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RELIGION AND MODERNITYPRIVATE 
:

RITUAL TRANSFORMATIONS 

AND THE RECONSTRUCTION OF SPACE AND TIME
INTRODUCTION

In Singapore, it is not uncommon to find people living on former graveyard land.  Given the shortage of land, and the rapid rate of modernisation and urban resettlement, apartments that are built over former cemeteries are regarded as prime land and are popular with Chinese Singaporeans. Yet, integral to the Chinese belief systems is also an inordinate fear of the dead.  A clear distinction is made between the abode of the living and the abode of the dead and all kinds of measures are taken to avoid coming into contact with death, including taking long detours to avoid places of death or taking baths of pomegranate-scented water after attending a wake in order to rid themselves of the association with death.  


The Chinese fear of the dead is predicated on the belief that death is pollution (Yang, 1961).  The fear outlined above is therefore a fear of 'death pollution'. Logically therefore, one of the most polluted places in the Chinese worldview is the graveyard, home to many wandering spirits, out to ensnare a substitute body to replace them in the ritual of reincarnation. Given this belief, how is it possible that Chinese will agree to live in apartments built over former cemeteries?  


We begin with the above example to illustrate how conditions of modernity impinge on Chinese religious beliefs, rituals and behaviour.  Using Chinese religion in Singapore as our case study, our intention in this paper is to examine the relationships between religion and modernity, and between social processes, on the one hand, and spatial conceptions, forms and structures and temporal practices, on the other.  Specifically, we look at how traditional Chinese rituals are being modified, reinterpreted and invented to fit with modern living.  Such ritual transformations entail reconstructed notions of space and time, underscoring the interconnectedness of social processes and spatial/temporal practices.

RELIGION, MODERNITY AND RITUALS

Existing literature on religion and modernity has centred primarily on the question of whether modernity is a secular or sacred order (see Alexander and Seidman, 1990). In one argument, modernity is believed to have weakened the hold of religion in society.  Proponents of the secularisation thesis argue that religious values have been replaced by secular ones; an other-worldly orientation has been replaced by an inner-worldly one; and the primacy of religious institutions has been replaced by political and economic ones (Schluchter, 1990:250).  Empirical studies have illustrated the practical conflicts between forces of modernity and symbolic sacred values, for example, in landscape terms (Kong, 1993b). On the other hand, others make distinctions between markers of religiosity, suggesting that decline in religious practice in conditions of modernity may not indicate decline in religious beliefs (Davie, 1994). Yet others have argued that religion and modern technology not only co-exist but appear to thrive together (Repstad, 1996), or defend the important role of ritual in contemporary religious and social life (Cheal, 1992).  


What is lacking in existing analyses of religion and modernity is how religions in specific empirical contexts continue to persist under seemingly contradictory conditions of modernity through constantly inventing and reinventing themselves. Rather than pursuing arguments about whether modernity leads to a decline in the grip that religions have on society, attention deserves to be focused on how religious beliefs and practices are negotiated as social circumstances change with modernity.  


The study of rituals has been framed by a number of theoretical positions, namely, that rituals help bind a society together (a Durkheimian perspective); that they are symptomatic of unresolved neuroses (Freudian psychoanalytic); that they are linked to myth (Cambridge school theories); and that they are expressive of symbolic meanings embedded in structures (Levi-Straussian). 
These theoretical frameworks have been critiqued in a number of ways.  Our main concern here is that they tend towards a static understanding of ritual, taking rituals in any society as given, and exploring their functions and meanings.  What they fail to address is how the functions, meanings and form of rituals, change, as social, economic and political circumstances shift.  Apart from explaining the role and content of rituals therefore, we pursue the view that it is as important to question why and how rituals are transformed.  In the process of such analysis in a particular empirical context, we illustrate how ritual transformations entail significant reconceptualisations and reconstructions of space and time.

SACRED SPACE AND SACRED TIME

The concept of religious space can be understood in a variety of ways, focusing on what is conceived to be sacred.  Research on the investment of religious meanings in places has been multi-disciplinary, and has proceeded primarily along four lines. The first is the examination of macro and microcosmic parallelism which involves the symbolic religious meanings invested in cities, kingdoms, palaces and temples, particularly in their physical layout, particularly in terms of how the world of humans is patterned after the domain of gods (Kong, 1990).  The second is the exploration of the symbolism of religious buildings, architecture and objects (Tillich, 1966; Dillistone, 1966). The third is the analysis of how places and objects become imbued with religious meanings, that is, the process of sanctification (Eliade, 1957).  The fourth is the examination of people’s experience of sacred places (James, 1902; Otto, 1917; Kong, 1992).


What is lacking in research on sacred places is a sense of how they are negotiated or reinvented as contexts change.  In other words, how do places become conceived as sacred or not as the larger social circumstances alter, and what new processes and rituals are called upon to define sacredness?  These are some of the issues we seek to address.


Even as space embodies sacredness, time structures lives and events.  The most significant attention that has been paid to this notion is by scholars of religion, and Eliade’s work is seminal.  Eliade argues that time, like space, is not homogeneous in religion, for there is ordinary, profane time “in which acts without religious meaning have their setting” (Eliade, 1957:68) as well as hierophanic time (during which a ritual takes place) (Eliade, 1958:388) and mythical time, such as alcheringa, the beginning of time in Aboriginal religion (Hinnells, 1984:33). While sacred time may be thought of as a recovery of past time, it has also been understood as future time, for example, in writings about Christian beliefs surrounding eschatology.  Finally, hierophanic time may also refer to the rhythm of the cosmos which one interpreted as revelations – manifestations of sacred power.  Belief in such rhythms guides one’s actions, and indeed, it is believed, influences one’s fate and character.

