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In the tumultuous final months of the Suharto regime, few predicted that
in 2010 Southeast Asia would have one successful democratic nation
marked by political openness, social stability, and steady economic
growth—and that that nation would be Indonesia. The success of the
world’s third largest democracy is all the more remarkable because it is
also the world’s largest Muslim country. Secular democracy and Islam
are widely thought to be antithetical. It is commonly believed that either
secularism or democracy might prevail in Muslim-majority states but
not both together. Indonesia’s democratic transition challenges this
assumption and draws attention to the generally positive and substantial
contribution of Islamic leaders and Islamic civil society movements to
reform and democratization. And poor polling by Islamist parties
suggests that for the vast majority of Indonesians, secular democracy
and Islam are absolutely compatible and that the main source of
legitimacy is good governance and its fruits.
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En los tumultuosos meses finales del régimen de Suharto, pocos
predijeron que en 2010 el Sudeste Asiático tendría una exitosa nación
democrática marcada por la apertura política, estabilidad social, y un
firme crecimiento económico—y que esa nación sería Indonesia. El
éxito de la tercera más grande democracia mundial es aún más
extraordinario porque es también el país musulmán más grande del
mundo. La democracia secular y el Islam se conciben generalmente
como antitéticos. Se considera común que en los estados de mayoría
musulmana una termine prevaleciendo sobre la otro pero no las dos
juntas. La transición democrática de Indonesia desafía esta suposición
y llama la atención a las contribuciones generalmente positivas y
sustanciales de los líderes islámicos y los movimientos de la sociedad
civil islámica de reforma y democratización. La baja votación recibida
por los partidos islámicos recalcitrantes sugiere que, para la gran
mayoría de los Indoneses, la democracia secular y el Islam son
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absolutamente compatibles y que la fuente principal de legitimidad es un
buen gobierno y sus frutos.

Islam and Political Legitimacy

Secular democracy and Islam are widely believed to be antithetical. By
themselves, it is argued, either secularism or democracy might be
accommodated in Muslim-majority states but not both together. Inasmuch as
democracy exposes the limits of legitimacy for regimes, ideologies, and political
movements it is assumed that secularism lacks sufficient popular support to
survive without the protection of authoritarian rule.1 Post-Suharto Indonesia
now stands alongside modern Turkey as a leading example of successful secular
democracy in a Muslim-majority state. The key source of legitimacy for
President Yudhoyono’s government is good governance and its fruits. But given
the long-contested place of Islam in the Indonesian republic, the failure of the
Islamist parties to effectively challenge the legitimacy of the popular secular
parties suggests that for the vast majority of Indonesian Muslims secular
democracy and Islam are absolutely compatible.

Democratic Transition

Not that many years ago, conversations about Indonesia’s future were
marked by anxiety and uncertainty. It seemed unlikely that the generals would
retreat from power, the economy looked as if it might never return to the levels
of growth that up until the Asian Financial Crisis had been lifting the
burgeoning population of the world’s fourth largest nation out of poverty, and
Indonesia’s modest middle class and limited civil society suggested there was
little chance of achieving a full transition to liberal democracy. Only a decade
ago, the Indonesia of today would have represented a best-case scenario that
would take decades, if ever, to achieve. Certainly, no one could have predicted
that in 2009 Southeast Asia would have one successful democratic nation
marked by political openness, social stability, and steady economic growth—
and that that nation would be Indonesia. Beginning with a peaceful transition
from Suharto to Habibie and a surprisingly reformist interim presidency,
together with a remarkably quick and clean withdrawal of the military from
politics, the last dozen years have delivered outcomes that we would not have

1 This has proved a convenient canard for multiple Middle Eastern regimes over the past century,
generally with the support of Western powers. The Republic of Turkey, for example, justified
decades of military-backed authoritarianism in the name of protecting secularism. Today, however,
the Islamic (but post-Islamist) Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (AKP, the Justice and Development
Party) enjoys a level of legitimacy previously unimaginable for a political party in Turkey, having
presided over a decade of good governance, social stability, peace, prosperity, and progress (the
fail-safe sources of legitimacy for any government, all the more so when they are novel).
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dared to expect in May 1998. Remarkably peaceful and successful free and fair
elections in 1999 were followed by the election of Abdurrahman Wahid. The
transition from the reformist but beleaguered Wahid presidency to the
Megawati presidency was peaceful and unproblematic. Another successful
legislative election and the direct election of President Susilo Bambang
Yudhoyono in 2004, followed by successful regional elections, a surprisingly
rapid resolution to the crisis in Aceh, and years of solid economic growth saw
Indonesia finally become a stable democracy. The uneventful elections of 2009
endorsed Yudhoyono’s style of secular nationalism, disappointed his Islamist
rivals, and generally confirmed secular democracy, along with economic
development and good governance, as source of political legitimacy.

Indonesia’s successful transition to democracy calls into question earlier
assessments of the capacity of civil society in Indonesia and draws attention to the
generally positive and substantial contribution of Islamic leaders and Islamic
civil society movements to reform and democratize. One of the reasons that
observers were fearful about what would follow the inevitable conclusion of the
authoritarian Suharto regime was that Indonesia was thought to have a middle
class too small, and a civil society too limited, to successfully underwrite
transition to democracy. It was widely felt that social upheaval and widespread
violence would follow the end of the Suharto regime and that true democracy
would not be established on an enduring basis. The reasons why these
expectations proved wrong are complex and varied, and as such are highly
debatable. But one thing that does seem clear is that Indonesian civil society
achieved much more than what was expected partly because the involvement
of religious leaders and religious mass organizations, such as Muhammadiyah
and Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), effectively acted to give Indonesia a stronger and
more extensive civil society than its limited middle class could otherwise
have produced. Certainly, when it comes to reckoning with the individual
contributions of religious leaders, such as former NU leader Abdurrahman
Wahid and former Muhammadiyah leader Amien Rais, it is the Islamic leaders in
particular who stand out as the champions of reform. It was Wahid and like-
minded civil society colleagues who for more than a decade had challenged the
authoritarian excesses of the Suharto regime and in its final years had channeled
broad social coalitions to push for reform. None of this would likely have resulted
in substantial change were it not, of course, for the financial crisis of 1997. But
without this leadership and the burgeoning groundswell of social support for
reform it is just as likely that Suharto would have weathered the storm and not
resigned. It is of more than just symbolic consequence that the leaders who went
into the palace to speak to the president in his final days in office represented
Indonesia’s foremost Islamic leaders, led by Nurcholish Madjid, acting not in the
name of Islam per se but rather in the name of democracy and reform.

