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I. Introduction 

The need to respect the identity of distinct ethnic or religious communities within a State can 

lead to claims for some form of autonomy for these communities.  At their core, these claims 

assert the need for the community to be able to regulate certain matters deemed integral to 

preserving their identity. While the underlying justification for these claims is usually 

formulated in terms of protecting the rights and interests of these communities,1 additionally 

they may be justified in terms of preserving social and cultural diversity,2 expanding cultural 

resources3 and/or conflict prevention.4 State recognition of these claims takes a myriad of 

forms. Yet, there is one important dimension to all these autonomy arrangements that is often 

overlooked. That is that these arrangements can lead to legal pluralism when the community 

chooses to regulate matters in accordance with its own religious or customary laws rather 

than State law.  To date, there is limited discussion in the literature of the relationship 

between autonomy arrangements and legal pluralism or the broader implications of this 

relationship for managing ethno-cultural diversity within a State. 5 All too often, proposals for 

autonomy arrangements fail to make explicit their potential to generate legal pluralism or 

map out the implications to which this pluralism can give rise. This is unfortunate. Legal 

pluralism generates opportunities, risks and challenges for managing ethno-cultural diversity 

and there is a need to ensure that the form of legal pluralism that ensues is one that remains 

compatible with the original objectives of the grant of autonomy.  

This chapter makes explicit the potential interplay between legal pluralism and autonomy 

arrangements and, in doing so, seeks to broaden the conceptual framework through which 

these arrangements are traditionally viewed. This can facilitate a more calibrated assessment 

of those autonomy arrangements that give rise to legal pluralism (hereinafter ‘legal pluralist 

autonomy arrangements’). The emphasis in the present chapter is on legal rather than 

normative pluralism for several reasons.  One is the considerable symbolism that attaches to 

how a community’s value system is classified and whether the community’s own perception 

of that system, as a legal rather than a normative one, is accepted.6  Second, there are distinct 

implications that attach to legal, as opposed to normative, pluralism both for the community 

and the State.7  In adopting this approach, the chapter seeks to deepen current understandings 
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of the possible consequences of autonomy arrangements and bring to light others that might 

not otherwise be readily apparent. 

At a minimum, this approach can lead to a more nuanced analysis of the human rights 

implications of legal pluralist autonomy arrangements. This arises from differences in the 

treatment of the human rights dimensions to autonomy and legal pluralism in the literature 

and in practice. To the extent that autonomy is analysed from the perspective of international 

human rights law, it tends to be in very general terms within the broad framework of minority 

protection or the right to self-determination.8 At most, reference is made to the need for 

autonomy arrangements to respect basic human rights9 without further elaboration or 

sustained scrutiny. It points to the disconnect that can occur in the discussion of autonomy 

arrangements whereby the initial establishment of such arrangements may be justified in 

human rights terms but, thereafter, the operation of these arrangements attract limited 

comment in terms of their impact on human rights.  

In comparison, the human rights dimension to legal pluralism attracts more detailed scrutiny 

not only in the literature10 but in the practice of international bodies monitoring State 

compliance with international human rights obligations.11 The latter is important for several 

reasons.  It demonstrates in a tangible manner how a State’s international obligations can 

operate as a constraint on the permissible contours of autonomy arrangements while 

occasionally also acting as a catalyst for their introduction.12 Additionally, it provides insights 

into the challenges for the State in respecting a community’s autonomy while simultaneously 

being required to ensure that the exercise of this autonomy remains consistent with these 

international obligations. These challenges are even more pronounced when international 

bodies call on the State to ensure that a community’s religious or customary laws are 

reformed or abolished to attain this consistency.13  At the very least, it can create dilemmas 

for the State, for example, in reconciling its role as a neutral arbiter in the exercise of freedom 

of religion14 while acting as a driver for change in relation to the laws of a religious 

community.15 It also has important implications for the community itself as it reveals one 

potential cost of autonomy in terms of the reform agenda it may be compelled to embrace.  

Legal pluralist autonomy arrangements also raise practical questions that have implications 

not only for diversity between communities but also within communities. While autonomy 

arrangements invariably raise questions about defining the parameters of the group and 

identifying its legitimate representatives, legal pluralism adds a further layer to this as the 



  3 

State can find itself being called on to determine who, within the community, can provide an 

authoritative interpretation of community laws. Casting the State in this role, however, can 

have inadvertent consequences not only in terms of the nature of its engagement with the 

community but also the attendant risk that in choosing who provides the authoritative 

interpretation of these laws, it can lead to the suppression of minority or dissenting voices 

within that community. In this way, it can reduce rather than preserve ethno-cultural 

diversity. The present chapter explores all these issues.  In doing so, it seeks to contribute to 

the existing literature by exploring autonomy arrangements through the valuable and 

underused lens of legal pluralism and traversing two traditionally distinct bodies of academic 

literature. 