SOCIAL PROCESSES AND SPATIAL PRACTICES
Earlier literature on religion by geographers did not unpack the “inner workings” of religion nor consider explicitly the inter-relations between social and spatial change.  Often, studies focused on themes such as the spatial diffusion and territorial demise of religious groups, mapping the distribution of religious groups, defining culture regions on the basis of religious characteristics, and describing the impact of religion on the physical form of the landscape (see Kong, 1990).  Religious beliefs, forms and practices were taken as given and unchanging in this literature

Since one of our key concerns is the relationship between the social processes underscoring modernity and the (re)constructions of sacred space, we will briefly situate this focus within the wider theoretical developments that have taken place in geography in the last decade and a half.  Soja (1985, 1989), for example, has called for analysis of capitalist urban space and an understanding of how it “reverberates complex meanings and symbols whose essence it helps construct” (Wilson, 1993:75).  Others, such as Cosgrove and Jackson (1987:96), use the notion of landscape and champion the argument that symbolic landscapes “produce and sustain social meaning” (see Kong, 1997).  Reflecting and, in many ways, leading broader developments in human geography, a retheorised cultural geography that heralds this notion has emerged, anchored in growing theoretical and empirical literature that argues and illustrates how cultures are socially constructed and negotiated, how identities and meanings are constructed, and how they produce and are produced by place, space and landscape.  Examples are abundant in the analysis of constructions of race and racism (Jackson, 1987), gender identities and symbols (Bondi, 1992), sacredness and sacred places (Kong, 1993a); morality and transgression (Matless, 1995); nations and national identities (Hoosen, 1994; Kong, 1995); and heritage and tourism (Jacobs, 1994; Squire, 1994), to name but a few areas of development.  Often, the emphasis is on the ways in which place, space and landscapes, in simultaneously being constituted by, and legitimating social relations, are grounded in power relations.  This emphasis on the political is valid and valuable, given the decidedly non-political stance of earlier cultural geographers (see Cosgrove and Jackson’s 1987 critique of this), but, even as the pendulum swings, the focus on cultural politics should not lead cultural geographers to examine negotiated meanings and practices in everyday lives only from the perspective of power relations.  Our precise intention in this paper is to focus on negotiated religious beliefs and practices within conditions of modernity, shorn of the cultural politics that has characterised some recent work on religion and religious places (see Kong, 1993a, 1993b), important though the interconnections between culture/religion and politics are.  We do so to remind readers of the manifold approaches to an understanding of religion which may not be anchored in explicit cultural-political analysis.  Specifically, we address questions about how religious rituals are modified and how religious beliefs are negotiated as modern living makes new demands on society and individuals.  In so doing, we engage with the “inner workings of culture” (Wagner and Mikesell, 1971:5) in analysing the transformation of ritual as opposed to adopting a taken-for-granted notion of “religion”.

“CHINESE RELIGION” IN SINGAPORE

In this section, we briefly outline the nature of "Chinese religion" as practised in Singapore.  We use the term collectively to describe the myriad beliefs adhered to by the majority of the Chinese population, which is highly eclectic, reflected in the varied nomenclature adopted to describe it (see Kong, 1991:129).  Wee (1976) has attempted to clarify the status of these various strands of Chinese religions by using Buddhism as an organising base line.  She distinguishes between Buddhist systems which refer directly to specific Buddhist canonical traditions (Theravada and Mahayana schools) on the one hand; and those which have no direct Buddhist canonical reference, on the other. Of the latter, there are two groups: "shenism" (no canonical tradition of any kind); and "sectarianism" (with each sect having its own canonical tradition).  In this paper, we focus on the more common syncretic “Chinese religion” which incorporates elements of Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism as well as ancestor worship, and other elements of animistic folk religions. 

One important principle lies at the heart of the relationship between space and humans in this Chinese religious worldview: balance and harmony in the cosmos.  The Chinese perspective is that there exists an integral relationship between the world of humans (microcosm) and the ‘other’ world (macrocosm).  Events in one world impact on events in the other.  All parts of the entire cosmos belong to one organic whole and they all interact as participants in one spontaneously self‑generating process (Mote, 1971:20; Lidin, 1974).  The Chinese see themselves as cooperating with a heaven above and an earth below; humans are a third component in this all-encompassing order.  Harmony and order must be maintained at all times, in one individual's psyche, in every aspect of social life, and in the entire cosmos.  Everything that exists, including humans, has a correct place in the order of things.  When there is an imbalance or disharmony, order and equilibrium must be re-established.  Humans are responsible to ensure this harmony, or they run the risk of disaster in the physical and human world.  Calamities are believed to be punishment for human’s interference with the natural order and exploitation of the environment (Wong, 1974).


The importance of balance and harmony is also reflected in the Chinese conception of bipolarity within the cosmos, concretised in the conception of yin and yang.  Yang is equated with warmth, male, productivity, sunlight and life; yin to cold, female, moon, darkness and death. Though conceived as opposite forces, yin and yang are in fact complementary, and are in a process of dynamic interaction. The ideal situation is one where the two forces are in balance, thus achieving harmony. This is reflected in the ways in which the forces are believed to work in everyday life (Boyden and Sheelagh, 1981).  For example, many Chinese believe that a person should not eat hot (yang) and cold (yin) food at the same time.  They also believe that illnesses arising from the consumption of too much heaty (yang) food must be counteracted by the ingestion of cooling (yin) food.