It is not possible to make a quantitative assessment of the contribution made
by Islam, Islamic leaders, Islamic movements, and Islamic ideas to the peaceful
transition that followed Suharto’s resignation and to the positive channeling of
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communal (and potentially sectarian) energies through the formation of
political parties and the support of those parties in a remarkably peaceful
fashion in the July 1999 elections. Nevertheless, there is considerable evidence
for arguing that Islamic leaders, movements, and ideas played an important role
in ensuring that Indonesia’s transition to democracy was as peaceful and as
consequential as it turned out to be. The world’s largest Muslim country, despite
misinformed views to the contrary, is as “Islamic” as any other country in the
Middle East or Asia (Hassan 2008). The leaders who succeeded Suharto—
Habibie and Wahid—who might best be seen as transitional presidents, were
well-known for their earlier leadership of Islamic organizations. Although
eccentric and unconventional, they pushed through important reforms and
raised expectations of what a democratic government should look like in
Indonesia, upholding secular principles while allowing competing religious
claims to be marketed to voters.

One of the great question marks hanging over Indonesia’s transition to
democracy was whether it would be able to channel religious sentiment into the
political process in an orderly fashion or whether it would become victim to
rampant expectations and youthful idealism expressed in an excessively radical
and nonconstructive fashion. After all, in recent decades it has become clear
across the Muslim world that radical Islamism represents one of the most
effective, and therefore attractive, avenues for channeling dissent.2 If, for
example, genuinely free and fair elections would be held next month in Egypt—or
indeed in several other Arab countries—it is widely expected that parties backed
by the Muslim Brotherhood would crowd out all other forms of political
expression as movements long repressed finally found voice and people gave their
backing to the only form of politics that they had confidence in. Arguably, this is
exactly what happened in the Gaza Strip with the election of Hamas. Of course
the situation in this respect was not nearly so dire in Indonesia, and there was
never any doubt that a plethora of different political interests and parties could
expect to do well. All the same, it should be noted that the results of the elections
of 1999, 2004, and 2009 showed the capacity of Indonesia’s nascent democracy to
effectively channel competing interests in an orderly and balanced fashion.

Each of the three parliamentary elections held in 1999, 2004, and 2009 were
remarkably peaceful and orderly despite the challenges of reaching 170 million
voters spread across an archipelagic developing nation as wide as the contiguous
United States. All of the large parties made reference to Islam in their
campaigns, some Islamic parties appealed primarily to observant Muslims but
campaigned on secular principles, and some other Islamist parties campaigned
for the application of sharia and the (eventual) achieving of an Islamic state. The
Islamist parties enjoyed their newfound freedoms but ultimately failed to live up

2 For detailed analysis of Islamist politics and social movements see Abu-Rabi (1996), Berman
(2003), Binder (1988, 170-205), and Kepel (2002, 2004, 170-95, 2008, 110-71).
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to their own aspirations of achieving broad support as it became clear that nine
out of ten voters do not find radical Islamism attractive enough to vote for.

This is a very significant outcome because the secular character of the state
remained the central unresolved issue regarding political legitimacy in the
nationalist movement and during the period of parliamentary democracy in the
1950s. This issue reemerged in the wake of the collapse of the Suharto regime in
1998. It was unclear whether secular democracy had sufficiently broad support
in the world’s largest Muslim majority country to ensure the legitimacy of both
the secular state and the elected government or whether Western-style secular
democracy needed to evolve into a more uniquely Islamic form of democracy
to achieve enduring legitimacy. Engaging with this issue requires examining
the development of Islamism in Indonesia and then analyzing the nature of
secularism and the level of support that it finds among political parties and
voters in Indonesia today. The results of the post-Suharto elections in 1999,
2004, and 2009 are central to this discussion, but they need to be read in the
context of the past 80 years.

Before going any further, however, it is necessary to define the concept of
the secular state. One of the most significant recent works by an Islamic
intellectual on this topic is Islam and the Secular State: Negotiating the Future of
Shari’a by Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na’im (2008), a Sudanese trained scholar of
classical Islamic jurisprudence and professor of law at Emory University.
An-Na’im’s confidence in the deep compatibility of Islam and democracy is
increasingly shared by scholars of Islam within and without the Muslim
community.3

An-Na’im (2008, 1) begins his book with an elegantly simple definition of a
secular state, and it is the one that will be used in this article.

In order to be a Muslim by conviction and free choice, which is the only
way one can be a Muslim, I need a secular state. By a secular state I mean
one that is neutral regarding religious doctrine, one that does not claim or
pretend to enforce sharia—the religious law of Islam—simply because
compliance with sharia cannot be coerced by fear of state institutions or
faked to please their officials. This is what I mean by secularism in this
book, namely, a secular state that facilitates the possibility of religious
piety out of honest conviction.

