submitting a consolidated representation would represent 

“participating … as a corporate body in the formulation of legislation”.807  It was 

probable that the Methodist Church was worried that the state would misconstrue 

collective action as religion’s interference in politics.  The government’s earlier 

enforcement actions on the Marxists probably worked as an external constraint that 

reinforced self-restraint on the part of religious groups and individuals, as seen in 

their hesitance to come across as challenging the Government directly.   

As this thesis has observed, power relations in the national habitus had 

undergone governmentalisation.  State-religious and interreligious relations came 

under the state’s authority in some form or another.  Even if the religious legitimacy 

of a religious leader is not derived from the state, the religious habitus is still 

subjected to the state’s overarching authority in the national habitus to which it 

belongs to, because the state is the distributor of power relations (and not because 

all forms of power is derived from the state).808  In this vein, the religious leaders’ 

 
806 Singapore Council of Christian Churches Representation, “Report on the Select Committee on 
the Maintenance of Religious Harmony Bill,” Parl. 7 of 1990 (Parliament of Singapore, October 19, 
1990), B5.  
807 “What Is THE WHITE PAPER/PROPOSED BILL on “Maintenance of Religious Harmony" and 
Some Christian Responses to It?,” 6; Patrick Kee, “Re: The White Paper on Maintenance of 
Religious Harmony,” Methodist Message, March 1990, 3.  
808 See Foucault, “The Subject and Power”, 344-5.  
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reluctance to challenge the state’s view of religion might not simply be due to fear 

or repression, but also because of how power relations operate in a habitus.     

The select Committee also acknowledged that the separation between 

religion and politics was not “well-defined” and that the “area of overlap [was] 

considerable”.  In its final submission to Parliament, the Committee said questions 

on whether such issues were “purely secular” or suitable for religious groups to 

comment on, depended on “what [was] necessary to maintain religious harmony” 

and the interests of society.809  Minister Lee said that it all depended on the context 

and there was “no formulaic definition which can be written down”.  Lee also argued 

that it was not the role of the judiciary to draw the “grey line” between religion and 

politics as this was a policy decision.  For instance, the Government recognised that 

abortion was both a legitimate public policy and a legitimate religious issue.  

However, while liberation theology was a legitimate religious issue in some 

countries because of their social problems, it was forbidden in Singapore.  Similarly, 

Lee said that compulsory military service was strictly a governmental policy even 

though some religious groups, for various reasons, viewed it as a religious issue.810  

The MRHA granted the executive branch of the Government the power to define 

the line, which appeared to vary in different situations.  Lee’s reasoning showed that 

the habitus is fluid because structures are norms are determined by the constant 

 
809 “Select Committee on the Maintenance of Religious Harmony Bill,” vi–vii. 
810 “Select Committee on the Maintenance of Religious Harmony Bill,” C42-3; “Jehovah Witness Who 
Refused to Enlist Jailed,” The Straits Times, December 28, 1972; “Jehovah’s Witnesses Fined,” The 
Straits Times, August 15, 1982; “Youth: Why I Didn’t Enlist for SAF Service,” The Straits Times, 
October 19, 1972; “Lighter Side of Trial,” New Nation, April 1, 1979; “Witnesses Face the 
Prosecution,” The Straits Times, August 15, 1982.  Lee was likely referring to Singaporean Jehovah 
Witnesses (JW) who were charged in court in the 1970s for refusing to enlist for National Service.  
In January 1972, the Government deregistered JW on the ground “that its continued existence was 
prejudicial to public order in Singapore”. 
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interactions between the state and various religious actors; the line between religion 

and politics might thus shift depending on context.   

The state had determined that deciding the limits of political and religious 

activities was not up to open courts, as the Hertogh incident had shown that the 

judiciary should not deliberate on sensitive matters like religion.  It was, in fact, the 

judge’s decision that had led to the riots then.  The White Paper also noted that the 

division between religion and politics was a “political decision” that fell under the 

“responsibility of the Executive and Parliament”.811   

While there is apparent ambiguity about the division between the political 

and religious spheres, this is where the analytical framework of the habitus, as 

demonstrated by this thesis, comes in useful.  Patterns can be established to 

determine where the line lies by looking at the existing dispositions and structures 

of the habitus.  A significant number of issues involve both political and religious 

considerations, and the overlapping areas are something specific to the Singapore 

habitus.  Through an examination of secularity dispositions and structures of the 

habitus, civil order appears to be the benchmark for determining whether religious 

concerns have crossed over into politics.  Comments from religious leaders that did 

not challenge the Government’s authority or incite discontentment between groups 

(for example, on abortion) were thus acceptable.   

Conversely, radical social action and the evasion of military service 

threatened to upset existing state policies, and in correlation, the civil order that the 

state sought to protect.  As previously discussed, Lee said he saw no congruence 

between the local context and the social conditions that produced liberation 

 
811 “Select Committee on the Maintenance of Religious Harmony Bill,” v–vii, C53. 
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theology in Latin America; thus, the state decided that the theology was not locally 

viable.  Similarly, compulsory military service stemmed from the country’s defence 

needs and had nothing to do with religious groups.  It is likely that religious 

expressions or actions deemed by either state or society to be disruptive to social 

harmony or existing habitus structures and limits will be construed as misbehaviour 

that needed to be normalised. 

6.2 The MRHA as Tactic to Normalise Secularity Norms in the National 

Habitus  

This thesis argues that the MRHA was more than a policy introduced by the 

Government to control and manage religion.  For Foucault, connotations of power 

were not simply about oppression or repression.812  Similarly, this thesis argues that 

MRHA did not seek to obliterate religion from the public sphere.  MRHA is a piece 

of legislation used by the state as a strategy to achieve the ends of governance.  

The “ultimate aim of government” is the “welfare of the population, the improvement 

of its conditions” and increasing its resources.813  In this light, MRHA is a strategy 

to normalise the abnormal and reinforce norms in the national habitus.  Several key 

continuous secularity dispositions of the habitus may be identified.  

The country’s historical experiences with the volatile mix of race and religion 

continued to be a key disposition of the shared habitus.  Former politician Bernard 

Chen revealed that the Government was aware that it had to “work” to maintain 

racial and religious harmony in Singapore as human beings were fundamentally 

racist.  The conflation of race and religious identities also heightened racial or 

 
812 Foucault, Discpline and Punish, 219. 
813 Foucault, “Governmentality,” 211, 217. 
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religious tensions.  The Government had to deal with a significant number of race- 

and religion-related incidents, such as complaints that the azan was too loud.  

Moreover, the shared habitus was affected by events external to the nation-state 

habitus.  For instance, upon the news of Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s 

assassination, the Government uncovered a case of local Indians planning to attack 

a Sikh temple.  Past experiences have shown that religious habitus comes with 

transnational affiliations that could potentially transcend national belonging and 

destabilise state-religious and interreligious relations.  Chen also said that the 

Government was aware that “racial and religious and language angles [were] very 

very sensitive”.814  Further, Minister Lee acknowledged that the MRHA was the 

government’s attempt to avoid future scenarios when the majority population might 

become agitated or “religious elements enter into what [had] been political”.815  As 

a tactic, MRHA’s end is to attain social cohesion by reintroducing secularity norms 

to society.   

The White Paper and subsequent discussions on the MRHA made a number 

of references to the Hertogh riots.  The Select Committee made no less than seven 

mentions of the Hertogh riots.  Notably, Chiam said that many academic works on 

the Hertogh riots had shown that it was not religious in nature.  However, his claim 

was disputed by several individuals who made oral representations to the Select 

Committee.  Reverend Quek Kiok Chiang, a former ISD officer, insisted that the 

Government had intelligence suggesting that the Hertogh riots were “related to 

religion”.  He said the riots showed that “it would be good to have such a centralised 
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legislation to pre-empt or curb such trouble”.816  Jayakumar also said that open court 

trials “inflamed the feelings and led to riots” in the Hertogh incident.817  The MUIS 

support for the MRHA also stemmed from its officials’ understanding that disputes 

between Christians and Muslims had “led to riots, to the detriment of the country” in 

some cases.  MUIS saw aggressive Christian evangelism in the same frame of 

continuity, and suggested that the MRHA could mitigate such tensions.818  The 

references to the Hertogh riots, possibly the earliest collective memory of racial and 

religious riots in Singapore’s habitus, showed how past historical sequences 

continued to perpetuate itself in the present-day habitus.   

