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Indonesia's open take on Islam 
By: Ziad Haider (Mon, 10 Jul 2006) 

Travelling through Indonesia one realises that there are still sleeping giants in this world that are yet to 
awake. China and India may be shaking off their slumber but Indonesia's promise remains unfulfilled. 

Though rich in heritage, labour, and resources, the world's fourth most populous country remains 
hamstrung by poverty, corruption, and separatist pressures. 

Yet while Malaysians are more aware of their neighbour's potential and problems alike, here in the 
United States, officials and the public tend to generally view Indonesia through the prism of radical 
Islam. 

Policymakers view Indonesia as a democratic moderate Islamic state that can serve as a key ally for the 
United States as it engages the Muslim world and fights Islamic extremism. Meanwhile, for many 
Americans, Bali bombings and Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) have defined Indonesia in recent years. 

Two stories that appeared in the New York Times last week reflect this fixation. The first was "Spread of 
Islamic Law in Indonesia Takes Toll on Women." The article describes how laws are being introduced in 
Islam's name in different parts of Indonesia that discriminate against women and regulate morality, 
undermining Indonesia's tolerance and openness. 

The second article, "A Terror Strike, Choreographed on a Computer," describes how the 2002 Bali 
bombing plot was planned and executed. The file describing the plot's details down to the last minute 
were found on the computer of the late Dr Azhari Husin, the Malaysian-born engineer who was allegedly 
one of Southeast Asia's foremost terrorists. 

Both reports speak to pernicious expressions of conservative and radical Islam that have gained a 
foothold in Indonesia. But what all too often seems to be missing in the American and perhaps global 
consciousness is an appreciation of the larger and richer tableau of Islam in the world's largest Muslim 
country and its critical role in civil society in particular. 

Here even many of my Malaysian friends who tend to look askance at Indonesia for its economic woes 
and corruption may be surprised to learn of the richness of Islamic thought and activity in Indonesia. The 
enviable dividends of being a more open society are reflected in following sampling of Islamic civic 
activity in Indonesia. 

Three prominent features of Indonesian civil society are the plethora of NGOs using Islam to promote 
democratic and pluralistic values; the vast networks of mass-based Muslim organisations and schools; 
and the proliferation of religious interpretations. 

Take for example Lakpesdam, an NGO that trains Muslim preachers and peoples of mixed faith on 
conducting policy advocacy, and hosts a radio show, "Talking Religion in the Afternoon," which tackles 
social issues such as corruption through a religious lens. 

Or Rahima that seeks to empower women by highlighting Islamic principles that call for equity and 
justice. Working with pesantrens (Islamic boarding schools) and inter-faith groups, it promotes 
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awareness on issues like domestic violence.

Such groups perceive their agenda to be inextricably linked with democracy. As one pesantren leader who
works with Rahima stated, "in defending women's rights one is defending multiple rights and democracy 
itself." Still more than half of Indonesians live on less than US$2 (RM7.40) a day. For many, democracy's
value depends on its ability to deliver on economics. 

Complementing these NGOs are Indonesia's vast Muslim networks. Indonesia has some 14,000 
pesantrens with tens of thousands of students. It is home to the world's largest Muslim organisation 
Nahdatul Ulama (NU) with 40 million members. Next in line is Muhammadiyah at 25 million, whose 
membership totals the population of Malaysia. 

Both these groups run hundreds of hospitals, schools, and businesses. Their members are politically 
active with NU's former leader Abdurrahman Wahid having served as a former President of Indonesia. 
Their leaders have a working relationship with the government and joined a commission last year to 
combat militant interpretations of Islam following the second Bali bombings. 

But the picture is not all rosy. Some pesantrens have produced JI members. Critics accuse NU and 
Muhammadiyah of being slow in tackling terrorism's ideology. Still, these groups' generally pragmatic 
orientation, productive engagement in civil society, and sheer scale is striking. 

As one of NU's wings, P3M works with some 5,000 pesantrens conducting community development 
programmes. The "Islam, Pluralism and Democracy" programme discusses democracy in Islam's 
intellectual heritage. The "Pesantren-based Anti-Corruption Movement" creates a cadre of students who 
can tackle corruption, poverty and labour issues at the local government level. 

According to one member, P3M seeks to change the paradigm of religious interpretation and leadership 
by making pesantrens more participatory and democratic for example through student elections. A second
goal is to empower pesantren students so that as they go "from (pesantren) society to society," they can 
provide checks and balances in the political sphere. 

In this spirit, Indonesia's faith-based networks were prominently leveraged during the 2004 elections 
through the JPRR (People's Voter Education Network). A national network of thirty Islamic and interfaith
organisations, JPRR trained and deployed over 140,000 voter education and election observation 
volunteers. Some 90% were from Muslim organisations. 

The diversity of Muslim groups in Indonesia is also reflected in the assortment of terms used to identify 
their orientation including "traditionalist," "progressive," "liberal," "modernist," "humanist," and 
"moderate but fundamentalist." The fault lines are often linked to a range of religious interpretation, 
crisply captured in the debate on women's rights.

Take for example the polygamy issue. Gender advisor to the Minister of Religious Affairs, Musdah Mulia 
has called for a ban on polygamy that is sanctioned in Islam. Many ulama reject her views as un-Islamic; 
she claims their focus on theological fine print ignores the reality of polygamy's nexus with unregistered 
marriages and domestic violence. 

Other groups' anti-polygamy stance rests on Quranic verses stating a man can never do justice among 
multiple wives. As Musdah informed me, the value of these differing strands of thought is more often in 
their "shock therapy" of forcing people to rethink their beliefs than in their adoption. 

Another point of lively interpretive contention is the definition of an Islamic state. For some Indonesians, 
including "moderates," Shariah law is a prerequisite for Indonesia to be an Islamic state. Others contend 
that Islam's spirit can be achieved by realising the tenets of Indonesia's national code Pancasila: faith in 
God, humanity, nationalism, representative government, and social justice. 

Even as it struggles against poverty and terrorism, Indonesia refreshingly stands out in the Muslim world 
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for its open debate on Islam and its democratic evolution. 

Yet these virtues are often lost in the fog of the post-9/11 war on terror where there is a tendency to 
simplify and to distinguish Muslims in a binary fashion as moderates and fundamentalists, even among 
Muslims themselves. 

Popular news and analyses in the United States, for example, often focus on the jihadi elements or 
political machinations in Muslim countries while the positive aspects of Muslim civil societies go 
unnoticed. 

To some degree this parochial lens is understandable. The events of 9/11 were unprecedented and shook 
the United States to its roots. Naturally, many Americans continue to ask themselves why they occurred as
they grapple with the specific extremist ideology that propelled those planes into the World Trade Centre.

In seeking to engage and understand the Muslim world, Americans would no doubt benefit from a holistic
appreciation of the remarkable Islamic civic activity in Indonesia. Indeed, despite negative stereotypes 
about Islam that persist among some quarters, many American seem open to such learning. 

But the learning is not limited to them or to non-Muslims alone. Many Muslim societies would also 
benefit from seeing the pitfalls of extremism along with the positive expressions of faith in Indonesian 
civil society. After all, no Muslim nation can legitimately claim to be a model Islamic state today. And a 
disappointingly few seem to even have the space to debate what such a state means. 

The writer was a former Fulbright Scholar in Malaysia studying women's rights and Islamic law. 
Comments: feedback@thesundaily.com
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