The chapter begins with an overview of some preliminary issues, notably, the meaning and 

scope of legal pluralism, its underlying rationale(s) and potential implications (section II).  

By carefully delineating and clarifying these issues, this section can contribute to a more 

thorough going analysis of the relationship between legal pluralism, autonomy and ethno-

cultural diversity.  The chapter then proceeds (section III) to analyse an important dimension 

to this relationship which stems from the capacity of legal pluralism to engage the 

responsibility of the State under international human rights law (‘IHRL’).  This is important 

not only to ensure that States comply with their international obligations but also to ensure 

conceptual coherence in the design and operation of autonomy arrangements.  This is true 

particularly of arrangements rooted in human rights considerations where a State seeks to 

address a community’s grievances about their rights and identity through the grant of 

autonomy.  Section III identifies the complex issues raised by the international human rights 

dimension to these arrangements for the State, the community and individuals, and how 

IHRL can determine the parameters of legal pluralist autonomy arrangements.  

To avoid an overly abstract analysis, the chapter draws on the practice of members of the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), namely, Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, 

Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam.  As the region is 

characterised by a remarkable level of diversity, it provides a valuable body of experience 

that will have resonance not only within the region but also beyond it.  Drawing on the 

experience of the ASEAN States, Section IV provides insights into the potential 

opportunities, risks and challenges associated with legal pluralist autonomy arrangements.  

The chapter concludes (Section V) with observations about the interplay between legal 

pluralism, autonomy and ethno-cultural diversity management.  
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II. Preliminary issues 

As the focus of this chapter is on legal rather than normative pluralism, it is useful at the 

outset to define what it means.  Legal pluralism has generated considerable academic 

debate,16 but for present purposes it refers to the co-existence of more than one legal or ‘law 

like’ normative system within the same geographical and temporal space. Of course, this 

presupposes that the relevant normative systems can be classified as ‘law’ or ‘law like.’  If 

not, it may be more correct to refer to normative rather than legal pluralism. While much has 

been written about the concept of law,17 the definitional problems that have ensued have led 

some scholars, including in the field of legal pluralism, to abandon the concept altogether.18 

This is unfortunate especially in the context of developing a framework for ethno-cultural 

diversity management where language and symbolism carry considerable weight.  To exclude 

a community’s own perception of whether their religious or customary law is ‘law’ on the 

basis that this perception is deemed irrelevant by certain pure theories of law would be 

unduly restrictive.  Eschewing pure theories of law, this chapter adopts a pragmatic approach 

to the definition of law often endorsed by international lawyers.19  Here, norms are deemed to 

be legal norms if they are viewed consistently in this manner by the principal addressees of 

these norms and by third-party decision-makers. While objections may be raised to such an 

approach on the basis that it risks collapsing the distinction between law and other normative 

orders,20 it has some merit in the present context as one that will have resonance not only 

within the communities concerned but also in State practice. In this regard, one cannot 

overlook the tendency for States to classify religious and customary laws as ‘law’ rather than 

as non-legal normative principles.21  

The second issue that arises concerns the form that legal pluralism may take. Here, there is no 

set template.  Moulded by the conditions prevailing in a given State, the relationship between 

that State and the ethno-cultural communities within it can take a myriad of forms that are 

mirrored in a multiplicity of autonomy arrangements and ensuing forms of legal pluralism. 

Nevertheless, it is possible to delineate various types of legal pluralism and this delineation 

can help make explicit their potential implications for managing ethno-cultural diversity. At a 

minimum, one must distinguish between de jure and de facto legal pluralism. The former 

occurs where the State formally recognises the religious or customary laws of the community 

whereas the latter occurs where those laws exist without any explicit endorsement by the 

State.  Where the State grants autonomy to a community to regulate certain matters in 
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accordance with its own laws, this invariably brings into existence some form of de jure legal 

pluralism as these laws will operate in parallel to State laws. This has considerable practical 

significance as it will engage the direct responsibility of the State for any human rights harm 

caused by the operation of these laws (see, section III).  This will necessitate a more 

extensive level of oversight of the operation of autonomy arrangements than would be the 

case with de facto legal pluralism.22 The State will need to ensure that these arrangements 

remain consistent with its international human rights obligations.  It means that the State will 

need to remain actively engaged with the community even in relation to the regulation of 

what that community regards as its exclusive internal affairs.  