Evangelism continued to be seen as an issue that could potentially disrupt 

social harmony.  In the late 1980s, the state’s concern, and society’s, was with the 

methods of evangelism and not evangelism per se.  Tony Tan, a member of the 

Select Committee, assured Muslim representatives he understood that, for both 

Muslims and Christians, the duty to evangelise was “sacrosanct”.  Both Tan and 

Jayakumar were concerned that evangelism methods could incur unnecessary ill-

feeling between religious groups; the methods had “crossed the unacceptable 

boundaries into the realm of another religion”.819  The political elites imposing limits 

on evangelism was thus not something new.  More often than not, evangelism 

across religious groups would entail one group disputing the doctrines and truths of 

the other.  As Smith has suggested, when believers perceived that their religion was 

under attack, they would be inclined to “leap to the defense of what is attacked”.820  
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Such actions would likely give rise to inter-religious tensions, as each religious 

group’s beliefs and truths were undermined, giving rise to challenges between 

religious habitus.  Thus, as the arbiter of power relations in the national habitus, the 

government stressed the importance of sensitive and tolerant evangelism. 

 Notably, the Paper set out limits of acceptable roles of religion in society, 

and the relative positions of the state and religious groups in the national habitus.  

It declared that the state “must not be antagonistic to the religious beliefs of the 

population” and that it should maintain neutral relationships with various religious 

groups.  In addition, the Paper stressed that while every citizen is entitled to freedom 

of religious belief, he or she must not impinge on “the rights and sensitivities of other 

citizens”.  Further, the state viewed religion as a positive force in specific functions, 

namely the provision of spiritual support and moral guidance, and as providers of 

educational, community, and social work.821  The White Paper spelt out secularity 

norms which were similar to those discussed in Chapter 5.  Thus, the MRHA and 

ensuing discussions on the legislation could be seen as a process of the 

normalisation of secularity norms in the national habitus.  

6.3 Effectiveness of MRHA as Disciplinary Tactic 

According to the civilising process, less external constraints will be needed 

as society progresses along the trajectory and self-constraint increases.  There 

would also be fewer differences in the distribution of power between groups.822  In 

the discussions on MRHA, some religious leaders had likewise suggested that there 

was no need for legislation to govern religious expressions in the public sphere.  

 
821 “Select Committee on the Maintenance of Religious Harmony Bill,” 2. 
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323 

However, Lee said there was a need for “firm” governance to “ride [the] passions” 

of religious resurgence, as a “soft government trying to persuade everybody, will 

lead to big mischief”.823  Lee’s approach was contrary to the “gentle persuasion” 

approach that some Christians had proposed.  This section will briefly discuss 

whether MRHA achieved the effect of disciplining the population on the norms of 

religious behaviour in the national habitus. Due to the limited scope of the thesis, 

this section will examine the perspectives of the state, the Christians, and the 

Muslims.   

Some Christians were convinced that the MRHA was a veiled attempt to 

curtail the growth of Christianity in Singapore.  They felt misunderstood by the 

Government, which accused them of attempting to “turn Singapore into a Christian 

nation”. 824   Some individuals suggested that the Christian community felt the 

Government had a “hidden agenda” to impede their growth, possibly to appease the 

majority of the population who were Buddhists and Confucianists.  When probed 

further on the hidden agenda, Sng said that the Christians had a “hidden fear” that 

“everything was being engineered”, but he declined to comment further.825  We can 

infer that Sng was implying that the Government was resisting the rapid growth of 

Christians in society, which was an unplanned social change in the habitus.   

Nonetheless, the MRHA did not appear to have hampered the evangelical 

efforts of the Christians.  At the start of the decade, Assembly of God (AoG) 

Reverend Naomi Dowdy designated the 1990s as “the decade of harvest”.  The 

AoG Executive Committee believed that God wanted them to double the number of 
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churches both locally and overseas in the next ten years.826   Local Methodist 

churches also aimed to double the number of their congregations by the end of the 

1990s.827  Some churches moved forward with their involvement in the AD2000 

movement, which aimed to see “at least half of humanity profess some allegiance” 

to the Christian God by 2000.  The AD2000 Conference was held in Singapore in 

January 1989, during which topics like “targeting the giant of Islam” were 

discussed.828   

Notable were the Christian efforts to be more sensitive and tolerant in their 

preaching to non-Christians.  Churches continued holding smaller-scale crusades 

at the National Stadium, with lesser fanfare.829  More prominent crusades, like a 

proposed Billy Graham Crusade in 1994, were rejected by previous supporters.  

Many of them felt that it was not the appropriate time for a mass evangelism 

campaign in Singapore. 830   The Methodist churches also recognised that the 

introduction of the MRHA would bear new implications for them.  While evangelism 

was “doing what God Himself does”, they also recognised the need to evangelise 

with “wisdom and sensitivity”.831  Likewise, in April 1990, the GCF organised a talk 

entitled “Understanding Muslims”, hoping that the seminar could become a “hopeful 

start” to a cordial relationship between Christians and Muslims, “despite the bad 

memories of the past”.832  Jean DeBernadi’s ethnographic research conducted in 
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Singapore between 1995 and 2005 notes that some Christian groups labelled 

potentially sensitive materials “For Christians Only”, to prevent misunderstandings 

about the Christian tracts being meant for non-Christians.833  It appears that there 

were, visibly, more efforts on the part of Christians to be more sensitive towards the 

concerns of others in society in order not to upset interreligious relations.   

Due to the absence of quantitative studies on religious dispositions in the 

1980s, it cannot be conclusively ascertained whether the MRHA fostered a higher 

degree of tolerance between religious groups.  We could compare two surveys 

conducted in 1980 (at the height of religious revivalism) and 2018 to discern if 

religious attitudes towards social cohesion had changed.  Tham conducted a small-

scale study that surveyed 300 Singaporeans (180 Chinese, 80 Malays, and 40 

Indians) between August and October 1980.  The study found that 21.7% of the 

Chinese respondents, 26.3% of the Malays, and 17.5% of the Indians considered 

tolerance an important cultural value.  Similarly, 15% of the Chinese respondents, 

61.3% of the Malays, and 17.5% of Indians found respect an important cultural 

value.834  While it is far from a perfect comparison, a survey in 2018 found that more 

than 90% of those surveyed felt it was unacceptable or very unacceptable for 

religious leaders to “incite violence or hatred against other religions, make 

insensitive comments about another religion, or encourage their members to refrain 

from mixing with other religious groups”.835  Also, 88% said that it was unacceptable 
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or very unacceptable for religious leaders to criticise other religions to their 

followers, even if such comments were made in closed-door settings.836  Notably, 

only 52% of the respondents felt that it was unacceptable or very unacceptable for 

religious leaders to encourage their followers to evangelise to strangers in public 

settings.  Of these respondents, 53.2% of the Muslims, 58.8% of the Catholics, and 

72.4% of Protestant Christians felt that it was acceptable or very acceptable for 

religious leaders to urge their followers to evangelise to strangers.837   

It could be surmised that the findings in 2018 showed that while a significant 

number of Muslims and Christians were still likely to evangelise to people of other 

faiths, they were inclined to do so in a more sensitive manner.  Nonetheless, this 

thesis notes that a direct comparison using statistics from the 1980 and 2018 

surveys is imperfect, due to differing methodology, sample size, and nature of the 

questions.  Tolerance and respect were undefined values in the earlier survey.  

Nonetheless, it could be gauged that there was a general increase in tolerance 

levels among religious individuals.  Respect for the need for religious tolerance had 

become a norm in the national habitus.   

From the 1990s, there was a discernible increase in the number of social 

services run by religious organisations in Singapore.  While it could not be 

ascertained if this increase was motivated by societal needs, or the result of 

religious organisations complying with the government’s advice to restrict their 

“good” functions to providing social services, a definite increase could be observed 

in religiously affiliated social welfare services.   A study found that since the 1990s, 

 
surveys were conducted with 1,800 Singapore residents on matters relating to religious beliefs, 
religiosity, and the role of religion in the private and public spheres.   
836 Mathews, Lim, and Selvarajan, 118. 
837 Mathews, Lim, and Selvarajan, 123. 
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Buddhist organisations had established welfare homes for the aged, needy, sick, 

and destitute.  These organisations also provided health and education services to 

all groups, regardless of race or religion.838   

Before the introduction of the MRHA, the Christians were already active in 

social services catering to people across religious and racial groups; nonetheless, 

there was a discernible shift towards more Christian involvement in social services.  

