Islamisation and Its Opponents in Java
M.C. Ricklefs

Published by NUS Press Pte Ltd
Ricklefs, M.C.
Islamisation and Its Opponents in Java: A Political, Social, Cultural and Religious History, c. 1930 to Present.
New ed. NUS Press Pte Ltd, 2012.
Project MUSE.

muse.jhu.edu/book/19359.

For additional information about this book
https://muse.jhu.edu/book/19359

[ Access provided at 8 Jan 2023 12:21 GMT with no institutional affiliation ]

This work is licensed under a

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

204

Islamisation and Its Opponents in Java

c h a p te r

6

The totalitarian experiment (II):
Grass-roots Islamisation and
advancing Islamism, c. 1980s–98

The break between the preceding chapter and this one is rather artificial, as
often with historical periodisations, and the years covered overlap. The aim
of this chapter is to show how, from roots that we have seen in the preceding
chapter, in the last 20 years or so of the New Order four major departures
grew to fruition:
•
•
•
•

a regime push for ideological hegemony,
rapprochement between NU and the regime which served to
advance Dakwahism,
the emergence of Revivalist and Islamist groups whose aspirations
were consistent with some elements within the regime elite, and
consequently deeper Islamisation — at the time commonly called
‘greening’ — of the regime itself.

Taken together, these developments accelerated the Islamisation of Javanese
society — and of Indonesian society more generally — and prepared the
ground for Islam to return as a political force, as well as a social and cultural
one, after the regime fell in 1998. The New Order would end with little room
remaining for opposition to deeper Islamisation.
At the start of the period discussed here, the regime was far more stable
than it was at the beginning of the period covered in Chapter 5. It was never
as monolithic as it aspired to be, but by the 1980s, Soeharto’s regime had
tentacles and loyal acolytes from one end of Indonesia to the other. Through
204
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the combined dominance of the bureaucracy and the military down to
village level, with Golkar as an electoral vehicle, it was close to inconceivable
that the New Order regime could be overturned by any domestic force,
including any form of politically organised Islam. Internationally, the
regime was widely admired for its economic management, its suppression of
Communism, its apparent domestication of Islam — a major international
strategic issue in the wake of the Iranian Revolution of 1979 — and its nearmiracle of actually seeming able to govern the world’s largest archipelago.
Despite international criticism of the New Order’s human rights record and
corruption, Soeharto was received as a state visitor in Washington and Tokyo,
and himself received in Jakarta heads of government from nations such as
Japan, India and Pakistan. Such facts no doubt reinforced the regime’s selfconfidence and Soeharto’s own belief that he was something much more
than a village-boy-made-good-through-the-army: he was a statesman, a seer
perhaps, possibly even (as suggested by his musings in Butir-butir budaya
Jawa and his memoirs, both done in the 1980s) a philosopher king.
By the 1980s, Soeharto’s New Order regime was coming under
increased criticism domestically for its corruption and brutality. In May 1980
a ‘Petition of 50’ signed by prominent people criticised Soeharto, accusing
him of misrepresenting Pancasila as if he himself were its embodiment.
Nonetheless, the regime was successfully dominating most of the context
for social transformations, although such transformations were not always
susceptible to regime control, given the scale and complexity of the society
on the one hand and, on the other, the regime’s own administrative and
other limitations.
Religion was at issue here. As we noted above, Soeharto was evidently
taking a greater interest in Islam himself, without abandoning his commitment to what Hefner has called ‘power-oriented mystical magic’ 1 of a
more familiarly Javanese type. The possibility of Islam becoming difficult
to manage, however, was suggested when PPP staged a walkout of the
parliament in 1978 and Islamic extremists hijacked a Garuda aircraft in
1981. It may have been the regime’s perception of the depth of ongoing
Islamisation and the possibility of Islamic forces becoming difficult to
control, along with the government’s permanent anti-Communism, that
led it to decide to implement thorough-going ideological conformity across
the nation. But let us first look at the changing social context of the 1980s
and 1990s.
1

Hefner, Civil Islam, p. 83.
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A changing, Islamising society
The New Order’s developmental, educational and religious initiatives
had already spawned significant changes in Javanese society. People were
becoming more urban and fewer were working in agriculture. In 1961, 71.2
per cent of men and 64.3 per cent of women were employed in agriculture;
by 1980 these figures had fallen to 52.6 and 46.6 per cent respectively, while
employment in manufacturing, construction, trade, transport and services had
risen. In rural areas, many women were employed in cottage industries.2
During these last two decades of the regime, an urban middle class
became visible in Indonesia — if it remained notoriously difficult to define or
quantify.3 Observers noted that this middle class often displayed a high level
of Islamic piety. We saw above how Islam as it was being promoted in the
expanding educational system was associated for many young Javanese with
the very idea of modernity. Beatty noted in his fieldwork in the early 1990s
that piety was ‘a prominent aspect of an emerging national youth culture’.4
Elite Islamic schools were being created in major cities for the middle class,
with good facilities and offering the national curriculum along with Islamic
studies.5 Salaried urban workers in modern enterprises or government
employment and university-educated professionals, fixing up older houses
or living in newly built suburbs, sending their children to university and
driving new automobiles, while also observing Islam’s requirements for the
faithful — these became a more prominent feature of Indonesian life than
ever before.
It has to be remembered, however, that for most Indonesians in both
the cities and the rural countryside, life remained hard. Poverty, malnutrition
and chronic illness all declined in this period, but none was eliminated. From
the 1930s to the 1960s, a Javanese villager might aspire to own a bicycle
and a sewing machine. By the 1980s and 1990s those aspirations could
extend to a motorbike and a radio, and eventually a television set. But most
2

Diane L. Wolf, Factory daughters: Gender, household dynamics, and rural industrialization in Java (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), pp. 43, 45.
3 For example, see the papers in Richard Tanter and Kenneth Young (eds), The Politics
of middle class Indonesia (Clayton, Vic: Monash University Centre of Southeast Asian
Studies, 1990).
4 Beatty, Varieties, p. 129.
5 On such schools, see Noorhaidi Hasan, ‘Islamizing formal education: Integrated
Islamic school and a new trend in formal educational institution in Indonesia’
(Working Paper no. 172. Singapore: S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies,
2009), p. 5.
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people living in Java or in Indonesia more generally remained poor as well
as inadequately supported by social services, even by the standards of other
Southeast Asian countries. Nevertheless, there were significant changes.
Among them was the impact on literacy of the regime’s increasing provision
of education.
Literacy, as already noted above, was rising dramatically. We saw figures
in the previous chapter confirming rising literacy across Indonesia. By 1995,
as the New Order neared its end, the more detailed picture was as follows
for Central and East Java.
Table 15 Literacy in Central and East Java as percentages of total population,
19956
Area
East Java
Central Java

Urban
male

Urban
female

Total
urban

Rural
male

Rural
female

Total
rural

94.4
94.6

84.3
84.5

89.2
89.4

82.3
88.1

64.9
74.5

73.4
81.2

By 2003, there would be further improvement on these figures, as seen in
Table 16.
Table 16 Literacy in Central and East Java and Yogyakarta as percentages of
total population, 20037
Area
East Java
Central Java
Yogyakarta

Urban
male

Urban
female

Total
urban

Rural
male

Rural
female

Total
rural

95.3
94.6
95.1

87.9
86.5
86.8

91.6
90.5
90.9

85.8
89.8
86.9

71.7
78.7
74.4

78.5
84.2
80.5

6 The statistics relate to literacy in the Latin script on the part of persons aged ten
and over. Penduduk Jawa Timur / Population of Jawa Timur: Hasil survey penduduk
antar sensus 1995 / Results of the 1995 intercensal population survey 1995 (Seri S2.13
[ Jakarta:] Biro Pusat Statistik [1996]), pp. 47–9; Penduduk Jawa Tengah / Population
of Jawa Tengah: Hasil survey penduduk antar sensus 1995 / Results of the 1995 intercensal
population survey 1995 (Seri S2.11 [ Jakarta:] Biro Pusat Statistik [1996]), pp. 47–9.
I do not have figures for the Special District of Yogyakarta for 1995.
7 The statistics, like those in Table 15, relate to literacy in the Latin script on the part
of persons aged ten and over. Statistik kesejahteraan rakyat 2003 / Welfare statistics 2003
( Jakarta: Badan Pusat Statistik [2003]), pp. 144–9. Figures relating to those over the
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Thus, male literacy was approaching 100 per cent and female literacy
was improving dramatically. Males and urban dwellers were still ahead of
females and rural dwellers, a reflection principally of differential educational
opportunities. We noted in Chapter 2 above that in 1930 it would have
been nearly impossible to find a literate woman in many parts of Java; by
the 1990s it was becoming difficult to find anyone who was not literate. It
should also be noted, however, that concerns about the loss of facility in
Javanese script were well-founded: literacy in other than the Latin script
was below 1 per cent in all of the categories covered in Tables 15 and 16
except for East Java in both 1995 and 2003, where 1.5 per cent of rural
dwellers were literate in a non-Latin script. That might have been literacy
either in Javanese script or — even more likely — in Arabic script.8 It was
clear that Javanese society was becoming more modern in many ways, more
urban, less agricultural, more literate and, as we saw in the last chapter, more
deeply Islamic. But perhaps it was also growing less Javanese in culture by
the standards of the past.
The growth of modern communications media under the New Order
played an important role in improving the dissemination of information and
ideas across Javanese society, and thus in its modernisation. In its anti-Communist enthusiasms, the Soeharto regime banned many leftist publications
and continuously remained alert for anything that might disturb the regime’s
stability or question its virtue.9 Pornography was also suspect of course, but
violence in the media was not usually a concern — perhaps unsurprisingly,
given the regime’s own bloody birth and continuing violence.
In an increasingly literate society, newspapers played an increasingly
important role. Newsprint circulation remained rather low for a country of
such size, in 1991 being just over 13 million. It tended to be concentrated
age of 15 are given in Statistics Indonesia Tabel 3.1.1 Angka melek huruf penduduk
umur 15 tahun ke atas menurut provinsi dan Kab/kota at http://www.datastatistikIndonesia.com/component/option,com_tabel/task,show/Itemid,181/
8 Javanese-language Islamic religious works are often written in Arabic script (in
these circumstances called pegon) rather than Javanese script.
9 This included the first edition of my own History of modern Indonesia, published in
1981. It was being sold openly even in fairly remote parts of Indonesia for about a
year before someone who mattered read it and discovered in its final chapter, inter
alia, the comment that Soeharto was ‘adept at gaining the loyalty of others, not
least by allowing them to reap the financial rewards of loyalty with little concern for
legality’. The publishers (Macmillan) and I were invited to alter the text, to withdraw
the book from sale voluntarily, or to face it being declared illegal. I refused to alter
the text and Macmillan withdrew the book from sale in Indonesia.
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in urban areas — particularly in Jakarta — but papers were read by multiple
persons so their real readerships are hard to assess. Local newspapers
were important in Java, as in the outer islands of Indonesia.10 Even more
important was radio, the reach of which expanded greatly as economic
development brought greater prosperity and allowed even rural villagers
to buy radio sets. By 1996, Sen and Hill report, most households in Java
owned a radio set and radio was ‘the primary mass medium for much of
rural Indonesia’.11 Television was introduced in Indonesia only in 1962 and
really developed from the 1970s onwards. We have already noted above
the pervasive dullness of television programmes under Soeharto — its
programmes mainly about development, always about the government’s
view of things, always emphasising the unity of Indonesia and the harmony
that must prevail among its ethnic and religious communities, whenever
possible reminding viewers of the perfidy of Communists. There was a
state-controlled TVRI, but in the late 1980s private television was allowed
and — hardly surprisingly — members of the Soeharto family and their
cronies were prominent in this new branch of business.12 Television and
radio, however, also created a problem for the regime’s totalitarian aspirations,
for citizens could access some foreign radio broadcasts — particularly the
BBC and Australian radio — and some could get Singapore and Malaysian
television. By the mid-1990s the Internet was beginning to provide another
means of bypassing regime control of information.
Signs of deepening Islamisation continued to appear throughout the
1980s and 1990s. Religious education, as we have seen, was an obligatory
part of the national educational system from the early days of the New
Order. A new education law in 1989 reinforced this and introduced a
provision — which Islamic activists, particularly from Muhammadiyah and
MUI, had demanded in the face of Christian objections — that a religion
must be taught in schools by an adherent of that faith. In principle (if not
always in practice) this guaranteed that Muslim children in Christian schools
would be taught about Islam by a Muslim.13 The government’s IAIN system
continued to be upgraded and expanded. By 1991 there were 2200 teaching
staff in the 14 IAINs and a hundred thousand students were enrolled. At
the end of the Soeharto period, according to Hefner, 18 per cent of all
10