Beyond this, variations can exist in relation to the scope of legal pluralism and whether it 

extends to civil and/or criminal matters.  Legal pluralism usually enables a community to 

determine personal status matters such as marriage, divorce or child custody in accordance 

with its own religious or customary laws. Additionally, the community may be able to 

determine criminal liability (eg., for apostasy, blasphemy, same sex relations) and 

occasionally impose punishments (eg., corporal punishment, limb amputations, stoning) in 

accordance with these laws. As these laws invariably embody traditional views of gender 

relations and punishments for transgressing community norms, they can depart from 

international human rights standards and perpetuate human rights harm.  This harm is well 

documented23 especially in relation to rights to equality and non-discrimination on grounds of 

gender, religious belief and sexual orientation as well rights to physical integrity and 

protection against torture, inhuman and degrading punishment. The fact that all States are 

bound by some international human rights obligations24 means they must engage with the 

community to address any human rights harm that ensues from the recognition of that 

community’s laws.  The nature and form of that engagement will undoubtedly have 

implications for relations between the State and the community.  While a State will always be 

responsible for human rights harm caused by whatever autonomy arrangement it establishes, 

the argument here is that this will be heightened when autonomy entails legal pluralism given 

the distinct human rights issues typically raised by religious and customary laws.   It follows 

that there is a need to make explicit the legal pluralism dimension to these autonomy 

arrangements so that their potential consequences can be addressed by all concerned. 

A further consideration is the status of a community’s laws within the State legal system.  

This is not purely a question of legal semantics but can raise profound issues for the State and 

the community.25  Essentially, the question arises at what point does the grant of autonomy to 
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a community to regulate certain matters in accordance with its own laws transform those laws 

into State law? For example, an Act of Parliament may stipulate that personal status matters 

for a community will be regulated in accordance with the religious law of that community.  

The explicit recognition of these laws by Parliament would suggest that they may be 

classified as a form of State law. In other instances, the position may not be so clear cut.26 

The need to analyse the situation cannot be avoided, however, due to the symbolic and 

practical consequences that attach to the status of a community’s laws within a State legal 

system.  An Act of Parliament, for example, may stipulate that ancestral lands will be 

delimited in accordance with the customary laws of indigenous peoples. In these 

circumstances, customary law may be regarded as a form of State law but this classification 

will not sit easily with an indigenous people’s own perception of these laws as an expression 

of their right to self-determination rather than any sovereign right on the part of the State. It 

demonstrates the need to make explicit the concurrent classification of these laws as both 

State and non-State (customary) law. Aside from its potential symbolic value, this concurrent 

classification also serves as a reminder that even when religious or customary laws are 

recognised within a State legal system, they will continue to operate within the parallel non-

State (religious or customary) legal system. This is important because religious and 

customary laws are often regarded as ‘living laws’ yet it can be difficult for State legal 

systems to capture this dynamism due, for example, to the doctrine of binding precedent 

applied by State courts.  Over time, this can result in variations in the interpretation and 

application of the law within the State and non-State legal systems. For the State, this can 

create bifurcation of the law. For those to whom the laws are addressed, it can create 

uncertainty as to their rights and obligations within the different legal systems and potentially 

impede access to justice.  For the community concerned, the very use of its religious or 

customary law within the State legal system can bring with it the risk of ‘distortion and 

ossification’27 with possible implications for the development of this law and its on-going 

relevance within the community. More generally, this interplay between State, religious and 

customary law can affect the perceived legitimacy of these different forms of law and the 

extent to which they are accepted by the population as well as distinct ethnic and religious 

communities within it.   

It is not surprising that States often adopt measures to ensure some degree of consistency in 

the interpretation and application of religious and customary laws within the different justice 

systems.  These measures include the appointment of experts in religious or customary law to 
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State courts when issues arise concerning the interpretation of these laws or permitting 

disputes to be determined by religious or customary courts.  Both approaches raise issues 

from the perspective of ethno-cultural diversity management.  The State will need to 

designate the accredited experts in religious or customary law from the community which can 

have implications for dissenting or minority voices within that community.  Aside from this, 

one must consider the more foundational issue of the equal and non-discriminatory 

application of the law. A State cannot grant autonomy to a community to establish its own 

justice system and then disclaim any role in the operation of what can now be classified as a 

form of State law.  The State must ensure the equal application of the law and guarantee that 

any variations in application can be objectively justified not only at the point of granting 

autonomy to the community but over time.  In the present context, it means that there will be 

a need for on-going engagement between the State and the community; revealing one 

potential paradox of those autonomy arrangements that entail some form of legal pluralism.  