The principles of maintenance of harmony are also apparent in the Chinese practice of feng shui with its emphasis on equilibrium with nature.  The underlying belief is that humans must harmonise with rather than disrupt nature.  Geomantic harmony must be maintained by ensuring that there is symmetry and balance in the environment so that there will be beneficial effects for humans.  If humans disrupt nature and alter the environment in a disharmonious way, there will be negative effects on human life.  To ensure geomantic harmony, the shapes, forms and morphology of the physical landscape must be carefully observed.  This structuring of space finds expression in locational and directional principles at various scales, from the siting of entire buildings to that of furniture items and even pots of plants.  Temporal considerations must also be carefully observed, following Chinese astrological beliefs.  Thus, there is not only a right ‘place’ for things but also a right time to do things -- whether it is embarking on a trip, opening a shop or getting married.  The Chinese almanac will provide the most propitious date for events (Rossbach, 1983).


An extension of the desire for balance is reflected in Chinese notions of purity and pollution.  This is illustrated in the example of Chinese attitudes towards death, considered to be polluting.  Spaces associated with death are therefore polluted.  Such polluted space is space apart from that which is sacred, but it is also to be set apart from that which is profane/neutral.  Rituals help to remove pollution, making space profane/neutral again or even restoring spaces to sacredness.  Rituals conducted over time (such as mourning) are also designed to rid the practitioner of pollution.  Thus, traditionally, the more polluted one is (because of the degree of ‘closeness’ to the deceased), the longer one has to remain in mourning and persist in mourning rituals in order to be rid of pollution.

SINGAPORE: A MODERN CITY-STATE

Conditions of modernity in Singapore may be summarised as: the creation of the nation-state (with basic democratic and bureaucratic institutions upon independence in 1965), made possible as people lose their sense of locatedness with their local communities and become a citizenry instead; integration into the world economy through industrialisation; the expansion of knowledge and technology through improved telecommunications and media connections; and the growth of the state as a global city (Kwok, 1993:4-5).  Evidence of modernity is also apparent in tangible symbols: urban planning in which the city-state became dramatically redrawn along modernist lines informed by efficiency, discipline and “rationality” of landuse; modern apartment living (made possible by the hugely successful Housing and Development Board (HDB), a government statutory board tasked with providing subsidised high-rise housing); and a technologically progressive people enjoying the trappings of modern living, from the presence in homes of cable television to sophisticated home movie systems, computers and mobile phones.  Such experience of modernity, Kwok (1993:12) argues, has had less than desirable implications for tradition and heritage: “traditions are transmitted and inherited in fragmentary ways”, he argues, and there is a loss of “‘pure’ tradition” and “‘whole’ identity”. Kwok may be questioned for assuming that there is any such thing as a “pure” tradition and a “whole” identity, for if readers accept the view that we earlier postulated that cultures are constantly socially constituted and negotiated, then culture and tradition, including religion, are constantly adapted and reinvented.  Such adaptation and reinvention form the substance of our discussion in the rest of the paper.

METHODOLOGY


We adopted a strategy of indepth interviews with and observations of the activities of 15 families who subscribe to “Chinese religion”, those characterized earlier as “shenists”.  Because of the need for close ethnographic detail, we decided to focus indepth on a small number of families.  They were chosen to reflect the general profile of “Chinese religionists” in Singapore (with a higher representation of both the elderly and those with lower educational levels).  Families were also drawn from one new town in the southwest of Singapore (Clementi), in particular, from a sample population for an earlier study on religious practices in Singapore (Kong, 1991).  Clementi is a new town constructed primarily in the 1970s and 1980s when Singapore was at the height of the public housing construction phase.  Its ethnic and religious profile reflects Singapore’s population profile (see Kong, 1991), and this typicality prompted our choice.  The families were all in public housing but in different blocks in various parts of Clementi, and were chosen based on various considerations, for example, that they were shenists, that they maintained a home altar, participated in various religious practices such as the Qing Ming
 and Hungry Ghost Festivals and observed geomantic principles either in the past or more recently, and had some experience of Chinese funeral rituals.  The interviews were conducted in 1998 and early 1999.  For each family, we interviewed the person primarily identified to be the main/lead practitioner.  This was usually the “matriarch” in the household, although in three cases, it was the “patriarch” who played the key role. However, each interview was seldom exclusively conducted with the key member, as different family members would contribute their views as they walked by and heard snippets of the conversations.  Often, some tension was evident between older and younger members of the family, as the former talked about the need to maintain certain rituals, even in modified form, while the latter intimated that a certain degree of superstition surrounded such practices.
  Generally, each interview lasted about an hour and a half. The data on funerals was supplemented by fieldwork that one of the authors (Tong, 1983) had conducted previously, focusing on Chinese ancestral rituals, in which participant observation at, inter alia, funerals, graveyards, crematoriums and columbariums was carried out and interviews with religious specialists and families were conducted.  Information thus collected was supplemented by evidence from newspaper reports, and the published work of other researchers.

NEGOTIATING FORMS AND STRUCTURES OF SACRED SPACE


As conditions of modern living demand adherence to particular spatial forms and structures, symbolic and behavioural adjustments are invented so that fundamental principles of sacredness may be cohered with.  We illustrate this in the context of private spaces (using the examples of the home altar and the effects of feng shui considerations on household arrangements), and public spaces (using the examples of graveyards and columbaria
). 