Krishna Sen and David T. Hill, Media, culture and politics in Indonesia ( Jakarta and
Kuala Lumpur: Equinox publishing, 2007), pp. 66–7.
11 Ibid., pp. 90–1.
12 Ibid. pp. 109–17.
13 Effendy, Islam and the state, pp. 155–6.
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Indonesians in higher education were studying at IAINs.14 At lower levels
of education, after 1984 — that is to say, after the rapprochement between
the regime and NU discussed below — government subsidies to pesantrens
grew.15 Muhammadiyah also continued to be a provider of Islamically
inspired education, but (as was also true of NU’s pesantrens) these schools
were a small part of the government-dominated educational system. Across
all of Indonesia, in 1988 Muhammadiyah’s 44,430 teachers at 4,262 schools
taught just 1.6 per cent of all school-age children (a group amounting to
some 37.5 million by then).16
We have already noted in the preceding chapter the increasing
number of mosques in Central and East Java into the 1990s, just one of
many indications of profound social change. Feillard noted that by the
later 1980s government officials and Golkar apparatchiks felt that it was
no longer inconsistent with their career prospects to attend pengajian
sessions, as religion grew more fashionable across Indonesia. Even quite
zealous organisations like DDII enjoyed better relations with the regime.17
In the mid-1990s, Feillard wrote of ‘un phénomène général de renouveau
religieux’.18 By this time, Bambang Pranowo was arguing — perhaps a bit
prematurely, but surely based on shrewd observation — that ‘the santriabangan dichotomic approach is no longer relevant to an understanding of
the religious life of Javanese Muslims’.19 In fact ideas and practices associated
with the abangan life style survived — and still survive today — but by the
1990s it was already seeming likely that abangan had become a minority
among Javanese. Kebatinan appeared to be weakening further.20
14

Hefner, Civil Islam, p. 120; idem, ‘Islam, state, and civil society: ICMI and the
struggle for the Indonesian middle class’, Indonesia no. 56 (Oct. 1993), p. 10. See also
Porter, Managing politics and Islam, pp. 53, 60; Feillard, Islam et armée, p. 261.
15 Feillard, Islam et armée, p. 227.
16 Ibid., p. 253.
17 Andrée Feillard, ‘Traditionalist Islam and the state in Indonesia: The road to
legitimacy and renewal’, in Robert W. Hefner and Patricia Horvatich (eds), Islam in
an era of nation-states (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1997), pp. 146, 150.
18 Feillard, Islam et armée, p. 260.
19 Bambang Pranowo. ‘Islam and party politics in rural Java’, SI vol. 1 (1994), no. 2,
p. 18.
20 Abdurrahman Wahid’s characteristically idiosyncratic explanation for this was
that the empus were finding it hard to gather their spiritual forces because it was
very difficult to find a place where the call to prayer could not be heard, and where
they could therefore conduct their ascetic exercises (tirakat); discussion, Jakarta, 14
Nov. 1995.
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The jilbab — the headscarf that fits tightly around the face — was
an indicator of change. It was rarely worn by Javanese women in the first
decades of independence. Leading Modernist figures whom we have already
met in this study — Natsir, Sjafruddin and Roem, for example — did
not regard veiling or covering the head as necessary for Muslim women
and most of their wives did not wear a jilbab.21 The diaphanous kerudung
headscarf was sometimes seen in the 1950s and 1960s, but rarely the jilbab
and never — at least to my knowledge — the face veil. In the late 1970s,
Nancy Smith-Hefner reports, less than 3 per cent of female students on the
campus of Gadjah Mada University in Yogyakarta wore the jilbab. Veiling
was prohibited in government offices and state schools until 1991. After
these restrictions were abolished, wearing a jilbab became not only a sign of
Islamic identity and piety but also a mark of protest against the Soeharto
regime among some girls and young women. By the time Smith-Hefner
surveyed Gadjah Mada students in 1999, 2001 and 2002, over 60 per cent
of females had adopted the jilbab.22
Local-level observation confirmed the broader picture of deepening
Islamisation. In Jatinom at the time of Irwan Abdullah’s fieldwork of
1990–1, Muhammadiyah was having considerable success in deepening the
Islamisation of the town, where it had taken ‘deep root’, but less success in
the surrounding villages, where ‘the population does not consider Islam a
central issue in their lives’.23 Traditionalism remained strong in the villages.
Abangan styles also continued, but they were in decline.24 Even Mystic
Synthesis ideas about local spiritual forces were being Islamised in some
cases. A dukun informant of Kim Hyung-Jun reported that in the past the
Goddess of the Southern Ocean had had no religion, but now — in the
1990s — she had become a Muslim and was able to read Arabic.25
Kim studied a rural village in the Yogyakarta area in the 1990s. This
had once been a majority PNI and PKI village, with neither a prayer-house
nor a mosque. Early in the New Order period, Muhammadiyah activists
grew in number there. Religious education was, of course, introduced into
the school curriculum. Significant Islamisation followed. Regular pengajian

21

Luthfi Assyaukanie, Islam and the secular state (Singapore: Institute of Southeast
Asian Studies, 2009), p. 85.
22 Smith-Hefner, ‘Javanese women and the veil’, pp. 390, 397.
23 Irwan Abdullah, Muslim businessmen of Jatinom, p. 87.
24 Ibid., pp. 98, 140, 155.
25 Kim, Reformist Muslims, p. 167.
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sessions began in the mid-1980s and a mosque was built in 1988.26 In
Bambang Pranowo’s study village on the western slopes of Mount Merbabu,
new mosques were built in 1981 and 1984 to meet the ‘urgent need’ for more
places to worship. By 1987 another was planned. This deeper Islamisation
— dubbed santrinisasi (santrinisation), an increasingly common Indonesian
term — was observable not just as a political phenomenon but rather as part
of ‘a genuine religious resurgence among the villagers’.27
Imam Tholkhah’s study of a village in East Java can also give us a sense
of countryside realities in the early 1990s. He conducted interviews in 1993
in a village called Madukoro near Magetan, 90 km east of Surakarta.28 This
was a poor area, where poverty had been at its worst in the mid-1960s as
the Indonesian economy approached collapse. Instead of the terms santri
and abangan being used, the local terms were jama’ah and non-jama’ah
(congregation and non-congregation respectively), with about 50 per cent of
the population in each category, but we will continue to use the more familiar
terminology here. The story, too, is familiar and consistent with the general
pattern that has already emerged in this book. The abangan mostly lived in
the upland part of the village and were poorer than the santri, who lived
mostly in the lowland part. The leaders of the local mosques estimated that
nearly 80 per cent of the upland villagers were abangan while in the lowland
area abangan were not to be found. There was political tension between the
two groups during the pre-Soeharto period and killings took place in the area
in 1965–6. Such tensions subsided during the New Order. The destruction of
PKI and the general depoliticisation at village level meant that the abangan
side lost its institutional support and the santri side could grow. After the
government’s push for ideological hegemony and reconciliation with NU in
the early 1980s — discussed below — the regime was more relaxed about
cooperation at grass-roots level with Islamic organisations. The general
Islamic revival visible across the country thus proceeded also in Madukoro,
leading to deeper Islamisation.
Cultural differences remained between abangan and santri in Imam
Tholkhah’s study village. The former enjoyed performances of gamelan,
wayang, kethoprak, ludruk, reyog and so on. They gambled for small amounts

26

Ibid.
Bambang Pranowo. ‘Islam and party politics in rural Java’, pp. 15–6.
28 The following account rests entirely on Imam Tholkhah, Anatomi konflik politik
di Indonesia, esp. pp. 1, 10, 26–9, 45–6, 53, 70–3, 76, 79–81, 91–2, 94–6, 115–6,
143–8, 160.
27
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and drank alcohol. The lowland santri, by contrast, preferred what they called
‘Islamic arts’: rebana and terbangan (playing tambourines), kasidah and samrah
(Arabic devotional poetry) and suchlike. Marriages across the santri-abangan
divide were rare. One of Imam Tholkhah’s informants from the abangan side
told him,
My religion is Islam and I believe that God exists. When I married, I
recited the Shahada (confession of faith). But I am a Muslim who cannot
read the holy Qur’an and I can’t carry out the prayers. According to me,
what is most important for everyone is to do good, be honest and not
to harm to others.29

The most important tensions in the early 1990s were, it seems, no
longer between santri and abangan, but rather within the santri community
between those whom Imam Tholkah calls the ‘fanatics’ and the ‘moderates’.
The former tended to be people in private employment and without political
power, often zealous supporters of the PPP, while the latter were in the
government sector and of course affiliated to Golkar — reflecting again
that regime hegemony over ‘acceptable’ forms of religion.30 Kyais competed
with each other for influence and resisted the influence of Modernists, but
generally Traditionalist Islam remained dominant. In this village of some
4,600 people (850 families), there were two mosques and fifteen prayerhouses in the upland part of the village and three mosques and ten prayerhouses in the lowland area. The Naqshabandiyya tarekat was found there, but
was mainly followed by older women.
Schooling reflected, and maintained, the difference between upland
abangan and lowland santri. The upland children went to government schools
(where, of course, they were also taught about Islam). The lowland children
mostly went to two schools run by private Islamic institutions. One was
established in the 1960s by an organisation promoting Traditionalist-type
education called Pesantren Sabilil Muttaqin, and the other by NU in the
1970s. The slametan — the object of so much animus from the Modernists
— provided something of a bridge between Traditionalist santri and abangan.
It was observed by both on such occasions as the first, third, seventh, fortieth,
hundredth and thousandth day after a death. The difference between them
was that a santri slametan was led by a kyai who prayed in Arabic while an
abangan slametan was led by the village modin (the head of the local mosque)
29