In other words, An-Na’im defines a secular state as one where the state is
involved with neither the interpretation nor enforcement of belief and piety,
leaving these matters to individual conviction. In principle this seems clear, but
in practice the boundaries between piety and legality will inevitably be contested

3 For key texts dealing with this see Ahmad (2009, 217-39), Arkoun (2002, 204-49), Assyaukanie
(2009), Binder (1988), Bulliet (2004), Esposito (1999), Esposito and Voll (1996), El Fadl (2005),
Feldman (2008), Khatab and Bouma (2007), Kurzman (1998), Heck (2009, 145-84), Hefner (2000,
2005, 2009), Rauf (2004, 79-111), Roy (2007), Saeed (2006, 129-54), and Safi (2003).
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in areas, such as family law. Nevertheless, the principle of the state not entering
into the policing of morals (beyond enforcing the law and thereby protecting the
rights of others) and the interpretation and enforcement of religious practice is
clear, and, in general, political parties in Muslim majority nations fall into two
camps: those that accept and support the principle of secularity and those that
contest and reject it. By this measure, French or Turkish laïcité goes well beyond
what is required (and perhaps desired) in a secular state, as does even the U.S.
practice of not recognizing religious holidays. And the existence of a state
church, such as occurs in England, Germany, and Scandinavia, does not, in
itself, jeopardize the secular character of the state. But prohibiting or penalizing
proselytism and conversion, or enforcing fasting, such as occurs in many
Muslim-majority nations, including nations as modern and cosmopolitan as
Malaysia, does diminish the secular character of the state.

In the July 2009 presidential election the popular incumbent, Dr. Susilo
Bambang Yudhoyono, and his new running mate, the pious but non-Islamist
economist Dr. Boediono, faced down claims of “not being Islamic enough” and
cruised to victory in the first round of voting to achieve a mandate of 61 percent
against two pairs of opponents whose populist rhetoric was unable to overcome
doubts about their reformist intent. With Yudhoyono tripling his parliamentary
vote and the radical Islamist vote remaining static, the new cabinet is likely to be
even more decisive in the upholding secular democratic principles of Pancasila.
At the same time, Indonesia has successfully contained a major terrorist threat
through impressive police actions and open judicial processes, achieved
sustained economic growth rates in excess of 6 percent, and steadily advanced a
series of reforms supporting health and education. It seems reasonable to argue
that Indonesia has now reached a point where it can be said to have successfully
completed a democratic transition.

Center-Periphery Tensions and the Specter of Separatism
In 1998, during the final months of the Suharto New Order regime and then

in the early months of Indonesia’s transition to democracy, one of the key
concerns expressed about Indonesia’s future was the possibility of
Balkanization. The Western media, but much less so the local media, was full of
speculation that Indonesia would inevitably begin fraying at the edges as long-
suppressed separatist movements seized upon the opportunities provided by the
interregnum. In general, for reasons that will be briefly discussed below, long-
term observers of Indonesia were not persuaded that such fears were warranted,
but many others whose attention had only recently been drawn to this
previously stable nation saw state breakup as a logical concomitant of the
collapse of decades of authoritarian, military-backed rule. This now appears a
rather strange view, but at a time when the Yugoslav Wars were reaching their
climax, it looked to many as if what had happened in the Balkans might be
repeated in Southeast Asia.
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One of the factors sustaining this impression was that in May 1998 parts
of Jakarta, Medan, and Surakarta were engulfed in awful violence. In the
predominantly ethnic Chinese commercial district of Glodok in Northern
Jakarta, entire shopping malls and long rows of shop houses were razed to the
ground, in some cases with shoppers locked inside as arsonists set fire to the
premises.4 Tales of ethnic Chinese women being raped in their apartment homes
circulated among Indonesia’s anxious Chinese communities, and many of those
who had the means to do so fled, at least temporarily, to safe-haven cities, such
as Singapore and Perth. The Chinese had long been accustomed to rounds of
victimization. They had suffered during and immediately after the anti-
communist pogroms at the beginning of the New Order and were the subject of
discriminatory legislation under the new regime. Even before independence the
Chinese had been a regular scapegoat for rulers seeking to lay blame for
economic difficulties that they could not overcome. Under Suharto the Chinese
were forbidden from using Chinese languages and from celebrating cultural
events, such as Chinese New Year. The flight of capital that occurred in the
wake of the May 1998 violence took the best part of a decade to be reversed. It
is estimated that around 1,500 people died during the violence, most of them
ethnic Chinese. At the time it was feared that the violence was a product of
organic factors, such as racism, envy, and ethnic tension. In hindsight, however,
it appears that much of the violence was engineered by elements of the
Indonesian military, possibly with a view to legitimizing their role in the state
and to supporting the beleaguered president.

The anti-Chinese violence of May 1998 was, sadly, not the only
intercommunal violence to erupt in Indonesia. In early 2000, conflict broke out
between Christian and Muslim communities in Eastern Indonesia, centered
around the port city of Ambon, capital of the province of Maluku, and its
hinterland on the island of the same name, and in the Central Sulawesi city of
Poso. It is estimated that as many as 10,000 people died in this conflict. The
violence was significantly exacerbated by the presence of around 7,000 fanatical
but poorly trained militia who had sailed to Ambon from Java under the banner
of the radical Islamist militia Laskar Jihad. It was later discovered that a smaller
number of more highly trained fighters were also active under the command of
the al Qaeda-linked terrorist group Jemaah Islamiyah. As with the anti-Chinese
violence of 1998, this violence appears to have been substantially engineered,
although natural socioeconomic factors and tensions between migrant Muslim
communities and older Christian communities made conditions ripe for conflict.

It was alleged that elements linked to Republik Maluku Selatan (the
Republik of South Maluku), a counterrevolutionary movement that staged a
rebellion in 1950, were responsible for some of the violence in Ambon, but this

4 For detailed discussion and analysis of anti-Chinese and other intercommunal violence in
1998-2002 see Colombijn and Lindbland (2002), Lindsey and Pausacker (2005), Purdey (2006),
and Sidel (2006).
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appears to have been a fiction created by the same elements of the military that
had sponsored Laskar Jihad. They were clearly motivated by a desire to
delegitimize the Wahid presidency and bring it to an early end. Many of the
generals were angry with Wahid for his public allegations of military culpability
for the militia violence in East Timor the previous year and resented his
attempts to reform the leadership of the military.

