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How does religion impact on public life? 

 

Dr Andrew Todd, Director, Cardiff Centre for Chaplaincy Studies 

 

1. More or less straightforward answers from the worlds of public-sector chaplaincy 

 

Impact on public policy by being part of its implementation 

 

Example: Prison Chaplaincy in England and Wales 

 Implementing equality and diversity policy 

 Through development of multi-faith spaces and teams and practice-shaping policy on 
religion in prisons (PSO4550 ‘The Religion Manual’, 2000; PSI51, ‘Faith and Pastoral 

Care for Prisoners’, 2012) 

 Realises prisoners’ rights to practise/change their religion/beliefs 
 

 Implementing policy on preventing ‘extremism’/’radicalisation’ 

 Especially through development of Muslim chaplaincy 

 Contributes to understandings of ‘extremism’ 
 

Impact through policy engagement on discourse of public anthropology 
 

Example: Healthcare Chaplaincy (especially in Scotland) 

 Development of public rhetoric of ‘spiritual and religious care’ 

 Especially through the framework for spiritual care developed by NHS Education Scotland 

 Establishes a public marker for the belief that all people are ‘spiritual’, within a wider 
‘holistic’ understanding of healthcare 

 

Impact through ritual on the public political imaginary 
 

Example: Military management of repatriation to the UK of those killed in Afghanistan 

 Careful management of the public dimension (as well as military/family dimensions) of 
repatriations 

 Including the creation of space for popular memorialisation especially at Carterton (in 

succession to Wootton Bassett) 

 Contributes to public re-enchantment with/re-sacralisation of military service 
 

2. Addressing the ‘how’ question in more detail 

 

A possible answer 

 Through dialogue, cooperation, establishing common ground and/or interests 

 This acknowledges the plural context 

 But doesn’t account for the extent of negotiation, contestation and conflict 
 

What I observe fits within a frame derived from Bourdieu (e.g. Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 

94-100) 

 Overlapping ‘fields’ (religion, health, criminal justice, military, society) each of which 
have different ‘capitals’ 

 interacting ‘games’ (jeux) played for different ‘stakes’ (enjeux) 

 And where power dynamics are significant in relation to the interaction of capitals 
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So one answer (or construction) of how religion impacts on public life, in the examples drawn 

from chaplaincy, is as follows: 

 The ‘how’ is about establishing the potential for exchange between different ‘species of 

capital’ – the ‘rate of exchange’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 113-5) 

 This involves, in particular, negotiating the value of religious capital in other fields 

 This is about working at the relative power of religion and of other fields 

 Government has a role in the exchange process, in exercising power over the interaction of 

fields (within the ‘field of power’) 

 

3. How the exchange works (or at least, a flavour of how it works) 

 

Prisons 

 

Meeting the rights of prisoners to practise their religion/beliefs: 

 Depends not only on engaging with the ‘rights’ discourse, and locating religious capital 
within it 

 It also depends on the primary value of chaplaincy being seen (Todd and Tipton 2011) as 
the humanitarian care that chaplains offer 

 which includes doing difficult work (e.g. one to one care) which other staff would rather 

not do 

 

Healthcare 

 

Establishing a public anthropology conducive to chaplaincy: 

 Involves the value of ‘religious care’ being recognised within the currency of ‘spiritual 
care’ (with the former being subordinate to the latter) 

 ‘Religious care’ has ceased, therefore, to be the primary currency within healthcare 
chaplaincy 

 

The Military 
 

Contribution to the public imaginary: 

 Involves liturgy being shaped to popular values/narratives 

 In particular, I notice the prevalence of the personal, the eulogy and the heroic narrative 

 It includes ceding power to other ceremonial figures at crucial moments, especially to 
Albins, the funeral directors 

 It may also involve underplaying the critical moral role of chaplaincy in the public domain 
(in relation to the potential glorification of war) 

 It may also connect with giving the repatriation of the wounded a much lower public 

profile (although there are good pastoral reasons for that too) 
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