Ibid., p. 70.
Ibid., p. 28. See also Mudjahirin Thohir, Orang Islam Jawa pesisiran, p. 229, 231,
on PPP hostility to the government in Jepara.
30
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or by a village elder and the prayers were in Javanese, but still reflected
Islamic values.
In general, there had been a progressively deeper Islamisation of
Madukoro society. In the wake of the murderous crisis of 1965–6 abangan
villagers flocked to the mosques and were welcomed by the santri. The central
sacred site of the abangan, the village pundhen31 where their annual village
slametan had taken place, was demolished by the santri so that site was gone,
and with it the annual ritual. Political differences at village level of course
changed in the wake of the 1973 amalgamation of political parties and the
depoliticised ‘floating mass’ policy. Now it was no longer politicised santri
vs abangan but rather PPP (i.e., NU) supporters opposing the government’s
vehicle Golkar. When core leaders of Pesantren Sabilil Muttaqin decided to
lend their support to Golkar, the santri side of Madukoro became split. Some
of the pesantren’s anti-Golkar leaders were imprisoned on a charge of being
involved in Komando Jihad in the 1970s. In the elections of 1971–92, Golkar
consistently won a majority of votes in the village, with PPP never gaining
more than 40 per cent and PDI never more than 7 per cent. By the time of
the 1982 general election, all of the village kyais had thrown their support to
Golkar in recognition of political realities and the benefits to be gained.
One version of events credited spiritual powers for Golkar’s dominance
of Madukoro. The village head claimed in an interview in 1993 to have used
supernatural formulae (mantras):
The day before the election [of 1987], I and the village officials visited
every polling station to bewitch the place. We circled each vote-box
three times and spread salt around the place and prayed for the victory of
Golkar. … I think that many people, above all the older generation, still
believe in supernatural forces. By doing this, we were able to explain that
the victory of Golkar was assisted by hidden powers. If anyone protested
about the outcome of the vote-counting, we were able to explain that
many people in fact punctured the Golkar symbol, although what they
saw with their own eyes was that they were puncturing the symbol for
PPP or PDI.32

Other case studies also show a picture of Islamisation at village level as
a process that was consistent with the regime’s continuing dominance — a
synergy of interests whose roots we have already seen in the previous chapter.
31

Imam Tholkhah, Anatomi konflik politik di Indonesia, p. 145, does not say what
form this took.
32 Ibid., pp. 164–5.
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It was not the case that abangan had disappeared, but they were almost surely
declining as a proportion of the population and had virtually no political
significance, since the only meaningful political choice they might make was
to support Golkar, a choice also made by many santri.
Endang Turmudi’s research on the Jombang area presents such a
picture.33 This was based on field work in 1992–3. As we have already noted
above, Jombang is an area noted for its famous pesantrens and is at the very
centre of the NU network of relationships. The relative political solidarity
of Jombang’s kyais was disrupted when Ky. Musta’in Romly, the leader
(murshid) of the Qadiriyya wa Naqshabandiyya at the Darul Ulum pesantren,
announced his support for Golkar as the 1977 elections approached, thereby
losing many of his followers. Mutual bitter accusations that those on the
other side of the political divide were kafirs followed. In fact, Golkar won
all the elections in Jombang during the New Order period. After the NUregime reconciliation of 1984 to be discussed below, many more local kyais
transferred their support to Golkar, on the grounds that this was the best
way to pursue the interests of the ummah, leaving others embittered at their
defection from PPP. The political divisions among kyais, however, had two
local consequences. On the one hand, cynicism about kyais necessarily grew,
and their overall political influence began to decline within the community.
This was true even of tarekat members, who continued to recognise the
authority of their murshid in mystical matters but no longer followed his
political allegiance. Secondly, these political differences were reflected more
broadly in the santri community, so that PPP supporters were sometimes
uncomfortable attending pengajian led by Golkar supporters. By the early
1990s, Turmudi could describe the relations between the kyais of Jombang
and the New Order regime as ‘harmonious’ and politics as ‘secularised’.34
He goes on to say that, since politics was ‘no longer intertwined with Islam’,
there was no longer a ‘moral obligation for a Muslim to affiliate with a
certain political party’.35 In fact, Islam and the dominant political force
— the regime itself — were by that time quite thoroughly intertwined,
and it was for that reason that many Muslim leaders saw no difficulty in
supporting Golkar.
33

The following account rests on Endang Turmudi, Struggling for the umma: Changing
leadership roles of kiai in Jombang, East Java (Canberra: ANU E Press, 2006), esp. pp.
90–6, 121, 128–30, 132 et seqq., 139–41, 153, 157, 159, 161, 170–1, 179–80, 185,
188, 198–9. This was originally a PhD thesis of 1996.
34 Ibid., pp. 152, 170.
35 Ibid., p. 152.
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As these developments were going on among Jombang’s santri, a
process of deepening Islamisation was underway among its abangan. The
gentle type of dakwah for which NU was known had considerable success.
Added to this were the influences of religious education in public schools, of
the local Islamic schools and of students returning to the area after studying
at Islamic higher education institutions. The result was ‘a decrease of abangan
practice in general’.36 Abangan beliefs and practices were increasingly found
only among the older generation. Islamic Modernism was represented in
Jombang by Muhammadiyah, but although it remained ‘essentially antitradition’37 Muhammadiyah was more moderate in its attitude to local
traditions than in some other places, or indeed in principle. We also noted
this with regard to Muhammadiyah in Kota Gede in the previous chapter.38
While there was some tension and discord between Modernists and
Traditionalists in Jombang, this decreased significantly by the early 1990s.
All of this promoted the further Islamisation of Jombang society.
A.G. Muhaimin did fieldwork in 1991–3 in Cirebon, a city where the
grave of one of Java’s walis, Sunan Gunungjati, is found, which has given
Cirebon ‘great spiritual status and made it a place of pious visitation and
special veneration’.39 Muhaimin’s is a fine study of popular Islam there, of
the intersection of Islam and local spirits, traditions and interpretations,
and a detailed account of actual practice. He demonstrates the perseverance
into the 1990s of older practices in Traditionalist circles that still resisted
Modernist reforms. Muhaimin provides, for example, a detailed account of
the Ruwahan observances in the middle of the month Saban, which we have
already encountered in the 1930s in Chapter 2 above. As in the past, so at
the time of Muhaimin’s research, pious Muslims believed that on the 15th
of the month, the heavenly tree of life would be shaken so that some of its
leaves would fall; the names written on those leaves foretold who would die
during the coming year.40 Various traditional ritual practices follow from that
idea. Muhaimin shows the continuing importance of pilgrimages (ziarah) to
sacred sites, of the Buntet pesantren and its various kyais, and of the Tijaniyya
and Shattariyya Sufi orders.
36

Ibid., p. 199.
Ibid., p. 179.
38 There citing Nakamura, Crescent arises over the banyan tree, pp. 182–3.
39 A.G. Muhaimin, The Islamic traditions of Cirebon: Ibadat and adat among Javanese Muslims (Canberra: ANU E Press, 2006). This was originally a PhD thesis of
1995.
40 Ibid., pp. 133–4.
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In the generally pious Traditionalist atmosphere for which Cirebon was
(and is) well-known, many beliefs were preserved that also made sense to
abangan. For instance, beside the God of the Qur’an and the other spiritual
beings of Islamic tradition, ‘some Cirebonese do recognise a variety of other
deities: dewa (deva, male) and dewi (devi, female), Betara (Bhatara, male) and
Betari (Bhatari, female), and also Sang Hyang’, all of these being pre-Islamic,
Sanskrit- and/or Old Javanese-derived terms. Interpretations differ, however,
as to what sort of beings these are.41 Thus, Muhaimin could observe things
reminiscent of the Mystic Synthesis of earlier times. But times were in fact
different and here, too, New Order politics led to political splits, when some
kyais supported Golkar in the 1992 election and some PPP.42 Muhaimin
did not study the issue of the ongoing deepening of Islam’s influence among
the abangan, but we can see in his study the sort of bridges of thought and
practice that existed in Traditionalist circles and facilitated the ongoing
Islamisation of Javanese society.
Andrew Beatty’s fieldwork in the 1990s in Banyuwangi, at the eastern
tip of Java, also encountered the variety (a term he uses in the title of his
book) of local Islams in Java.43 His main fieldwork site was a village on the
slopes of Mount Ijen which he calls ‘Bayu’, populated largely by ‘Osing’
people — a group who regard themselves as the original inhabitants of the
region and who speak their own dialect of Javanese. The dominant form of
Islam in ‘Bayu’ was Traditionalist; there was little presence of Modernist
Islam. For local villagers, the slametan remained a ritual of central importance,
but interpretations of it differed, from the less Islamic to the more orthodox.
Here the local terms used for abangan and santri expressed a sense of ethnic
as well as religious identity: wong Jawa versus wong Islam, that is, Javanese
versus Muslims, although these terms were not used rigidly.44 These two
41

Ibid., p. 32.
Ibid., pp. 239–40.
43 Beatty’s fieldwork was done in 1991–3 and 1996–7. The following account derives
from his Varieties of Javanese religion, pp. 20–1, 27, 43, 52–9, 126–7, 130–4.
44 This usage may have quite old roots in this region. A similar distinction between
gama Jawa ( Javanese religion) and the Islamic faith, between being Javanese or being
Muslim, was drawn in a Javanese-language Islamic text from the early stages of
Islamisation, published in G.W.J. Drewes (ed. and transl.), An early Javanese code of
Muslim ethics (Bibliotheca Indonesica 18; The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1978); see esp.
pp. 34–6. This is a problematic text, discussed on pp. 23–4 of my book Mystic synthesis
in Java. While the provenance of this work cannot be confidently established, I think
it possible — perhaps even likely — that it came from the Banyuwangi area.
42
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groups lived in the same areas and had contrived means to tolerate each
others’ presence and practices. ‘In the interest of social harmony and inner
calm one adjusts one’s own behavior to others’, observed Beatty in the
1990s. ‘Santri relativise supernaturalism as adat, custom, and thereby avoid
confronting it as a challenge to formal religion; mystics relativise normative
piety as a first step in knowledge, and they treat supernaturalism as a
symbolic language referring to inner realities. Diversity is embraced as a fact
of social life.’45 Nevertheless, local mystics were prone to ‘contrast their own
open-minded speculation with what they see as the narrow dogmatism of
the santri … The quiet, bewildered majority, caught between the two sides,
is apt to defer to either as the occasion demands.’46
Thus, a relatively tolerant co-existence prevailed in ‘Bayu’. The local
cult of the wong Jawa in ‘Bayu’ was focused on the spirit Buyut Cili, who
was believed to be a were-tiger. Even the wife of the pangulu, the chief
religious official of the mosque, took part in observances at Buyut Cili’s
remotely located shrine. Such conduct was not the rule in some surrounding
villages. In one nearby village the local spirit shrine was in the centre of the
village and had been vandalised by pious villagers. In another, the leading
NU figure since the time of the Revolution had pressed for thoroughgoing
reform of local religious practices. Beatty met his son, who still insisted that
old traditions that were inconsistent with Islam must be ‘wiped out’, leading
by Beatty’s time to ‘fierce dogmatism’ and ‘intensive indoctrination’ in the
village.47 Thus, in this remote southeastern corner of Java, the process of
Islamisation varied significantly from village to village, a salutary warning
to us not to assume too much on the basis of the local case studies available
to us. Nevertheless, the general direction of social and religious change was
clearly in the direction of deeper Islamisation.
The process of deepening Islamic influence was also seen in the arts.
We have noted the vicissitudes of older Javanese arts in previous pages and
will return to this topic below. A new musical form must now attract our
attention, one that came effectively from nowhere c. 1965 to become within
a decade the best-known, most popular music of Java and Indonesia more
broadly, called dangdut. The name is onomatopoetic, reflecting the sound of
the driving drum beat that defines the form. This was truly popular music, for

45

Beatty, Varieties of Javanese religion, p. 157.
Ibid., p. 43.
47 Ibid., pp. 131–4.
46
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the creation of which the male singer and film star Rhoma Irama is usually
credited. Sen and Hill describe his contribution in this way:
He transformed the older-style orkes Melayu (Malay orchestra) and
combined it with the rhythmic style of Indian film songs, popular with
urban working-class audiences, into up-tempo dangdut, acceptable across
society and patronized by Cabinet ministers.48

