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The aim of this special issue is to relate the rising interest in non-western public administration 
to the resurgence of religious belief in the contemporary public administration landscape in Asia. 
The rapid economic development of Asia has brought deep changes in society and with it an 
expanding variety of old and new religions to help individuals, groups and communities find 
meaning, identity and self-realisation in their disrupted circumstances. This includes increasing 
observance of existing world religions in Asia (Islam, Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism, 
Sikhism) as well as their reworking with indigenous religions into hybrid forms to build new 
religious movements mobilising dislocated parts of the population. While the phenomena of 
religious resurgence in Asia has attracted scholarly attention, notably in theology, religious 
studies, sociology and anthropology, there is an absence of frameworks for apprehending and 
analysing the links between religion and public administration in the Asian context.  
 
Non-western public administration 
 
This special issue takes forward one element of the agenda set out in the essay by Ongaro (2021) 
in the Asia Pacific Journal of Public Administration on the importance of non-western philosophy in 
efforts to develop non-western public administration (Dreschler 2014, Pollitt 2015). Ongaro 
(2021) acknowledges briefly the position of religion in non-western philosophy noting that, in 
Asia, the two are often intertwined to the point that studying them separately – for example, 
Confucianism qua religion and Confucianism qua philosophy – is both difficult and less useful 
analytically than understanding them as a single phenomenon.  
 
This special issue builds on Ongaro’s essay by taking a further step: secularism is a defining 
characteristic of western public administration. Ongaro offers the provocation that public 
administration is ‘value-laden human activity’ and any system of public administration must 
satisfy legitimacy criteria by representing or enacting justifications for valuing certain things in 
that particular system. Non-western public administration remains relatively underdeveloped and 
the public role of religion remains an important instance of the general problem of how far 
experiences, findings and concepts developed in study of western public administration can be 
extended to non-western contexts. There are ‘non-western’ scholarly movements established in 
sociology and anthropology that stress notions of post-secular or de-secularised societies in which 
religion is salient in the public sphere and in defining the criteria of system-wide legitimacy 
(Berger 1999, Habermas 2008, Taylor 2007). However, these movements have yet to attract 
sustained attention from public administration scholarship. Although religion and culture are not 
the same thing, it is the particular cultural forms that universal religious principles, grounded in 
scripture, take on in different Asian societies and particular policy contexts that may provide the 
most useful observations of the relationship between religion and public administration. 
 
The Asia Pacific Journal of Public Administration is an important place for the development of public 
administration knowledge beyond its western roots and this Special Issue is intended to 
contribute to the development of our understanding of religion and public administration in 
Asia. This special issue does not presume to take any particular position on the external validity 
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of public administration scholarship but asks papers to consider how portable across both time 
and space much of western public administration is using the need to understand and explain the 
different roles religion may play in Asian public administration.  
 
Religious beliefs, culture and public values in Asian public administration 
 
Within western public administration, it is a taken-for-granted assumption that legitimacy is 
conferred on the state by the people, who, in religious terms, are diverse and include significant 
elements who do not hold religious beliefs or observe religious practices of any kind. Within the 
Asia Pacific, contrary to the predictions of many advocates of secularization theory, such as the 
staple of European public administration Max Weber, religion has not disappeared or been 
wholly ‘privatized’ to a matter exclusively of personal choice. In Asia, the problem of justifying 
political authority posited by Ongaro requires attention to religion in the public realm: what role 
may religious values and cultures play in justifying forms of public administration? More 
specifically, in the religious pluralism of contemporary Asia, how is religion being used to justify 
or resist different forms of public administration and substituting for secular versions of public 
value governance (Bryson et al 2014)? 
 
The concept of tradition is broad and general enough to allow the connection of religious beliefs 
and public values to the justification of public administration (Painter and Peters 2010).  Pollitt 
(2008) uses an historical institutionalist approach to uncover normative functions embedded in 
administrative traditions: tradition acts as a form of justification of political authority in Ongaro’s 
terms. For example, the Confucian administration tradition in Asia - far from operating as a 
hard-edged empirical category of observable habits and practices that may be described 
longitudinally - is a culture and set of values; something malleable that is able to be invented and 
reinvented as a source of legitimacy. Alternatively, Drechsler (2015) identifies Islamic Public 
Administration as an important administrative tradition neglected by contemporary scholarship 
in which different Muslim cultural habits and practices influence public action.  
 
