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Is Indonesian Islam Different?
Islam in Indonesia in a Comparative

International Perspective

Testriono

enter for the Study of Islam and Society (Pusat Pengkajian
I[slam dan Masyarakat, PPIM) of the State Islamic University

(UIN) Syarif Hidayatullah Jakarta in cooperation with
Leiden University, the Netherlands, the Embassy of the Kingdom of
the Netherlands (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Netherlands), and
the Ministry of Religious Affairs, Indonesia, held an international
conference called: ‘Is Indonesian Islam Different? Islam in Indonesia
in a Comparative International Perspective’ on January 24-26, 2011 in
Bogor, West Java.

This is the third international conference organized by INIS
(Indonesian- Netherlands Co-operation in Islamic Studies) as part of its
program on ‘Training Indonesia’s Young Leaders: Muslim Intellectuals
as Agents of Change’ which has begun in 2006. The program provides
education and training for young Indonesian Muslim leaders. It also
supports the participation of young Indonesias Muslim leaders to
participate at (international) conferences and to publish their research in
international publication. The two successful international conferences
that had been organized by INIS were ‘Muslim Youth as Agents of
Change in Indonesia’ in 2007 and ‘Islam and Democracy and Good
Governance in Indonesia’ in 2009.

This time the conference was opened by keynote speeches given by
Professor Taufik Abdullah of Indonesian Institute of Sciences (LIPI)
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and Professor Robert W. Hefner of Institute on Culture, Religion, and
World Affairs, Boston University. At the plenary session, Professor
Azyumardi Azra of Graduate School at UIN Jakarta, Professor Bahtiar
Effendy of the Faculty of Political and Social Science (FISIP) UIN
Jakarta, and Professor Kees van Dijk of Leiden University delivered their
lectures. The conference is divided into eighteen panels which include:
political Islam, the Indonesia legal system, local manifestations of Islam,
law at work, popular culture, feminism, rituals, radicalism, religious
minorities, health and environment, contemporary manifestations
of Islam, texts and society, students: politics and attitudes, sexuality,
ulama, religious engineering, social affairs, female religious leadership.

kKKK

Indonesian Islam is often regarded as peripheral, marginal and a
deviation from what is labeled as the ‘true’ or ‘pure’ Islam in the Middle
East. Indonesia is a country with the largest Muslim population in the
world with a number of more than 200 million. Indonesian Islam has
its distinct local coloring, but at the same time it has a strong, century’s
old, indigenous tradition of Islamic learning and scholarly production
which is firmly connected to the rest of the Muslim world.

This conference aims to situate Indonesian Islam in the global
context, and to compare Islamic thinking and institutions in Indonesia
with their counterparts in the Middle East and elsewhere. Within the
wide range of this broad issue, the conference aims to address following
topics which include: Islamic educational system, the political system
and Islamic political parties, Islamic movements, Islamic law and the
judiciary, religious elite and ulama, and gender issues.

The ultimate question to be answered is whether specific Indonesian
solutions to particular Islamic issues in society contribute to the
development of Islamic discourse in the Muslim world at large. More
than one hundred scholars work on various research fields from
Indonesia, Malaysia, Japan, Netherlands, Australia, and the U.S,
attended this seminar.

kKKK

Indonesia experiences a complex process of societal and political
transformations, from a Dutch colony into a totalitarian regime evolving
into a democratic state. Since 1998, Indonesia has begun a political
transition through a reform which toppled Soeharto authoritarian
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regime. After three peaceful multiparty elections, since 1998, Indonesia
is a successful example of Muslim-majority country that democratized.
Thus, Indonesia’s transition to democracy is evidence that Islam, as a
religion and culture, is compatible with democracy. It countered some
scholars’ thesis that Islam is incompatible with democracy and has
difhiculty to avoid the autocratic government.

Many scholars have positive outlooks on Indonesian Islam. They
argue that Islamic associations, groups, parties and individuals have
given the significant role for the transformations of Indonesian politics.
Indonesian Islam is different because of the contribution that it has
given to socio-political transformations that Indonesia has undergone,
especially in its support to democratic system instead of an Islamic state.
Indonesia today is recognised as the third-largest democratic country in
the world, after the United States and India, and the most democratic
Muslim-majority country.

Then, whether Indonesian Islam is different from, at least, the
Muslim countries in the Middle East and North Africa, was being
discussed by scholars who participate in the seminar. Some of them
offer their interesting views as describes below.

Professor Robert W. Hefner, an anthropologist from Boston
University, who has written a number of books on Indonesian Islam
credited Indonesia’s Islamic organizations such as Nahdlatul Ulama
(NU) and Muhammadiyah (with approximately 80 million and 14
million members respectively) for their roles in Indonesia’s societal
transformation. This according Professor Hefner what has made
Indonesia’s Islam is different. Their social activities, such as establishing
schools, hospitals, orphanages and other social institutions, have set
examples for how to balance Islamic principles, democracy and nation-
building. Their activists have also been engaged in activities such as
an anti-corruption movement, creating good governance, and helping
develop public policy and budgeting in local governments.

Some scholars, for example, give their credits to Indonesia’s cultural
values to avoid conflict. Indonesian scholar Professor Taufik Abdullah
says that the large sizes of Islamic organisations in Indonesia, instead
of being splintered into smaller organisations, have made Indonesian
Muslims appear more unified, adopting popular, inclusive religious
interpretations as they avoid religious-based controversies or conflict.

Another scholar, Kees van Dijk of Leiden University, discovered
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three Indonesian types of Islam. The one is Indonesian Islam that has
similarities with Islam in the whole Islamic world, and the second is
Indonesian Islam that has a different manifestation and uniqueness.
However, Kees said that the majority of Indonesian Muslims can be
found between these two types, namely moderate, and that is the
best manifestation. In addition, an Islamic scholar from Indonesia,
Azyumardi Azra, says that Muslims in Indonesia emphasise the
accommodative nature of Islam, which is why they easily accept
democracy, human rights and other relatively new ideas.

The Indonesian experiences, as those scholars observed, offer two
insights for emerging democracies in the Muslim world. First, Muslim
civil society organisations can play active roles in strengthening
democratic states. Second, the diversity within Islam should be seen
as a strength so as to Muslims became familiar with societal differences
and accept changes, and inspire not only individual piety and political
ideals, but also the type of humanitarian initiatives necessary for nation-

building.

Testriono s a researcher at PPIM UIN Jakarta.
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