Given the potential implications of legal pluralism, there is a need for a clear justificatory 

basis for its introduction.  In many instances, legal pluralism exists as a residual legacy of 

colonialism without an explicit justificatory basis other than that it reflects the historical 

evolution of a particular State.28  In other instances, it represents an attempt to ease inter-

communal tensions and promote peace and security.29 In these instances, the protection of the 

community’s identity as a way of ensuring societal harmony is often advanced to justify the 

grant of autonomy and the recognition of the community’s religious or customary laws.30  On 

other occasions, international human rights law provides the justification or driver for legal 

pluralism. For example, the increasing acceptance of a right to self-determination for 

indigenous peoples may explain the growing acceptance of autonomous legal systems based 

on customary law within ancestral lands.31  Here, recognition of autonomous legal systems 

can be regarded as a practical working out of one aspect of the right to self-determination of 

indigenous peoples32 albeit one subject always to the requirement that these legal systems 

themselves respect human rights.33 Ultimately, States are not precluded from recognising a 

community’s own laws and establishing a legal pluralist autonomy arrangement, but there 

will be constraints on its ability to do so as is apparent from the discussion that follows.  

II. International human rights law and the permissible contours of 

autonomy arrangements 

An international human rights dimension to legal pluralist autonomy arrangements may not 

be immediately apparent. After all, the communities in question are non-State entities and it 
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is generally accepted that international human rights law is essentially a State-centred system 

of law.34 The concept of State responsibility, however, establishes the route through which 

international human rights law can impact non-State entities including ethnic and religious 

communities. There are numerous ways in which State responsibility can be engaged,35 but, 

for present purposes, it is sufficient to note that when a State grants autonomy to a 

community to regulate certain matters in accordance with its own religious or customary 

laws, the State will be deemed to be directly responsible for any human rights harm caused 

by these laws.36  

There are numerous ways in which States can seek to limit the impact of international human 

rights law on the community and its laws.37  One is to enter a reservation to a human rights 

treaty to the effect that a treaty provision(s) will be applied only to the extent that it does not 

conflict with religious or customary laws. This is not uncommon although the viability of this 

strategy depends on whether the reservation is a valid one in the sense of being compatible 

with the object and purpose of the treaty. The international response to the reservations 

entered by Brunei, Singapore and Malaysia to the Convention on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Discrimination Against Women is instructive. 38 It shows that these reservations are 

usually contested and largely ineffective in preventing international oversight of human rights 

harm caused by the operation of a community’s religious or customary laws.  

A second strategy is for the State to accept that it is bound by an international obligation but 

to deny that there is any human rights violation based on one of two arguments. The first is 

that there is no interference with the human right as the individual has waived the exercise of 

this right by submitting voluntarily to the jurisdiction of the community’s own laws. Where 

there is no choice of forum, which is the case in several ASEAN States,39 there is no question 

of a waiver arising as the individual is compelled to submit to the jurisdiction of religious 

courts. The second argument is that even though there is a restriction on a human right, it can 

be justified as it is prescribed by law, pursues a legitimate objective, is necessary to achieve 

that objective, and is not discriminatory.  In determining when a restriction is justified, States 

invariably are allowed a certain margin of appreciation, at least at the regional level.  It 

demonstrates that there is some flexibility in IHRL which can be used to accommodate the 

rights and interests of different communities including through legal pluralist autonomy 

arrangements.   
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Notwithstanding this flexibility, these arrangements need to satisfy certain requirements.  

This is evident from the present author’s analysis40 of the practice of UN human rights 

bodies.41  There are various components to this practice, each of which acquires particular 

significance for legal pluralist autonomy arrangements and the management of ethno-cultural 

diversity.  The first is that some religious and customary laws, such as laws permitting 

polygamy or child marriages, are regarded as incompatible with international human rights 

law.  Where they exist, States are required to abolish them42 and refrain from recognising any 

discriminatory customary or religious laws.43 Some States have already taken action to do 

so44 although clearly this can impact on relations with the community especially where the 

latter is resolutely opposed to the abolition of these laws.  

A second component is that most religious and customary laws are regarded as having the 

capacity to develop in line with IHRL.45 Attempts to portray religious or customary law as 

incapable of reform are consistently challenged by UN bodies.46  This sets the ground for the 

third component which is that States are required to harmonize all laws, including religious 

and customary laws, with their international human rights obligations.47 States are called 

upon to ‘take steps’ to ensure that customary and religious laws are interpreted and applied in 

ways that are compatible with fundamental human rights.48  Where religious and customary 

courts exist, States are asked to regulate them to ensure they comply with international 

human rights law.49  Specifically, States have been called on to ensure that the procedures 

adopted by these courts are ‘brought into line with statutory courts,’ and that a choice of court 

must exist.50 The latter is particularly important.  It ensures that persons belonging to the 

community are not compelled to submit to the jurisdiction of religious or customary courts 

for the protection of their rights and interests but can choose to access State courts.  This 

ensures respect for individual autonomy. It also minimizes the risk of generating or 

reinforcing centrifugal tendencies when individuals feel compelled to look to their own 

community for the protection of their rights and interests rather than to the State.51  More 