In 1990, several churches preached that evangelism went hand in hand with social 

responsibility.  AoG churches emphasised that evangelism and social 

responsibilities were “inseparable twins”.  The focus on evangelisation had only 

presented an “ideal form of redemption” without social responsibility.  Christians 

should be involved, both in social services and social actions. 839   Similarly, 

Bethesda (Frankel Estate) Church stressed that they were moving towards 

administering to the “physical and social needs of ‘the poor’”, like what Jesus did.840  

The GCF also talked about extending the Christian mission beyond “saving souls” 

to involvement in social welfare.841  As of 2008, Mathews observes that Protestant 

churches comprised the largest coalition in the local social services sector, 

accounting for 41% of the total number of social service charities.842    

A number of Muslim organisations established social welfare homes or 

services in the early 1990s.  Pertapis started managing a halfway house in 1989.  It 

established a centre for women and girls in 1990 and opened a children’s welfare 

 
838 Khun Eng Kuah-Pearce, “Delivering Welfare Services in Singapore: A Strategic Partnership 
between Buddhism and the State,” in Religious Diversity in Singapore, 516–17. 
839 Benjamin Cheng, “Christian Social Responsibility,” Singapore Evangel, March 1992, 4–5. 
840 Kok Liang Yeow, “Editorial,” Scope, September 1990, 1. 
841 Bobby Sng, “Caring for the Needy (II): Historical Precedents,” GCF Bulletin, September 1990, 3. 
842  Mathew Mathews, “Saving the City Through Good Works: Christian Involvement in Social 
Services,” in Religious Diversity in Singapore, 528. 
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home in 1991.  Jamiyah collaborated with the Government to establish a children’s 

home in 1993.  PPIS (Persatuan Pemudi Islam Singapura; the Singapore Muslim 

Women’s Association) and Mendaki (Council for the Development of Singapore 

Malay/Muslim Community) jointly opened the first Malay/Muslim family centre in 

1991.843   While the motivations behind religious groups’ contributions to social 

welfare services were manifold, it can be observed that they were fulfilling their 

prescribed positions in society as urged by the Government.  We see religious 

groups taking up roles as social service providers, which is another norm of the 

habitus.      

A US State Department Report in 1992 observed that the MRHA had “the 

effect of causing some religious groups to exercise more self-restraint”.  The report 

claimed that the recording of Christian speaker O.S. Guinness’ lecture at a bible 

college was destroyed because he had criticised the lack of genuine religious 

freedom in Singapore.844  We see the US State Department drawing the links 

between external restraints and self-control.  The unnamed Bible college had 

probably internalised the secularity norms laid out by MRHA and instinctively 

destroyed the content without the state’s intervention to regulate its behaviour.  In 

the short term, we can assess that the MRHA worked as a strategy to cultivate how 

members of the national habitus think or act according to how religious groups are 

expected by habitus norms to behave in the public sphere.   

  

 
843 Enon Mansor and Nur Amali Ibrahim, “Muslim Organisations and Mosques as Social Service 
Providers,” in Religious Diversity in Singapore, 463–64. 
844 “Do Evangelicals Lend Support to Repression,” Christianity Today, November 8, 1993, 65. 
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7 A GENEALOGY OF SECULARITY IN SINGAPORE 

In Chapter 1, this thesis has stated its aim to investigate the development of 

secularity – state-religion relations and societal dimension of religion – in order to 

reveal its genealogy in modern-day Singapore by using the process-sociological 

approach put forth by Foucault and Elias.  This thesis has traced the genealogy of 

secularity in Singapore through archival research.  It has identified key historical 

sequences of tensions and power changes between religious and state actors that 

have transformed notions of religion, politics and secularity in the national habitus.  

These notions, or norms, are redefined or reinforced through historical processes, 

the interactions between institutions and societal ideas of secularity, and the state’s 

introduction of mechanisms, especially in legislation.   

Section 7.1 will identify the mechanisms and processes through which norms 

and knowledge of secularity, religion and politics were produced, reinforced or 

transformed through tensions between religious and political actors.  This section 

will also discuss historical sequences where these tensions, or drag effects, had 

occurred, resulting in changes to or reinforcement of the habitus’ norms; identifying 

these sequences might allow us to predict future trends that could lead to drag 

effects.  Further, this section will discuss some of the secularity norms in the national 

habitus that are significant for secularity in Singapore.  Section 7.2 will discuss how 

the thesis is situated in the existing research on secularity and contributes to our 

understanding of secularity.  Further, this section will consider the limitations of the 

thesis and possibilities for future research.   
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7.1 Genealogy of Secularity – Continuities and Changes in Constant Motion 

This thesis has identified historical sequences or junctures where drag 

effects caused by events or socio-political changes had occurred, resulting in 

significant shifts in power relations in the national habitus and changes or 

reiterations of notions of secularity, religion and politics.  This thesis has also 

uncovered processes – governmentalisation and normalisation – and strategies 

through which secularity norms on religion and politics are introduced as external 

constraints and later internalised by the various religious habitus.  As Foucault 

observes, the ”ultimate end of the government” is the population’s welfare, its 

improvement and increase in resources.845  Thus, strategies, or disciplinary tactics, 

were introduced to manage the population with the specific aim of civil order that 

facilities conditions for economic growth.   

This thesis reveals that the notion of secularity is closely tied to civil order 

and the facilitation of conditions ideal for economic growth and the survival of the 

colonial state and, later, the independent Singapore nation.  Notably, disciplinary 

strategies are usually deployed and enforced by the state due to the 

governmentalisation of power relations in the shared habitus, which places the state 

as the highest arbiter and distributor of power relations in society.  These strategies 

are deployed to normalise how smaller habitus (plural) in the shared habitus 

respond to the actions of other habitus, or to win over resisting or abnormal 

forces.846  Strategies could either be enforcement actions, legislation, public policies 

and political discourses.  This section will identify mechanisms at work at these 

junctures and highlight observations that are significant for secularism in Singapore.   

 
845 Foucault, “Governmentality”, 210. 
846 Foucault, “The Subject and Power”, 346.  
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The first notable historical sequence is the colonial period.  Socio-political 

changes at this juncture led to Singapore’s multiracial and multireligious makeup 

and how racial and religious identities are conceived in the present day.  As shown 

in Chapter 2, the colonial period was critical in forming racial-religious groups in 

society and the conflation of race and religion.  Singapore’s role as an entrepôt 

attracted immigrants from China, India, the Middle East, and the neighbouring 

Malay Archipelago.  These immigrants imported various racial and religious 

traditions that formed the current diverse makeup of Singapore society.  Due to the 

British policy of divide and rule, these racial-religious groups retained separate 

administrative and legal structures, reiterating their specific racial-religious habitus, 

identities and respective differences.  Religious belonging evolved in independent 

Singapore to be closely tied to the national identity, forming identities such as 

Malay/Muslim, Chinese-Christian, Chinese-Buddhist, or Indian-Hindu.   

The special status of Islam vis-à-vis the state was also established as a norm 

in the colonial habitus.  The British made provisions in the 1819 treaty to respect 

the laws and customs of the Malays, who were the indigenous rulers and natives of 

pre-colonial Singapore.  This entailed respect for Syariah law and Islamic practices 

as the Malays were mostly Muslims.  The special position of Malays in the state was 

enshrined in the Rendel Constitution of self-governing Singapore, and subsequently 

in the Singapore Constitution.  The special position of Malay/Muslims in the 

Constitution provided for the enactment of the AMLA, which cultivated religious 

norms for local Muslims to follow.  Local Muslims have to adhere to certain religious 

practices or laws in areas like zakat, marriage, divorce and inheritance because 

they fall under the legal jurisdiction of AMLA.  In present-day Singapore, state 



332 

policies affecting Malay/Muslims might pressure minority Malay/Muslims to adhere 

to certain religious norms.  The institutionalisation of Islam has thus transformed 

how local Muslims live out certain religious practices.  When the Government 

relaxed its policy and allowed Muslim nurses to wear the tudung in August 2021, 

Minister-in-charge of Muslim Affairs Masagos Zulkifli said Muslim nurses should not 

feel “pressured” or “judged” by their decision not to wear the tudung, and “putting 

pressure on others is against the teachings of Islam”.847  Masagos’ statement was 

likely made to pre-empt some factions within the Muslim community from pressuring 

other Muslims to conform to religious norms.   

