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Focused Group Discussion (FGD) on the Role
of Muslim-Based Organization (MBO)

in Contemporary Indonesia

Asep Saepudin Jahar

Pengkajian Islam dan Masyarakat, PPIM) UIN Syarif Hidayatullah

Jakarta in cooperation with The Asia Foundation (TAF) conducted a
Focus Group Discussion (FGD) with several Muslim-Based Organizations
(MBO) in five major cities in Indonesia: Padang (West Sumatra),
Yogyakarta (DI Yogyakarta), Surabaya (East Java), Makassar (South
Sulawesi), and Mataram (West Nusa Tenggara, NTB). The FGD is
designed to gain additional information on the role of MBO or Islamic
civil society organizations in Indonesia following a quantitative survey
conducted by PPIM, TAF, and Indonesian Survey Institute (LSI).

The five targeted cities were chosen based on several reasons. First, these
cities were chosen because MBO such as Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) in East
Java and Muhammadiyah in Yogyakarta have played significant roles in the
socio-political development. Second, some of the cities such as Padang and
Mataram are homes for other MBOs: the Persatuan Tarbiyah Islam (Perti)
and Nahdlatul Wathon (NW).

The general aim of this FGD is to analyze the roles of MBOs in Indonesia
and the participation of MBOs in the socio-political development of the
society. To obtain in-depth qualitative data, the FGD is focused on the
two largest MBOs in Indonesia: NU and Muhammadiyah. This is because
to the present, the two MBOs represent two mainstreams of Indonesian
Islam: modernist and tradisionalist. The FGD also looked at other MBOs
which develop in certain cities, such as Perti in Padang and NW in
Mataram. These two MBOs are, in fact, traditionally close to NU.

In December 2010, Center for the Study of Islam and Society (Pusat
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The NU has a strong basis in rural areas, especially in pesantren.
In addition, Muhammadiyah gains strong support in urban areas.
Muhammadiyah focuses their activities on developing schools, hospitals,
and other public services. The roles of these MBOs have been the main
concerns of international donors due to the importance of their activities in
Indonesia’s socio-political development. It is also assumed that community
development requires the cooperation of both the government and non-
governments organizations. In addition, the FGD also attempted to reveal
MBO’s political engagement at the local politics and to uncover how far
they have engaged with issues such as of good governance and transparency.

In every city, the FGD was attended by 10 participants who are activists
from NU or Muhammadiyah, and Perti in Padang and NW in Mataram.
A balanced gender representation is highly considered for this FGD to

generate better information on issues relevant to our objectives.

Political Engagement

NU and Muhammadiyah remain the major actors in Indonesia’s socio-
political development. Based on previous surveys, it is clear that the socio-
political roles of NU and Muhammadiyah are very important for political
mobilization, including to develop citizen awareness and in empowering
the community in education and health. These roles are mostly carried out
through the MBOs activities and programs such as the regular pengajian
(Qur anic recitation) activities.

In terms of the work of MBOs and the local government, it is revealed
that the local government has been actively included MBOs in the local
development process. The role of MBOs has become imminent in places
where government has limited access to the community. In addition, NU
with its women’s wing organization, Fatayat, and Muhammadiyah with
Aisyiyah have also played significant roles in empowering women and
improving the quality of health services and education.

The roles of NU and Muhammadiyah in terms of Indonesia’s political
development are also significant. Democracy, human rights, gender
mainstreaming have become part of NU and Muhammadiyah major
focus. In terms of political engagement, NU relied on the strength of
pesantrens, through the communal bond of its proponents, and the roles of
the charismatic religious figures (kiai/tuan guru).
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The FGD also questions the specific roles of NU and Muhammadiyah
at the local government. Related to this, the FGD questioned how MBOs
interact with the local governmentand what roles they have in local political
development. The works of the two MBOs are also explored to see how
the cooperation is developed during this time. One of the important issues
raised in the FGD was how MBOs influence the public policy making
such as in local budgeting.

Overall, the FGD provides important information on the involvement
of NU and Muhammadiyah in Indonesian politics and in implementing
good governance in contemporary Indonesia. The important role of these
MBOs will continue to strengthen the process of Indonesia’s democracy. In
addition, NU and Muhammadiyah and some other Islamic organizations
have acted as catalyst for Indonesia’s socio-political transformation, by
promoting the spirit of nationalism. Thus, strengthening democracy
through the involvement of NU and Muhammadiyah and other civil
society organizations in socio-political development will continue to be
important strategies that still need to be used until now.

Asep Saepudin Jahar is a researcher at PPIM UIN Jakarta
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