Dangdut or similarly popular music might be thought to be an improbable vehicle for Islamisation, but Rhoma Irama sought to make it such,
particularly from the later 1970s onwards.49 One of his songs which — one
might think, rather surprisingly — became a popular dance tune, recites the
Shahada and says,
Say that God is One,
God, the object of our prayers and supplications;
Say that God is One,
God, who has no children and is the child of none.50

Another of his songs is about going on the hajj to Mecca. Interspersed
among stanzas in Arabic, he sang passages such as the following:
We are coming, we are coming
To fulfill your call, O Allah.
We are coming, we are coming
To seek your blessing, O Allah.
Go on the hajj, forgiven your sins
And forge faith and piety.
Struggle in the path of God;
Hajis are the fortress of religion.
We are coming, we are coming
To fulfill your call, O Allah.
We are coming, we are coming
To seek your blessing, O Allah.
Haji haji, haji, come let us carry out the religious duty of
pilgrimage (x 12)
Many kinds of peoples of this earth
48

Sen and Hill, Media, culture and politics, p. 174.
For an early account of Rhoma Irama and the origins of dangdut, see William H.
Frederick, ‘Rhoma Irama and the dangdut style: Aspects of contemporary Indonesian
popular culture’, Indonesia no. 34 (Oct. 1982), pp. 103–30.
50 Ibid., pp. 116–7.
49
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Are as one, mixed together in front of the ka‘ba.
Many sorts of languages reverberate,
Beseeching forgiveness as they pray.51

In Rhoma Irama’s lyrics we may note the first major example of a phenomenon that has been important in the Islamisation process in Indonesia
— making Islamic piety trendy. This would have seemed strange at the time
to most young people in Europe. While Rhoma Irama was urging his fans
to fulfill their ‘religious duty of pilgrimage’, John Lennon was telling his to
imagine that there was no heaven or hell, no countries, ‘nothing to kill or
die for and no religion, too’.52 It would have seemed much less remarkable
to many in the United States, however, where Campus Crusade and other
evangelical Christian movements were beginning to make a major impact
among the young, and where Americans had been singing along to the hit
song It is no secret what God can do since the 1950s — recorded by, among
many others, Elvis Presley, Pat Boone, Mahalia Jackson and Tammy Wynette.
As Micklethwait and Wooldridge point out, in 1970s America, ‘Evangelicals
produced their own blockbusters, their own pop songs, their own cultural
forms, their own version of Bible-infused modernity’.53 Indonesia’s pattern
was not so different.
It became — and has remained — normal for dangdut performances
to accompany political campaigns and other major public occasions. Rhoma
Irama used his music to support PPP in its opposition to Golkar and the
regime, but he could not contain dangdut’s popularity in this way. It was (and
is) often sung in utterly irreligious fashion by young females in provocatively
short skirts with gyrations that any ustadz or kyai would find difficult to
approve — which is not to claim, of course, that none managed to enjoy
such performances.
From the 1970s and 1980s there also emerged another form of
trendy devotional music called kasidah pop or kasidah modern, using modern
instruments such as acoustic guitar and flute. The first group to become
famous for this was a quartet of pious Muslims calling themselves Bimbo,
whose first hit was Tuhan (God), written in 1973. The prominent littérateur
Taufiq Ismail composed many of their lyrics. Not only their lyrics but also
51

My translation from the lyrics of Rhoma Irama’s song Haji, taken from http://lirik.
kapanlagi.com/artis/rhoma_irama/haji.
52 John Lennon’s Imagine was released in 1971.
53 John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge, God is back: How the global revival of
faith is changing the world (London, etc.: Penguin Books, 2010), p. 101.
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their performance style mixed music and devotionalism. Sometimes the
group was so carried away by religious fervor that they turned their backs
on the audience and abandoned their singing in mid-song.54 Other groups
joined the kasidah pop trend over the coming years.
Regime demands for ideological conformity
From the late 1970s and with increasing insistence to the end of his reign,
Soeharto pursued the totalitarian goal of imposing ideological conformity
across the nation, hoping to make all of its citizens alike in their understanding of the nation and its ideological underpinnings. There was, however,
no question of designating Islam as the foundation of the state — as his
contemporary Mahathir Mohamad sought to do in Malaysia — for that
would immediately threaten the multi-religious nation. We have noted above
that in the last two decades of his rule, Soeharto took a greater interest in
Islam, but this did not mean the abandonment of his interest in more nativist
Javanese ideas of occult powers. It is therefore not surprising — given what
we know of Soeharto’s own beliefs and given both the multi-religious reality
of Indonesia and the traditions of its military — that Soeharto sought to
make Pancasila the only acceptable ideology in matters of state and, indeed,
in everything else as well. For many Muslim leaders this looked like a direct
challenge to Islam, an attempt to create a new national religion called
Pancasila, an idea that was of course utter anathema to them. Continuing
doubts about the strength of Soeharto’s Islamic identity supported such
suspicions. So did the Soeharto fashion for choosing Javanese or Sanskrit/
Old Javanese terminology wherever possible instead of Arabic. The six
Soeharto children all had grandiloquent names in this style: the daughters
Siti Hardiyanti Rukmana (better known as Tutut, b. 1949), Siti Hediyati
Hariyadi (a.k.a. Titiek, b. 1959) and Siti Endang Adiningsih (a.k.a. Mamiek,
b. 1964) and the sons Sigit Haryoyudanto (b. 1951), Bambang Trihatmojo (b.
1953) and Hutomo Mandala Putra (known as Tommy, b. 1962). And as we
will see, when the regime began to insist on mass indoctrination in Pancasila,
it also inclined to the use of pre-Islamic terminology.

54

On Bimbo and other expressions of middle-class piety, see Moeflich Hasbullah,
‘Cultural presentation of the Muslim middle class in contemporary Indonesia’, SI
vol. 7 (2000), no. 2, pp. 1–58. Being carried away by one’s religious emotions during a
performance is not unique to this group, of course; Mahalia Jackson was an American
example of the same.
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Pancasila was originally adopted as the philosophical foundation of
Indonesia in the negotiations that created the Constitution of 1945, during
the last weeks of the Japanese occupation. Sukarno conceived these five
principles as the foundation of a religiously neutral form of nationalism. They
were sufficiently vague in nature that the contending leaders of the aboutto-be nation of Indonesia could agree on them. The date of his Pancasila
speech — 1 June 1945 — was remembered during the Sukarno years with
an annual observance on 1 June of Hari Lahir Pancasila — Pancasila birth
day. This observance carried on for a few years under Soeharto, but it was
clearly desirable to diminish its Sukarnoist implications. So in 1970 it was
replaced with a new date and designation. Now, on 1 October of each year
— the anniversary of Soeharto’s victory in Jakarta over the coup attempt
of 1965 — Hari Kesaktian Pancasila was observed.55 The new terminology
was significant, for kesaktian comes from sakti, an Indonesian version of
a Sanskrit-derived Javanese term for supernatural power (sekti and hence
kesekten), a term used widely in Javanese culture and without Islamic
connotations. So this was the ‘Pancasila supernatural-empowerment day’. It
is unsurprising that Islamic political leaders were offended.
In 1978 Soeharto ramped up the regime’s ideological drive through
a formal decision of the Parliament (MPR) that mandated indoctrination
across the nation through a programme known as P4, standing for Pedoman
Penghayatan dan Pengamalan Pancasila (Guidelines for the Instilling
and Implementation of Pancasila).56 This decision decreed, inter alia, the
following:
These Guidelines for the Instilling and Implementation of Pancasila
represent a manual and something to hold on to in life,57 in social life

55

Faisal Ismail, Ideologi, hegemoni dan otoritas agama: Wacana ketegangan kreatif Islam
dan Pancasila (Yogyakarta: TiaraWacana, 1999), p. 134. Hari Kesaktian Pancasila has
continued to be observed in Indonesia since the fall of Soeharto; see the report of
Cabinet discussion of this in TempoI, 23 Sept. 2005.
56 Unless otherwise indicated, the discussion of P4 here rests on the official publication Pedoman pelaksanaan P-4 bagi umat Islam ( Jakarta: Proyek Bimbingan
Pelaksanaan Pedoman Penghayatan dan Pengamalan Pancasila bagi Umat Beragama,
Departemen Agama RI, 1982–3). See also Michael Morfit, ‘Pancasila: The Indonesian
state ideology according to the New Order government’, Asian Survey vol. 21, no. 8
(Aug. 1981), pp. 838–51.
57 Pegangan hidup. This term, too, could be ambiguous, for a magical amulet could
also be called a pegangan.
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and national life, for every citizen of Indonesia, every state manager,
every state institution and every social institution, both in the centre and
in the regions, [to be] carried out completely and entirely.58

These Guidelines sought to neutralise accusations that P4 was meant to
displace Islam or any other faith. Separate versions were published for each of
the recognised religions. The version for Muslims had an introduction from
the Minister of Religion, Alamsyah Ratu Prawiranegara — the only general
to serve in this position59 — which was uncompromising in asserting both
the centrality of Pancasila and its consistency with existing religion:
Pancasila as the state ideology must be understood and instilled by the
society. This is because in truth understanding of the state ideology
represents one of the measures for promoting consciousness of being
part of the state and the people. … Through the approach of religion,
Pancasila can be instilled and implemented by the people. In reality,
religious people carrying out the teachings of their religion as well as
possible, means that they already carry out the meaning of the whole of
Pancasila themselves.60

Despite emphasising that P4 did not intend to meld Pancasila and
religion, the Guidelines repeatedly offered up signals that irritated and
offended Islamic leaders. Soeharto said that P4 could also be interpreted
as Ekaprasetia Pancakarsa 61 — again, Sanskrit/Old Javanese-derived terms
meaning something like ‘A single oath to support the five aspirations’. Why
not an Arabic phrase, Islamic leaders probably asked themselves, while
knowing the answer? The Guidelines themselves contained quotations from
the Qur’an and collections of Hadith intended to show that Pancasila was
consistent with Islamic teachings — an effort that was, predictably, rather
weak on sila number three, the unity of Indonesia. But counter-signals

58

Pedoman pelaksanaan P-4 bagi umat Islam, p. 14.
Alamsyah was minister from 1978 to 1983. He lacked a background in formal
Islamic educational institutions but was regarded as a practising Muslim. For a
biography, see Azyumardi Azra and Saiful Umam, Menteri-menteri Agama RI, pp.
321–65.
60 Pedoman pelaksanaan P-4 bagi umat Islam, p. 3.
61 Soeharto first said this in a speech of April 1976, according to Zakiah Daradjat
et al., Pedoman pelaksanaan pendidikan P. 4 bagi lembaga pendidikan Islam tingat
perguruan tinggi (pegangan dosen) ([ Jakarta:] Departemen Agama R.I., Proyek
Bimbingan Pelaksanaan Pedoman Penghayatan dan Pengamalan Pancasila bagi Umat
Beragama, 1980–1), p. 11.
59
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said, for example, that it was necessary to support ‘the continuance of the
supernatural power (keampuhan dan kesaktian) of Pancasila’. The Qur’an
certainly offered no support for the idea that something like Pancasila might
have supernatural powers. The P4 Guidelines also exemplified the breathtaking hypocrisy of the increasingly corrupt regime in its emphasis on
equality and social justice as Pancasila values. ‘Indonesians feel that we must
be able to restrain ourselves and our self-interest so that we can carry out our
responsibilities as citizens and members of society,’ it proclaimed.62
In the end, the Guidelines were, of course, about obedience to the
government. The Guidelines for Muslims expressed this with reference to
the Qur’an:
Islam teaches us to be obedient to Allah, his Messenger and the ulilamri. Ulil-amri means the legitimate government, so long as that
government does not force us to be immoral. Because of this, the
obedience of the Islamic community in Indonesia towards the legitimate
government of Indonesia is regarded as a religious obligation.63

