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Anthony Reid

Religious Pluralism or Conformity
in Southeast Asia’s Cultural Legacy

Abstract: In a recently published book, the present author argues that
Asia is “the great laboratory of religious pluralism.” The jostling rogether of
mosques, vibharas, churches and all kinds of temples has long been a feature
of the vibrant cities of Southeast Asia, while anthropologists have celebrated
the diversity of its rural people. Yet there is a paradox. At the level of formal
religious adherence, Southeast Asia looks to be one of the world’s least
diverse regions. This article addresses both the deeper sources of religious
tolerance and the modern factors tending, notably in Indonesia, to replace
that pattern with one of greater religious conformity. The Indonesian state
motto is the epitome of this paradox —Bhinneka Tunggal lka, They are
many, yet they are one.” The article concludes that while the older tolerance
of diversity is indeed under threat roday, Southeast Asia’s own traditions
should prove a valuable supplement to modern human rights concepts in
maintaining the balance.

Keywords: Pluralism, Religion, Conformity, Mysticism, Tolerance.
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388  Anthony Reid

Abstrak: Dalam bukunya yang terbaru, penulis artikel ini menjelaskan bahwa
Asia adalah “laboratorium besar untuk pluralisme agama.” Keberdampingan
antara masjid, vihara, gereja, dan berbagai jenis tempar ibadah sudah sejak
lama menjadi ciri khas kota-kota Asia Tenggara yang dinamis, sementara para
antropolog memuji keragaman masyarakat pedesaannya. Kendati demikian,
terdapat paradoks. Pada tingkat anutan agama formal, Asia Tenggara tampak
seperti salah satu wilayah dengan tingkar keragaman paling rendah di dunia.
Tulisan ini menunjukkan sumber-sumber terpenting tentang roleransi beragama
dan faktor-faktor modern yang cenderung, terutama di Indonesia, menggantikan
pola tersebut dengan salah satu penyesuaian keagamaan yang lebibh besar.
Semboyan negara Indonesia, yaitu Bhinneka Tunggal lka, yang bermakna
berbeda-beda, tetapi tetap satu jua’ adalah lambang dari paradoks tersebu.
Penulis menyimpulkan bahwa ketika dewasa ini toleransi kemajemukan yang
lama semakin terancam, maka tradisi-tradisi Asia Tenggara itu sendliri seharusnya
menunjukkan dukungan yang penting bagi konsep Hak Asasi Manusia modern
dalam hal menjaga keseimbangan tersebus.

Kata kunci: Kemajemukan, Agama, Kesesuaian, Mistisisme, Toleransi.
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Religious Pluralism or Conformity 389

argued in arecent book that Asiawas “the greatlaboratory of religious
Ipluralism”, and sought to deny historical legitimacy to religious

exclusivism in either southern Asia or the very different strong-state
regimes of northeast Asia. It was the somewhat peculiar combination
of religion and power in the West, I argued, that introduced ideas of
exclusivist religious orthodoxy, whether in its mediaeval Christian or
Muslim form (Reid 2014; Reid and Gilsenan 2008, 1).

Furthermore, the humid tropics including Southeast Asia were and
are peculiarly resistant towards homogenising political structures of any
kind. Much more than elsewhere in Eurasia, these high-rainfall areas
have permitted the survival of stateless, animist hunter-gatherers and
swidden farmers in the hills even while modern cosmopolitan cities
flourish on the plains. We find an extraordinary abundance of languages,
modes of production, cultures and belief patterns continuing to co-
exist in close proximity, in contrast with the relative cultural uniformity
that strong states, print and modern media have established in China,
Japan, Europe, North America and Russia. Fieldworkers continue to
report “the enormous religious diversity” of the highlands of Southeast
Asia (Scott 2010, 156), and in particular the “profound religious
heterogeneity” of Indonesia (Schiller 1996, 409).

So how would I explain two seemingly quite contrary phenomena?
Firstly, Southeast Asian countries appear in statistical terms to be more
homogeneous that the original heartlands of their religions in the
Middle East and India. More than 80% of the populations of Indonesia
(86%); the Philippines (80%), Thailand (94%), Burma (89%) and
Cambodia (92%) today formally subscribe not just to a single religion,
but to a single school of that religion: Sunni Islam of the Shafi’i legal
school (madhhab) in Indonesia, Roman Catholic Christianity of the
Latin rite in the Philippines, and Buddhism of the Theravada School
in the Mainland countries. Although Malaysia looks statistically more
diverse, it is the least tolerant of Asian states towards its majority
population, legally allowing no Malay at all to be other than a Sunni
Muslim.