Indonesia did face genuine separatist movements in its extremities, in Aceh
on the northwestern tip of Sumatra at the extreme west of the archipelago and
in Papua (formerly Irian Jaya) in the extreme east as well as in East Timor,
which had been invaded by the Indonesian military in 1975 and plagued by
unrest ever since. In early 1999, President Habibie announced that he would act
to resolve the East Timor situation before the end of his interim presidency, and
as a result a referendum was held in August 1999. Much to Habibie’s surprise
the result was a widespread endorsement of independence for Indonesia’s
newest province. Tragically, when news of the referendum results was
announced militias loyal to the Indonesian military in East Timor set about
razing Dili, the provincial capital, to the ground and terrorizing those whom
they saw as having supported the push for independence. East Timor gained its
independence, but at a terrible cost. Indonesia was freed of one of its most
pressing political problems, but at the price of grave damage to its reputation.

The episode sealed Habibie’s fate, and his own party turned against him on
the eve of the October presidential election, forcing him to withdraw his
candidacy. His successor, Abdurrahman Wahid, immediately turned his
attention to defusing tensions in Papua, going so far as spending New Year’s
eve in the capital, Jayapura, Indonesia’s easternmost city, in order to greet the
new millennium with leaders of the Papuan presidium rights movement.
Abdurrahman Wahid pursued a strategy of encouraging separatist elements in
Papua to commit to a process of dialogue and negotiation in return for giving up
violent struggle. He also attempted the same thing in Aceh. In fact, he had been
actively involved in pursuing peace in Aceh well before his election as president.
Although the traditionalist Muslims of Aceh are for the most part not members
of NU, his standing as one of Indonesia’s leading ulama meant that his
endeavors to engage the Acehnese ulama in negotiations were felt to have
considerable promise. In the end, however, it took the tragic earthquake and
tsunami of December 26, 2004, where more than 200,000 people in Aceh and
Northern Sumatra lost their lives, to open the way for President Yudhoyono to
wrap up cease-fire negotiations with Gerakan Aceh Merdeka (the Free Aceh
Movement).

The problems in Papua, East Timor, and Aceh were substantial and
challenging but in the end did not threaten the Republic of Indonesia with
disintegration. Troubles continue, albeit at a low level, in Papua, but an enduring
resolution to the former insurgencies has come to East Timor and Aceh. This
represents the extent of the separatist threat facing the new democracy, and in
hindsight it is clear that fears of Balkanization were greatly exaggerated.
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Nevertheless, center–periphery relations continue to be a major element
in the dynamic of post-Suharto Indonesia. The Suharto New Order regime
pursued a very centralized approach to development, causing significant
grievances to develop. Although the New Order continued to champion the “E
Pluribus Unum”—like national motto of “Unity in Diversity,” the ways in
which the military-backed regime went about this often gave the impression of
Javanese imperialism.5 This was exacerbated by government policies, such as
transmigration, which caused millions of Javanese to settle in sparsely
populated Papua, South Sumatra, and the coastal regions of Kalimantan, in an
attempt to alleviate burgeoning population growth in Java itself. Although
Indonesia has no majority ethnic community, with even the 88 million strong
Javanese constituting only one-third of the national population, there persists a
sense that Indonesia’s largest ethnic minority exerts undue dominance.

Interestingly, one of the main ways in which this tension expresses itself is in
terms of the Islamic movements and Islamic politics. Suharto was always
understood as being a traditional Javanese in his religious outlook and
behavior. He was seen to be more loyal to, and more influenced by, traditional
Javanese mystical belief than orthodox Islam, and this personal factor was seen
as being significant in his persecution of Islamist groups in the 1970s and 1980s.
In the 1990s, when he sensed that his grip on power was weakening, he made
efforts to co-opt the Islamists whom he had previously ostracized. There is a
clear center–periphery dimension to this as, for the most part, the Islamists are
linked with modernist Islamic communities in Sumatra, Sulawesi, and among
the ethnic Sundanese located on the western third of Java.

Pancasila and the Struggle to Create a Nonsectarian State
In the days before the declaration of independence in August 1945, there

had been considerable dissent regarding whether Indonesia should be declared
to be an Islamic state or not. In their rush to be ready with their declaration of
independence and to make preparations to resist the returning Dutch forces, the
nationalists quickly put together a draft constitution intended to be a stopgap
measure until there was time to draft a more complete constitution. (It would
take more than four years of militia resistance fighting before the Dutch
succumbed to both nationalist pressure and international condemnation to
allow their former colony to become free at the end of 1949.) In the end, the
argument came down to a single sentence that formed the preamble to the 1945
Constitution.

The basic political philosophy of the new nation had already been drafted in
the form of five precepts—pancasila in Sanskrit, echoing the five precepts of
Buddhism—intended to provide a basic political philosophy for the new nation.

5 Bhinneka Tunggal Ika—the phrase is taken from an old Javanese poem promoting harmony
between Hindus and Buddhists and is found in Article 36a of the 1945 Constitution (Merle 1992,
663).
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Sukarno had introduced a preliminary draft on June 1, 1945 in a speech to the
Independence Preparatory Committee entitled “The Birth of Pancasila.”
Sukarno and his coauthors intended Pancasila to be understood as a
nonsectarian affirmation of religious values in a secular framework (An-Na’im
2008, 258-66; Baso 2005).

The final form of Pancasila was developed by a committee of nine
nationalist leaders and presented in the preamble to the 1945 constitution in a
text known as the Jakarta Charter (Piagam Jakarta, Hosen 2007, 60-80). The
first precept spoke of belief in the one true God and, in the eyes of its drafters,
established the basis for theistic secularism. The remaining precepts, which
spoke of “just and civilized humanity,” “the unity of Indonesia,” “consultative
democracy,” and “social justice for the entirety of Indonesian society” were seen
to couch the concerns of both religious and secular nationalists in a common
language. In the face of strong criticism from largely modernist Islamist leaders,
it was agreed that the first sila would read “belief in God with the obligation of
adherents of Islam to live according to Islamic law” (“Ketuhanan dengan
kewajiban menjalankan syariah Islam bagi pemeluk-pemeluknya”) (Boland 1971,
25-6). This statement, which became known as the “seven words” of the Jakarta
Charter, was deliberately ambiguous. It was by no means clear what authority
it would endow the state with to intervene in private religious practice. Even so,
some of the senior nationalists, including NU’s Wahid Hasyim who was one of
the nine co-drafters, became anxious that including these words would suggest
moving in the direction of becoming an Islamic state. On August 18, the
wording of the first sila was changed to “belief in the One true God” and the
reference to syariah dropped. Masyumi leader Isa Anshary loudly protested that
the dropping of these seven words in the Jakarta Charter represented “a ‘magic
trick’ . . . an embezzlement against the Muslims” (Nasution 1992, 106).