All of this invited both the contempt and ridicule of intellectuals and the
anger — sometimes muted, but often not — of Islamic leaders.
As these Guidelines were being implemented and the populace indoctrinated in all educational and other institutions across the nation, Soeharto
took a further step by saying in 1982 that all Indonesian organisations should
have only a single ideological foundation which must, of course, be Pancasila.
This was known as the asas tunggal (sole foundation) and was immediately
seen by many Islamic leaders as a threat to their faith and their institutions.
No one saw anything encouraging in the fact that — unusually for the
New Order at this time — an Arabic word (asas) had at last been used in
a technical term. PPP staged a parliamentary walk-out. Leaders we have
already encountered in this book including Natsir, Sjafruddin Prawiranegara,
62

Pedoman pelaksanaan P-4 bagi umat Islam, p. 21. More examples of such hypocrisy
are to be found in Zakiah Daradjat et al., Pedoman pelaksanaan pendidikan P. 4 bagi
lembaga pendidikan Islam; e.g., p. 41: ‘The state is run not on the basis of just power,
but above all on the basis of law, where implementation and changes of government are carried out on the basis of a constitutional system and not on the basis of
absolute power.’
63 Pedoman pelaksanaan P-4 bagi umat Islam, p. 48. The reference here is to Qur’an
4:59: ‘You who believe, obey God and the Messenger, and those in authority among
you’, the last being the uli l-amri; translation as in Qur’an: A new translation by Abdel
Haleem, p. 56.
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Fakhruddin, and others took exception to the government’s demands.64 The
Modernist academic Deliar Noer (1926–2008) — a Minangkabau with
a Cornell PhD — wrote several pieces in the newspaper Kompas and the
magazine Panji Masyarakat over 1982–3 criticising P4 and the asas tunggal.65
Hamka had died in 1981; otherwise we may be sure that he would have
excoriated the regime. Such objections had no effect and Soeharto’s demand
for the asas tunggal was formally passed into law in June 1985.66
The two great national, but Java-based, Islamic organisations — NU
and Muhammadiyah — had to face the issue of accepting or not accepting
Pancasila as their sole foundation. For the former this was complicated by its
being, as well as a socio-religious group, also a political organisation that had
been absorbed (uncomfortably) within PPP a decade earlier. Grumpily giving
into force majeure, PPP accepted Pancasila as its sole foundation in 1984.
Muhammadiyah did so in stages which culminated in a formal decision at
its national meeting in Surakarta in December 1985. It declared that it was
based upon Pancasila but was also a socio-religious organisation that pursued
amar ma‘ruf nahi mungkar (commanding the right and forbidding the wrong),
consistent with the teachings of Islam as found in the Qur’an and Hadith.67
It thus preserved its Islamic identity while acceding to the demand for
Pancasila to be its foundation — but perhaps not such a ‘sole’ one.
Reconciliation between NU and the New Order regime
NU’s acceptance of Pancasila as its sole foundation went along with major
changes in its leadership and strategy, associated in particular with the rising
influence of Ky. H. Abdurrahman Wahid (1940–2009), who was eventually,
but rather briefly, to become Indonesia’s fourth president (1999–2001). We
have already referred to him several times in the previous chapter. He was the
son of Ky. H. Wahid Hasyim, whom we have met before, and grandson of Ky.
64

Ismail, Ideologi, hegemoni dan otoritas agama, pp. 160 et seqq. Ismail’s account
— originally a McGill doctoral thesis of 1995 — is generally sympathetic to the
New Order government, as is suggested by its subtitle Wacana ketegangan kreatif
Islam dan Pancasila (the discourse of creative tension between Islam and Pancasila);
in the original English version the subtitle was ‘A study of the process of Muslim
acceptance of the Pancasila’.
65 The articles are reprinted in Deliar Noer, Islam, Pancasila dan asas tunggal ( Jakarta:
Yayasan Perkhidmatan, 1983).
66 Ismail, Ideologi, hegemoni dan otoritas agama, p. 207.
67 Ibid., pp. 239–50.
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H. Hasyim Asy‘ari, one of the founding fathers of NU. He was, thus, a true
NU ‘blue blood’ — a term indeed used within NU circles. He was educated
at famous pesantrens as well as in state schools in Yogyakarta and Jakarta. He
went to Al-Azhar University in Cairo in 1963 but was dissatisfied with what
he found there, so he moved to the University of Baghdad. He was thus out
of Indonesia during the terrible, bloody years from 1963 to 1966. During his
time in the Middle East, he attended some classes but mostly read across an
extraordinarily wide range of interests, including not only works of Islamic
inspiration, but also Marxism, socialism, and various philosophical traditions
of the West. He returned to Indonesia in 1970 to find the New Order
installed and NU effectively being treated as an opposition force.
Abdurrahman Wahid — commonly called Gus Dur68 — was a charismatic figure with an unusual breadth of knowledge, steeped in Javanese
and Traditionalist ideas and knowledgeable in contemporary Western and
Islamic intellectual trends, a man of profound humanity and commitment to
concepts that underpin Islamic Liberalism. Indeed, in coming years he would
become one of the most public and staunchest fighters for Liberalism. For
him, Islam’s encounter with Indonesia required the Indonesianisation — he
called it pribumisasi, indigenisation — of Islam no less than the Islamisation
of Indonesia. Among his gifts was the ability to make a joke of anything, a
gift that would provide strengths in the years of public and private challenges
that he would face. It is important to emphasise that this extraordinary figure
— whose personal charisma and idiosyncrasies were readily explicable within
the NU tradition of idiosyncratic kyais — firmly believed in the world of
hidden powers. He knew many of the traditions about Java’s past of both
the pre-Islamic and Islamic periods and believed himself to be in touch with
ancient spirits and supernatural powers. His versions of various traditions
were not always quite what one might find in other Javanese sources and,
indeed, could vary from occasion to occasion, but he was confident of their
reality and their continuing influence and importance in his own time.
To many of his devoted followers from the Traditionalist community, he
was a wali — a saint, a friend of God — to whom, it need hardly be said,
ordinary obligations and standards of conduct, in the eyes of devotees, do
not apply.69
68

Gus is a Javanese term of respect for a scion from an elite family, while ‘Dur’ is
derived from Abdurrahman.
69 A brief biography of Abdurrahman Wahid is to be found in Feillard, Islam et armée,
pp. 337–8. A fuller account, done with Abdurrahman’s approval and collaboration but
which underestimates his interest in occult powers is to be found in Greg Barton, Gus
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By the early 1980s, many of NU’s kyais were becoming dissatisfied
with the oppositional position they found themselves in with regard to the
New Order regime, were critical of NU’s political leadership in Jakarta led
by Idham Chalid, felt that Traditionalists were discriminated against within
the PPP superstructure they were supposed to be part of, and wished to
reclaim their authority as kyais over NU. Many wished to return to the
original socio-religious purposes of the organisation, a move that came to
be known as returning to the khittah 1926 (the line of action or charter of
1926). The senior kyai Ahmad Siddiq (1926–91), who had been prominent
in the anti-Communist actions of the 1960s, was a strong proponent of
returning to the khittah 1926, arguing in the tradition of irenic ulama that
confrontation with the governing authority was unwise, against the interests
of the ummah, and obstructed the principal religious and social purposes of
NU.70 His views accorded with those of younger reformers who gathered
around Abdurrahman Wahid. In 1983 a meeting of kyais proposed to end
NU’s political role, withdraw from PPP, accept Pancasila as sole foundation
and return to the khittah 1926. This met stiff resistance from those kyais
— notably several from Madura — who were loyal to PPP and from the
NU political elite in Jakarta.
These issues were resolved at NU’s 1984 general conference. There,
Ahmad Siddiq was elected to the top leadership position (rois aam) in NU’s
advisory board (Syuriyah), the senior body within NU, a post which he held
until his death in 1991. Abdurrahman Wahid was elected head of NU’s
executive board (Tanfidziyah). NU withdrew from PPP, abandoned its formal
political role, declared Pancasila to be its foundation, but also asserted that it
was an Islamic religious organisation that followed the Traditionalist Sunni
schools of law, consistent with its return to the khittah 1926.71
NU’s withdrawal from political party activities diminished the regime’s
suspicions of NU as a political opposition force and a competitor for control
of the society at grass-roots level. Conflicts continued within NU ranks,
Dur: The authorised biography of Abdurrahman Wahid ( Jakarta and Singapore: Equinox
Publishing, 2002). I knew Abdurrahman Wahid from 1977 until his death in 2009,
discussed pre-colonial history and Javanese supernatural ideas with him on multiple
occasions, and have no doubt that he believed such powers to be real.
70 A brief biography may be found in Feillard, Islam et armée, pp. 329–31 (but with
a mistake for the year of his death, which is printed there as 1992).
71 A detailed account of these events is in ibid., pp. 158–91. See also Robin Bush,
Nahdlatul Ulama and the struggle for power within Islam and politics in Indonesia
(Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2009), pp. 73–5.
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where there were still pro-PPP activists, but the organisation as a whole
was no longer in a confrontationist position with regard to the regime.
Even before this time there had been some signs of a possible NU-regime
reconciliation. Ansor and its uniformed militia wing Banser — NU’s youth
and paramilitary groups — had suffered regime discrimination along with
the rest of the organisation. Their role in the wiping out of PKI would have
persuaded the regime that this might be the most potentially dangerous part
of the entire NU network. For a decade after 1969 Ansor was unable to hold
a national congress and Banser members were not allowed to wear uniforms.
In 1979, however, Ansor’s leader Chalid Mawardi — an ally of the Idham
Chalid faction of NU politicos — broke ranks with the senior kyais of NU
and announced that Ansor recognised Soeharto as Bapak Pembangunan (the
father of development) and supported his reelection as president in 1983.
Chalid Mawardi was severely criticised by the senior kyais for this, but Ansor
thereafter found itself more favourably treated by the regime, which even
facilitated military exercises.72
With the whole of NU no longer seen as a political force opposing
the regime and Golkar, grass-roots competition in Islamisation turned
to widespread collaboration with, as Robin Bush has noted, ‘high-level
Muslims in the bureaucracy and army who had previously denied their NU
origins openly beginning to support NU’.73 Government funding for NU
pesantrens grew, after a period when Modernist versions of Islam had been
more likely to be promoted through government support. In 1990 pesantrens
in East Java received some four times the amount of state subsidies received
before 1984.74
Young activists, who helped to inspire, and were in turn further inspired
by, this re-envisioning of NU as primarily a socio-religious organisation,
began setting up organisations which collectively promoted a more open,
tolerant and indeed modern version of Islam. It was now ironically true that
Traditionalist Islam was the source of more modern rethinking of Islam’s
message than was Modernist Islam. The most important of these new
organisations were probably the following:75
72

Feillard, Islam et armée, p. 165; Hairus Salim, Kelompok paramiliter NU, pp. 16–7,
72–3.
73 Bush, Nahdlatul Ulama and the struggle for power, p. 81.
74 Feillard, Islam et armée, pp. 227–30; also in idem, ‘Traditionalist Islam and the
state’, pp. 141–3.
75 A fuller account of such organisations is in Ahmad Ali Riyadi, Dekonstruksi tradisi:
Kaum muda NU merobek tradisi ( Jogjakarta: Ar-Ruzz, 2007), pp. 61–81.
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P3M (Perhimpunan Pengembangan Pesantren dan Masyarakat,
Association for Pesantren and Community Development), established in 1983 with a role in assisting pesantrens to rethink and
modernise their teaching
Lakpesdam (Lajnah Kajian dan Pengembangan Sumberdaya
Manusia, Committee for the Study and Development of Human
Resources), a think tank established in 1985 with a ‘mandate to
carry out programs of research, education, training and publication
and as an NU documentation centre in the context of NU’s service
and the process of forming a society that is prosperous, just and
democratic’76
LKiS (Lembaga Kajian Islam dan Sosial, Institute for the Study of
Islam and Society) — established in 1992 with a mission to ‘bring
into being a transformative form of Islam on the side of justice
and plurality with an Indonesian foundation’.77 LKiS became in
due course a major publisher of liberal interpretations of Islam, the
works of Western thinkers and more general works.