Within the private sphere of the home, interviewees talked about the centrality of the altar (shen zuo) in their daily religious rituals.  The altar is evidence of a “religious household”, as one interviewee, Mdm Tan, pointed out. It was also indicative of the presence of deities in the house, offering (depending on the specific deities) protection, luck, wealth or other desired qualities.  All interviewees agreed on the need to accord due respect to the deities residing at the home altar.  To do so, they indicated, inter alia, the importance of locating the altar appropriately.  Mrs Lai explained that, traditionally, the altar occupied a central position in the living room, facing the front door, in the belief that the god(s) will ward off evil spirits that may try to enter the house.  The central location reflects the primary Chinese concern for symmetry, borne of geomantic principles and of the hierarchical order of the family structure (a symmetrical layout permits easy location of a ‘centre’ in the house (Chua, 1988)). However, as Mrs Lai lamented, while the central location and desired facing of the altar could be achieved in pre-modern Singapore as people constructed their own dwellings, this is no longer possible as HDB flats have standardised layouts.  She recalls the altar in her 1930s village house which occupied a prominent central location.  When she moved into an HDB flat in 1960, she could not replicate what her mother had taught her to do.  The most common problem is that the layout of HDB flats is such that the end wall of the living room is divided into two by the entrance to the kitchen.  In other words, the central portion of the end wall where the altar should have been is often a doorway, and the walls on each side of the doorway become too narrow for the installation of the altar.  This design is for pragmatic reasons, to allow kitchen necessities, such as cabinets and refrigerator to be placed on both sides of the room, leaving a central circulation path (Chua, 1988:18).  Clearly, architects of HDB flats have been guided more by principles of pragmatism and efficiency in the use of internal space than by cultural considerations, a reflection perhaps of the force of modernity vis-à-vis tradition.


Various strategies of negotiating the conflicting demands of modern living in HDB flats and sacred principles are evident.  Mdm Tan placed the altar facing the side of the house where centrality and symmetry could still be achieved, sacrificing the preference for the altar to face the front door. She rationalised that the omnipotence of the god(s) would ensure protection regardless. Various others placed the altar in another room, often the kitchen, where both the desired centrality and facing were achieved.  In two cases, centrality was achieved in the kitchen, with the altar facing the main door, but with part of it being blocked by the wall separating the living room and kitchen.  In this instance, further adaptations were made to the form and structure of the altar.  In one case, the placing of the gods vis-à-vis the ancestors on the altar provided the answer.  Specifically, in a home altar, the ancestor tablets are traditionally placed on the right and the gods on the left, considered by the Chinese to be the superior side.  However, because the walls in Mdm Sim's kitchen blocked the left side of the altar, she modified the traditional structure, and placed the gods on the right and the ancestors on the left.  Sometimes, even more drastic physical and perceptual change may be introduced to accommodate the principles of setting up a home altar.  Chua (1988:18) documents this painstakingly, corroborated by four of our interviewees citing personal experience, and another four citing second-hand evidence: 


... Chinese residents commonly shift the kitchen entrance to either the left or the right … according to the particular plan of the flat that a family finds themselves [in].  With this shift the end wall is significantly increased and the altar is then installed centrally against it.  ... In the 4-room flat that has a larger living room, the width of the end wall is generally sufficient without shifting the doorway, yet such shifts are not uncommon. In this adjustment, it appears that the residents have conceptually, and even arguably perceptually, reduced the space of the living room by an area the width of the main entrance that runs the entire length of the room to the end wall.  A symmetry is then strived for in the remaining rectangular space.  It is as if the actual asymmetrical layout of the living room due to the position of the main entrance is perceptually and conceptually suspended in order that symmetry may be maintained.


The practice of feng shui has been similarly affected with modern living.  In 14 families, our discussions turned voluntarily to this facet, with abundant examples provided of the change effected by modernity.  Mdm Sim recounted how she had to argue with her children to impose her view that spatial rearrangements were necessary if good feng shui was to be observed. Her family had moved into an apartment where spaces in the kitchen were designated for particular appliances and fittings, and the space designated for the kitchen stove (as indicated by the location of gas pipes) was directly opposite the sink. To avoid the geomantic clash of fire and water and thus maintain harmony, she insisted that spatial rearrangements be made, and gas pipes and water pipes were redirected.  In contrast, she recounted how her friend who had a similar problem, opted for smaller stoves and smaller sinks such that the two entities did not directly confront each other.  In other words, some misalignment was deliberately introduced, in the belief that it would be geomantically acceptable under practical constraints.  


Another example of an adapted geomantic practice to suit modern high rise living centres on the importance of water.  Based on the belief that flowing water symbolises and brings about prosperity, flowing water in the form of decorative indoor gardens with water pumps that simulate stream flow has been introduced in high rise apartments in place of garden streams.  This was evident in Mrs Lee’s case where an entire balcony was turned into an artificial indoor garden, replete with simulated stream flow.  Such construction of new spatial forms was not straightforward. Mrs Lee recounted a tension between secular and sacred considerations, as she made a decision about whether to keep the balcony for sunning clothes or to turn it over for geomantic purposes while finding less desirable alternatives for more practical ends.  Her case where geomantic concerns triumphed is neither singular nor completely representative as individuals and households negotiate the balance according to strength of belief.


A third geomantic example pertains to door alignments.  Mr Ng explained how a feng shui expert had alerted him to the importance of directional positioning of the main door of his house: humans as well as the qi (force) of the natural environment enters or leaves the house via the main door.  For example, there may be a need to realign a door if it is situated at the end of a long, straight road or corridor because it is believed that the sha qi (malevolent force) will rush straight into the house without any obstacles in its way.  In his case, his main door directly faced a T-junction.  Yet, he did not have the HDB’s blessings to realign the main door.  He was advised by his feng shui expert to place a bamboo screen, disguised as a decorative piece, just as one entered his main door, so as to ward off the sha qi.  Others, he said, constructed an inner wall within the apartment for the same purpose.  Forms and structures of sacred spaces are therefore sometimes negotiated, sometimes invented to suit modern living conditions.


