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Negotiating the Sacred II
Blasphemy and Sacrilege in the Arts
Elizabeth Burns Coleman and Maria Suzette Fernandes-Dias (Editors)

Blasphemy and other forms of blatant disrespect to religious beliefs have the capacity to create 
significant civil and even international unrest. Consequently, the sacrosanctity of religious 
dogmas and beliefs, stringent laws of repression and codes of moral and ethical propriety 
have compelled artists to live and create with occupational hazards like uncertain audience 
response, self-censorship and accusations of deliberate misinterpretation of cultural production 
looming over their heads. Yet, in recent years, issues surrounding the rights of minority 
cultures to recognition and respect have raised new questions about the contemporariness 
of the construct of blasphemy and sacrilege. Controversies over the aesthetic representation 
of the sacred, the exhibition of the sacred as art, and the public display of sacrilegious or 
blasphemous works have given rise to heated debates and have invited us to reflect on binaries 
like artistic and religious sensibilities, tolerance and philistinism, the sacred and the profane, 
deification and vilification.

Endeavouring to move beyond ‘simplistic’ points about the rights to freedom of expression and 
sacrosanctity, this collection explores how differences between conceptions of the sacred can 
be negotiated. It recognises that blasphemy may be justified as a form of political criticism, 
as well as a sincere expression of spirituality. But it also recognises that within a pluralistic 
society, blasphemy in the arts can do an enormous amount of harm, as it may also impair 
relations within and between societies.
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