Secondly, Asia’s 21* century has so far appeared to be marked
by unprecedented violence inspired by religion, in contrast to the
nationalism that dominated the bloodshed of the 20™. We don’t need
to be reminded of the Bali bombings, church-burnings, atrocities in
the southern Philippines, outright Muslim-Christian battles in eastern
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390  Anthony Reid

Indonesia and Muslim-Buddhist ones in South Thailand and Myanmar.
The recent brutality against Muslims in Arakan (Myanmar) and against
the inoffensive Ahmadiyya minority in Indonesia highlights what seems
a surprising intolerance of difference.

Was I wrong-headed and absurdly overoptimistic in the book
mentioned above? Or is it that the celebrated tolerance of countries
such as Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand is a thing of the past, of only
historical interest, no more able to resist nationalism, group solidarity
and religious exclusiveness in modern guise than could Europe before it?

The Fundamental Sources of Diversity

The revealed ‘religions of the book’ brought exclusivist ideas to
Asia, but in the past they adjusted to Asian realities. Not only did the
Muslim rulers of India learn to govern a majority Hindu population
in peace; but the Europeans learned from them how to rule over a still
greater diversity of subjects on the basis of a still smaller minority of
alien Christians.

This Asian pattern of diversity still seems to me more fundamental
than the contrary trends towards exclusivism, so I will set out first the
factors that seem to have sustained a tolerance of diversity in the long
term. Let me begin with two more superficial or instrumental factors,
and end with the two that are more profound but problematic.

Pragmatic Considerations of Imperial World-Rulers

In what Lieberman (2003, 2009) calls the “Exposed Zone” at the
centre of the great Eurasian continent, including India and China,
imperial world-conquerors periodically arose to establish their rule over
a variety of peoples and faiths. The greatest of them, who intended not
just to plunder but to rule long-term, often rose above any particular
religion to declare themselves protectors of all faiths. The most ancient
such case was Cyrus the Great of Persia (576-529 BCE), whose famous
cylinder decreed that “each man would be free to worship his own
gods”, in contrast with the tyrannical attempts at suppression by some
of his predecessors. This manifestation of what I called the “Asian”
religious pattern of pluralism was repeated by many subsequent Asian
conquerors, notably Alexander the Great, Genghis Khan and Queen
Victoria. This theme may be less relevant to the past of Southeast Asia,
one of Victor Lieberman’s “protected zones”, like Europe, beyond the
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Religious Pluralism or Conformity 391

reach of world-conquering nomads before the European maritime
empires (Lieberman 2003, 92-117). But even in a world of nation-
states and democracy, we should remember that our current task is
to establish rules that will work for an entire interconnected planet.
It was not inappropriate that the cylinder of Cyrus the Great was in
1971 canonized by the United Nations as a kind of founding charter of
universal religious rights.’

The giant modern nation-states that succeeded the state-building
emperors in Asia — notably China from the Manchus, India from
the Mughals and then the British, Burma also from the British
and Indonesia from the Dutch — did not fragment into relatively
homogeneous religious or linguistic groups, as in Europe, but sought to
retain imperial boundaries with all their diversity (Reid 2010a). Hence
this ancient imperial idea remains relevant in Asia.

Animist Experimentation

A second factor was once fundamental to Southeast Asia’s readiness
to accept diversity, but is less convincing today. I mean the highly
pragmatic and experimental ways in which the spirit world is viewed
in rituals of healing, exorcism, fertility and so forth. As observed both
by early European travellers and modern anthropologists, “if one man
is richer than another they say it is because he must have sponsored the
correct rituals at the right time” (Miles 1966, 5). Geertz also observed
the readiness with which his informants would abandon one religious
hypothesis for another which appeared to deliver better results in the
material world. This underlying pragmatic assumption that whatever
appears to work is worth emulating has had much to do, of course,
with the acceptance by Southeast Asians of world religions associated
with rich and powerful outsiders. There is no doubt in my mind that
this very pragmatic approach to religious matters is still important in
parts of Southeast Asia where dogmatic religion is least established,
both in harmonious combination with formal adherence to such
religions and in defiance of them. Traditional, private, often female
diversities of belief and practice are tolerated in the name of adat, while
the borrowed concept of religion (agama, sasana) has defined a more
modern and male exclusivist public space (Kipp and Siregar 1987,
3—4). In modern cities with educated populations, however, this factor
no longer operates to moderate exclusivist tendencies.

