
rb090663_iseas_issi_htp_v1.indd   1 4/17/09   9:46:15 AM



The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS) was established as an autonomous 
organization in 1968. It is a regional centre dedicated to the study of socio-political, 
security and economic trends and developments in Southeast Asia and its wider 
geostrategic and economic environment. The Institute’s research programmes are the 
Regional Economic Studies (RES, including ASEAN and APEC), Regional Strategic 
and Political Studies (RSPS), and Regional Social and Cultural Studies (RSCS).

ISEAS Publishing, an established academic press, has issued almost 2,000 books 
and journals. It is the largest scholarly publisher of research about Southeast Asia 
from within the region. ISEAS Publishing works with many other academic and trade 
publishers and distributors to disseminate important research and analyses from and 
about Southeast Asia to the rest of the world.

00 I&SSI Prelims.indd   2 4/16/09   5:35:07 PM

Masiah
Text Box
Reproduced from Islam and the Secular State in Indonesia by Luthfi Assyaukanie  (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2009). This version was obtained electronically direct from the publisher on condition that copyright is not infringed. No part of this publication may be reproduced without the prior permission of the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies. Individual articles are available at < http://bookshop.iseas.edu.sg >

http://bookshop.iseas.edu.sg


Luthfi Assyaukanie

InstItute of southeast asIan studIes
singapore

rb090663_iseas_issi_ftp_v1.indd   1 4/17/09   9:46:34 AM



First published in Singapore in 2009 by
ISEAS Publications
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies
30 Heng Mui Keng Terrace
Pasir Panjang
Singapore 119614

E-mail: publish@iseas.edu.sg
Website: bookshop.iseas.edu.sg

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in 
a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, 
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission 
of the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies.

© 2009 Luthfi Assyaukanie.

The responsibility for facts and opinions in this publication rests exclusively with the 
author and his interpretations do not necessarily reflect the views or the policy of the 
publisher or its supporters.

ISEAS Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

Assyaukanie, Luthfi, 1967–.
 Islam and the secular state in Indonesia.
 1. Islam and secularism—Indonesia.
 2. Islam and state—Indonesia.
 I. Title.
BF190.5 S35A85     2009

ISBN 9978-981-230-889-4 (hard cover)
ISBN 9978-981-230-890-0 (PDF)

Typeset by International Typesetters Pte Ltd
Printed in Singapore by Mainland Press Pte Ltd

00 I&SSI Prelims.indd   4 4/16/09   5:35:07 PM



To

Titi, Gabriel, Melika, and Amadea

00 I&SSI Prelims.indd   5 4/16/09   5:35:08 PM



00 I&SSI Prelims.indd   6 4/16/09   5:35:08 PM



vii

CONTENTS

Preface ix

Acknowledgements xiii

Abbreviations xiv

1. Islamic Ideology and Utopias 1

2. Muslim Responses to Political Change 24

3. Model 1: Islamic Democratic State 57

4. Model 2: Religious Democratic State 97

5. Model 3: Liberal Democratic State 140

6. Continuity and Discontinuity of the Models 177

7. Conclusion 222

Bibliography 234

Index 253

About the Author 262

00 I&SSI Prelims.indd   7 4/16/09   5:35:08 PM



00 I&SSI Prelims.indd   8 4/16/09   5:35:08 PM



ix

PREFACE

For the last ten years, popular and academic books on Islam revolve around 
various aspects of Islamic radicalism. There seems to be no analysis of Islam 
unless it is rendered with the phenomenon of Islamic radicalism. Books 
on Indonesian Islam are no exception. The outbreak of religious conflicts 
since 1998 and a series of atrocious bombings in Bali and other places, 
only ensure that writers have nothing more relevant to speak about Islam 
other than its violent aspects. This book is different. It confronts the current 
media hype over the phenomenon of radical Islam in Indonesia. It presents 
a very fundamental inquiry about Indonesian Islam — once described as 
tolerant, peaceful, and “different from the Middle East” — as to whether it 
has been absorbed by the global wave of religious fundamentalism.