Women now became more prominent in NU’s activities and in
grass-roots dakwah. The organisations mentioned above, and particularly
P3M under its leader Ky. H. Masdar F. Mas’udi, were instrumental in NU
rethinking the position of women, encouraging them as religious and social
leaders.78 Abdurrahman Wahid’s wife Sinta Nuriyah Wahid was a prominent
activist in this cause. By 1997, over 44 per cent of the 1.6 million pesantren
students were girls.79 Women also came to play increasingly prominent roles
in the IAIN network. The growing prominence of women in Islamic circles
(both Modernist and Traditionalist) promoted consideration of major social
issues affecting women, but there were grounds for concern. In the early
1990s, several leaders expressed concerns that deeper Islamisation of an
Arabian or fundamentalist sort, with its promotion of patriarchalism, could
threaten women’s freedoms.80
76

As stated in its current self-description at http://www.lakpesdam.or.id/profil/.
As stated in its current self-description at http://www.lkis.or.id/index.php?option=
com_content&view=article&id=89&Itemid=88. See also Bush, Nahdlatul Ulama and
the struggle for power, p. 95.
78 See van Doorn-Harder, Women shaping Islam, pp. 190, 191, 237.
79 Howell, ‘Sufism and the Indonesian Islamic revival’, p. 716, citing 1997 Ministry
of Religion data.
80 Andrée Feillard, ‘Indonesia’s emerging Muslim feminism: Women leaders on equality,
inheritance and other gender issues’, SI vol. 4 (1997), no. 1, pp. 83–111, esp. 101–5.
77
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NU also committed itself to the government priority of economic
development. Its pesantrens developed programmes of local activism in this
regard and cooperatives were established. Under Abdurrahman Wahid’s
leadership, in 1990 NU attempted to set up rural ‘People’s Credit Banks’
(Bank Perkreditan Rakyat) with backing from Bank Summa, a conventional
bank run by the Chinese-Indonesian and Christian Soeryadjaya family.
These banks would be run on conventional lines; that is to say, they charged
interest rather than being run on interest-free Islamic banking lines. This
enterprise, with its Christian Chinese connections and conventional banking
rules, shocked some of Abdurrahman’s followers — hardly the only action
on his part, it must be said, which shocked others. But ambitious plans were
laid to set up 2,000 branches. Only a few, however, were actually opened
before Bank Summa collapsed in 1992. In these various enterprises, a
shortage of modern management skills in NU consistently made success
difficult.81
Collaboration between NU’s kyais and the regime supported Islamisation in Java’s countryside but also brought dependency — a consequence
which would naturally have been welcome to the government. Kyais
interviewed by Abdul Kadir in 1997 expressed their reliance on government
funds to keep their pesantrens running.82 For the regime, this collaboration
and dependency meant that there was now a greatly diminished risk of NU
becoming a challenger. For both, deeper Islamisation was desirable, for it
was consistent with the aspirations of religious leaders as well as serving
the social-control objectives of the regime, while representing an everstrengthening bulwark against any possibility of a Communist revival.
This NU-regime reconciliation did not mean that Islam as a political
force was now totally under control. Nothing could deliver such a watertight solution. A serious clash occurred in the Jakarta port district of
Tanjung Priok in September 1984, when mobs objecting to the asas tunggal
policy, shouting Allahu akbar (God is great!), rampaged out of a mosque into
the guns of the security forces. At least 28 were killed, perhaps more. This
was followed by several bomb and arson attacks in Jakarta and a bombing of
the ancient Borobudur Buddhist temple in Central Java. A general clampdown followed.83
81

See Abdul Kadir, ‘Traditional Islamic society and the state’, pp. 241–9.
Ibid., pp. 117, 120. Ibid., p. 126, reports that in 1996–7 NU claimed that it had
5,742 pesantrens, the vast majority of which would have been located in Java.
83 A brief overview of this period is given in Ricklefs, History of modern Indonesia,
pp. 358–9.
82
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Nor was the NU-government collaboration without its own tensions.
After all, the values of Abdurrahman Wahid and many other kyais were
hardly capable of reconciliation with the brutal and ever more extravagantly
corrupt regime. Nevertheless, Soeharto had reason to be pleased with the
general domestication of Traditionalist Islam. In the 1987 election, the
impact of NU’s withdrawal from party politics was clear. The ‘deflating’84 of
PPP by NU’s defection and the support many NU people gave to Golkar
produced a dramatic effect. At national level, PPP fell from 27.8 per cent
of the vote in 1982 to only 16 per cent in 1987. Golkar grew dramatically
— mainly by capturing former PPP supporters — from 64.3 per cent to 73.2
per cent. Most of PPP’s losses were in areas where NU had previously been
the dominant santri party, above all in East, Central and West Java.85
In the mid-1990s relations between Abdurrahman Wahid and the
government deteriorated and the government sought to unseat Abdurrahman
as NU leader.86 This attempt failed and the subsequent renewed reconciliation
between NU and Soeharto was such as to disturb many of Abdurrahman’s
pro-democracy and Liberal followers. As the 1997 election approached,
Abdurrahman went campaigning for Golkar in the company of Soeharto’s
daughter ‘Tutut’. He told me that he could imagine several possible scenarios
for Indonesia’s future, in most of which Tutut had a major role to play. She
was not, he claimed, the sort of jet-setting person she was thought to be,
but rather a serious, able and constructive person who spoke simply to the
kyais and won their hearts.87 Two months later, and perhaps feeling less
positive about the matter, he told Suzaina Abdul Kadir that NU had to avoid
becoming a ‘trouble-maker’ and that it was necessary to ‘appease Soeharto’.88
His admirers both within the country and internationally were more than
a little stunned by Abdurrahman’s embrace of such a leading figure of the
Soeharto family. But there was no time for this to come to much, for the
Soeharto regime was by then in its last months.
84

As Indonesians called it: penggembosan.
R. William Liddle, ‘Indonesia in 1987: The New Order at the height of its power’,
Asian Survey vol. 28, no. 2 (Feb. 1988), pp. 182–3.
86 See the account in Abdul Kadir, ‘Traditional Islamic society and the state’, pp.
345–6, based on comments by Ky. H. Hasyim Muzadi (there spelled Hashim Muzati)
about intimidation by local authorities and pressure not to support Abdurrahman
Wahid in 1996.
87 Discussion with Abdurrahman Wahid, Jakarta, 5 July 1997.
88 Abdul Kadir, ‘Traditional Islamic society and the state’, pp. 335–8, 241–6, 354,
385–6 (citing an interview with Abdurrahman Wahid on 1 Sept. 1997).
85
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The arts under the later New Order
In this study we have watched the changing art scene in Java because it
provides a bellwether for larger religious and social changes. In the last
two decades or so of the New Order, the experience of the arts in Java was
mixed, with multiple competing tendencies. But we may say that, in general,
once-widely spread Javanese arts such as gamelan, wayang, kethoprak, ludruk,
reyog, jaranan, tayuban and so on — those shadow plays, masked dances,
masquerades, horse-dances, youth dance performances, male group dances,
village dancing and singing women, and suchlike, many of them described
by Pigeaud in great variety in the 1930s and discussed in Chapter 2 above89
— were becoming less common and, where they survived, they were losing
much of their older spiritual and supernatural aspects and were subject to
more Islamic norms. Among Traditionalist santri communities, the male
devotional performances such as slawatan carried on, as seen in Imam
Tholkhah’s study of a village in East Java near Magetan cited earlier in this
chapter.90 But the increasing role of Revivalist interpretations of Islam, and
indeed the views of many in the Modernist camp, were hostile to many
of these performances, including those of the Traditionalists. There were
some attempts to modernise and Islamise various art forms, but they had
patchy success. Meanwhile all of these forms were threatened by the spread
of television, modern films, electronic games and in some cases — notably
wayang — by the rising cost of performing them. Modern forms of theatre
also evolved in this period and sometimes adopted explicitly pious Islamic
styles and themes. But this, too, enjoyed mixed success. One common
problem was a degree of discomfort — sometimes indeed downright hostility
— among pious Muslims to artistic performances of almost any sort.
A wave of Islamisation was evident in modern, urban-based performances. In the wake of the government’s ‘campus normalisation’ of
universities in 1977–8, discussed in the preceding chapter, much student
activism relocated to mosques, but some students were also attracted to
modern theatre. During this time a prominent role was played by the
playwright, poet, musician, social activist, writer and devout Muslim Emha
Ainun Najib (born in Jombang in 1953). He took a leading role in the
Yogyakarta-based Dinasti theatre. His musical group Kiai Kanjeng combined
Javanese gamelan and other folk instruments with modern instruments
to produce a new and popular musical form, its lyrics inspired by Islamic
89
90

Pigeaud, Volksvertoningen.
Imam Tholkhah, Anatomi konflik politik di Indonesia, pp. 71–2.
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devotionalism. In 1988, activists of the Salahuddin mosque at Universitas
Gadjah Mada approached Emha to help them set up a theatre group. He
and a colleague from Dinasti took up this invitation and they went on to
produce colossal, Islamically themed productions. Their work also came to
be supported by the Muhammadiyah women’s organisation ‘Aisyiyah, despite
a general tendency within Muhammadiyah to disapprove of theatrical
performance. Emha’s large-scale productions came to a halt after 1991,
however, for no very clear reason.91 While this was going on in Yogyakarta,
all five professional kethoprak companies there had died by the early 1990s,
although kethoprak continued to be broadcast on Radio Republik Indonesia.
Wayang wong carried on for a while at a single venue, then died. Kethoprak
continued to be performed by the Diponegoro Division-sponsored ‘super
troupe’ Sapta Mandala, which refined its folksy burlesque style with ‘proper’
Javanese language, written scripts, and so on. It is not clear, however, whether
this sort of kethoprak could still function as a ‘folk art’.92
The village abangan art form that Muslim proselytisers in Java most
hated was tayuban — the enticing dance by women, inviting men to join
them, often accompanied by drunkenness, prostitution, and veneration
of local spirits. Muhammadiyah had always opposed tayuban and by the
1950s had effectively stopped it in Javanese towns and cities. The village
countryside, however, was a different matter. In the 1970s — a time when, as
we have noted earlier, Golkar had begun using some older-style folk arts such
as reyog and kethoprak as vehicles for election propaganda — local officials
tended to defend tayuban against Islamic reformers’ denunciations. But by
the mid-1980s, in the wake of the reconciliation between the regime and
NU and the advancing Islamisation of Javanese society, these same officials
were inclined to share the criticism of tayuban performances and to support
the Islamisation (which is to say, substantial revision or abolition) of such art
forms. Hefner observed that ‘politics … in a changing Java seems certain to
bring about [tayuban’s] demise’.93 In Gunung Kidul there was an attempt by
local authorities in the late 1980s to stop tayuban performances, an attempt
91