Beyond the private space of the home, the form and structure of some public sacred spaces have also been altered as a consequence of the demands of modern living.  We illustrate this with the example of spaces for the dead.  The occasion arose for a discussion of this with several families as a funeral wake in the neighbourhood prompted observations and attempts on the part of interviewees to “make sense” of changes in funeral rituals and practices to which they were previously accustomed.  The discussions were also instructive in providing insights into various forms of “local knowledge” and “folk theorising” (Jackson, 1980).


As several interviewees observed, funeral wakes in Singapore are commonly held in the “void decks”
 of HDB flats.  This is in contrast to traditional practices in which funerals were conducted either in the home or in the ancestral temple, a change which has resulted because in modern Singapore, the homes of most people are too small for funeral rituals and because there are not that many lineage temples in Singapore. Thus, what used to be a private ritual involving family and kin has now become a public ritual.  Interviewees pointed out how new practices have therefore evolved, the most obvious being the way in which small pieces of red paper are stuck on walls and staircases enroute from the home to the funeral site.  Several justified the practice on the grounds that it protected outsiders against death pollution.  As one interviewee further indicated, it was for the same reason that the coffin was now covered on all sides.  In other words, the turning of a private ritual into a public one now runs the risk of contaminating outsiders with death pollution and new counter-practices have to be introduced. 


With modern living, new spatial arrangements and new constructions of community have also become evident in the world of the dead.  Interviewees pointed out how it was quite likely in present times for a person to be buried, or have the bone‑remains placed next to a total stranger, possibly someone with a different religious belief.  This is in contrast to past practice where the Chinese were often buried with their kin in graveyards organised along family lines, on a lineage or clan basis in colonial Singapore.  Such spatial redistribution of the dead reflects changes in the world of the living (see also Wolf, 1974; and Kong, 1999): in traditional times, one lived in the same village as one’s kinsfolk, whether in single or multiple surname villages. In Singapore, however, because of urban renewal and attendant resettlement,
 high-rise HDB living has entailed movement of people from different villages with traditional ties to new apartments often distributed through balloting. It is now the norm for a family to move in among neighbours who are strangers.  They may not only have different surnames or come from different regions in China, they may be Indians or Malays. This change in spatial distribution and, concomitantly, the sense of what constitutes a community, is precisely what is replicated in burial arrangements. Indeed, Mrs Sim spoke graphically about how descendents would introduce the ancestor to the deceased that he/she is interred next to, and ask them to be good friends and neighbours.


Burial in modern Singapore has also meant greater standardisation of size, orientation and look of the gravesite.  This is primarily because the choice of gravesite is taken out of the hands of the family (and, commonly, in the past, its geomancer), as grave plots on land set aside by the state are now lined in straight rows on flat pieces of land with all graves pointing in one direction (see Plate 1).  This has reduced the significance of geomantic principles in the siting of graves.


Another example of the modification of sacred space with modernity, and a further reflection of a similarity between the worlds of the living and the dead can be observed in the modern columbaria, which look significantly like the dwelling places of the living.  In recent years, because of land shortage in Singapore, priority is given to the use of land for urban redevelopment and housing, leading to a sharp decrease in land available for graveyards.  The government has therefore advocated cremation as a means of disposing the dead in preference to graveyard burials. Thus, burial plots are very expensive and their acquisition involves a tedious process to obtain special dispensation from the government. As a result, cremation is often chosen as an alternative over burial.  In Singapore, cremation is now the most popular way of disposing of the dead (Tong, 1989). Once cremated, the dead are interred in “high rise apartments” (see Plate 2), much like their living descendents. Each is about seven feet high with five levels of storage space.  Each numbered cubicle has a small altar before it where sacrifices may be made and can contain an urn.  Indeed, Mrs Sim’s view was that it was right for the dead to have “living arrangements” like those of the living. Her daughter, in jokingly asking her whether she would prefer a “unit” on a high floor or a low floor, underscored the point that the engagement with spaces of the dead has, in some ways, come to replicate modern spaces of the living.


A final example can be seen in the public rituals conducted during the seventh lunar month (the Hungry Ghost Festival during which prayers and offerings are made to appease spirits of the nether world which are believed to wander through the gates of hell), the traditional practice of burning large joss sticks and candles has faced restrictions with the growth in population in modern Singapore and the increased density and proximity of living, as well as concerns about pollution.  New regulations since March 1998 stipulate that joss sticks and candles should not be more than a certain size and that they should not be burnt within 30 m of any building (The Straits Times, 4 September 1998, p.51).  These secular concerns are in contradistinction to religious beliefs.  In Taoist practice, joss stick burning is an integral ritual as devotees believe that the incense helps to lift their petitions to the deities; the bigger the joss sticks, the greater the lift.  On the other hand, the values that underpin modern living privilege clean unpolluted environments, and it is these that prevail over religious concerns, resulting in the circumscription of space for the practice of ritual.  At the same time, in using these secular ideological arguments, the state also succeeds in managing inter-religious relations, minimising potential religious friction.