Studia Islamika, Vol. 22, No. 3, 2015 DOI: 10.15408/sdi.v22i3.2352



392 Anthony Reid

Open Societies Need to Tolerate Diversity

On their arrival in Asias highly plural cities Europeans were
frequently astonished to discover mosques, temples, viharas and
churches coexisting cheek by jowl. European Christians were not at
that stage in the habit of tolerating even one another where they had
control: Protestants were banned from Portuguese Melaka and Spanish
Manila just as Catholics were from Dutch Batavia or Makassar. They
were astonished by the pattern they encountered in Ayutthaya, where
“a great multitude of strangers of different nations...settled there with
the liberty of living according to their own customs, and of publicly
exercising their several ways of worship” (La Loubére 1969, 112). The
Siamese ruler famously told the Jesuits who sought his conversion to
Christianity that God Himself appeared less concerned than the French
that everyone should have the same belief about Him. “Ought not one
to think that the true God takes as great pleasure to be honoured by
different worships and ceremonies, as to be glorified by a prodigious
number of creatures?” (cited Reid 1993, 192). In Banten each religious
community celebrated its own festivals publicly to the delight of the
general populace. In Patani the population was almost equally divided
between Muslims, Buddhists and Chinese religionists, but each group
was “very different in belief...not of one mind but of various sects” (van
Neck 2013).

Port-states were particularly prominent in Southeast Asia, and more
so as the maritime route between East and West Eurasia replaced the
“silk road” in importance from the 13% Century. Maritime cities such
as the shifting ports of Sriwijaya and Champa, and later Melaka, Patani,
Ayutthaya, Banten, Makassar and so forth, were highly dependent on
the revenues of trade. The model Malay ruler was, as the Hikayat Hang
Tuah (1964, 6) put it, “exceedingly kind and courteous, and ...cared
for all foreigners,” so that his reputation would attract foreign traders
from everywhere. It was this pattern that convinced Dutch and English
port-rulers that the indispensable key to success in Southeast Asia was
to allow various kinds of Chinese, Muslims, Hindus and others to live
and trade according to their own lights.

The story of 17* century Aceh is particularly interesting for our
theme, because the tension between the essential cosmopolitanism of
the port and the religious exclusivism of some of its rivals was played
out dramatically there. The most powerful of Aceh’s rulers externally,

DOI: 10.15408/sdi.v22i3.2352 Studia Islamika, Vol. 22, No. 3, 2015



Religious Pluralism or Conformity 393

Iskandar Muda (r.1607-36) was also the most autocratic internally. He
appointed as Shaykh al-Islam the very capable local scholar Shams al-
Din al-Sumatrani (d. 1630), who with fluent Arabic acted as a mediator
with foreigners as well as chief Islamic jurist. This sultan patronized
Shams al-Din’s mystical monism (wujidiyah), but retained absolute
power in religious as well as secular domains, and brooked no criticism
of his un-Islamic lifestyle. When he died in 1636, evidently after killing
his own son, there was a reaction under his son-in-law, Sultan Iskandar
Thani (1637-41), a captured Malay prince of Pahang who followed
the stern dictates of the Gujarat-born Hadhrami scholar, Nar al-Din
al-Raniri.

al-Raniri had left Aceh earlier after quarrelling with Shams al-Din
and his followers, but returned in May 1637 to become the chief
Islamic advisor to Sultan Iskandar Thani. He persuaded the sultan to
have the books of the much loved Sumatran writers Hamzah Fanstri
and Shams al-Din burned in a public ceremony in front of the great
mosque. Kamal al-Din al-Jawi, the previous Islamic advisor to the
king, and other disciples of Shams al-Din who refused to renounce
their views, were decapitated (Laffan 2009). The hard and narrow line
extended to dealing with the foreign trader lifeblood of Aceh. Perhaps
also under al-RanirTs guidance, the sultan excluded Chinese traders
from Aceh because of their pork-eating habits, and instead of dealing
with a Portuguese mission intended to restore relations with Aceh, he
put to death all of them who did not accept conversion to Islam.