Further, British colonial rule introduced the concept of the nation-state and 

increased governmentalisation of the state as religion-state and interreligious 

relations became formalised under the auspices of the state.   The anti-Catholic 

riots, the Sepoy Mutiny, Hindu-Muslim conflicts and conflicts between secret 

societies led the colonial state to take over the regulation of power relations in the 

colonial state.  At this juncture, the relationship between the colonial state and each 

habitus was vertical, as the various racial-religious groupings did not share many 

common state institutions or legislation.  Colonial policies like urban planning, divide 

and rule, and legal pluralism kept religious communities apart to ensure stability and 

civil order in society, so that the colonial economy could thrive.  The colonial state 

also used disciplinary stratgeies like the ban on some public processions to prevent 

interreligious clashes in the public sphere, which continued to the present day.   

Modern religion-state institutions were established, and power was 

centralised in state institutions.  As the colonial state developed, religious groups 

 
847 Hariz Baharudin, “NDP 2021: Do Not Prssure Nurses to Wear the Tudung, Says Masagos”, The 
Straits Times, Aug 30, 2021. 
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were compelled to cede their roles as autonomous units to the colonial 

administration.  In the first century of colonial rule, religious or community leaders 

were in charge of administering to their respective communities.  These leaders 

arbitrated in cases of disputes between members of their communities.  Religious 

or racial groups also took care of their own needs, such as providing social services 

and education.  Gradually, the colonial state took over these administrative 

functions and limited the power of religious or racial groups through legislation, the 

use of the police apparatus or public policies.  Religion-state relations became 

formalised under the government apparatus.  A significant change was the 

Mahomedan Marriage Ordinance in 1880, which relinquished the local kadi’s 

powers to the civil courts.  In addition, the colonial state institutionalised state-

religion relations through the establishment of the Mohammedan, Sikh, Hindu, and 

Chinese Advisory Boards.  In having control over those elected to these Boards, the 

colonial state arbitrated over power relations in these separate racial-religious 

habitus.   

The aforementioned colonial structures continue to exist as part of the 

national habitus today.  The Mohammedan Advisory Board and the Mohammedan 

section of the Endowments Board merged to form the present-day MUIS.  The 

Hindu Endowments Board is now a statutory board affiliated with the Ministry of 

Culture, Community and Youth, established under the Hindu Endowments Act in 

1968.  The members of the Board must be both Singaporeans and Hindus, and they 

are elected by the Minister for Culture, Community and Youth.848 

 
848  Hindu Endowments Board, “About Us | HEB,” accessed August 16, 2021, 
https://heb.org.sg/about-us/. 
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This thesis’s use of the habitus has allowed us to trace the interactions 

between institutions, state and religious actors.  Notably, the religious actors were 

not passive receivers of state-defined religious positions in society or the Western 

notion of secularity.  Some Muslims had requested the standardisation of Syariah 

law due to differing interpretations among Muslims of different mazhab and races.  

The British also returned the administration of the Queen Street Gurdwara to the 

Sikh community after the latter resisted interference from the Mohammedan and 

Hindu Endowments Board.  The colonial state, which appeared to have had tenuous 

control over the diverse immigrant population, would have been unable to 

implement changes without the cooperation or consensus of the local religious or 

community elites.     

The next notable shift in power relations is the period of self-governance.  

Self-governance was significant because most of these inhabitants became 

Singapore citizens overnight.  Partial political power was shifted from the colonial 

elites to local elites.  The postcolonial elites decolonised the habitus and introduced 

contextualised notions of religion and secularity for the national habitus, thus 

changing some of the Western-imposed views of secularity.  Nation-building led to 

the subsequent redefinition of the position of religious communities in society as 

local citizens discussed what form of secularity Singapore should take on.  The 

Government tried as much as possible to maintain neutral relationships with all 

religious groups.  The newly established Legislative Assembly abolished the system 

of legal pluralism and developed a civil law system for non-Muslims.  Postcolonial 

elites decided that no religion should impose its religious beliefs on society through 

government policies; granting rights to a specific religious group might lead to a 
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slippery slope where other religious groups also insisted on their own entitlements.  

In addition, the local Government chose to retain Islam-state relations by retaining 

the Syariah law for Muslims in marriage, divorce, and inheritance matters.  The dual 

legal system continues to be a feature in the national habitus.   

During this period, several religion-related episodes led to physical violence.  

The Hertogh riots continue to be invoked in Singapore’s nation-building narrative, 

as seen in This Land is Mine, political speeches and public discussions on the place 

of religion in society.  Another significant episode was the 1964 race riots.  These 

two episodes reinforced the volatility of race and religious sentiments and raised 

doubts about Malay loyalty to the nation-state, since it appeared that the Malays 

distrusted the majority-Chinese Singapore Government.  The Singapore habitus 

learned that religion could be disruptive to social harmony because religious 

differences were divisive and could manifest in physical conflicts.  To this end, as 

explained in Chapter 3, the state introduced disciplinary tactics in the form of legal 

restrictions on the press to direct future media responses to reporting on religious 

issues.  Another structure was the government policy to limit sensitive discussions 

on racial and religious issues to closed-door sessions with relevant stakeholders.    

Secularity norms established during this period through legislation, public 

policies and shared experiences continue to influence secularism today, especially 

in the state’s regulation of religious discussions or visibility in the public sphere.  The 

habitus shows us how secularity norms and institutions become self-reinforcing 

among the habitus’ members.  At the Ministry of Education’s launch of the National 

Education Plan in 1997, PM Lee said, “amnesia is not an option” and it is important 

for teachers to teach students about the sensitivity of race and religious issues as 
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“ignorance will pose a real risk of racial conflict happening again one day”.849  In the 

political discussions for revisions to the MRHA in 2019, Shanmugam used historical 

experiences, especially the Hertogh riots, to show that race and religion could 

potentially stir emotions and tensions in society.850   

Restrictions on public processions, which were first enforced during the 

colonial period and later motivated by the 1964 race riots, led to a ban on religious 

foot processions except for three Hindu festivals – Thaipusam, Panguni Uthiram 

and Thimithi – under the Public Order Act.  MHA stated that “maintaining public 

order and stability, in accordance with the rule of law, is important to our economic 

survival and international standing.”851  When a politician brought up the tudung 

issue in Parliament in 2019, Masagos said that the Government understood the 

“complexity and sensitivity of the issue” and adopted the approach of “careful 

closed-door discussions”.852  Press restrictions arising from Hertogh riots continue 

too; in 2009, PM Lee chastised the media for magnifying the AWARE episode with 

its extensive press coverage.853  We see how repetitive political discourses and 

public policies normalise the importance of reducing the visibility of public discourse 

on religious issues and religious processions, thus reflecting the self-reinforcing 

 
849 M Nirmla, Pang Gek Choo and Walter Fernandez, “Race Issues: Handle with Care “But No 
Glossing Over””, The Straits Times, May 18, 1997.   
850 Lianne Chia, “Shanmugam Warns 'Serious Consequences Can Follow’ When Countries 
are Lax About Hate Speech,” The Straits Times, April 1, 2019. 
851  “Maintaining Public Order,” Ministry of Home Affairs, accessed July 9, 2022, 
https://www.mha.gov.sg/what-we-do/maintaining-law-and-order/maintaining-public-order. 
852 Cindy Co, “Government’s Secular Stand On Issue Of Wearing Tudungs With Public Service 
Uniforms Has Been ‘Consistently Clear’: Masagos,” Channel NewsAsia, March 8, 2021.  MP Faisal 
Manap suggested in Parliament that the Government should allow Muslim nurses to wear the tudung 
as the ban had deterred some Muslims from taking up nursuing as a profession.   
853 “Risks of Religious Fervour; Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong Spoke about the Four Challenges 
Facing Singapore in His National Day Rally Speech on Sunday. Here Is an Edited Version,” Straits 
Times, August 18, 2009. 
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mechanisms of the habitus.  Another notable observation is the state’s role in 

directing mechanisms to regulate habitus norms.     

Another notable historical sequence is Singapore’s merger with Malaysia.  