NEGOTIATING CONCEPTIONS OF SACRED SPACE

In this section, we will illustrate how the very concept of sacred space is adapted, calling on other means of defining sacredness than has hitherto not been used, through the invention of new rituals and through calling on other than visual definitions of sacred space.  As discussed in the context of funerals above, one major consequence of modern high rise living in Singapore is that some private rituals in the home are now practised in public common spaces.  Another example is the burning of joss papers and paper money as offerings to the gods and ancestors.  Mdm Loke described the changes in this practice: “In the past, we burnt joss papers in front of the home altar, so that the gods and ancestors will know that the offerings are meant for them.  Nowadays, the law says we cannot burn in the house because it is too dangerous.  We have to go downstairs.”  It is therefore quite common to find that offerings are burnt in the fields or pavements at the ground floor of apartments. Yet, this is believed to be less than desirable, as Mdm Loke continued: “How will the ancestors know that the offerings are for them?  Everybody is burning outside. Worse, now the government wants us to burn in the bins – everything is mixed up inside.”  These bins are provided by the town council because open burning of joss papers contributes to pollution, with burnt joss paper and resultant dust and ashes flying all over the estate.  It also leaves behind unsightly burnt spots on the fields and poses a fire hazard. The public is also discouraged from continuing with their open burning with some punitive measures (fines).  While the use of bins has gained some acceptance (see Plate 3), by and large, people are still unhappy with the joss bins and seek other ways of performing their ritual.  Mdm Loke explains that she has adopted a newly invented ritual of drawing a chalk circle or pouring a circle of tea around her offerings in an attempt to establish a degree of exclusivity. She also cites the example of her neighbour who brings her own bin downstairs.  We also observed that many place a bin outside their apartment to burn joss paper though they know this is forbidden by law (because of obstruction and fire hazard). However, it is still widely practised, even at the risk of being punished via fines, evidence of the persistence of the territorial imperative in Chinese religious thought (DeBernardi, 1992).  What is at work is a reconceptualisation of sacred space.  Clearly, the traditional conceptualisation of sacred space as that space in the home where the gods can descend to receive the earthly offerings in the exclusivity of the private home can no longer hold.  New rituals, necessary only because of the imperatives of modernity, are needed to help define such exclusivity and territoriality, and in so doing, sacred space is redefined. 


Another example of how sacred space has been reconceptualised is in the context of cremation and the modern columbarium.  The Chinese generally believe that any offerings to the dead should be presented in front of the deceased, whether at the ancestral tablet or the tombstone.  This is linked to the notion of the boundedness of the ancestral spirit, that is, the Chinese believe that the soul of the deceased is actually present at the graveyard.  However, in a columbarium, the deceased is kept in an urn and interred together with thousands of other urns.  The performance of offering to the deceased is carried out at a community altar.  Joss paper cannot be burnt in front of each cubicle but in special pagodas which are used by all worshippers communally.  On important ritual days, such as the Qing Ming festival, there could be hundreds of worshippers performing rituals simultaneously.  What used to be individual worship of ancestors has been turned into a corporate ritual because of the movement from graveyards to a columbarium.  Some interviewees lamented the fact that they cannot be really certain that the offerings are being accepted by their deceased. As a consequence, new rituals have been invented to circumscribe that sacred, liminal zone of contact between this world and the particular other world of one’s deceased relative.  Mrs Sim’s practice of calling out to her ancestor to come to partake of the food and gifts is one example of an invented ritual. It is done in the belief that the deceased will then be able to find his/her way to the appropriate offerings.  This suggests that verbal rather than visual cues are being called upon to define sacred space.  This has resulted because of the higher possibility of policing at columbaria as compared to housing estates, which is, in turn, more possible because of the smaller scale of the columbaria as compared to housing estates.


A further example of how sacred space has had to be reconceptualised is in the context of funeral rituals.  As indicated earlier, the Chinese generally believe that such rituals should be conducted in the home but are no longer able to do so.  Moving the funeral to the void deck is however not always the straightforward affair described above.  Sometimes, it is possible that the family applying for permission to use the void deck to hold a funeral may be refused permission and be given a site several blocks away from the home instead, causing dismay to the family concerned since it is believed that the soul of the deceased will not be able to find its way to a place he/she had not visited while alive. One interviewee, for example, recounted his anxiety over his father’s wake: “My father had never walked there in his life; how is his soul going to find that place?” The refusal of permission may be because the void deck of one’s immediate block of apartments may have been previously booked by other groups for other activities.  In particular, in multi-ethnic, multi-religious Singapore, void decks are often also used for Malay weddings. Lai (1995) recounts the conflicts that arise when an unexpected Chinese funeral wake is held in a void deck which had earlier been booked for a Malay wedding.  This conflict over use of space is compounded because the Chinese believe that once a coffin has been put down in a particular location, it should not be moved.  When such a conflict occurs, the HDB has chosen to abide by its system of booking (based on a first-come-first-served principle) in order not to appear discriminatory.  Modern highrise living in a multi-ethnic, multi-religious situation thus inflicts its own bureaucratic and political demands, and cultural beliefs and rituals have to be adapted to suit these demands.  

 NEGOTIATING CONCEPTIONS OF SACRED TIME

In the same way that conceptions of sacred space are being redefined with modernity through invented rituals, similar reconceptualisations are taking place with sacred time. One example pertains to the length of funeral rituals. Traditionally, a funeral in China can last for years. Records show that the coffin is sometimes kept for months or even years while an auspicious date and place is found to bury the dead.  In modern Singapore, this practice has changed substantially.  Funerals are generally much shorter, normally lasting between three to seven days, a response to the demands of modern living.  Whereas bodies could be kept at home in feudal China, the constraints of apartment living dictate that this is not possible.  Neither can the modern work economy, which has drawn family members into the labour force, permit employees long periods away from work.  Funerals nowadays are almost invariably held for an odd number of days, such as three, five or seven.  This may be explained by the fact that, in order to make up for the inability to observe an appropriate auspicious time for burial, the Chinese draw on their ideological system of conceiving time, in which even numbers are regarded as signifying completeness, while odd numbers relate to continuity.  By holding funerals for an odd number of days, it is believed that the deceased is not gone, but continues to perform important roles in the lives of the living.  It also indicates continuity for the deceased in the cycle of rebirth.