In December 1949, after four years of skirmishing with nationalist militia
and facing international condemnation, the Dutch finally gave up their colonial
claims on the East Indies. In 1950, the nationalists adopted a new constitution
based on parliamentary democracy and established a series of parliamentary
governments in preparation for the time when national elections could be held.
Initially, the traditionalists and the modernists cooperated together within
Masyumi, and it appeared as if this single Islamic party had the potential to
achieve a majority in a future elected parliament. It did not take long, though,
for cultural and social tensions between the urban and sophisticated modernists
and the largely rural and rusticated traditionalists to rupture the relationship.
The traditionalists, most of whom were associated with NU, felt that the
modernists, the majority of whom were linked to Muhammadiyah, were not
giving them a fair and equal access to key cabinet positions and other offices. As
a result in 1952, NU withdrew from Masyumi and went on to contest the 1955
elections as an independent party.

Muhammadiyah was founded in Yogyakarta in 1912 and quickly established
itself within the circles of Java’s burgeoning petite-bourgeois (Boland 1971;
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Eliraz 2004; Latif 2008; Nakamura 1983, Woodward 1989). The traditionalist
ulama—those who by definition had not joined Muhammadiyah, and relatively
few ulama did—admired many aspects of Muhammadiyah and could see that its
modern system of organization and association gave it the potential to continue
growing unimpeded. They were particularly worried, however, by one aspect of
the new culture being produced by Muhammadiyah, and that was the rejection
of Sufism and with it a rejection of traditional scholarship. Their fear was that
in time traditionalist madrasah would diminish in numbers and would be
replaced by Muhammadiyah madrasah, that, although admirable in many
respects for their modern secular education, would fail to train up future
generations of Indonesians to become Islamic scholars and at the same time
would turn students away from the Sufi teachings and practices at the heart of
traditionalist Islam. It was for this reason that senior ulama came together in
January 1926 and formed a group that they called Nahdlatul Ulama: the
Awakening of the Ulama.

The 1955 elections saw the vast majority of votes, around 80 percent, split
almost evenly among four large parties that neatly drew on contrasting lines of
communal affiliation. The largest bloc of votes, 22 percent, went to Partai
Nasional Indonesia (PNI)—the Indonesian Nationalist Party—the next largest
bloc of votes, 21 percent, was secured by Masyumi, followed not too far behind
by NU with 18 percent and Partai Komunis Indonesia (PKI)—the Indonesian
Communist Party—with 16 percent of the votes.

In the wake of these parliamentary elections, separate elections were held in
December 1955 to elect a 514-member Konstituante or Constitutional Assembly
to hammer out the details of a new permanent constitution. Under the 1950
Parliamentary Constitution the office of president, held by Sukarno, had limited
authority (Legge 2003, 268-308). The Parliamentary committee convened in
November 1956 and met throughout the remainder of that year through most of
1957 and 1958, and the first half of 1959, making reasonable progress but still
being unable to agree on the final form of constitution. The major stumbling
block to agreement had to do with the nature of the Indonesian state and the
role of Islam. Voting was held on May 30 and June 1 and 2 to approve the
inclusion of the Jakarta Charter in the preamble to the new constitution. NU
voted against the proposal, and the vote achieved only 56 percent support, well
short of the two-thirds majority required. The Konstituante went into recess and
never met again. On July 9, 1959, Sukarno issued a presidential decree
permanently dissolving the Konstituante and declaring a return to the 1945
constitution. The tensions that erupted at the time of the declaration of
independence in August 1945 continued to bedevil the new nation a dozen years
later.

In 1958, when Sukarno was out of the country, some of the Masyumi leaders,
including the locally born Natsir, gathered in the West Sumatran capital of
Padang, where Muhammadiyah and Islamist ideas had a strong following,
in what was seen to be a show of support for the West Sumatran Pemerintah
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Revolusioner Republik Indonesia (PRRI)—the Revolutionary Government of the
Republic of Indonesia—separatist movement. The PRRI rebellion, one of a
series of small rebellions initiated by mid-ranking military officers in the late
1950s, commenced on February 15, 1958, when Lieutenant Colonel Ahmad
Hussein announced the formation of the Revolutionary Government of the
Republic of Indonesia in Padang. Despite covert assistance from the CIA the
PRRI rebellion quickly faltered, and by August forces under the direct control of
Army Chief of Staff General Nasution had regained control over all of the rebel
areas. The Masyumi leaders seen to be associated with the PRRI rebellion were
regarded as traitors by Sukarno, and the incident contributed to his growing
impatience with Islamist brinksmanship in the Konstituante.

Part of the reason that Sukarno and other leaders were so concerned about
the PRRI movement was that it came at a time when the new nation was locked
in a bitter struggle with radical Islamist separatists in West Java and Southern
Sulawesi. These rebellions had begun as reactionary protests by disgruntled
militia leaders active in the revolutionary struggle against the Dutch who were
upset with the fact that their militias were not offered a place in the new national
army. Seizing on disaffection with the dropping of the Jakarta Charter the
charismatic Kartosuwiryo, a former rival of Sukarno in the proto-nationalist
Sarekat Islam, in 1948 declared West Java to be Darul Islam—the domain of
Islam—and claimed to be fighting for the establishment of an Islamic State
of Indonesia (Negara Islam Indonesia [NII]). When Kartosuwiryo was
apprehended in 1962 and executed, it was assumed that Darul Islam/NII was
finished. In fact, the movement’s resilient social networks have remained intact
until the present time, and in the late 1980s and early 1990s the movement gave
birth to the terrorist group Jemaah Islamiyah.6

Muhammad Natsir and his colleagues did not see themselves as treasonous
rebels but rather as loyal nationalists and democrats. They feared rising
communist influence in Indonesia both in the PKI and in the president himself.
In October 1956, Sukarno had made a state visit to the People’s Republic of
China where he praised the communists for their achievements in developing
China. Inspired by the strong leadership of Chairman Mao and his apparent
success in transforming his impoverished nation Sukarno returned home
speaking of the need for a new form of strong executive government in
Indonesia replacing the chaos of multiparty parliamentary rule. Most
parliamentarians were alarmed by this talk, but the PKI, and later the PNI,
came out in support of the president while Masyumi declared their opposition to
the proposal of a weakened legislature and a “mutual cooperation” cabinet
under the control of an unelected National Council.