After Singapore gained independence in 1965, historical episodes, such as the 

Hertogh incident and racial riots, reinforced the importance of secularity for 

maintaining social cohesion in a religiously diverse society.  Singapore’s brief 

merger with Malaysia ended with the local political elites’ rejection of Malaysia’s 

version of secularism.  Both the Singapore and Malaysia habitus had different 

secularity norms.  National identity in Malaysia utilised Islam to forge common 

belonging, while the Singapore Government chose secularity and multireligiosity as 

the foundations of the country’s national identity.  The conflicts between local and 

Malaysian politicians were drag effects of their responses to the challenges they 

saw the other habitus posed.  Both habitus wanted to resist changes by blocking 

the other entirely, and thus, it was not viable for both habitus to co-exist under a 

shared national habitus.  The Singaporean nation-building narrative stressed that 

the nation’s survival hinged on the country being a secular, multi-religious and 

multiracial society, built on mutual understanding and tolerance.  Secularity has 

become an enduring feature of the national habitus and is enshrined in the 

Singapore Constitution upon the country’s independence.   

 The following significant historical sequence is the initial months of the 

country’s independence, when the political elites defined and normalised the limits 

of secularity in Singapore through the Constitution, various policies and repetition 

through political speeches.  Such normalisation aimed to direct how religious 

habitus respond or react to other religious habitus.  Religious leaders were advised 
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not to mix religion and politics, as was the case when Singapore UMNO stirred 

Malay/Muslim grievances to rally political support from the Malay/Muslim 

community, triggering Sino-Malay clashes.  The political elites also advised 

Christians not to evangelise to Muslims, as religious conversion was a sensitive 

issue.   

 The Government continued to formalise Islam-state relations with more 

institutions.  The state formulated the AMLA and the MBF to appease Malay/Muslim 

demands, possibly to defuse tensions between the Government and the 

Malay/Muslim community.  These pieces of legislation could only be enacted with 

the consent of those willing to be directed by the norms set by the state.  The state 

was also considerate towards balancing legislation and the religious needs of 

Singaporean Muslims.  For instance, Muslims were excluded from the Human 

Organ Transplant Act (HOTA) in 1987.  The Government waited for consensus from 

MUIS before the HOTA was revised in 2007 to include the Muslims; this was after 

MUIS considered changes in medical developments and social context and revised 

its fatwa to permit organ donation. 854   Nonetheless, during the merger, the 

Government had shown that it would not cave to demands for Malay/Muslim 

privileges at the expense of other groups in society.  The emphasis on state 

neutrality (as much as possible) towards all religious groups, and the equality of all 

religious groups, are key secularity principles of the national habitus.  The 

Singapore Government resisted giving in to Malay chauvinists pushing for similar 

 
854 Majlis Ugama Islam Singapura, “Family Planning and Reproductive Technology,” 3, 7, 15, 17, 19; 
“Organ Transplant Act to Take Effect Next Week,” The Straits Times, July 7, 1987; “23 Patients 
Gained from Revised HOTA Since July,” Channel NewsAsia, December 1, 2004; Zakir Hussain, 
“New Ruling Makes It Easier For Muslims To Be Organ Donors,” The Straits Times, July 27, 2007.  
MUIS had issued a fatwa in 1973 to prohibit organ donations for both live and dead donors.      
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privileges to those enjoyed by the Malaysian Malays, setting a norm for how it would 

respond to such future challenges to the state.  The short-lived merger with 

Malaysia thus further entrenched the necessity of secularity in the national habitus.    

 Another critical historical sequence is the period between the 1970s and 

1980s.  This was a period of rapid urbanisation, social changes, and Islamic and 

Christian revivalism.  These social changes brought about tensions between state 

and religious actors, producing several changes to the secularity norms in the 

national habitus.  In the late 1970s, the state perceived that urbanisation had 

resulted in the spread of Western societal influences in Singapore and produced a 

“nation of thieves” without social values.855  At this juncture, the political elites 

stressed the importance of religious values as moral values to produce good, law-

abiding citizens as a solution to moral decadence.   

 A significant change was the change in the definition of the societal role of 

religion for the religious and political elites.   The religious habitus sought to expand 

its role in society, which the state viewed as a threat to existing power relations in 

the habitus; a shift in one’s power could destabilise overall social cohesion.  In some 

cases, the religious groups mounted direct challenges to the state’s authority.  

Islamic revivalism meant Islam gained more significance in the lives of local 

Malay/Muslims.  There was also growing awareness among the local population of 

global events affecting Muslims overseas, and perhaps an increased affinity 

between local and overseas Muslims.  The Iranian revolution also showed that 

Islamic theocracy was a viable governance alternative to a secular state, and the 

formation of Ikhwan and the SPLO challenged state authority.  Coupled with the 

 
855 “The Straits Times Says.. It’s Better to Be Informed.” 
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socio-economic problems faced by the Malay/Muslim community, tensions possibly 

increased between the state and the Malay/Muslims.   

 Locally, Christianity underwent a resurgence, both in physical numbers and 

public visibility.  Local Christians saw evangelism and social action as essential 

elements of their faith.  The socio-political and economic power of the Christian 

habitus potentially disturbed existing power relations between various religious 

habitus.  Insensitive and aggressive evangelism placed the Christians in direct 

conflict with other religious groups, notably the Muslims.  This was especially so as 

the Christians were deemed by the state and some groups in society to have 

violated the earlier norm stated by the Government to not proselytise to the Muslims.  

The Christians also envisioned new roles for themselves in socio-economic 

spheres.  The SIM and the alleged Marxists were in direct conflict with the state.  

The above changes, in turn, triggered responses from religious groups and the 

state.  Christian evangelism led to the intellectualisation of Islam and Buddhism in 

Singapore.  In addition, religious competition pushed Muslims and Buddhists to 

reinvent their religious and evangelisation practices.   

Likewise, the state’s view of religion in the national habitus shifted.  The 

challenges mounted by religious groups led to increased state intervention to 

regulate power relations.  The state used various tactics to reinforce old and new 

secularity norms.  Earlier in the 1960s, the state had stressed that religion had a 

spiritual role in the lives of citizens and that religion should not be mixed with politics.  

The same tropes were reiterated through the politicians’ speeches at various 

community events and reported in the news, but with more defined boundaries.  The 

state had previously promoted compulsory religious education to inculcate good 
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moral values in its citizens.  By the end of the 1980s, the state decided that religious 

education and values were private matters.  Instead, the Government introduced a 

set of “Shared Values” that placed belonging to the nation above community, 

stressing that religious belonging should not precede national loyalty.  The “Shared 

Values” also stressed the importance of tolerance and understanding in society, 

which is another recurring trope in the national habitus.     

 A second significant change was the definition of politics.  In the 1950s and 

1960s, the forbidden mix of religion and politics referred to religious and racial 

rhetoric being invoked by political parties like Singapore UMNO to gather support 

from the Malay/Muslims.  However, with the advent of social action, liberation 

theology, and Islamic political thought, the boundary of politics also extended to 

socio-political matters.  The boundaries were laid out in the White Paper for the 

MRHA, and the legislation has since become a critical regulatory mechanism for the 

national habitus and established acceptable societal roles for religious groups.  The 

state encouraged religious groups to participate in social welfare services to 

complement existing government services, rather than to be in direct conflict with 

the Government or critical of government policies.  Collective religious participation 

in socio-political activities was strictly forbidden.   

 That the MRHA has not been enforced thus far showed that it was more of a 

strategy to regulate norms in the national habitus.  For religious-related offences, 

the state had relied on other laws the religious groups had previously said it could 

have used instead of introducing MRHA.  For instance, a blogger was charged 

under the Sedition Act for posting inflammatory comments on Malays and Muslims 
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in 2005.856  It was likely that MRHA was used as a strategy to regulate norms and 

serve as an external constraint to be internalised by the various religious habitus so 

that they would self-regulate according to the habitus norms.  The responses of 

Singaporeans to the attempted Christian takeover of AWARE in 2007 revealed that 

Singaporeans had internalised secularity norms.  Singaporeans had spontaneously 

rejected the Christian takeover of AWARE and the civil society sphere by turning up 

at the Extraordinary General Meeting to thwart the alleged Christian effort to take 

over the civil organisation.          