While the above reconceptualisation of sacred time is a response to conditions of modernity, it is sometimes complicated by yet other demands made by the routines of modern living.  Given that Mondays to Fridays are almost invariably work days, Mr Ng indicated that, in the case of his father’s funeral, they chose to hold the final cremation on a weekend (Sunday).  This was because they believed that it would guarantee a larger turnout for the family (which was borne out), and present less inconvenience for mourners.  However, since death struck on a Friday, there was no way in which the cremation could take place on a weekend if the three, five or seven day funeral were to be observed.  In this case, a ritual was performed in which the coffin was turned around once, signifying the passing of a day.  Mr Ng was not alone in participating in this invented ritual.  Other interviewees corroborated the fact that such a practice was increasingly common. Clearly, through such a practice, participants were able to satisfy both the ideological belief and sacred meaning attached to the length of the funeral as well as the pragmatic considerations of living in a modern urban environment. 


One final example pertaining to time is related to the length of the mourning period.  As we indicated earlier, traditionally, the mourning period can last up to three years, depending on the relationship with the deceased. The closer one is to the deceased, the greater the defilement arising from death, and the longer the need for mourning to cleanse the living. However, in Singapore, the mourning period, which involves the conduct of particular rites and the wearing of stipulated colours, generally does not last more than a year.  For some, it lasts only 49 days.  This is a symbolic number in that it is believed that the soul of the deceased has gradually and finally severed itself from this world and his/her relatives.
  This compression of time is possible precisely because of a reconceptualisation of polluted time and what it takes to restore harmony and equilibrium after defilement.

CONCLUSIONS

It becomes evident from the varied practices discussed above that modern living has necessitated the adaptation of existing rituals. Modernity demands that religious practices require modification, often though not invariably involving altered spatial forms and structures in order that traditional symbolic meanings may still be upheld.  At times, it may not even be possible to maintain these meanings, and new conceptualisations of space and time may be invented to cope with changing social circumstances.  This is true of both the public and private spheres. 


Having documented these changes, we are concerned with drawing broader conclusions about the relationships between religion and modernity, between social processes and spatial changes.  First, while imposing constraints on traditional religious practice, our analysis clearly illustrates how conditions of modernity have not simply led to the demise of religious beliefs and practices.  Instead, through the invention and reinvention of rituals, what is clear is the continued role of religion in providing a meaning system for Chinese religionists in Singapore.  This is not to suggest that modernity merely provides conditions in which religious rituals are (re)invented. Clearly, modernity has also developed its own “sacred” conditions that have nothing to do with “religion” in the conventional understanding of the word.  Many of the characteristics of religion have, for example, been drawn into other belief systems, such as environmentalism.  Similarities abound: in both cases, there are communities of believers, with "brotherhoods" and "sisterhoods" of initiates, united by shared beliefs and separate from the uninitiated "others", the practice of rituals and the contribution to a religious experience through participation.  What this illustrates is the complexity of modernity: while responsible, to some extent, for secularisation, it simultaneously contributes to the sustenance of religions, as well as to the construction of quasi-religious forms which fulfil many of the social and psychological functions of traditional religions.


Second, in negotiating the nature of Chinese religion in a new urban environment, the relationship between social process and spatial change is made evident.  As social forces of modernisation set in, spatial transformations follow in the form of urban renewal.  The developmental juggernaut in turn impinges on the ways in which religious places and practices persist or transform.  Simultaneously, even as spatial transformations take place within religious practice, conceptions of the sacred and of sacredness correspondingly alter.


Third, in negotiating aspects of Chinese religion in a new urban environment, what is clearly revealed is the intertwining nature of modernity and Chinese religion.  Modernity is not an omnipotent force that changes social, cultural and spatial conditions unilaterally.  Conditions of modernity are mediated through local circumstances, and the specific intersection of forces of modernity with local conditions are only meaningfully examined if grounded in specific empirical contexts.  In our analysis, we illustrate how the power of modernity extends to effect change in religious practice, and in conceptions of space and time, but does not remove the importance of religion itself, nor that of sacred space and sacred time.  Indeed, in some ways, it may be argued that despite modifications to rituals, Chinese religionists in Singapore hold fast to some fundamental beliefs.  In other words, the form of rituals may change but the essence and meanings remain. These fundamental beliefs are the ideas of harmony and balance, territorial protection, pollution and purification.


As the discussion turns to the question of beliefs, it is appropriate at this juncture to draw some conclusions about the nature of Chinese religion from our empirical analysis.  Clearly, the malleability of practice (shortening the mourning period, placing the home altar in a location other than the ideal etc.) is possible because the religion is not text-based, nor anchored in canonical rules and teachings.  In its reliance on oral tradition, changes are more easily introduced, accommodated and explained.  As we highlighted earlier, this is a religion that is highly pragmatic, problem-oriented, result-oriented and this-worldly rather than philosophical.  As a result, when conditions of modernity suggest that it is impractical to persist with certain rituals, these rituals become modified, and space and time are reconceptualisationed.  Chinese religion, in other words, avails itself to manipulation with no major dissonance.  