generally, enabling persons belonging to an ethnic or religious community to resort to State 

law rather than religious or customary law ensures that ‘exit routes’ are available to them 

should they wish to leave that community.52 

All these recommendations have important implications, especially when the State adheres to 

a policy of non-intervention in the personal laws of a community unless it has the latter’s 

consent.  One UN body, for example, expressed concerns that such a policy ‘perpetuates … 

discrimination against women’ and called on the State to work with the communities to 
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review and reform their personal laws.53  Of course, a State may choose to ignore these 

recommendations, and many do.  However, there has been a sharp rise in ratifications of UN 

human rights treaties recently54 and heightened scrutiny of compliance with these treaty 

obligations by the relevant treaty bodies and through the UN Human Rights Council’s 

Universal Periodic Review.55  At the very least, it suggests there will be increasing pressure 

on States to ensure that any recognition of a community’s religious or customary laws is 

consistent with international obligations even if this entails a departure from traditional non-

interventionist policies.  It demonstrates that this human rights dimension to legal pluralism 

can provide an impetus for greater engagement between the State and the community and in 

ways that might not be readily apparent from the original grant of autonomy.  

In terms of the nature and character of this enhanced level of engagement, UN practice 

provides some general pointers.  Where IHRL requires reform of religious or customary laws, 

the UN bodies accept that law reform is predicated on the support of the population.56 States 

are given the role of generating support for law reform through ‘partnerships and 

collaboration with religious and community leaders, lawyers and judges, civil society 

organizations and … ngos.’57  They are expected to ‘proactively initiate and encourage debate 

within the relevant communities on … human rights’58 and engage with religious and 

traditional authorities in a ‘frank’ ‘public’ and ‘constructive dialogue’  about how customary 

and religious laws can be rendered compatible with human rights.59  While the emphasis is 

very much on constructive engagement, the very need for the State to initiate discussions 

about law reform and to conduct a ‘frank’ dialogue carries with it certain risks for relations 

between the State and the community that cannot be underestimated.   As for the law reform 

process itself, a fully inclusive process is envisaged. Specifically, the UN bodies envisage the 

effective participation of traditional and religious leaders, civil society representatives and all 

relevant stakeholders.60 Beyond this, the modalities are left to the State and community 

concerned to develop religious and customary law provided they do so in a manner that is 

consistent with international human rights law.  This can accommodate variations on the 

ground, demonstrating that compliance with international human rights standards does not 

require homogeneity or standardisation.  This may help to deflect criticism of law reform and 

possible appeals to cultural relativism. Further, by encouraging an inclusive and participatory 

process of reforming religious and customary laws, it can help to ensure that these laws retain 

their relevance and support among all sections of the communities to which they apply. It 

should also ensure that claims advanced in the name of culture or religion are rigorously 
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tested thereby minimizing the risk of restricting the rights of persons belonging to the 

community based on protecting out-dated aspects of that community’s identity.  More 

generally, by ensuring that these laws are compliant with international human rights 

standards, it can help address one of the enduring concerns raised by the protection of ethnic, 

linguistic or religious groups, namely, that the rights and interests of the group will take 

precedence over those of its individual members.61  Also of salience in the present context is 

that where intra-State tensions arise from grievances concerning the protection of human 

rights (individual, minority, peoples’ rights), this broad conceptual framework can go some 

way to ensuring that autonomy arrangements designed to address these grievances remain 

faithful to and continually aligned with their underlying justificatory basis.  

 

It follows that whenever autonomy arrangements give rise to legal pluralism one must factor 

in the resulting human rights dimension as a failure to do so can result in these arrangements 

having unintended consequences.  At the very least, it will avoid generating expectations as 

to the degree of autonomy that legally the State may not be able to grant.  Admittedly, much 

will depend on a State’s willingness to comply with its international obligations. However, 

one cannot ignore the fact that States are subject to increasing levels of international scrutiny 

and pressure to comply with these obligations even if this does not always yield tangible 

results especially in the short term. State practice shows that it can bring about change, even 

if only modest change, over the medium to long term.  

 

Against this backdrop, one must probe the potential impact of this human rights dimension 

for the community and its members, the State and ethno-cultural diversity management more 

generally. For members of the community, it can help guarantee their autonomy in respect of 

membership of that community, afford protection to the multifaceted nature of their 

identity,62 and protect those whose daily lives are impacted by the operation of religious or 

customary laws.63  For the community, it can act both as a catalyst for and a constraint on 

legal pluralist autonomy arrangements. It establishes the permissible boundaries of these 

arrangements and, in doing, can compel a greater level of engagement between the 

community and the State than might have been anticipated by either party in order to ensure 

compliance with these boundaries. For the State, this dimension to legal pluralism brings with 

it opportunities and risks. It can help ensure that the rights and interests of members of the 

community as well as the community itself are protected and, in doing so, go some way to 

preventing their marginalisation and alienation.  At the same time, one cannot ignore the 
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potential for tension and conflict where the State seeks to co-opt community leaders in 

reforming religious or customary laws and these leaders are opposed to such reform.   

