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Religion has been profoundly reconfigured in
the age of development. The past half-century
has witnessed broad transformations in the understandings and experiences of ‘religion’
across traditions in communities in many parts of the world. This talk will explore some
these transformations along the course of deepening entanglements of religious ideas and
institutions with the sphere of ‘development’. In particular, it examines case studies from
the trans-regional traditions of Buddhism and Islam - with particular attention to new
forms of socially engaged practice among ‘development monks’ and lay Buddhist
organizations in Thailand, and the implementation of Islamic law within dramatic contexts
of interventionist reconstruction in post-conflict/post-disaster Aceh, Indonesia. Both of
these cases reveal marked commitments to the establishment of a new, reformed social
order. Over the course of these projects, the very idea of religion has come to be rethought by diverse parties who draw selectively on and dynamically interpret canonical
texts and traditions as they engage with a host of other ideas and influences that manifest
themselves through contemporary humanitarian and development encounters. Through
these two case studies of entanglements, we examine specific ways in which ‘religion’ and
‘development’ interact and mutually inform each other in contemporary Southeast Asia.
R. Michael Feener is the Sultan of Oman Fellow at the Oxford Centre for Islamic Studies,
and Islamic Centre Lecturer in the History Faculty at the University of Oxford. He was
formerly Research Leader of the Religion and Globalisation Research Cluster at the Asia
Research Institute, and Associate Professor in the Department of History at the National
University of Singapore. He has published extensively in the fields of Islamic studies and
Southeast Asian history, as well as on post-disaster reconstruction, religion and
development.
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