Hatley, Javanese performances, pp. 131–4, 148–54. See also Guinness, Kampung,
Islam and state, p. 131. There was not another major production by Dinasti Theatre
until 2008, when it put on a performance in Yogyakarta of Emha’s ‘The Devil’s bend’,
depicting the human experience from creation to decline under the influence of the
Devil, to audiences that nearly overflowed a theatre holding 1200 people; TempoI,
24 Aug. 2008.
92 Hatley, Javanese performances, pp. 155, 158.
93 Hefner, ‘Politics of popular art’, pp. 90–1, 93, 94 (quotation from p. 94).
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which failed in the end. Because performances there were associated with
veneration of the spirit of the local village spring — said to be linked with
pre-Islamic Majapahit — Hughes-Freeland sees this as consistent with
the New Order’s hostility to any contending sources of authority.94 That
hostility of course existed, but this attempt also coincided with ever-deeper
Islamisation even of remote areas like Gunung Kidul. The proponents of
the Gunung Kidul tayuban observed by Hughes-Freeland themselves were
trying to cleanse local tayuban of ‘low associations’ and to emphasise its
‘sacred dimensions’.95
In the 1990s, some Golkar officials sought to promote a bowdlerised
version of tayuban for political purposes, partly in response to a perceived
need for symbols of local identity. We will see this tendency strengthen in
the following chapter in the wake of the national policy of decentralisation
which was implemented from 2001. If tayuban was to be used in this way,
however, it had to be sanitised and made more refined. As late as 1989 in
the Blora area studied by Amrih Widodo, tayuban was still its lascivious,
vulgar, inebriated self. But then the government stepped in and transformed
tayuban within a year. Officials of the Ministry of Education and Culture
provided training and ‘guidance’ (pembinaan) to performers. Alcohol was no
longer allowed, nor men putting money into female dancers’ breast-coverings,
nor gambling, nor prostitution. It was emphasised that a dancer ‘should not
try to excite her male dancing partners, for instance by moving her hips
excessively, shaking her shoulders, giving him a sexy look’, and so on. Songs
were to have verses conveying ‘development programs and state ideological
teachings’. Graduates of these training courses got certificates, without which
they would not be allowed to perform.96 In other words, tayuban dance was
to become something quite different from what it had always been in the
past, emulating the dullness, the demobilisation of mind, body and spirit for
anything other than the economic development and social control sought by
the New Order at village level.
There were occasionally attempts to create Islamic versions of older
Javanese arts and thereby supplant them. These generally failed. Suryadi
94

Felicia Hughes-Freeland, ‘Golék Ménak and tayuban: Patronage and professionalism
in two spheres of Central Javanese culture’, in Bernard Arps (ed.), Performance in Java
and Bali: Studies of narrative, theatre, music and dance (London: School of Oriental
and African Studies, 1993), pp. 108–12.
95 Ibid., p. 114.
96 Widodo, ‘Stages of the state’, pp. 1–4, 9, 17, 20 (quotations from p. 20). See also
Bisri Effendy, ‘Pengantar’, in Kebijakan kebudayaan di masa orde baru, pp. 668–9.
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W.S. was from a santri Javanese family. His father had forbidden him to
study Javanese dance or other performances. The family was surrounded
socially by ‘an atmosphere of ignorance and hedonism’, marked by the
stereotypical abangan vices (the ma-lima). But Suryadi was inspired by a
verse in the Qur’an which suggested to him that God used a kind of shadow
theatre.97 He interpreted this in a different way from the older Mystic
Synthesis metaphor of the wayang dhalang as God and the created world
as the puppets. Rather, for Suryadi, this was a license to employ wayang for
Islamic reform. So he created a form of wayang called wayang sadat (Shahada
wayang).98 This depicted the age of the bringers of Islam to Java, the wali
sanga, in the time of the kingdom of Demak. It was first performed in 1986
but never gained any popularity. ‘Indeed, it has not yet been popularised
in the circles of the Islamic ummah who precisely were hoped to become
its main supporters’, he lamented.99 Two decades later, wayang sadat was
still rarely performed. When young Muhammadiyah activists sponsored
a performance at Universitas Muhammadiyah Surakarta, it evoked little
interest because its stories were not those of the classical wayang.100
Insofar as there were attempts to preserve Javanese village arts on the
part of Islamic organisations or leaders, they were few and not surprisingly
they came from Traditionalist circles, which enjoyed roots in the countryside and bridges to abangan culture. The Tegalreja pesantren (Magelang,
Central Java) — unlike most Traditionalist pesantrens, it must be emphasised
— celebrates its annual graduation ceremonies with a festival of folk arts.
Wayang, jaranan (in Central Java usually called jathilan), reyog, kethoprak,
dangdut, other bands, and many other such performances take place
over several days, even including female performers. Religious teachings
(pengajian) are presented during this same time. This innovation began in
1979 and has carried on since. Some santris and kyais were critical of this,
97

He refers to Qur’an 25:45, translated in Qur’an: A new translation by Abdel Haleem,
p. 229, as, ‘Do you not see how your Lord lengthens the shade? If He had willed, He
could have made it stand still’. Suryadi understood this to mean that God ‘performs
shadows’ or ‘plays shadows’ (memainkan bayang-bayang), leading to his analogy with
the wayang.
98 Javanese sadat is from Arabic Shahada (the Islamic confession of faith).
99 Suryadi W.S., ‘Prestasi kaum Muslimin dalam sejarah perkembangan wayang’,
in Jabrohim and Saudi Berlian (eds), Islam dan kesenian ([Yogyakarta:] Majelis
Kebudayaan Muhammadiyah, Universitas Ahmad Dahlan, Lembaga Litbang PP
Muhammadiyah, 1995), pp. 162–73; quote from page 173.
100 Discussion with Fajar Riza Ul Haq et al., Yogyakarta, 20 Oct. 2005.
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seeing these as abangan performances tainted with their former political
associations. Abangan were equally amazed at these things being performed
at a pesantren. Over time, however, the result was that abangan communities
began to invite Tegalreja’s kyai to give religious teachings in their villages and
even asked his help to construct mosques. As devout Muslims came to see the
potential for these arts to be vehicles for Islamisation, criticism declined.101
Although there was much suspicion and animosity on the part of santri
towards abangan art forms, the fate of jaranan horse-dances reminds us that
abangan culture was not without powers of resistance to the prevailing trend
of Islamisation in the later years of the New Order. Against the general
trend of decline in such arts, jaranan (jathilan) was introduced into Kim’s
study village near Yogyakarta sometime around the early 1990s. As usual, it
involved dancers going into trance, chewing glass, and so on. Not everyone
believed this trance to be genuine, but most did. Devout Muslim reformers
regarded this as possession by ‘heathen spirits’ (jinn): ‘The reformist villagers
were certain that the responsibility lay in the heathen jinn or Satan, whose
duty was to entice human beings. … Muslims should distance themselves
from the jathilan, as they fought against the temptation of Satan.’102
After the initial troubles it faced in the wake of the killings of the mid1960s, jaranan revived in the Kediri area in the 1970s when a group called
Samboyo Putro was formed. The moving figure here, Sukiman Mangunsena,
familiarly known as Pak Samboyo, was a member of the national police and
of Golkar, which of course leant legitimacy and protection to his group.
In the 1980s, just as was true of tayuban, the government sought to make
jaranan more respectable and less involved with the Javanese spirit world,
cleansing it of spirit-possession which, as Clara van Groenendael observes,
‘many people regarded … as the essence of the horse dance’. Children’s
groups and national-level competitions were promoted. Yet jaranan generally
resisted the dulling-down, bowdlerisation and Islamisation that we see in
other folk arts. Pak Samboyo himself was meditating at the site associated
with the ancient king of Kediri, Jayabaya, when he received supernatural
inspiration to form his group. Its performances involve spirit possession and
always begin with a sung Javanese invocation of ‘authentic Javanese culture’
(budaya Jawa asli), which is of course code for ‘not Islamic’. They end with
a version of the Javanese text Kidung rumeksa ing wengi (the song keeping
101

Bambang Pranowo, Islam factual, pp. 69–73.
Kim, Reformist Muslims, pp. 155–60 (quotation from p. 158). It is not clear in
Kim’s work just when these performances began.
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guard at night), which is regarded as ‘an exceptionally potent charm against
evil’.103 One of the surviving elders of this group commented to me that
slametans might be used for Islamic proselytisation, but jaranan could not
be, for it only used ‘Javanese prayers’ (doa kejawen).104
Revivalism, Islamism and the later Soeharto regime
We have already noted in the previous chapter how the uncompromising
Revivalism and Islamism of Abu Bakar Ba’asyir and Abdullah Sungkar
led to their arrest and imprisonment, and then to their flight to Malaysia
in 1985. There they set up another school that promoted their views and
recruited fighters to join the anti-Soviet jihad in Afghanistan.105 Indonesian
intelligence no doubt kept a continuing eye on this group, but they were
marginalised from Indonesian political and social affairs and played no
significant role in Indonesia until after the fall of the Soeharto regime in
1998. Other forms of extreme Islamic movements, however, were able to
survive and even grow in the latter decades of the New Order.
Among such movements that survived and grew was LDII (Lembaga
Dakwah Islam Indonesia, Indonesian Islamic Proselytisation Institute).106 As
its name implies, this organisation was principally Dakwahist in orientation,
with little interest in political action beyond what was necessary for its own
survival. Its epistemology was Revivalist in character. LDII was founded by
H. Nurhasan Ubaidah Lubis (d. 1982), who returned from Mecca after living
there for ten years and established a pesantren at Kediri in 1952. Nurhasan
believed that he had the right understanding of Islam and the correct means
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Victoria M. Clara van Groenendael, Jaranan: The horse dance and trance in
East Java (VKI vol. 252; Leiden: KITLV Press, 2008), pp. 36–7, 43, 198–9, 202
(quotations from pp. 37, 202).
104 Interview with Pak Cokromiharja and Pak Pardi, Kediri, 16 March 2005.
Cokromiharja commented that trance (dadi) occurs in the performances, but if the
gamelan makes a mistake the performers get angry, so they are conscious at the same
time. Samboyo Putro carries on, now under the name Sanjoyo Putro.
105 See the account of his experiences in Malaysia under Sungkar and Ba’asyir, before
going off to Afghanistan, by Nasir Abas — a former member of the terrorist group
Jemaah Islamiyah — in his book Membongkar Jemaah Islamiyah: Pengakuan mantan
anggota JI ( Jakarta: Grafindo Khazanah Ilmu, 2005), pp. 26–37.
106 LDII has been the name of this organisation only since 1990, following after
previous names Darul Hadis or Islam Jemaah, then Yayasan Karyawan Islam
(YAKARI) and then Lembaga Karyawan Islam (LEMKARI).
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to teach it — the uniquely correct manhaj (way of knowing) which would
pass on Islam as found in Mecca and Medina. He was totally against all
forms of innovation (bid‘a) or polytheism (shirk). His teachings were to be
conveyed in a direct line of transmission from him to subsequent generations
of teachers and disciples. The problem for LDII’s relations with other Islamic
movements was that it regarded them all as being wrong; they were not true
Muslims because they did not share LDII’s manhaj. As a consequence, LDII
followers should not even pray together with non-LDII people.
The essence of LDII’s manhaj was studying the Qur’an and Hadith
through word-for-word interlinear translations into Javanese (in Arabic
script, called pegon) or Indonesian. All other sources were ignored, or indeed
condemned. There was no room for Sufism or the Traditionalist schools
of law. Nor for any other Islamic writings — the Qur’an and Hadith were
totally sufficient for the understanding of Islam. In fact, the only other
matters taught at LDII’s central pesantren in Kediri are to do with modern
management, reflecting (its leaders say) the historic connection between
Islam and commerce. The pesantren itself is managed like a modern school,
with no kyai to dominate its activities. Because its teachings are restricted
in scope, LDII’s course of study is brief; the length of time depends on
individual progress, but no student stays at the Kediri pesantren for more
than 1.5 years. That school therefore produced large numbers of graduates,
amounting by the end of the 20th century to millions of people, LDII
claimed. Its prayer halls are found throughout the Javanese countryside and
across Indonesia more generally.107
LDII’s uncompromising view of other Islamic movements as wrong
won it great enmity and denunciation. Indonesia’s Attorney General declared
it illegal to spread LDII teachings in 1971 but the organisation resurfaced
in 1972 and affiliated with Golkar, guaranteeing it a considerable degree of
political protection.108 The government could not, however, entirely ignore
the ongoing animosity of other Islamic organisations. In 1988 LDII was
subjected to an investigation by the Ministries of Religion and the Interior,