One argument that I make in this book is that throughout the last fifty 
years, Indonesian Islam has undergone tremendous development and made 
progress towards a more pluralist and democratic system of polity. To put it 
in a comparative historical perspective, Indonesian Muslims are politically 
more pragmatic and rational. This assumption obviously needs ground on 
which one can hold its validity. In this book, I argue that there is no better 
measurement to judge the religio-political attitude of Indonesian Muslims 
than the general election. Since independence, Indonesian people have gone 
through several elections, of which three were democratically held: in 1955, 
1999, and 2004. Comparing these three general elections, we get a different 
picture of Indonesian Islam. Instead of becoming more ideological, the 
religio-political attitude of Indonesian Muslims is increasingly pragmatic. 
The last two general elections (1999 and 2004) distinctly showed that  
Islamic political parties have failed to improve on the record that they 
achieved in 1955 (43 per cent). Together, Islamic parties only obtained  
14 per cent (in 1999) and 17 per cent (2004) of the total votes.

The failure of Islamic parties in the 1999 and 2004 general elections 
left a big question mark as to why there was such a change and so dramatic 
at that? This Indonesian case is even more fascinating when we compare it 
with other Muslim countries, where there is, contrastingly, a tendency for 
Islamic triumph in electoral democracy. In Jordan, for instance, the Islamic 
Action Front, a Muslim Brotherhood (Ikhwan al-Muslimin) based party, 
won the 1989 election by obtaining 28.7 per cent of the total vote. In 
Algeria, the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS, Front Islamique du Salut) won the 
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1990 general election for local council by obtaining 55 per cent of the total 
vote. In Turkey, the Refah Party, surprisingly won the 1995 general election 
by obtaining 21.3 per cent of the total vote. Finally, interesting to add also, 
in the 2005 parliamentary election in Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood, 
obtained eighty-seven seats (20 per cent of the vote), making it the second 
most powerful party after the incumbent party, the National Democratic 
Party, which obtained 314 seats (69 per cent).

The question is why Islamic parties in Indonesia lost their battle to 
win democracy. Why does the Islamic agenda at the state level often fail 
to be implemented? Also, in spite of all those achievements, why is there 
a growing number of Islamic radical groups? This book is designed to 
answer this very question by giving a quite different perspective and taking 
a different approach. Most books on Indonesian Islam emphasize the role 
of the state in changing the religio-political attitude of Indonesian Muslims. 
While acknowledging the crucial role played by the Soeharto’s regime in 
the last three decades, this book offers a new analysis. The change in the  
religio-political attitude of Indonesian Muslims is not only due to the 
Soeharto government, which ruled the country repressively, but also due to 
the long and passionate role played by Muslim intellectuals, particularly the 
santri intellectuals, who, believing in the doctrine of change and progress, 
silently support the regime’s agenda of modernization. As the precursors 
of the Islamic reform movement, these intellectuals believed that only by 
developing Islamic arguments could the ongoing changes in Muslim societies 
be religiously and rationally justified.

Then from the early 1970s, a new generation of santri Muslims 
emerged in the public arena, pitting their reformist ideas primarily against 
their santri seniors (mostly affiliated with Masyumi). Fundamental concepts 
such as the “Islamic state”, “Islamic party”, “shari‘ah”, and “the basis of 
state”, were ceaselessly examined. This intellectual exercise often generated a 
strong reaction and immediately challenged the integration of the Muslim 
community. Better educated and trained in both religious and secular 
sciences, this new generation of santri Muslims was quite successful in 
rebutting their seniors’ arguments on such fundamental issues. 

Certainly, argument is only one dimension of the contestation of ideas 
in contemporary discourse of Islam and politics in Indonesia. There are other 
dimensions that alter such an argument that have taken effect in society. 
Mass media were accustomed to playing a significant role. Indonesian 
leading media such as Tempo and Kompas knowingly took sides with — and 
directly or indirectly promoted — the religious reform project led by the 
new santri generation. The result was quite clear: given the pressure of the 
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unfriendly regime to political Islam and the attack of Muslim intellectuals  
at the central core of Islamic political doctrines, Indonesian Muslims had 
not much choice except to welcome the situation. The role of argument has 
long been studied by various branches of social sciences, but none relating 
its role specifically to Indonesian Islam, or even the Islamic world in general, 
has been done.