We can make several observations from the above discussion.  Much of the 

debate over the MRHA focused on the definition of the line between religion and 

politics.  This thesis’s study of the genealogy of secularity in Singapore has shown 

that institutional and societal definitions of religion and politics are fluid and in 

constant interaction.  The line, being part of the national habitus, shifts in response 

to social and political contexts, although it is very much defined by historical 

dispositions and interactions between state and religious actors.  Thus, even though 

dominant tropes of the habitus remain, the relative positions of the state, religious 

and racial communities are in flux due to fluctuating power relationships. 

The social changes, or attempted social changes, studied in this thesis could 

be interpreted as attempts by religious groups to redefine the role of religion in 

society.  In the 1950s and early 1960s, Malay/Muslims struggled for a more 

privileged position in the socio-economic sphere.  In the 1970s and 1980s, 

Christians wanted to convert more Singaporeans to the faith and play a more 

significant role in the socio-political sphere.  The discussions on the MRHA were 

 
856 “Third Racist Blogger Sentenced to 24 Months Supervised Probation,” Channel NewsAsia, 
November 23, 2005.  
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reflective of power struggles between religious groups and the Government over 

the right to define the line between religion and politics, showing us the constant 

interaction between institutions and religious groups and the resulting implications 

on state institutions regulating religion. 

Secularism as a statecraft principle remains an essential condition for the 

survival of a multi-religious, multiracial, and multi-lingual society like Singapore and 

the forging of national identity.  There is some degree of separation between religion 

and politics.  While the line remains fluid, general dispositions can be discerned, 

guiding the division of religion and politics.  In the 1960s and 1970s, the context was 

political parties, such as Singapore UMNO, using racial and religious rhetoric to 

instigate Malay/Muslim discontentment against the government.  The state 

expanded the definition of politics in the late 1980s to include socio-political activism 

by religiously motivated actors.  Since the line between religion and politics shifts 

due to various factors, the boundary between religion and politics continues to be 

challenged and redefined.  The power to define the line between religion and politics 

resides with state and societal actors.  In this aspect, the habitus structure can be 

used to study further developments of how interactions between religion and politics 

affect state institutions and the conceived role of religion in society.   

The state’s role as the “global overseer, the principle of regulation [and] the 

distributor of all power relations” in the national habitus is notable.857  The role of 

the Government as the highest power authority in the national habitus stems from 

habitus’ dynamics and the continued governmentalisation of power relations since 

the colonial period.  The emergence of a colonial population and, later, a Singapore 

 
857 Foucault, “The Subject and Power”, 344.  
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population led to increased governmentalisation of the state and power relations as 

the population became the “ultimate end of government”. 858   The end is the 

maintenance of civil order to facilitate economic growth, as noted above.   

The state oversees the mechanisms normalising the secularity norms and 

delineates what is appropriate for religion in the public sphere, and the mainstream 

religious habitus’ consent to the power relations.  These mechanisms include the 

Constitution, enacting legislation, enforcement actions, the local politicians’ 

addresses to local communities, the introduction of programmes into the national 

education system and other government policies.  Examples include introducing the 

“Shared Values” into the national school curriculum and reciting the national pledge 

(which includes secularity norms) every morning in school.  Such mechanisms are 

usually reiterated daily or regularly so that citizens will internalise the external 

constraints as secularity norms, thus conditioning their thoughts, actions and 

responses to adhere to habitus’ norms.  After the 9/11 terrorist attack, MUIS 

launched the “Singaporean Muslim Identity” project to show that there is no conflict 

between being a good Muslim and a good citizen”.859  The project highlighted ten 

attributes of the local Muslim that are “aligned with national priorities”. 860    

Unsurprisingly, local academics like Goh, Ramakrishna and Alami recognise and 

advocate for the importance of the state in regulating religious action and state-

religion relations in the public sphere.  In the aftermath of the AWARE episode, PM 

 
858 Foucault, “Governmentality”, 220.  
859 Basma Abdelgafar, Thriving in a Plural World: Principles and Values of the Singapore Muslim 
Community (Singapore: Muis Academy, 2018), 49. 
860 Prime Minister’s Office Singapore, “PMO | Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong’s Written Interview 
With Berita Harian,” Text, Prime Minister’s Office Singapore (Prime Minister’s Office Singapore, 
December 24, 2018), http://www.pmo.gov.sg/Newsroom/prime-minister-lee-hsien-loongs-written-
interview-berita-harian. 
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Lee said the Government “hold the ring so that all groups can practise their faiths 

freely without colliding”.861   The state recognises itself as the arbiter of power 

relations in the secularity and national habitus. 

In this vein, the state decides what is appropriate or inappropriate behaviour 

for religious groups as per the secularity norms in the habitus.  The state stresses 

the moral, spiritual, and cultural aspects of religion in society.  In turn, religious 

groups assume moral roles in Singapore society.  From the late 1980s, more 

religious actors assumed their state-defined roles as social service providers.  

Generally, religious groups recognise the state’s authority in regulating religion’s 

presence in the public sphere and possible interreligious tensions.   

However, because the habitus is fluid, the state does not have precise control 

over how the religious groups will respond and internalise the norms that state-

introduced mechanisms seek to inculcate.  For instance, the Christians in the 1980s 

did not heed the late PM Lee’s verbal diktat to refrain from evangelising the Muslims.  

The state’s introduction of RK, meant to facilitate the inculcation of moral values, 

created the unintended consequence of an increased number of students following 

the religion they were obliged to study under RK.   

The religious groups and other citizens, conditioned by the habitus 

mechanisms, also practise self-regulation within their groups and external 

constraints over other individuals.  We see religious leaders like Olcomendy 

practising self-restraint over their followers when the latter challenged state policies 

on several occasions.  Other Christian leaders also stepped in to chastise fellow 

 
861 “Risks of Religious Fervour.” 
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Christians who had not adhered to secularity norms and continued with their 

insensitive evangelisation efforts.   

The religious groups also approach the state to mediate over intra- and inter-

religious relations.  For instance, the Government rejected the Hindu request in the 

1950s to introduce legislation to address differences in religious customs regarding 

Hindu marriages because it was not the place of the state to arbitrate over doctrinal 

differences.  In the 1980s, the Muslims approached the Government for recourse 

over aggressive Christian evangelism.  The state tends to remain neutral vis-à-vis 

all religions.  While secularism, by definition, refers to the non-intervention of religion 

in politics and vice versa, the state will intervene in cases where religious groups 

threaten to disrupt social harmony or challenge state authority.  The gauge of social 

harmony depends on whether civil order is disrupted or if interreligious or interracial 

tensions are on the rise.  State neutrality towards all religions is sometimes 

compromised for the sake of civil order; for instance, the Muslims are granted 

certain privileges by virtue of the constitutional status of the Malay/Muslims. 

The privileged position of Muslims in the Constitution is generally recognised 

by other religious groups, although the Hindus tried requesting similar concessions 

in the early years of independence.  However, the privileged position is a double-

edged sword for the Muslim community; some see it as excessive state interference 

in Islamic affairs.  For the Muslims, the AMLA resulted in the standardisation of 

religious practices like zakat, marriage, and inheritance matters, regulated by civil 

law.  Religious elites elected by the state had the right to determine orthodox forms 

of Islam, which consequently marginalised minority Muslims rejected by 
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mainstream Muslims.  Further, Muslims do not have the choice not to follow Syariah 

law; such a decision would entail converting out of the faith.      

The institutionalised religion-state relations in the national habitus bear 

implications for minority religions.  The state does not have formalised relations with 

all religious groups and tends only to formally recognise mainstream religious 

groups.  Thus, minority groups rejected by the mainstream religious groups as 

deviant might not enjoy equal status with other religious groups.  For instance, 

unorthodox Muslim groups might not enjoy the same legal rights as mainstream 

Muslims, due to the jurisdiction of the AMLA.  Individuals are guaranteed the 

freedom of religious beliefs so long as they do not threaten state authority or incite 

interreligious or interracial tensions.  However, this “freedom” does not extend to 

equal rights for all, as briefly discussed in Chapter 4.   

Joppke invites us to consider secularity for minority and majority religions.  