 

More generally, this human rights dimension can reduce ethno-cultural diversity by requiring 

the abolition or reform of certain religious and customary laws.  The question arises as to 

how one should view this apparent lessening of diversity.  Much will depend on the 

underlying justificatory bases for protecting ethno-cultural diversity.  Where its justification 

is rooted in human rights considerations, such as non-discrimination and respect for identity, 

any reduction in ethno-cultural diversity caused by IHRL will be defensible in principle and 

conceptually coherent.  Where the justification for protecting ethno-cultural diversity is 

rooted in other considerations, such as responding to domestic political constituencies, the 

impact of IHRL may be regarded as less defensible, especially by those concerned. Here, one 

may encounter appeals to cultural relativism to justify departures from global human rights 

standards. It is questionable, however, whether such appeals will be entirely successful given 

the consensus that exists, at least at the level of general principle, as to the universality, 

interdependence and indivisibility of human rights.64    

IV: Opportunities, risks and challenges associated with autonomy 

arrangements in ASEAN States 
 

The present section builds on the preceding analysis by exploring some of the key issues in 

the specific context of Southeast Asia. It begins with a brief overview of the religious 

diversity that characterises the region and the arrangements that exist to accommodate this 

diversity. Attention focuses on those arrangements that accord some recognition to religious 

law, whether it is part of a territorial or non-territorial autonomy arrangement and irrespective 

of whether the law reflects the religious beliefs of the majority population or minorities 

within it. All these arrangements result in some form of legal pluralism.  As such, they 

provide useful insights into the opportunities, risks and challenges associated with legal 

pluralist autonomy arrangements for ethno-cultural diversity management.  

 

Within ASEAN States, Buddhists comprise the largest religious community in Thailand,65 

Cambodia,66 Myanmar,67 Laos68and Singapore,69 Muslims comprise the largest religious 

community in Brunei,70 Indonesia71 and Malaysia,72 and Roman Catholics the largest in the 

Philippines.73 Each State also contains several distinct religious communities,74 with a further 



  13 

layer of diversity existing on matters of doctrine within some of these communities.75  Aside 

from religious diversity, there is considerable diversity in the constitutional arrangements on 

religion.76 Notwithstanding this diversity, most ASEAN States afford some recognition to 

religious law.77 The religious law recognised in Brunei, Malaysia, Indonesia and Cambodia 

reflects the religious beliefs of the majority of the population, while Thailand, Singapore and 

the Philippines afford some recognition to the religious laws of minorities, with Myanmar 

granting some recognition to the religious laws of numerous religious communities.78 State 

recognition of religious law can be attributed to the history of the State,79 past colonial 

experience,80 the maintenance of societal harmony81 and/or the resolution of inter-communal 

conflict.82  Yet, one cannot ignore the significance of identity as a common, underlying 

factor. Religion is an important identity marker in many ASEAN States and the rise of 

identity politics in the region can be regarded both as a driver and a product of State 

recognition of religious law and the ensuing legal pluralist autonomy arrangements.  

 

Against this backdrop, one can identify several dominant trends.  The first is that recognition 

of religious law tends to be limited to personal status matters such as marriage, divorce, 

inheritance and child custody.83  In several States, religious law extends to crimes and, 

occasionally, commercial transactions.84  Concerns have been raised by UN human rights 

bodies, third States and civil society about the human rights impacts of some of these laws.  

These concerns tend to focus on the impact of these laws on the right to non-discrimination of 

women, members of the LGBTQ community, religious minorities, and children, religious 

freedom and the prohibition on torture, inhuman and degrading punishments.85  As such, it 

provides tangible evidence of the range of human rights impacts that legal pluralist autonomy 

arrangements can perpetrate and the need to factor these impacts into discussions about the 

introduction or review of such arrangements.  There is also a need to consider the wider 

societal implications.  All too often the regulation of personal status matters is deemed to fall 

within the ‘private sphere’ and, incorrectly, attracts less scrutiny on that basis.  Yet, as 

Myanmar’s Race and Religion Laws illustrate, the regulation of marriage, divorce and child 

custody can have wider societal implications.  The adoption of these laws was driven by 

Buddhist nationalists (including the Ma Ba Tha movement) keen to limit Muslim population 

growth and prevent the conversion of Buddhist women following their marriage to non-

Buddhists and the loss of children of these marriages to the Buddhist faith. It provides a 

graphic illustration of how the regulation of personal status matters can be deployed to 
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maintain a religious community ‘intact’ from perceived competition from other religions, 

with far-reaching implications for rights protection and ethno-cultural diversity. 