When Sultan Iskandar Thani died after only a 4-year reign, this
unpopular foreign-inspired exclusivism was again quickly repudiated,
since it was ruinous for the welfare of the city. There were protests in
the streets against the unpopular Raniri, and support for those who had
been executed. A student of Kamal al-Din named Sayf al-Rijal returned
to the city in August 1643 to confront Raniri. The merchant aristocrats
(orang kaya) had chosen as the new sultan a woman, the widow of the
hard-line sultan but daughter of his autocratic but pluralist predecessor.
As perhaps was hoped, she declined to interfere in the dispute between
the two Islamic camps, since as a woman she had no authority in the
matter. She left the matter to the influential merchant-aristocrats who
backed the more popular Sayf, and al-Raniri had to leave Aceh for his
own safety. Chinese and Portuguese traders returned, the Catholics
even found it the most congenial centre in the Archipelago after the
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394 Anthony Reid

Protestant Dutch had suppressed them elsewhere (Meersman 1967,
129-130; 133-134), and Banda Aceh became again a plural place
where commerce was paramount. The Sufi Shaykh who provided the
healing synthesis for Muslims was another local-born scholar, Aceh’s
beloved Syiah Kuala, ‘Abd al-Ra’af al-Sinkili. He sought to reconcile
commitment to Shafi’i religious law with an appreciation of the
fundamental unities taught by the Sufis. He also obtained a judgment
from his teacher in Mecca, al-Kurani, that it was a “grave error” to have
executed those of a different opinion when they held that their position
had not been understood (Azra 2004, 6-61; Nieuwenhuijze 1945, 200;
Reid 2010b, 461-462; Wormser 2012, 41-45).

This dramatic contest played out in 17% century Aceh was between
a powerful minority (mostly foreign-born) who sought to impose their
definition of orthodoxy by force and a majority who saw that Aceh
could not flourish economically (let alone intellectually and spiritually)
if it ceased to be a plural and open place. The victory of the latter was
not permanent, and exclusivism has renewed its challenge in times such
as our own. Yet the fundamental logic remains that Southeast Asia is
a natural crossroads of the world, and can only flourish economically,
intellectually and spiritually by embracing the diversity that comes with
that, rather than fleeing from it.

An Indic Assumption of Inner Unity, or “Non-Duality”,
Animating the Diversity of Surface Phenomena

We have already noted this kind of monism within the Muslim
sufi tradition that made Islam attractive to many Southeast Asians
before the 17" century. It goes much further back in time, and is best
documented in Java, though much more widely influential. The most
striking demonstration is the close proximity in both place and date
of construction (8%/9" centuries) of Buddhist Borobudur and Hindu
Loro Jonggrang near Prambanan. Although scholars long hypothesized
that these must have been built by two rival kingdoms, Sailendras
and Sanjayas, it is increasingly clear that these and other monuments
represented “a carefully maintained balance” between the two religions,
competitive but complementary (Kim 2007, 14). Later there is aliterary
record that makes this theme explicit. The 14™ century Buddhist monk
and poet Mpu Tantular celebrated not only the way of Buddha, but
also the other two crucial elements of the kingdom’s inherent balance
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Religious Pluralism or Conformity 395

— the priests of Shiva and the hermits of the indigenous tradition of
ascetics (resi) (Hunter 2007). It became a theme of Javanese mysticism
that different ritual paths to enlightenment such as those of Buddha
and Shiva were only external expressions of an inner oneness. The state
motto of contemporary Indonesia derives from a fourteenth century
mystical poem, the Sutasoma, in which Mpu Tantular pondered the
essential oneness beneath surface differences, including the new, still
marginal presence of Islam: “the truth of Jina (Buddha) and the truth of
Shiva are one; they are indeed different, but they remain one [Bhinnecka
Tunggal Ika), as there is no duality in Truth” (Santoso 1975, 578).

The deeper origin of this pattern was the Indic concept of religion
centred on sacred sites and ritual practices rather than the definition of
boundaries and orthodoxies. One writer on modern Hinduism described
the “shocked incomprehension” of pre-modern Indians towards “the
passion for dogmatic certainty” of some of their Muslim and Christian
conquerors (Zachner 1962, 4). The Rig Veda had famously declared
that “The Absolute is one, although the sages have given it different
names” (Madan 2005, 67), so that different cults could co-exist with
each other and with Jainism, Sikhism, Islam and Zoroastrianism in
India, or with Buddhism and animism in Southeast Asia. There were
no such definitions of orthodoxy as the Muslim Shahidah or the
Christian Nicene Creed. The great Muslim pioneer of comparative
religion, Abat Rayhan al-Birani (973-1048), made a similar point after
travelling northern India with the armies of Mahmud of Ghazni in the
1020s. “With regard to God, the Indians believe that he is one, eternal,
without beginning and end, ... beyond all likeness and unlikeness, and
neither resembling anything nor having anything resemble him.....On
the whole there is very little disputing about theological topics among
them; at the utmost, they fight with words, but they will never stake
their soul or body or their property on religious controversy” (al-Birtini
1030/1910).