In March 1957, with Nasution’s blessing, Sukarno declared martial law. In
April, he established a nonparty-political Working Cabinet, and in May he

6 For more on Darul Islam/NII see Barton (2009), Fealy (2007a), Hasan (2006), Jackson (1980),
and van Dijk (1981).
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pressed ahead with his plan to set up a National Council. In December 1957, in
the wake of Dutch intransigence over their remaining colony of West Irian,
Sukarno began nationalizing Dutch businesses and handing them over to the
control of the Indonesian military.

When Lieutenant Colonel Hussein declared PRRI control of West Sumatra
in February 1958, one year after the Permesta rebellion had broken out in
Manado, in the predominately Protestant Christian province of North
Sulawesi, he had the support of not just the Masyumi leaders but also a
considerable array of domestic and international sympathizers. The rebellions
were relatively easily put down, especially after the shooting down and capture
of CIA agent and pilot Allen Pope in May 1958, and the subsequent exposure of
the scale of CIA backing for the rebels forced the United States to withdraw its
support (Brichoux and Gerner 2002).

With the Konstituante disbanded in July 1959, and the 1945 constitution
decreed to replace the 1950 constitution, Sukarno used his heightened executive
powers to formally ban Masyumi in January 1960. Sukarno worked to ensure
that the Islamists, who had come to dominate Masyumi, played no further role
in formal politics throughout the remainder of his presidency.

Sukarno and his Guided Democracy regime triumphed over their critics on
the religious and political right, but it was a hollow and ultimately unsustainable
victory. Tensions between the left and right wings of an increasingly polarized
society, the collapse of the economy, and Sukarno’s inflammatory rhetoric,
together with reckless political gambles, such as the Konfrontasi campaign
against Malaysian Borneo starting in 1962, left the nation sliding toward disaster.

Islam and Politics under Suharto
The bloody transition from the Sukarno (Old Order) regime to the

Suharto (New Order) regime that began in October 1965 with the involvement
of the CIA saw a pogrom against members of the Indonesian Communist
Party where hundreds of thousands were killed—many at the hands of
Muhammadiyah and NU communities who justified their action on the
grounds that if they did not eliminate the communists, the communists would
eliminate them (Cribb 2001).

Natsir and his fellow Masyumi leaders were hopeful of being politically
rehabilitated and playing a role of significance in the new regime. They were
to be sorely disappointed. Having rid himself of an enemy on the left, in the
form of communism and the PKI, Suharto was not about to cede ground to
an enemy on the right, in the form of radical Islamism and a resurrected
Masyumi.

In the 1950s, Natsir was regarded as a relatively moderate and sophisticated
thinker. At the time of the 1955 election, Islamist political ideology was only just
beginning to reach its modern form. Natsir and the others within Masyumi who
were in clear support of the Jakarta charter and Indonesia being formed as an
Islamic state were influenced both by the ideas of Maududi in South Asia and
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more directly by the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, which itself had taken on
many of Maududi’s ideas.7

It was not clear in the 1950s what proportion of Masyumi leaders and
followers supported the idea of an Islamic state, but it was clear that the idea
had stronger support within Masyumi than within NU. In the 1971 election,
despite the thwarting of an attempt to resurrect Masyumi in the form of a new
party named Parmusi, it was clear that political Islam was still a major force
within Indonesia. The 1971 election, the first since 1955, was neither free nor
fair, but it was sufficiently open that the Suharto regime was able to gain a clear
sense of public sentiment. Suharto’s new party, Golkar, achieved a solid 62.8
percent of the vote, assisted considerably by the fact that all public servants and
military personnel were required to support Golkar and knew that their choice
was being monitored. This ate heavily into support for PNI whose vote dropped
from 22.3 percent in 1955 to 6.9 percent in 1971. And Parmusi, whose leadership
Suharto had stacked with compliant, low-profile figures unconnected with
Natsir and other Masyumi leaders, gained a mere 5.4 percent of the 1971 vote,
barely more than one-quarter of the 20.9 percent achieved by Masyumi in 1955.
Nevertheless, NU received 18.7 percent of the 1971 vote, neatly matching the
18.4 percent it obtained in 1955, helping bring the total support for Islamic
parties in the 1971 election to 27.1 percent.

In 1973, the regime moved to consolidate the nine existing opposition
parties into just two parties: the Democratic Party of Indonesia (Partai
Demokrasi Indonesia [PDI]) and the United Development Party (Partai
Persatuan Pembanguan [PPP]). The former was clearly intended to capture the
secular nationalist vote, while the latter was meant to serve as a sop to Islamic
interests. Neither party, however, was allowed to develop a strong ideological
character beyond these general communal distinctions. Consequently, the PPP
was forbidden from adopting an Islamist platform of the kind that was
associated with the Muslim Brotherhood. Even so, support for the “Islamic
vote” remained strong, and in the next election in 1977 PPP achieved 29.3
percent of the vote, representing a slight increase compared with the 27.1
percent total achieved by the four Islamic parties contesting the 1971 elections.
Support for Golkar remained largely unchanged at 62.1 percent, leaving 8.6
percent for the PDI.