 

The second trend is that in almost all cases there is no choice of forum as religious courts 

have exclusive jurisdiction over specified matters.86  This compels members of the religious 

community to submit to the jurisdiction of its courts including, in Malaysia, where they are 

seeking permission to renounce their faith and leave the community.87  This clearly has 

implications for individual rights including the right to change one’s religion and non-

discrimination. More generally, it means that individuals must seek justice from religious 

courts in matters of vital importance to their everyday lives. They must turn to their own 

community institutions for protection of these rights and interests rather than to the State.  

Ultimately, the exclusive jurisdiction of these courts can serve to reinforce the control of the 

community over its members and potentially fuel centrifugal tendencies.   

 

What then are the potential benefits, if any, of these autonomy arrangements? As previously 

noted, if a State grants autonomy to a community to regulate matters in line with its own 

religious law, it will engage the direct responsibility of the State for any human rights harm 

perpetrated by this law.  Hence, IHRL has the potential to leverage changes to religious law. 

In comparison, where religious law exists de facto within the State, the potential to leverage 

change is much weaker as the State will not be directly responsible for human rights harm 

perpetrated by this law.88 It suggests a need to think through the implications of the 

recognition or non-recognition of religious law in responding to autonomy claims.  This is 

not to endorse a wholesale adoption of religious law.  As the practice of ASEAN States 

shows, there are significant costs associated with State recognition of religious law and any 

legal pluralist autonomy arrangement will need to be carefully constructed to minimise these 

risks. 

 

There are some modest benefits associated with the recognition of religious law through 

various autonomy arrangements in Southeast Asia. At the very least, it has led to greater 

international scrutiny of the human rights impact of these laws and prompted a series of 

recommendations by UN bodies on how to bring them into line with global human rights 

standards.  These recommendations have met with a mixed response from the ASEAN States. 

Some recommendations relate to religious laws that are deemed to be incompatible with 

human rights.  One example are religious laws permitting child marriages. Here, the UN 
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bodies recommend increasing the age of marriage and Singapore has complied with this 

recommendation, bringing one aspect of religious law into line with the requirements of 

IHRL.89  Other recommendations relate to raising awareness about human rights and capacity 

building.  There has been some willingness to comply with these recommendations. 

Indonesia, for example, has undertaken capacity building initiatives and gender sensitive 

training with a view to eliminating discrimination against women90 while Malaysia has 

conducted awareness training programmes on gender equality and children’s rights.91  A third 

category of recommendations call on ASEAN States to undertake a systematic review of 

existing laws, including religious laws, to make sure they are rights compliant, to undertake a 

study on comparative jurisprudence on how it may be possible to ensure compliance and to 

harmonise religious and civil law.  There are some examples of State compliance with these 

recommendations. Singapore, for example, has made a study of comparative jurisprudence in 

relation to gender and Islamic family law,92  and has used its Presidential Council for 

Religious Harmony to review Sharia law in line with human rights.93  While the willingness 

of States to accept some of these recommendations is a positive development, it is subject to 

important caveats.  This is evident in the case of Singapore which resists any attempt to 

advance human rights if it is perceived to threaten societal harmony.94   

 

While ASEAN State practice demonstrates some modest benefits arising from the recognition 

of religious law, it also demonstrates some of the challenges associated with it.  Reform of 

religious law is often predicated on there being a plurality of views about matters of doctrine 

within the community that can facilitate the evolution of religious law in line with global 

human rights standards.  One challenge is how to cultivate this pluralism when a dominant 

group within a community wants to eliminate it and obtains the support of the State in doing 

so.   Restrictions on intra-religious pluralism exist in several ASEAN States such as Brunei,95 

Myanmar,96 Malaysia97 and Indonesia98 where non-dominant sects such as the Ahmadiyya 

may be labelled ‘deviant,’ denied membership of the religious community, prosecuted for 

their particular religious beliefs or have their right to manifest their religion restricted.99  

Increasing restrictions on intra-religious pluralism through apostasy laws, defamation of 

religion laws and similar measures100 only serve to silence minorities within the religious 

community and impede the level of intra-community debate needed to bring about a genuine 

reconciliation of religious law and international human rights law and the promotion of 

ethno-cultural and religious diversity within society.   