Nonetheless, Joppke is referring to Islam as a minority religion and Christianity as 

a majority faith, without considering the status of minority groups like the Ahmadis 

or the Shi’as.  The Singapore state inevitably ends up “condemning” groups to 

deviant status in its formal recognition of specific religions.  Joppke is also critical of 

the secular state’s “growing reluctance” to “intervene in religion” and proposes that 

“choices have to be made between respecting human rights and religious rights”.862  

A question to consider is the status of minority or deviant Christian and Muslim 

groups in the Singapore habitus, and the interactions between them and the 

mainstream religious habitus and the national habitus.  Has the Singapore state 

 
862 Joppke, The Secular State Under Seige: Religion and Politics in Europe and America 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2015), 182.   
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done enough to guarantee that they enjoy equal rights as mainstream religious 

groups? 

Institutionalised state-religion relations also foster close relationships 

between the Government and religious leaders.  The secularity norm dictates that 

no religious agenda shall seek to dominate or influence state policies.  However, 

the Government considers religious agendas in some state policies directly affecting 

religious individuals.  Religious leaders and the government are in constant 

dialogue, and controversial issues are largely resolved through behind-the-scenes 

action since public discussions of religious or racial issues are unlikely to be 

contained to peaceful dialogues.  As observed earlier, closed-door dialogues 

between the Government and local community leaders are part of the habitus 

mechanisms to reiterate habitus norms.   

Further, the genealogy of secularity in Singapore has shown that the 

definition of religion’s role in society is not simply a state-imposed action, due to the 

interactions between the religious habitus and the secularity and national habitus.  

The relative power positions of the state and religious groups might shift according 

to actions by one or more actors in the habitus.  While the state is the overall arbiter 

of power in the shared habitus, not all power is derived from the state.  Nonetheless, 

the religious groups still make reference to the state, hence the formalised state-

religion relations.  Without consensus from the habitus, it is unlikely that the state 

can reinforce habitus dispositions or construct habitus structures.  While the state 

is the highest-ranking reference group for the “we-identity”, and religious groups 

have ceded their roles as autonomous units to the state, it can be observed that 

there must be consent from the governed.  The relative positions of religious actors 
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and the state can observed to be in constant flux, as with all power relations, though 

their actions and considerations are guided by dominant secularity dispositions as 

identified in this thesis.   

This thesis’s use of genealogy and the Eliasian habitus has allowed us to 

forecast patterns of behaviour by making sense of seemingly disparate events; this 

will, in turn, allow us to predict how state and religious actors respond to changes 

in social and political circumstances, and anticipate possible future tensions 

between religious and political actors.  Drag effects that lead to changes or 

reinforcement of habitus norms can be caused by either direct power challenges to 

the state or tensions between religious habitus.  Mechanisms that regulate and 

normalise habitus norms (as identified above) are habitus responses to drag effects.  

Similar to Nietzsche, we are concerned with looking at the origin and development 

of the notions of secularity, religion and politics, rather than the “why”, “how” and 

functions of secularity.  While there is no significant difference between the 

secularity norms identified in existing literature (see Chapter 1.1.e) and this thesis, 

the genealogy of Singapore’s secularity has highlighted the underlying power 

dynamics that impact the meanings of secularity, religion and politics in Singapore.   

7.2 Closing Section     

7.2.a Contribution to Studies of Religion and Politics  

As discussed in Chapter 1, the concept of secularity is contested.  Within 

these contested discourses, one can nonetheless discern institutional or societal 

interpretations of secularity.  The institutional perspectives focus on the process of 

secularisation and varying degrees of separation of religion and politics.  By 

contrast, the societal perspectives look at the roles of religion in society.  A recurrent 
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theme brought up by Taylor, Asad and Joppke is the influence of Christianity on the 

development of secularity.  Scholars like Bucholc and Cesari examine the impact of 

colonialism on secularity and the private/ public dichotomy in postcolonial societies.  

Mavelli and Wilson combine institutional and societal approaches to examine 

tensions between secular and religious groups.  Hurd gives primacy to differing 

notions of secularity to explain differences in foreign policies among countries.  

Cesari proposes that the societal, institutional and historical sequences constantly 

interact to influence societal perceptions of religion and state institutions. 

We can situate this thesis’s findings and contributions to the field of secularity 

in the following ways.  By studying the interactions between institutional and societal 

perspectives, which is similar to Cesari’s approach, this thesis has shown that the 

continuous interactions of institutions, ideas and historical events in Singapore 

society have contributed to a fluid national habitus.  The use of the habitus allows 

us to trace changes to secularity norms that result from struggles between 

institutions and religious groups to define secularity.  The genealogy of secularity in 

Singapore has revealed that concepts of secularity, religion and politics are related.  

The habitus explains the mechanisms by which habitus norms are reinforced 

through institutions like the education system, legislation, enforcement actions and 

public policies; these external mechanisms create a self-reinforcement effect on the 

habitus’ members who internalise these norms.  The process of reinforcement and 

self-reinforcement occurs continuously at historical sequences where drag effects 

occur; drag effects are identified as historical events where there are changes in 

power configurations, i.e. perceived challenges to the state or religious habitus that 

might threaten the shared national habitus.   



351 

 This thesis has provided a way of examining sources that allows us to study 

power struggles between the state and religious groups.  This thesis’s use of 

Foucault’s archival method of examining the “external and internal” relation of 

sources allows us to look at different interpretations of events, thus capturing 

struggles between religious groups and political actors to define the limits of what 

constitutes the religious and the secular.  This thesis’s study of varied discourses in 

relation to an event reveals that various smaller habitus (plural) in the national 

habitus have their own understandings of secularity.  Secularity is thus not simply 

about the various degrees of separation of religion and politics.  It is also about the 

different degrees of state-religion relations, how religious groups and the state view 

religion and politics and seek to change the norms of the national habitus.  The use 

of genealogy and the Eliasian habitus allows us to study power tussles between 

groups in society and the state to determine what secularity entails at each 

significant juncture identified.  Such an approach is similar to Mavelli and Wilson’s 

study, which captures struggles between the secularists and Islamists during the 

Egyptian revolution.  However, this thesis goes beyond Mavelli and Wilson to 

capture the implications of these struggles for the national habitus – the changes in 

state-religion institutions and notions of religion and politics in society. 

Postcolonial scholars like Abdullah and Saba suggest that the onset of 

colonialism has transformed notions of religion and state in postcolonial societies.  

However, they place too much blame on the legacy of colonial rule for religious 

tensions and strife in postcolonial societies like Egypt and India.  At one point, 

Singapore was under the jurisdiction of British India.  Syariah law in colonial 

Singapore was based heavily on the experiences of colonial officers in British India.  
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However, despite sharing similar contexts of divide and rule and the codification of 

religious law, the postcolonial Singapore society managed to move away from the 

exacerbated role of religion and religious differences seen in Egypt and India’s 

conception of national identity and institutional structures.  This thesis’s use of the 

habitus allows us to reveal how local political and religious elites challenged the 

colonial imposition of state secularism and institutions in the postcolonial years to 

transform the local habitus.  Postcolonial Singaporean elites in Singapore chose to 

abolish structures of legal pluralism and forge a national identity built on secularism 

and religious and racial diversity.  They also rejected the Malaysian version of 

secularism and national identity based on belonging to a particular religion, which 

resulted in the separation of Singapore from Malaysia.  Abdullah and Saba’s 

conception of secularism do not return impetus and choice to the postcolonial elites; 

their conception is similar to Bourdieu’s habitus that emphasises predetermination 

and lack of agency or change.   

We can also reconcile the different, and sometimes conflicting, 

interpretations of secularity in Singapore presented by scholars.  For instance, while 

Zubaidah and Walid describe secularism as top-down and authoritarian in their 

studies of state-Islam relations, this thesis has shown that the government would 

not have introduced AMLA without the consensus of local Muslims.  The local 

Muslims’ acceptance of AMLA resulted in the normalisation of AMLA and all that 

the legislation entails in the local Islamic habitus.  Some form of consensus between 

the object-subject is needed for power relationships to be actualised.  While 

disciplinary mechanisms to introduce or normalise habitus norms can sometimes 

be hard tactics, this thesis has shown that the state uses a combination of 
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mechanisms to legitimise norms in the national habitus.  Power, therefore, is not 

necessarily repressive or oppressive.   