Merle Ricklefs' Mystic Synthesis describes the way in which the
Javanese variant of this world-view could be married to Islam, in such
a way that one text referred to Javanese literature as the left eye, for
viewing the self, and Arabic as the right eye, for viewing God. The key
Muslim boundary-markers of not eating pork, modest dress and simple
burials after death were accepted, and the Muslim identity passionately
insisted upon, but the mystic continued to find his meaning in doctrines
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of non-duality (Ricklefs 2006, 222-228). This synthesis did not long
outlast Sultan Agung’s definition of it, but was particularly seriously
challenged in the 19% and 20 centuries, as Ricklefs” two later books
(2007, 2012) abundantly demonstrate.

In 20" century Indonesia it often seemed that the dichotomy
between “modernists” organised in Muhammadiyah and “Javanese
traditionalists” organised in NU was a guarantor of pluralism even
into the modern era. The latter had internalised enough of the mystic
synthesis to resist Muhammadiyah attacks on long-established Javanese
culture. This made it clear to Indonesians, in contrast for example to
Malaysians, that there could not be a single or monolithic view of what
Islam required (Soedjatmoko 1967). This healthy institutionalization
of plurality has continued into the 21* century debate around ZIslam
Nusantara, but may have been eroded by less tolerant breakaways from
both these 20® century movements, as well as the factors discussed
below.

The argument that Southeast Asian Islam was more likely to manage
tolerance and diversity than other areas of the ummah has always rested
primarily on the special case of Java. The most effective statement of the
case that Javanese society is better able than most to handle diversity
without resort to violence was Benedict Anderson’s Mythology and
the Tolerance of the Javanese (1965). This argued that the values of the
shadow puppet theatre (wayang kulit), with its complex exploration
of the interplay of good and evil in each of the much-loved but
profoundly different characters of the stories, were the best guarantee
that Javanese society would resist the siren calls to arms of divisive
nationalism, militant Islam, communism and so forth. Unfortunately
this was published in 1965, only a few months before the paroxysm
of violence that resulted in the deaths of some half-million Javanese
leftists. This in turn was explained by some experienced Java-watchers
in terms of the wayang, and notably the cataclysmic Bharatayudha war
which duty requires the god-heroes to undertake even though they
know its disastrous outcome.

Modern Pressures for Exclusive Conformity

While the four factors above describe a past pattern which was
relatively favourable to religious diversity, they do not tell the whole
story, and particularly not for the last half-century. The forces making
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for homogeneity and a lessening of tolerance in our times might also
be categorised under four headings: the state, nationalism, weakly
institutionalised divisions and the global media.

The State Uses Foreign Models to Build Irs Legitimacy

Like James Scott, I have been arguing for some time that states have
been less important in Southeast Asian history than in most parts of the
world, and less than the historians have assumed (Reid 1998a, 1998b,
2015). I don’t dispute the argument of Lieberman (2003, 2009) that
the state has been in general on the rise since the 15® century, but insist
that until the great 20™ century transformation it was less prominent
than religion and popular culture as an integrator of Southeast Asian
society. Its periods of expansion have consistently ridden on the back of
homogenization in the religious field.

Precolonial kings, especially those newly wealthy through the “Age of
Commerce”, had a habit of embracing externally validated orthodoxy or
orthopraxy as a way of arming themselves with a new kind of legitimacy
that could undercut the local legitimacies of every lineage and sacred
place. Tai and Mon kings in the 15* century sent missions of monks to
Sri Lanka to bring back Mahavihara rites of ordination that they then
insisted were the only legitimate ones, thereby turning the new sangha
into an instrument of unification they could control (Lieberman 2003,
43-44; 430-431; Reid 1993, 195). In the Archipelago, the port-states
rising on the back of trade and its new weapons — Aceh, Banten,
Demak, Melaka, Banjarmasin, Makassar, Ternate — could use the
new religion, Islam, as their justification for overriding the traditional
autonomies of their neighbours, as well as dynastic claims by older
states. South Sulawesi is the case of Islamization we know best, because
it occurred later than most in the first decade of the 17" century
when there are numerous sources about it. South Sulawesi had been
a region where regional particularity had been intense, strengthened
by supernatural sanctions and solemn agreements before the gods. But
three years after becoming officially Muslim in 1607, Makassar was
able to declare war on its neighbouring Bugis states, claiming loyalty to
a higher imperative.