A further four elections were held at five yearly intervals by the Suharto
regime. These elections were tightly controlled and were intended to produce a
tame Legislature that would legitimize but not interfere with the regime. The 500
elected members of the Legislature were augmented by a further 500 appointed
members to form a super parliament called the People’s Consultant Assembly,
which met once every five years for the purpose of electing the president. As this

7 For background and analysis of the development of Islamist thought in Indonesia refer to
Barton (2002c, 2004, 2010), Eliraz (2004), Bubalo and Fealy (2005), Hasan (2006), Hefner (1997a,
2000), Hosen (2007), and van Bruinessen (2002).
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assembly was only ever faced with a single candidate for the executive there
was little sense of Indonesia functioning as a regular democracy. Suharto’s
legitimacy came not from this procedural mechanism but from the performance
of his regime in delivering significant advances in development, particularly in
the area of education and health during the first decades of his regime. Despite
the clearly nondemocratic nature of the regime and its dependence upon the
military to remain in power, the Suharto regime was, for the most part, a soft
authoritarian regime. Although it was capable of significant malevolence
toward dissenters, this never reached the level of more hard-line authoritarian
regimes elsewhere in the developing world, save for the significant exceptions of
periodic crack-downs on radical Islamists and left-leaning students, suppressing
separatist movements at either end of the archipelago in Aceh and Papua, and
the invasion of East Timor in 1975.

The more benign and positive aspects of the regime came in large measure
through its engagement of technocratic expertise and five-year central planning.
This was facilitated by the oil boom of the 1970s and revenue from this industry
together with revenue from mining, forestry, and agriculture throughout the
1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. This, together with a low-wage manufacturing sector,
attracted considerable foreign direct investment. Development remained highly
centralized with Java, and in particular the national capital Jakarta, being much
more intensively developed than the rest of the archipelago. By the 1990s,
demands for greater political freedom and freedom from human rights abuses
grew steadily stronger. As the regime approached the end of its third decade the
question of political transition and of what would replace the Suharto regime
became a dominant theme within civil society discourse. There was no question
that the vast majority of people aspired to the achievement of free and fair
elections and the development of genuine democracy. This was true of Islamist
elements as much as it was secular nationalist groups.

The second half of the Suharto era saw Indonesia come under much the
same cultural influences that had swept across other parts of the Muslim world,
leading to a revival of public interest in Islam and the development of a strong
political critique of authoritarianism centered around the Islamist ideas of the
Muslim Brotherhood. At the same time, however, many within NU and
Muhammadiyah were drawn to a more progressive understanding of Islam that
was in sharp tension with the Islamism of both the Arab Middle East and of
South Asia. The madrasah/pesantren system associated with NU had undergone
a steady process of reform that had seen most of the madrasah develop modern
secular curricula that ran alongside classical Islamic studies curricula. At the
same time the Department of Religious Affairs had developed increasingly
credible State Islamic Institutions (IAIN) designed to give madrasah graduates
an opportunity for a tertiary education that combined classical Islamic
scholarship with modern social science disciplines. The best of these institutions
(with those in Jakarta and Yogyakarta leading the way) produced a stream of
bold and original young thinkers. This in turn helped produce a vibrant civil
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society sector around NU and Muhammadiyah and manifested itself in dozens
of nongovernmental organizations concerned with development, social justice,
respect for human rights, and modern progressive understandings of Islam. This
contributed to what became known as the Renewal of Islamic Thought
(Pembaruan Pemikiran Islam) movement most closely associated with
Nurcholish Madjid in urban modernist circles in the national capital and with
Abdurrahman Wahid in traditionalist circles.8 In 1984, Abdurrahman and a
group of like-minded reformers were elected to the leadership of NU and
immediately withdrew NU office-holders from PPP, severing the formal
NU–PPP alliance (Ramage 1995). These progressive Islamic thinkers
contributed to the development of a well-articulated alternative to Islamism.9

Post-Suharto Democracy and an Open Contestation of Ideas
When Suharto resigned suddenly in May 1998 and his deputy Habibie

replaced him as interim president it soon became clear that elections would be
held the following year and the restrictions on political parties that had
prevailed for the last quarter of a century were tossed aside. By July 1998, a
plethora of new parties had emerged. Despite his long articulated objection to
the linking of politics and religion, Abdurrahman yielded to the desire of
many within NU for the formation of the non-Islamist party that would
represent more progressive interests. Similarly, within Muhammadiyah
progressive elements worked to form a new party that would harness interest
within Muhammadiyah’s Islamic mass base for an Islamic but non-Islamist
party representing urban Muslims. At the same time PPP was finally free to
adopt an explicitly Islamist ideological platform, which it did. Significantly,
however, PPP came to represent more a vehicle for socially conservative
Muslims than for radical Islamist interests. In other words, PPP stood for the
use of religious imagery and phraseology in its political discourse but not
for a program that aspired to radically change the nature of the Indonesian
state.

The three elections held so far during the post-Suharto period have been
generally acknowledged to be free and fair, even if some of the mechanisms and
procedures have been imperfect. Political parties have been free to campaign on
whatever ideological basis they choose, communism aside, and consequently it
is much easier to discern the level of support for radical Islamist and moderate
Islamist ideas alongside secular Islamic platforms and platforms that make only

8 On the Pembaruan Pemikiran Islam movement and its links with Islamic neo-modernism and
liberal and progressive Islamic thought see Assyaukanie (2009), Barton (1994, 1995, 1996, 1997a,
1997b, 2002a), Effendi (2008), Hefner (2000, 2009), Kurzman (1998), Kull (2005), Rahman (1979,
1982), and van Bruinessen (2008).
9 For seminal writings by progressive Islamic intellectuals in Indonesia see Effendy (2003), Hasyim
(2006), Hosen (2007), Karim (1985), Madjid (1987, 1992, 1995), Munawar-Rachman (1994),
Nasution (1989), Salim and Azra (2003), Suaedy (2007), Wahib (1988), and Wahid (2001, 2006,
2007, 2009).
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passing mention of Islam. Aside from small Christian and other minority parties
all of the parties make some mention of Islam in their discourse, but a clear
distinction can be made between Islamist and non-Islamist parties appealing for
the votes of observant Muslims and of other parties that can be described as
secular nationalist.