This thesis has revealed the fluidity of the national habitus and the varying 

views of secularity in specific religious habitus that contributed to the forging of 

shared secularity norms.  Typologies and processes of secularity (secularisation, 

deprivatisation and post-secularity) may result in a uniform interpretation of state 

secularity that ignores how institutions, religions and historical sequences intersect 

to change or reinforce secularity norms.  In Singapore, the various religious groups 

undergo different trajectories and are sometimes influenced by the other.  We see 

the uneven pace of intellectualisation in religions, first Christianity in the 1980s and 

later followed the “Christianisation” of Buddhism in the early 1990s.  Such 

observations could only be gathered from detailed archival research to identify 

oscillations and fluctuations rather than locating evidence to match processes.         

The Singapore case study challenges existing paradigms of secularity by 

revealing a viable way to examine secularity in societies by paying specific attention 

to historical and social contexts.  This thesis develops a genealogical understanding 

of secularity by tracing a series of collective “memories” and processes that feeds 

into the national habitus.  These “memories” corresponds to the country’s nation-

building process and are specific to each society.  Such a methodology is closer to 

Asad and Cesari’s approaches to secularity, which capture changes in concepts 

like secularity and religion by paying close attention to specific historical 

backgrounds.   

This thesis’s emphasis on genealogy and the study of power relations brings 

it closer to the efforts of Joppke, Taylor and Asad.  While Joppke invites us to 
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consider how the meaning of secularity differs for minority and majority religions in 

society, this thesis pushes us to think of the minorities within minority religious 

groups like the Shi’a Muslims and Ahmadis.  Further, the Singapore case study is 

unique in that its minority religions – Islam and Christianity – behave like majority 

religions.  In a commentary on Section 377A in 2018, ambassador-at-large Tommy 

Koh stated, “it is not the business of the State to enforce the dogmas of those 

religions.  In Singapore, there is a separation between religion and the State.  

Church leaders and Islamic leaders should respect that separation.”863  Section 

377A is an example of how state policies continue to be influenced by religious 

opinions, perhaps due to the unbalanced distribution of power among religious 

groups in the national habitus.  Islam holds a privileged position in the habitus, while 

Christianity appears to hold more socio-economic clout than other religions since 

the 1980s.  Further, the Muslims and Christians see themselves as bastions of 

traditional family and moral values in society; the state’s acknowledgement of 

religion as moral values possibly bolsters religion’s perception of their moral role in 

the national habitus.    

Another theme is the influence of the state’s secularity norms on foreign 

policies, as Hurd has illustrated.  We see how different notions of secularity led to 

clashes between the Malaysian and Singaporean national habitus.  The Singapore 

Government remains sensitive to Islam because of the Malay/Muslims’ close affinity 

to Malaysia.  Direct local Malay/Muslim opposition to the state that was influenced 

by neighbouring elements appeared to be less visible after the period of merger and 

 
863 Grace Ho, “Of Faith, Hope, Love and the Law: Should Section 377A Stay or Go?”, The Straits 
Times, July 10, 2022.   
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initial years of Singapore’s independence.  Nonetheless, the Government is 

cautious and remains sensitive to Malay/Muslim issues. 

A notable point of discussion is the influence of external religious influences 

on local religious habitus.  The revivalism of religion in Singapore in the 1980s was 

influenced by deprivatisation trends observed by Casanova.  As discussed, 

Malay/Muslims tend to draw references from the Middle East and Malaysia.  The 

alleged Marxists were inspired by liberation theologians from Latin America and 

regional countries.  Local Christian movements, like the varsity student movements 

and the Pentecostal Christians, were influenced by Christianity in the US.  The state 

could not direct the spread of global ideas into the local religious habitus, particularly 

with globalisation and, in recent times, the use of social media.  To date, Islamic 

religious teachers continue to receive their training from Middle Eastern countries.  

While there are local theological colleges, a number of Christian leaders continue 

to pursue their theological training overseas, though not much has been researched 

on the flow of ideas between Western Christianity and local preachers.          

7.2.b Limitations of Current Study and Possibilities for Future Studies  

This study remains limited as it is largely focused on historical sequences of 

tensions between the state and Christian and Malay/Muslim actors from the 1950s 

to the late 1980s.  There are language limitations that this thesis is unable to 

overcome, such as the use of Malay-language oral archives.  There is also scope 

for studies on other religious groups like Indian-Hindus, Indian-Muslims, Chinese-

Buddhists, and smaller groups like the Ahmadis, the Seventh Day Adventists, or the 

Baha’i community.  Examining the relative positionings of minority groups, who 
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possess comparatively lower socio-political capital and financial resources, could 

reveal another side of the national habitus.   

The study of Christian-Buddhist relations and tracing the Christianisation of 

the Buddhist faith would also be interesting.  Even though Buddhists continue to be 

the largest religious grouping in Singapore, it does not behave like a majority religion 

in other societies like Christianity in Western Europe and the US and Islam in the 

Middle East.  Does the Buddhist habitus’ lack of demands in the political sphere 

stem from the “apolitical” nature of Buddhism, or is it a matter of habitus 

dynamics?864   

The Singapore society’s reliance on the state to regulate the habitus and 

tensions within also bears further examination.   An example is the Christian and 

Muslim exchanges on Christian evangelisation in the press in the 1980s while 

waiting for the state to mediate.  This is contrary to the civilising process; Elias 

proposes an increase in self-constraint formed through less coercion and more 

through gentle persuasion in later stages of social development, and the differences 

in power distribution between groups will decrease.865  Will Singapore society be 

able to rely less on the state to introduce external mechanisms to regulate relations 

and tensions in the national habitus?  Something to consider is whether a religiously 

diverse society like Singapore requires more social constraints to cultivate self-

restraints among members of the habitus.  Another possible area of study is whether 

the MRHA functioned less as a coercive structure, and more as a self-restraining 

 
864 Buddhism in regional countries has been politicised and incorporated into the national ideology.  
We see this in Myanmar, Thailand and Sri Lanka.   
865 Elias, The Germans: Power Struggles and the Development of Habitus in the Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries, 335–36. 
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feature that cultivated self-restraint among the habitus’ members, thus limiting the 

action of religious actors in the public sphere without much state interference.   

Postcolonial scholars like Saba and Abdullah have traced the status of 

religion in pre-colonial societies to show that Western political secularism has 

changed notions of state and religion.  In comparison, this thesis traces the 

beginnings of secularity to the colonial period.  There is scope for retracing the 

genealogy of secularity in Singapore to the precolonial period, in light of 

historiography that decolonises Singapore history.866  The Eliasian habitus provides 

a viable methodology for examining different habitus linked to these immigrants’ 

motherlands, cultures and religions, and how they intersect within the shared 

territorial boundary of the nation-state to create a common national habitus.   

There have also been several significant socio-political changes in 

Singapore society since the 1980s.867  The recent census conducted in 2020 shows 

an increasing number of areligious individuals in the recent decade; will the beliefs 

and actions of the non-religious trigger responses from religious groups and disrupt 

social harmony?  Given the influence of Western habitus on local groups, can we 

expect to see areligious individuals use legislation to push for “more” secular 

common space?  Will religious groups mount a similar pushback?  In addition, the 

9/11 attacks and the global focus on Islamism have led to the prominence of 

 
866 Kwa Chong Guan, Derek Heng, Peter Borschberg and Tan Tai Yong, Singapore, A 700-Year 
History: From Early Emporium to World City (Singapore: National Archives of Singapore, 2009). 
867 Cheryl Lin, “20% of Singapore Residents Have No Religion, an Increase from the Last Population 
Census,” Channel NewsAsia, June 16, 2021, https://www.channelnewsasia.com/singapore/census-
2020-more-residents-no-religion-1966701.  In the 2020 national census released by the Department 
of Statistics, 20% of Singapore residents professed no religious affiliation.  This was an increase 
from the 17% who professed no religious affiliation in the 2010 census.  Buddhists continue to form 
the largest group at 31.1%.  18.9% of the population were Christians, and 15.6% were Muslims.  
8.8% of the population identified as Taoists, while 5% were Hindus.  By comparing census results 
from 2010 and 2020, the media report observed that there were more Christians and Muslims as 
compared to a decade ago, while there was a slight decline in Taoists and Buddhists.   
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securitisation theories, as seen in Ramakrishna and Zubaidah’s works, and calls for 

more restraints to limit religious beliefs.  It is hoped that this thesis’s genealogy of 

secularity in Singapore will provide a starting point for future studies on the 

intersection of historical sequences, institutional structures, and state and societal 

notions of secularism, religion and politics in postcolonial societies.   
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