Southeast Asian rulers who accepted the new external faiths in this
way (as opposed to foreign adventurers, also sometimes a factor), had
no wish to lose to religious experts their role as mediators between the
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supernatural and the world of men. This indeed was often the key aspect
of their power. It explains why there were no successful Christian kings;
once they and their subjects discovered that a largely European clergy
claimed the sole authority in the sacramental business of mediating
with God, Christianity lost whatever charm it had for kings. Successful
Southeast Asian kings managed to combine patronage of a unifying
religion with their own sacral authority. The most powerful Majapahit
king, Hayam Wuruk in the 14™ century, managed to be both “Shiva
and Buddha, embodied in both the material and the immaterial”,
according to his court poet (Robson 1995, 25). Sultan Agung in the
17" century was “respected as a God” by his Javanese, in the view of a
visiting Dutch observer, even though he had established his brand of
Javanised Islam as the indispensable and unifying belief system of the
Javanese (van Goens 1956: 263).

Because Southeast Asia was a new frontier in the 16™ century
for Theravada Buddhism, Islam and Christianity, these doctrines
could spread in partnership with the rising state, rather than offering
intractable pre-existing divisions to the state as in the Middle East and
India. There is for example plenty of evidence of Shi’ite influence in
the early Islamicate culture of Southeast Asia, most recently surveyed
in the Singapore conference on ‘Alid Piety’ (Formichi and Feener
2015). But overt Shi’is are today a tiny and endangered minority, and
Southeast Asia is at a formal level the most uniform bastion anywhere
of Sunni orthodoxy and Shafii law. The former is explained by the way
a succession of rulers in the Malay world sought legitimation from
centres of Sunni authority — essentially Mecca and Istanbul. The
Shaft’i predominance is more difficult to explain, but has primarily to
do with the influence of particular Hadhrami and Kurdish scholars
of Shafi’i law in Indian Ocean networks, and the patronage of such
networks by the same Sunni rulers.

Finally, we must explain the kind of contemporary state Islam
that contributed to the appearance of homogeneity today. Many
older mosques were built by communities, often with very different
backgrounds and beliefs, and particularly so in the high colonial
era when states had neither mandate nor political interest to build
mosques. In the 1920s and up through the 1960s Muhammadiyah
and NU members, for example, would not worship in each other’s
mosques, and the sense of Islam being plural was palpable.* Since about
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1970, however, Malaysia, Indonesia and Brunei have built numerous
spectacular mosques with state funds, greatly strengthening an official
version of what Islam is. The teaching of Islam in state schools produced
a lowest common denominator version of belief. A new unification of
Islam has developed in Indonesia under Soeharto largely through the
Ministry of Religion, and in Malaysia under Dr Mahathir. This state
patronage of Islam, while helping to resolve some internal tensions, has
served to “ring-fence” it (Mohamad 2010), stressing the boundaries
of Islam and what all Muslims must have in common. A side effect
appears to have been to make the Muslim community in these two
countries less tolerant of personal autonomy and of internal religious
pluralism.

Anti-Imperial Nationalism Homogenizes Religious Identity

If colonialism served to halt the progress of state patronage of Islam
in Indonesia and Malaysia for half a century before 1942, it had the
opposite effect on nationalism. Looking at the history of nationalism
in Europe and the Middle East, one can readily see how nationalism
flourished in partnership with one side or the other of the splits
between Catholic and Protestant, and Sunni and Shi’a. English and
Dutch nation-forming in the 16™ century were intrinsically linked to
the emerging state’s embracing of a new Protestant identity, while the
nationalism of Ireland, Poland and Belgium at a later period entrenched
a relatively defensive and ring-fenced understanding of Catholicism
against the dominant Protestant (or Orthodox) oppressors. Iran’s
embrace of Shi’ism ensured that it would survive as a distinct brand,
inextricably tied to that nationalism.