 



  16 

A further challenge is that there can be considerable popular support for religious laws 

notwithstanding the potential human rights harm they may perpetrate. This is borne out by 

the position in Singapore and Brunei.101  In these circumstances, UN bodies call on States to 

act as a driver for change to ensure the compatibility of these laws with global human rights 

standards.102  However, as Singapore has stated on several occasions, it will not advocate for 

reform of religious law where to do so would risk societal harmony.  Even if a State is 

initially willing to do so, this can change over time. In the past, the Philippines has been 

willing to ‘review and initiate’ revision of discriminatory provisions in the Code of Muslim 

Personal Laws.103 It remains to be seen whether it will continue to adopt such an approach 

following the recent adoption of the Bangsamoro Basic Law.  Much will depend on the 

available political “space” for it to do so in negotiations with the Moro Islamic Liberation 

Front and whether conflict resolution will prevail over protecting human rights especially of 

women and members of marginalised groups.  

 

Even if a State is willing to undertake the role of agent for change, there are some difficulties 

in doing so as a matter of principle. How can a State act as an agent for change while 

simultaneously respecting the autonomy of religious communities especially in matters of 

doctrine? The need to respect the autonomy of religious communities as a way of 

guaranteeing the religious freedom of its members is well-established in IHRL.104 However, 

these difficulties are not insurmountable. One can always appeal to the concurrent 

classification of religious law as a form of State law to ensure that the State cannot evade its 

international obligations by invoking the provisions of what is effectively its own domestic 

law.105  While this may be the position in principle, the position in practice may be very 

different. Arguments about religious freedom and religious autonomy will invariably be 

raised, in all likelihood with some success, to block any attempt by the State to act as a driver 

for change and resist any attempts to challenge the dominant views within a religious 

community.  

 

An additional challenge relates to the need for on-going and effective oversight of the 

interpretation and application of religious law.  The State must remain vigilant to ensure that 

religious law is not only compliant with human rights when it is first recognised but remains 

so over time and in the light of changing circumstances on the ground.106   It must also be 

alert to the risk posed by the rise of fundamentalist groups advocating restrictive 

interpretations of religious law which would violate human rights107 and the possibility of 
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these groups hijacking existing structures of religious law to impose these interpretations 

more generally.  Hence, it is important to consider whether the State can ensure effective 

oversight of the operation of autonomous religious systems.  The experience of Indonesia is 

instructive in this regard. Decentralisation has led to the adoption of religious laws by 

decentralised entities notwithstanding the clear prohibition on them doing so108 yet the sheer 

volume of these laws prevents meaningful oversight by the State.109  It demonstrates the high 

level of commitment, in resources as well as political will, which will be required to ensure 

the effective oversight of any system of autonomy that generates legal pluralism. 

 

The discussion so far has focussed on the specific human rights implications associated with 

legal pluralist autonomy arrangements. It also identified some of their broader societal 

implications. A core feature of the autonomy arrangements examined in the present section is 

that they allow for the regulation of certain matters based on one’s religious affiliation. This 

has the potential to have far-reaching implications especially when one factors in the rise in 

identity politics and the interplay between religion, national identity and/or nationalist 

tendencies in the ASEAN States.110  Against this backdrop, one has to consider the possibility 

that State recognition of religious law will serve to heighten the significance of religious 

identity, generate or reinforce inter- and intra-communal tensions, impede the development of 

civic citizenship and encourage ethno-nationalism.   Ultimately, one needs to undertake a 

rigorous cost/benefit analysis prior to adopting legal pluralist autonomy arrangements given 

their potential implications for human rights, ethno-cultural diversity between and within 

communities, and maintaining peace and security.  

 

V. Conclusion 

This chapter has analysed legal pluralism not as a novel standalone mechanism to manage 

ethno-cultural diversity but as an integral element of many autonomy arrangements that 

currently exist to protect the identity of distinct ethnic or religious communities within a 

State.  Whenever autonomy arrangements allow a community to regulate matters in 

accordance with its own religious or customary laws, they invariably give rise to some form 

of legal pluralism as the community’s own laws will be permitted to operate in parallel to the 

State’s laws.  This potential dimension to autonomy arrangements has attracted little attention 

to date.  This is unfortunate. Where the grant of autonomy generates legal pluralism, it needs 

to be made explicit and the potential implications clearly explained. The present chapter has 
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analysed these arrangements through the lens of legal pluralism with a view to contributing to 

a deeper understanding of the issues associated with the grant of autonomy and identifying 

others that might not otherwise be readily apparent. Drawing on State practice in Southeast 

Asia, it identified several opportunities but also important risks and challenges associated 

with using these autonomy arrangements as a means of managing ethno-cultural diversity.  

This State practice demonstrates the need to analyse carefully any autonomy arrangement that 

involves the recognition of a community’s religious or customary law.  By flagging up the 

potential implications of these arrangements for the rights of members of the community and 

non-members, relations between the State and the community, inter- and intra-communal 

diversity, the chapter maps out a series of considerations for assessing the value of such 

arrangements from the perspective of ethno-cultural diversity management, rights protection 

and the maintenance of peace and security.   
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