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Redeë ning the Roles of Islamic Organizations
in the Reformasi Era

Jajat Burhanudin

Center for the Study of Islam and Society (PPIM) of State University 
Syarif Hidayatullah, Jakarta, in cooperation with Center for the 
Study of Society and Culture (PMB) of Indonesian’s Science 

Foundation (LIPI), and Research Institute for Languages and Cultures of 
Asia and Africa (ILCAA) of Tokyo University of Foreign Studies (TUFS), 
held a conference on “Redeë ning the Roles of Islamic Organizations in the 
Reformasi Era.”  e conference was divided into two sessions. In the ë rst 
session we have Prof. Dr. Bahtiar Eff endy, Dr. Hendro Prasetyo, and Drs. 
Anas Ahmadi, MA. In the second session we have Dr. Endang Turmudi 
from Nahdhatul Ulama (NU) and Dr. Abdul Mu’ti from Muhammadiyah. 

 e seminar was designed to evaluate and discuss the roles of socio-
religious organizations in Indonesia.  e current understanding on the 
roles of socio-religious organizations was being challenged and questioned. 
 e seminar discussed the relationship between the state and the roles of 
these religious organizations during the Reformasi Era.  ese were among 
the important issues because transformation of ideas and movements have 
occurred within Islamic organizations in Indonesia. 

Since the beginning of the twentieth century, socio-religious 
organizations have played important roles in Indonesia’s nation building. 
Muhammadiyah, NU, and Persis are among the organizations which 
have contributed signië cantly to the development of Islam in Indonesia. 
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 ey have been the driving forces for community development such as in 
education, socio-political, economy, and health. Most of the madrasah and 
pesantren across Indonesia were founded by these organizations. 

Islamic Organizations in the Reformasi Era

Indonesia’s transition to democracy has brought with it the plurality and 
complexity of Islamic expressions in Indonesia. As a result, the variants of 
Islam in Indonesia cannot be understood in a simple way as “traditionalist” 
versus “modernist”. Reformasi has given birth to the emergence of new 
Islamic movements. 

In politics, this phenomena was characterized by the emergence of 
Islamic political parties such as the Prosperous Justice Party (PKS), the 
Crescent Star Party (PBB), and the Reformed Crescent Party (PBR). Apart 
from the mainstream organizations such as NU and Muhammadiyah, 
Indonesia also witnesses the emergence of radical Islamic organizations such 
Majelis Mujahidin Indonesia (Indonesian Mujahedeen Council), Hizbut 
Tahrir Indonesia, and Front Pembela Islam (Islamic Defenders Front, FPI). 
 ere are also emerged NGOs that work on issues such as liberal Islam 
(JIL, Liberal Islam Network), JIMM (Network of Young Muhammadiyah 
Intellectuals), and  e Society for Pesantren and Community Development 
(P3M). Unlike the radical and puritan organizations, these NGOs seek to 
infuse modern ideas to support democratization and promoting civil and 
human rights. 

Islamic organizations have been important elements in the social 
movements and have played great roles in bridging the gap between the 
state and society.  e emergence of Islamic organizations, however, has 
posed certain barrier to Islamic movements in Indonesia.  is is due to 
the diff erent strategies and ideologies of these organizations, some of their 
ideologies do not ë t with the principles of nation building.  e aspiration 
to create Islamic state, to implement Sharia, and the use of violence by 
many Islamic organizations contradicts the principle of pluralism and civil 
rights. 

Surveys reveal that the roles of Islamic organizations in socio and 
political life have signië cantly declined. For example, this can be seen 
from what Eff endy believes that the absence of NU and Muhammadiyah’s 
representation in the President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono 2nd term 
cabinet. It can also be seen in the failure of NU and Muhammadiyah 
in endorsing former vice president Jusuf Kalla in the 2009 presidential 
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election.  e declining roles of Islam in socio and political life should be 
treated as a worrying point by all Muslim leaders. As the largest Islamic 
organizations in the country, NU and Muhammadiyah need to ë nd new 
strategies to revive their functions and roles within their Muslim followers. 

Islamic Organizations and Community Development

Bahtiar Eff endy pointed out that NU and Muhammadiyah have 
not played signië cant roles as the bulwark of civil Islam in the recent 
development.  is, according to him, because NU and Muhammadiyah 
have mainly focused their attention more into politics. It should be noted 
that during the New Order, these organizations were very eff ective as civil 
Islam organizations, and many of Islamic organizations were very eff ective 
in community development. 

 e New Order policy to control Muslim politics has posed diffi  culty for 
the organizations to develop, and this has forced NU and Muhammadiyah 
to channel their aspiration by creating programs in socio-religious activities. 
It is obvious that NU and Muhammadiyah have been politicized, which 
created diffi  culties for organizations to develop in the last decade. But 
actually we have high expectations on NU and Muhammadiyah. 

Hendro Prasetyo observes that the hope laid in the sub-structures of 
NU and Muhammadiyah. If NU and Muhammadiyah are conservative, 
the civil society organizations under these organizations work within 
the framework of international agenda such as human rights.  It is not 
surprising to see organizations such as JIL, Wahid Institute and P3M, to 
speak about civil right and freedom of expression. 

In regards to democratization, NU and Muhammadiyah are important 
social capitals. Despite the above criticisms, NU and Muhammadiyah have 
shown their consisteny to support democracy.  us, NU, Muhammadiyah, 
and other newly founded organizations are important civil society 
organizations for the development of democracy in Indonesia. 

NU and Muhammadiyah should be able to take the iniciatives in 
promoting Indonesia’s education, economy, and health, which were 
largely neglected by the state. Both organizations can play their roles 
to support the government.  ese are crucial in Indonesia’s democracy. 
Economic empowerment is one of the important agendas for NU and 
Muhammadiyah. Democratic institutionalization through grass root is the 
most important contribution during the transition period in this country. 
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Instead of working into politics which have been unproductive 
for the future of Islamic organizations, Eff endy believes that Islamic 
organizations especially NU and Muhammadiyah should return to their 
initial commitments to concentrate on socio-religious programs.  eir 
roles in education, health system, and economy should be expanded.  ey 
should pay more attention in the community development, rather than 
in politics. As the oldest Muslim organizations, NU and Muhammadiyah 
have to preserve its values in working for the society rather than hoping to 
get something from the society. 

Jajat Burhanudin is the Executive Director of PPIM UIN Jakarta


