
 

 

 
KWA GEOK CHOO DISTINGUISHED VISITORS LECTURE 

 
NATIONAL CONSTITUTIONS IN A TRANSNATIONAL AGE  

BY PROFESSOR CHERYL SAUNDERS 
Chairperson: Professor Thio Li-ann 

 
The NUS Faculty of Law established the “Kwa Geok Choo Distinguished Visitors Programme” as one of the 
several initiatives to pay tribute to the late Madam Kwa Geok Choo, wife of Singapore’s founding Prime 
Minister, the late Mr. Lee Kuan Yew. Under this programme, leading law academics will be invited to teach a 
course at NUS and/or give public lectures on highly topical legal issues. 
 
We are honoured to have Professor Cheryl Saunders as our Kwa Geok Choo Distinguished Visitor who 
delivered a lecture on “National Constitutions in a Transnational Age” to an engaging audience, with 
Professor Thio Li-ann being the Chairperson. 
 
We were delighted to have members of the Judiciary grace the event as well. 
 
ABSTRACT OF THE LECTURE 
There are emerging signs of ambiguity in the character and function of national constitutions. On the one hand, 
each Constitution has an umbilical link to a state, for which it is both a symbol and a working instrument of 
government, reliant for its legitimacy on the people of the state. There is plenty of evidence still for what may 
be described as the traditional view. On the other hand, the dynamics of globalisation now expose national 
constitutions to transnational forces to such a degree that there are suggestions that the paradigm is changing 
or, at least, that a transition of some kind is under way. From this perspective, national constitutions reflect 
transnational norms and institutions and may be supplemented by them. In a sense, they play a role in the 
international order from which, in at least some cases, their legitimacy also derives. The apparent tension 
between these two views of national constitutions is reminiscent of earlier debates about the changing 
character of states themselves in an interconnected world. This lecture will consider whether and how these 
views can be reconciled if, indeed, reconciliation is necessary. The issues at stake have practical significance 
for the ways in which Constitutions are made and changed, for constitutional design and for the premises that 
underpin constitutional interpretation. On a more abstract level, they have implications for constitutional 
theory and comparative constitutional method. They may have flow on effects, as well, for the operations of 
international institutions and for international law. 
 
ABOUT THE SPEAKER 
Cheryl Saunders is a Laureate Professor Emeritus at the University of Melbourne and the founding director of 
the Centre for Comparative Constitutional Studies. She has specialist research interests in comparative public 
law, including comparative constitutional law, theory and method. She is a President Emeritus of the 
International Association of Constitutional Law and of the International Association of Centres for Federal 
Studies, a Fellow of the Academy of Social Sciences in Australia and a foundation fellow of the Australian 
Academy of Law. Cheryl Saunders has held visiting positions at many leading universities including Oxford, 
Cambridge, Paris II, Indiana (Bloomington), Georgetown, Hong Kong, Copenhagen, Fribourg, Capetown, 
Auckland, Seoul and Trento and she holds an honorary doctorate from the University of Cordoba, Argentina.   
 
She is presently at the University of Singapore as the Kwa Geok Choo Distinguished Visitor, where she is 
teaching Global Comparative Constitutional Law. In 1994, Cheryl Saunders was appointed an Officer in the 



Order of Australia, for services to the law and to public administration. She is also a Chevalier de la Légion 
d’Honneur of France. 
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