In Southeast Asia the dominant form of nationalism in the 20%
Century was the anti-Imperial type, which classically sought the unity
of what Sukarno called the kaum sini [us here] against the kaum sana
[them there] (Reid 2010a, 8—10; 28—30). Sarekat Islam in Indonesia,
and the Young Men’s Buddhist Association in Burma, mobilised people
around the majority religion before the idea of secular nationalism
was understood. In general, however, anti-imperial nationalism
went further in the 1930s, to embrace Christian, Hindu and other
minorities in the broadest possible front. Only in Thailand, where
anti-imperial nationalism was not a persuasive option, did the religious
element become a necessary central feature of the nationalist triad —
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king, nation/race, religion. In its most extreme form during the 1940s,
Phibun Songkhram encouraged moves against Christian, Muslim and
Chinese minorities with a ferocity not usually associated with the “land
of smiles” (Strate 2011).

Overall, one might conclude that the complex relationship of
majority religion and anti-imperial nationalism probably favoured
religious neutrality more powerfully than it exploited anti-minority
feelings, and the worst excesses occurred in the name of other forms of
nationalism.

Internal Divisions are Weakly Institutionalised

In comparison with the situation in older centres of competitive
Abrahamic (or revealed) religion, religious fault lines in Southeast
Asia remain weakly institutionalised, largely as a result of the religious
frontier phenomenon. The older forms of spirit worship, shamanism,
and inner-directed kebatinan with an Indic flavour, have in general
not been institutionalised as modern competitors with Islam and
Christianity. The exceptions prove the rule: Balinese Hinduism became
a shelter for Dayak Kaharingan and a few other traditionalists of the
old religion, just because it made the fewest institutional or doctrinal
demands (Schiller 1996). The old beliefs survive in the private domain,
as women’s business, and in Indonesia as ill-defined adat (custom).
Although Islam and Buddhism cover a huge variety of beliefs and
practices on the ground, not even such relatively coherent sub-cultures
as the waktu telu of Lombok are recognised by the modern and official
sector. Folk Catholicism in the Philippines, on the post-reformation
model of institutional fragmentation, made more room for a highly
institutionalised Iglesia ni Cristo.

There are therefore no congenial precedents for Ahmadiyya being
recognised as a separate Muslim community.

Totalizing Movements are Associated with Decontextualised Global Media

As already clear from the first of these four factors, the appeal to
an external “pure” model of belief, valid on a decontextualised cosmic
scale, has been a factor in religious change for a very long time. If there
is an absolute revealed truth, it must be valid everywhere. Modern
communications have however speeded up the process, and in one
sense greatly increased the necessity for a universally valid truth. Since

DOI: 10.15408/sdi.v22i3.2352 Studia Islamika, Vol. 22, No. 3, 2015



Religious Pluralism or Conformity 401

young Southeast Asians are so much more readily in touch with the
rest of the world than their grandparents, they are apt to reject their
grandparents” local accommodations in favour of what appears a more
global answer. This helps explain the simple-minded violence of Bali
bombings, church burnings and Ahmadiyya bashings.

But globalised communications also have the opposite effect, of
making people aware of the extraordinary diversity of belief in our one
planet. The grasping at an exclusive simple truth is reassuring for some,
including some very noisy and violent minorities, but there are surely
more who find legitimation for difference in the hugely expanded
choices available on the internet.

Conclusion

Have these factors making for homogeneity expunged the more
fundamental sources of tolerance? Clearly not wholly, and not finally.
Let me conclude merely by saying that Asia is not likely for a long
time to be either secular in the European sense, where institutionalized
religion is part of the culture but no longer practiced or believed by
the majority, nor to have a sharp separation of Church and State in the
US sense, whereby those of strong religious commitment can agree on
not using the state to push their agendas. It therefore has need of its
own sources of legitimating difference, and this paper has argued that
it has them in abundance. But some aspects of modernity, including
Max Weber’s idea of ‘rationalizing religion’, can and do lead to greater
demands for conformity to a single, simple code. We cannot imagine
that we are already in a safe place in regard to religious violence and
intolerance, and cannot rule out further tragic coalescences of group
solidarity around religious exclusivity.
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Endnotes

1. The text has been variously translated, and essentially states that the conqueror has
restored the gods to their respective temples, after his vanquished predecessor had sought
to impose religious uniformity. A translation by Leo Oppenheim is included in Pritchard
1950.

2. I owe this point, and much of this paragraph, to a useful conversation with Greg Fealy
in April 2011.
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