This book tries to fill this gap. Existing studies on Islam in Indonesia 
are dominated by an anthropological approach, partly influenced by Clifford 
Geertz and other first generation Western Indonesianists. The emerging 
categorizations were thus reflecting such anthropological analysis, such as 
santri-abangan and traditionalist-modernist dichotomies. This book comes 
with a new perspective that borrows from the framework of sociology 
of knowledge. Apart from the role of arguments, people’s projection of 
an ordered polity, which Karl Mannheim called “utopia”, is very much 
connected with ideology. It is nearly impossible to imagine people’s utopian 
projections without acknowledging the role of ideologies. In the last fifty 
years, Indonesian Muslims have been interacting and dealing with world 
ideologies (for example, secularism, communism, Marxism, liberalism, etc.), 
which have directly or indirectly shaped their utopian views of an ideal 
polity.

This book grew out of my Ph.D. thesis, which I submitted to the 
University of Melbourne, Australia. I needed four years to write and 
complete it. Many people had been helpful in completing this book. First 
and foremost, I would like to thank Professors Merle C. Ricklefs, Abdullah 
Saeed, and Arief Budiman, who supervised me while I did my Ph.D. 
programme at the University of Melbourne. I was lucky to have such great 
supervisors. They gave such intense critiques and comments on the drafts 
of my thesis that I sometimes felt hurt. I now realize that without their 
constructive criticisms the thesis would not have been as good. In late July 
2007, I received a letter from the University of Melbourne advising that 
my thesis, this book, had won the Chancellor’s Prize for the best Ph.D. 
thesis in Humanities. I feel that the role played by my supervisors had not 
been small. After this achievement, Professor Ricklefs kept requesting me 
to turn the thesis into a book and have it published. Every time we met 
in Singapore or Jakarta, the first question he raised was “when is the book 
coming?” is I hope he would now stop asking me that question!

During my studies in Melbourne, I was helped by the Australian Agency 
for International Development (AusAID). This institute had generously  
given me a good scholarship that allowed me and my family to live 
comfortably. The Melbourne Institute of Asian Languages and Society 
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(MIALS) and the Melbourne Abroad Travelling Scholarship (MATS) also 
kindly helped me financially to do my fieldwork research in Indonesia.

Several experts on Indonesia contributed to the process of writing this 
book: Professors Virginia Hooker, Daniel S. Lev (the late), R. William 
Liddle, Robert E. Elson, and Robert W. Hefner, Dr Lance Castles, and 
Dr Greg Barton. I would like to thank them for their kindness in helping 
me directly or indirectly. I would also like to convey my appreciation and 
thanks to my friends in Australia: M. Syafi’i Anwar, Fatimah Husein, Andy 
Fuller, Ludiro Madu, Yayah Khisbiyah, Arskal Salim, Suadi Asyari, Masdar 
Hilmy, Khalid Al-Azri, Dewi Anggraini, Stephen and Indah Morgan.

My colleagues in Indonesia were also helpful: Ulil Abshar-Abdalla, Hamid 
Basyaib, Ahmad Sahal, Nong Darol Mahmada, Anick HT, Burhanuddin, 
Abd. Moqsith Ghazali, Novriantoni, Lanny Octavia, M. Guntur Romli, 
Maljaul Abror, Saidiman, Ade Juniarti, and other friends in Jaringan Islam 
Liberal (JIL), who are too many to mention here by name. My friends at 
the Freedom Institute, Rizal Mallarangeng, Saiful Mujani, Sugianto Tandra, 
Hidayaturohman, Sarah Santi, and Zaim Rofiqi also supported me in their 
own ways. I must also mention my colleagues at Paramadina University: 
Ahmad Rivai Hasan, Abdul Hadi W.M., Nanang Tahqiq, Nasruddin Latief, 
Abdul Muis Naharong, and Suratno.

The process of transforming the thesis into this book would not have 
been possible without the help of the S. Rajaratnam School of International 
Studies (RSIS), Nanyang Technological University, Singapore, which granted 
me a post-doctoral fellowship for one year (1997). There are many people 
who had been so kind to me during my stay at RSIS. First of all, I would 
like to thank Ambassador Barry Desker, Dean of RSIS, Professor Amitav 
Acharya, Deputy Dean, and Dr Leonard Sebastian, Head of Indonesian 
Programme. My gratitudes also go to Dr Joseph Liow, Yang Razali, and 
Mohamed Nawab, and Dr Vedi R. Hadiz of the NUS.

Lastly, I owe my deep gratitude to my family who supported me 
throughout the writing of this book. My wife, Titi Sukriyah, is a most 
pleasant companion and the one with whom I share my joys and agonies. 
My kids, Gabriel, Melika, and Amadea often fill our home with delight and 
laughter. I dedicate this book to them.
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