Nevertheless, it is important to emphasise that the (re)invented rituals must be sanctioned and legitimated, despite the general mutability of practice. In other words, one does not observe a “free for all” (re)invention.   Validation comes in various forms.  The views of religious leaders (broadly defined) are still sought, as when feng shui experts are consulted regarding the layout of houses.  Simultaneously, though, there has also been a concomitant contradictory decline in such consultation in situations where their advice simply cannot be used (as in the graveyard example cited above).  Validation may also come from family elders, as much depends on oral tradition in Chinese religion.  Particularly with rituals which are not regularly and frequently practised (such as death rituals), advice is sought from family elders when the occasion calls for their practice, thus underscoring hierarchies of age.  Often, as highlighted earlier, domestic religious rituals are the purview and responsibility of the matriarchs of families, and so, a privileging of gender is also evident in the legitimation process.  However, as we also intimated, the tension between generations with the intellectualisation of religion has meant that family structures which place the accent on age and experience may increasingly be challenged.


As different practitioners call on different validators and (re)invent rituals in particular ways, divergences may emerge in practice.  This, however, does not create major dissonances in the Chinese world view.  In part, this is because there are no fixed canons in syncretic Chinese religion, which makes possible wider limits of acceptable forms of ritual performance and interpretation.  As Ward (1965:113-37) noted, despite uniformity and continuity of traditional Chinese society and culture through the ages, there exists quite considerable variations within it because the Chinese have three different models of social arrangements in their consciousness: the “immediate model” (their own notion of their social and cultural system”; the “ideological model” (which acts as the measure of what is truly Chinese); and the “internal observer models” (the models they have constructed regarding the socio-cultural arrangements of other Chinese groups).  Transposed specifically into the context of Chinese religion, this schema suggests why Chinese religionists can reconcile variations he/she may observe in Chinese religious life.


Attention must also be drawn to the role of the state and how its regulatory practices have shaped ritual practice, thus mediating relations between religion and modernity in Singapore.  While we had deliberately eschewed an explicitly political stance in this paper, there is clearly room to embark on analysis from the perspective of a cultural politics of religious landscapes, examining the ways in which state regulations are renegotiated by religious practitioners and how they may, in turn, shape state regulations.  We have illustrated how the state has consciously shaped ritual practice (for example, by curtailing practices such as the burning of big joss sticks) as well as doing so unconsciously (for example, in putting the accent on pragmatic principles in house design and layout, the state has indirectly and unconsciously caused the modification of conceptions of sacred space).  While the specifics of case studies may differ, the point we wish to make here will hold in many instances, and that is, in conditions of modernity, outlined at the beginning of our paper to include the creation of a host of state institutions, the state’s policies and actions often may consciously or unconsciouly impinge on conceptions of sacred space and sacred time and on ritual practice.


In sum, we argue that the requirements of modern urban living have necessitated changes in the ways rituals are conducted.  Other than illustrating what these changes are, we have sought to map out the processes underlying these changes which power the creation of meaning.  Thus, while all rituals are, in a sense, a means of reproducing culture, by their transformation, the reproduction of culture is being mediated and negotiated.  Elements of culture -- space and time -- are necessarily renegotiated and reconstructed in the process.  To return to our opening example, therefore, we would argue that it is only with such reconstituted religious conceptions of space and time that the Chinese in Singapore have come to accept, inter alia, living on former graveyard land. 


As a final point, we wish to highlight the important caveat that the particularities of this case study have meant that various other ways in which religion and modernity intersect have not been explored.  For example, as societies become more entrenched in the spaces of technologies, there is the need to examine how technological apparatuses of modernity are shaping conceptions of sacred space and sacred time, and shaping religious experience.  From the more common and mundane television and radio to the world of Internet, newsgroups, chatrooms and websites, religious space, time, community and experience are being reconfigured.  In the context of Singapore, preliminary research in this area suggests that modernity in this guise has not quite touched Chinese religion, but has invaded, or at least begun to set upon other religions, including Buddhism, Christianity and Islam.  At the same time, with new world orders and new experiences, new religious movements often emerge. Although we have focused on one specific form of traditional practice in Singapore in this paper, it will be remiss not to remind readers that conditions of modernity and postmodernity must indeed prompt the emergence of new religious movements to different degrees in different places, and that research into the conceptions of sacred space and time of such groups are lacking.  These concerns, while by no means exclusive, are nevertheless firm candidates for future research agendas, and together with the issues and themes analysed in this paper, form some of the core concerns that must confront those with an interest in the intersection between religion and modernity.

CAPTIONS
Plate 1
Standardised plots in state-run cemeteries

Plate 2
The 'flatted' columbarium

Plate 3
Communal bins provided for the burning of joss paper
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� The equivalent of All Souls’ Day.


� Tong (1992) has discussed the process of intellecualisation and rationalisation of religion particularly among the young.  This is a process whereby the young especially have jettisoned Chinese religion because of the belief that the practices of Chinese religion are laden with superstition, and empty of logic, systematic and intellectual thought.


  


� Columbaria house the ash remains of the dead and may be found in the compound of churches and crematoriums.





� Void decks are the ground floors of HDB flats that have deliberately been left as open space, with a view that such space may be used by residents for social or familial functions. One of the main impetuses for creating such space was to facilitate social interaction within the estate.





� In the 1960s when urban renewal began to be accorded attention, the aims were primarily to provide a "healthier environment for the population of Singapore as well as to make better usage of the land for commercial, industrial, residential and recreational purposes" (HDB Annual Report, 1963:27).  This involved the clearing of slums and resettlement of populations, rebuilding of obsolete properties and comprehensive planning for traffic and circulation systems in central areas; the planning and designing of public housing and other amenities such as shops, markets, hawker stalls, offices, car parks, open spaces, sewers, drains, water mains and so forth.





� There are seven weeks of seven days each in this 49-day period.  On each seventh day, certain sacrifices were traditionally made and ritual ceremonies held (Eberhard, 1986:261-2).
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