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INTRODUCTION
Amy Freedman

This volume comes out of a conference held at Pace University on 
November 8, 2019.  The title of the conference was “Religious and Cultural 
Drivers and Responses to Political Dynamics in Southeast Asia.” The goal 
of the conference was to reach across academic disciplines and address 
some of the interesting phenomena occurring at the nexus of religion and 
politics.  In academia, scholars often spend most of their time within their 
own fields: political scientists talk to political scientists, historians to his-
torians, religious studies scholars to religious studies scholars, and so on.  
I thought it would be fruitful to bring together a more diverse group of 
people who are interested in the overlapping trends in Southeast Asia and 
to see how different fields of study fit together.   

This has been a tumultuous few years in the region: elections were 
held in 2019 in Thailand and Indonesia; the year before in Malaysia and 
Cambodia.  While Southeast Asia enjoyed a democratic moment after the 
1997 financial crisis, more recent trends have gone in the other direction:  
extra judicial killings in the Philippines, state-assisted genocide in Myan-
mar, one-party rule in Cambodia, military rule in Thailand, and anti-tol-
erant and anti-liberal behavior and politicking in Indonesia.  The thinking 
behind the call for papers for this conference was the question of whether 
these dynamics are being driven by elites within the top circles of political 
and religious power, or if what is happening is a response to popular senti-
ment from the bottom up?  In other words, are elites steering these trends 
and if so, to what end?  Or, are we seeing renewed populism and leaders 
who are simply reflecting the growing conservatism and divisiveness in so-
ciety?  If it is the latter, what else should we be watching for in terms of 
how cultural dynamics have changed? Have religious practices and values, 
in particular, changed or become more salient?  In early waves of democra-
tization, religious organizations such as the Catholic Church played a role 
in challenging autocratic rule, but what about now?  Are religious groups 
clearly on one side of these dynamics or the other? Are Christian, Buddhist, 
and Muslim leaders and organizations standing up to power grabs by the 
state, or are they cheering or promoting this occurrence, and why?  Can or do 
political institutions such as legislatures, the monarchy, or the bureaucracy 
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