In these post-Suharto elections, it is clear that only half of the observant
Muslim vote—if we can assume that this is what the total vote for Islamic parties
represents—went to Islamist parties and that this support was further bifurcated
between moderate and radical Islamist parties. Consequently, in 2009, radical
Islamism can claim support from no more than 10 percent of Indonesian voters.10

This total is virtually the same as that achieved in 2004.11 At the same time support
for moderate Islamism has declined significantly of the past decade. In 1999, PPP
achieved 10.7 percent of the national vote. Support for PPP and its breakaway
faction, Partai Bintang Reformasi (PBR, The Reform Star Party), fell slightly to
9.4 percent in 2004 and then slumped to 6.5 percent in 2009.12

There is no question that Islam remains an important element in Indonesian
politics. It also seems clear that radical Islamism continues to be a significant
element. But its appeal is limited and unlikely to grow much beyond its current
level. At the same time, attempts to pass a bill through the Legislature reflecting
Islamist interests have met with very mixed results. The controversial so-called
antipornography bill eventually passed but only after being dramatically
watered down. At the local level, a number of local governments passed sharia
legislation in the earlier part of the decade, causing considerable concern at the
time. But this phenomenon appears to have come to a natural end. It is
significant that the local government areas where these initiatives were being
tried were on the whole not particularly religious. In other words, local
application of sharia appears to have been driven largely by a desperate attempt
to consolidate law and order in rough neighborhoods (Bush 2008).

The easy victory of Yudhoyono in the July 2009 direct presidential election
also contained a message about declining support for radical Islamism. Partai
Keadilan Sejahtera (PKS, the Prosperous Justice Party), which had been
desperately disappointed not just with its own legislative election results but also
with a sense of that Yudhoyono was no longer as beholden to them as he had

10 This being composed of the 7.9 percent who voted for PKS plus the 1.8 percent who voted for
Partai Bulan Bintang (PBB, the Crescent Moon and Star Party) gives the two radical Islamist
parties a total of 9.7 percent.
11 In 2004, the figures were 7.3 percent for PKS and 2.6 percent for PBB. For more on
Islam, politics, and democratization in Indonesia see Barton (2001, 2002b, 2003, 2004, 2006),
Baso (2005), Fealy (2001a, 2001b), Hefner (1997a, 1997b, 2000), Latif (2008), and Ramage
(1995).
12 PPP’s vote declined to 8.2 percent in 2004, but a further 1.2 percent went to PBR, the breakaway
faction of PPP, meaning that the total support for this kind of moderate Islamism was 9.4 percent.
In 2009, support for moderate Islamism declined further with PPP, attracting only 5.3 percent of
the nation parliamentary vote and PBR just 1.2 percent for a total of 6.5 percent.
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previously been, protested his choice of running mate, complaining that the
Australian and American-educated Boediono had no track record of supporting
Islamist politics. Moreover, it was suggested that the fact that the wives of
Yudhoyono and Boediono chose not to cover their heads was an indication of
lack of commitment to Islam. This low blow was ill judged and probably
worked against them. Certainly, the overall mood of voters suggested they were
much more interested in competency and integrity than they were in symbolic
gestures of religiosity.

Indonesia: A Secular Democracy?

The results of the ten national legislative assembly elections over the last 55
years, and in particular the three national elections held since the restoration of
democracy following Suharto’s resignation, evidence clear support for secular
democracy in Indonesia. Not only have Indonesians consistently turned out to
vote and otherwise given support to the idea that democratic elections are a
primary element of political legitimacy, they have also shown relatively little
support for Islamism in general and radical Islamism in particular. This is
significant because the most comprehensive and substantial critique of secular
democracy in Indonesia comes from radical Islamist thought. Some of the
radical Islamists associated with groups, such as Jemaah Islamiyah, Hizb
ut-Tahrir, and many of the other component parts of the Mujahidin Council of
Indonesia (Majelis Mujahidin Indonesia), declare themselves opposed in
principle to both the secular nation state and democracy. But these groups
represent only a tiny fraction of Indonesian society. They can organize
impressive mass rallies and other shows of force, such as the 100,000 strong rally
organized by Hizb ut-Tahrir in 2008 in Jakarta, but their absolute numbers
remain small.13 A much larger group of radical Islamists are prepared to
participate in the democratic process. There is some doubt as to whether the
hard core within PKS would continue to honor the principles of secular
democracy if they had a chance to abuse them once in government, but it is also
clear that there is little support in Indonesian society for their position. The fact
that they exist at all should not be interpreted as some grave flaw in Indonesian
society that threatens democracy. Every democracy has an outlier group of
voters prepared to support popularist parties with radical agenda.

Post-transition Indonesia continues to suffer from problems of political
stability and rule of law and generally continues to struggle on the lower tier of
the league table on global surveys of good governance.14 But it needs to be

13 For detailed discussion of Hizb ut-Tahrir in Indonesia see Fealy (2007b) and Salim (2007).
14 One of the more authoritative surveys documenting this is Governance Matters 2007: Worldwide
Governance Indicators 1996-2006 published by the World Bank, and based on many dozens of
surveys reviewing six different elements of good governance (Kaufmann, Kraay, and Mastruzzi
2007); for a longer discussion of this refer to Barton (2008).
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remembered that Indonesia remains a large and relatively poor nation where 30
percent of the population does not have access to electricity and a staggering 60
percent does not have access to reliable supplies of piped water. Indonesia
has made a remarkably swift and successful democratic transition, but it
has decades of catching up to do in development, institution building, and
governance. When seen in this broader context, perhaps we should not be
surprised that so many Indonesians look to religion, religious law, and religious
leaders and institutions to provide the good governance and rule of law that
they so deeply desire. Seen from this perspective it is all the more remarkable
that so few are willing to vote for radical Islamist parties and that so many
express support for Pancasila, the 1945 constitution, and democracy. Does this
mean that the majority of Indonesian voters see secular democracy as the basis
of political legitimacy? The evidence appears to suggest that they do, but the
ongoing legitimacy of secular democracy will depend on what levels of good
governance and rule of law, combined with levels of economic growth, and
equitable distribution Indonesia achieves.
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