The special issue encourages submissions about religious pluralities and their intersection with 
secular values and administrative traditions in the public sphere in Asia. Rapid economic 
transformation has produced simultaneously: a cosmopolitan global citizenship; a resurgent 
nationalism; fluid, multiplying religious identities and practice; alongside rising religious 
fundamentalism across faiths. Amid such change, the institutions of public administration, at 
both regional and national scales, are often struggling to sustain Ongaro’s legitimacy criteria. 
Similarly, religious authority is in flux with many believers finding new religious leaders online. 
Administrative capacity is stressed by challenges such as climate change and the mass disruption 
of the COVID—19 pandemic. In the religious sphere too, these pressures are leading to social 
polarization along tribal religious lines and the scapegoating of minority groups. 
 
There is no simple binary of religious versus secular values in the study of public administration 
but rather hybridity and mixes are observed in practice. Importantly for public administration 
scholarship, it is moot whether religious values are the same thing as the secular values used in 
western public administration (Charlton 2006). Whilst they may concern similar things and often 
have equivalent implications for practice, they have different historical roots and religious values 
encompass spiritual dimensions in a way that secular values do not. We lack public 
administration knowledge about the possibility for trade-offs between religious and secular 
values as in conventional policy analysis or the possibilities of cycling or institutional separation 
(Thacher and Rein 2004) or balancing (Braithwaite 2009). There may be a potential impasse 
between the secular and religious in public administration in a series of elementary questions 
about the nature of the state regarding legitimacy, authority, law, statecraft, and accountability. 
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How and where religion matters in public administration in Asia 
 
Beyond these elementary questions posed at the level of the overall governing system, the special 
issue also seeks contributions investigating the roles religion and religious groups play at more 
granular levels of public administration study: organisations, teams, policy, programmes and 
projects. We would welcome contributions that take contemporary concepts of administrative 
reform – co-production for instance – to investigate the position and role of religious 
organisations in Asia. Co-production is a broad term emerging in western public administration 
that covers such varied innovations as governance-driven democratization (Warren 2014), 
collaborative governance (Ansell and Gash 2008) and various forms of interactive governance 
(Edelenbos and van Meerkerk 2016). Co-production is generally seen as a response to the 
challenge of trends in contemporary society that are stressing public administration capacity 
similar to those cited in the resurgence of religion such as technical and political complexity, high 
levels of cultural diversity, and decreasing deference to authority.  
 
The special issue will occupy the wide interface of religion and public administration in the Asia 
Pacific context. We welcome contributions that, empirically and/or conceptually, speak to the 
challenge of conceiving and building an analytical framework to sustain future research. Given 
the current lack of an established literature, contributors to the special issue have the potential to 
frame future research. However, we are interested in theory building papers with identified 
generalisable potential and that may seed the generation of hypotheses for future scholars. These 
may use comparative research designs with quantitative and/or qualitative data of events, 
processes, patterns; or, alternatively, systematic reviews or meta-analyses of the relationship 
between public administration and religion in Asia. Below is an indicative, but by no means 
exhaustive, list of possible research questions that papers in the special issue may address:  
 
 

(i) What does previous research tell us about the influence of religion and philosophy 
on public administration in non-western contexts? 
 

(ii) In what ways, and under what institutional conditions, do religious cultures enter into 
public administration traditions in Asia? 

 
(iii) How is Confucianism used to justify public administration reform in Asia?  

 
(iv) Do religions, such as Islam, contribute to explaining variations in civil servant values 

in Asia? 
 

(v) How do religious values and secular values coexist in hybrid organisational and 
institutional forms in Asian public administration?  

 
(vi) Under what conditions do religious organizations work across sectors, such as with 

government and business groups or government and civil society, on issues of public 
administration?  

 
(vii) Religious and faith-based non-profits have played an important role in many social 

movements.  To what extent are religious organizations contributing to different 
non-religious social movements that are influencing public administration?  
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(viii) What are the conditions required, and behaviours needed, to create plural spaces for 
different religions in Asia within the structure and organisation of the state? 

 
 

Timeline 
 
Initial paper proposals (500 words) March 1, 2022 
 
Editorial decision on initial proposals and feedback from guest editor April 1, 2022 
 
Draft papers due August 1, 2022 
 
Virtual webinar amongst special issue contributors September, 2022  
 
Papers submitted for peer review by December 1, 2022 
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