107

Discussion with H. Kuncoro Kaseno (the chairman of LDII’s central administration) and Abdul Malik (a teacher), at LDII’s main pesantren, Kediri, 28 Aug. 2003.
LDII’s website may be found at http://www.ldii.or.id/in/home-mainmenu-1.html.
108 H. Kuncoro Kaseno was indeed a Golkar member of the Kabupaten Kediri local
parliament (DPRD) from 1977 to 1985; Suhadi Cholil and Imam Subawi interview
of H. Kuncoro Kaseno, Kediri, 16 Apr. 2007. Other LDII figures also served as
Golkar members in such bodies.
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MUI, the provincial attorney general’s office, local government and the police.
The head of the East Java branch of MUI accused LDII of still spreading
false teachings and of being disloyal to the government, saying that this
was because the organisation was loyal solely to the teachings of its leader
Nurhasan, who falsely claimed that his uniquely correct understanding of
Islam was conveyed to him in a direct line from the Prophet Muhammad.
Even the East Java head of Golkar agreed that LDII should be disbanded
by the government. Nevertheless, the government allowed the organisation
to survive under its new name of LDII, adopted in 1990.109 At village level,
conflicts arose from time to time. In the early 1990s, for example, LDII
appeared in Ngoro (East Java) and began to burn the ‘yellow books’ (kitab
kuning) — the classic works of Traditionalist Islam taught in NU pesantrens
— on the grounds that they were the cause of stagnancy among Muslims.
Kyais wanted LDII banned, but the government refused to act.110 In the
following chapter we will see renewed anti-LDII campaigns in the years
when the Soeharto regime was no longer available to protect it, by which
time its main protection was its claim to have millions of adherents.111
Whatever the precise size of its following, it became a large target for
opponents to tackle.
Other exclusive — sometimes indeed extreme — Dakwahist movements were spreading in Javanese society in the 1990s. The general
Islamisation of the society with government support provided a congenial
environment for such movements, so long as they were willing to express
their loyalty to the regime, Pancasila and the asas tunggal. Andrew Beatty,
whose anthropological work centred on Banyuwangi, later wrote a quite
personal account of how, between 1993 and 1996–7, a small group of zealots
began to disrupt the tolerance that he had previously observed (and clearly
preferred) in the village ‘Bayu’, an account to which he gave the evocative
109

‘Islam Jamaah, setelah katanya meresahkan’ in Tempo, 26 Nov. 1988. Concerning
the serial names used by this movement, see n106 above.
110 Turmudi, Struggling for the umma, pp. 187–8.
111 I am unable to give any reliable numbers for LDII adherents. Some Internet
sources mention a total of over 25 million, but I have no means to verify that and
suspect it to be an exaggeration. We may note the statement by the current manager
of the Kediri pesantren, H. Kuncoro Kaseno, that it produces some 200 graduates
every month. If it has been doing that since 1952, its graduates would amount to
something over 140,000 by 2011. There are other LDII pesantrens and H. Kuncoro
claimed that in total there are millions of graduates, without providing a specific
figure. Interview with H. Kuncoro Kaseno and Abdul Malik, Kediri, 28 Aug. 2003.
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title A shadow falls.112 ‘The Java we first knew and the Java we left in 1997
were different places,’ he wrote. ‘A puritan, ideologically driven Islam had
made rapid progress, pushing aside older traditions, disturbing an ancient
pact that allowed ancestral spirits and pre-Islamic deities a place among the
prayer-houses.’113 One reformer told him that one’s only guide should be the
Qur’an and Hadith. ‘Anything beyond that is unnecessary, useless.’114 Beatty
observed a phenomenon we have already noted above: ‘All that the headman’s
generation had rejected as backward, wasteful, divisive, even foreign (Arabism,
they quietly called it) had returned, rebranded as modernity.’115 ‘Bayu’ was
not, however, the first village in the region to have such an experience. We
have noted above that, when Beatty did his first fieldwork in 1993, villages
near to ‘Bayu’ were already seeing the impact of Islamic reformers, and
indeed what he labelled ‘fierce dogmatism’ and ‘intensive indoctrination’.116
We have also noted that in the East Java village Madukoro, studied by Imam
Tholkhah, in the early 1990s there was significant tension within the santri
community between those whom Imam Tholkah calls the ‘fanatics’ and the
‘moderates’.117
Some Dakwahism was more gradualist, less insistent, in style. In the
1990s the Jamsaren mosque in Surakarta began Qur’anic lecture and study
sessions (pengajian) open to the surrounding public, which gradually spread
religious awareness and observance. The characteristically abangan vices
known as ma-lima — gambling, opium smoking, thievery, womanising
and drinking alcohol — began to decline and more people attended Friday
devotions. As the years passed, the local abangan became increasingly santri
and ma-lima became rarer.118
A significant actor in this late New Order Islamisation was the Institute for Islamic Sciences and the Arab language (LIPIA, Lembaga Ilmu
Pengetahuan Islam dan Bahasa Arab). This was established in Jakarta in
112

Andrew Beatty, A shadow falls: In the heart of Java (London: Faber and Faber,
2009).
113 Ibid., p. ix.
114 Ibid., p. 114.
115 Ibid., p. 32.
116 Beatty, Varieties of Javanese religion, pp. 131–4.
117 Imam Tholkhah, Anatomi konflik politik di Indonesia, p. 28.
118 As reported on the basis of oral evidence in Ridwan al-Makassary and Ahmad
Gaus AF (eds), Benih-benih Islam radikal di masjid: Studi kasus Jakarta dan Solo
(intro. Komaruddin Hidayat; Jakarta: Center for the Study of Religion and Culture,
Universitas Islam Negeri Syarif Hidayatullah, 2010), pp. 243–4.
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1980 by Saudi Arabia, at least in part in order to maintain Saudi influence in
Indonesia in the wake of the Iranian Revolution of 1979 and the consequent
popularity of the Shi‘ite Ayatollah Khomeini. LIPIA became one of the main
centres in Indonesia for the study of Arabic and Islam. It need hardly be said
that the interpretations of the faith taught there were those acceptable to
the Wahhabis who ruled Saudi society. LIPIA also distributed the ideas of
the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood ideologues Hassan al-Banna and Sayyid
Qutb, and of Mawdudi. Many of its graduates became Revivalists and
Islamists, but not all followed such a path.
The top students at LIPIA were supported for further study at Saudi
universities. From there, some also went on to fight in the jihad against
the Soviets in Afghanistan. These students began returning to Indonesia
in significant numbers in the late 1980s and the 1990s, and proclaimed
themselves Salafis — which is to say that they insisted that Muslims should
follow the examples of the pious ancestors of early Islam, the Salaf al-Salih
— an ideological position supported also by DDII. These young men were,
as Noorhaidi Hasan puts it, ‘squarely within the puritanical Salafi-Wahhabi
tradition’. In the terminology used in this book, these were Revivalists in
epistemology. Their social and political projects were Dakwahist and, in
the long run, Islamist. That is to say, they sought to change the society in
directions which they regarded as more purely Islamic — as judged by the
standards of what they believed early Islam to have been — and generally
aimed ultimately for an Islamic state in which shari‘a law would rule. Saudi
Arabia provided a model for them of what this new Indonesia might look
like. Many of these returning Salafis taught in pesantrens and madrasahs across
Java and won considerable influence as teachers ‘because of their command of
Arabic and their facility with Islamic sources’.119 The emerging Salafi groups
began to become publicly conspicuous by the late 1980s. They were marked
by their faux-Arab appearance: ‘Bearded males wearing long flowing robes
(jalabiyya), turbans and trousers to their ankles (isbal), and … women wearing
a form of enveloping black veil (niqab)’.120
The spread of Revivalist thought and associated Dakwahist and Islamist
agendas was supported — in this ever more literate society — by numerous
publications. We have noted already the publications supported by LIPIA.
DDII was also increasingly active in this field. Its weekly magazine Media
Dakwah supported strict interpretations of Islam and conveyed hostility
119
120
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towards Christianisation and local influences in Islam as well as, increasingly,
towards globalisation, American influence and supposed international Jewish
conspiracies (the latter three being, really, all the same to this school of
thought). By 1991 Media Dakwah was being printed in 20,000 copies — ten
times its initial print-run of 1967. Among DDII’s publications were also
found Suara Mesjid (the Voice of the Mosque), a children’s magazine entitled
Majalah Sahabat (Friend’s Magazine) and the Serial Khotbah Jumaat (Friday
Sermon Series).121 After Natsir’s death in 1993, Anwar Harjono took over as
DDII’s leader. He became, as Michael Feener puts it, ‘increasingly outspoken
in his railings against the perceived threat of Kristenisasi and other dangers
to Islam (especially Communism, atheism and secularism)’.122
Through the 1990s the New Order became progressively more inclined
to follow its support of grass-roots Islamisation in the interest of social
control with political, legislative and symbolic measures that were welcome
to many Islamic leaders. One of the most significant steps was the creation
of ICMI (Ikatan Cendekiawan Muslim se-Indonesia, All-Indonesia Union
of Muslim Intellectuals) in December 1990. This was led by Dr B.J. Habibie
(b. 1936), a rising star who combined scientific and technological standing
with personal Islamic piety, a protégé of Soeharto himself, the man who was
to become vice-president of Indonesia in 1998 and then Soeharto’s successor
as the nation’s third (but brief ) president. ICMI attracted large numbers
from Indonesia’s middle class, technocrats and bureaucrats for whom Islamic
piety was no longer a matter that could threaten their rise but rather a mark
of having the right values and the right connections for advancement. By
1993 it had 11,000 members. It published its own newspaper Republika
and established its own think tank called CIDES (Centre for Information
and Development Studies). Under the wing of their patron Habibie, ICMI
members rose to positions of influence across Java and more generally in
Indonesia. Some senior generals were also regarded as being close to ICMI
and there was talk of the ‘greening’ of ABRI. ICMI itself, however, was a
rather divided house, for as well as devotees of the New Order it contained
activists who sought reform and democratisation. Abdurrahman Wahid
denounced it for being elitist and sectarian and refused to join.123 In 1991
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Feener, Muslim legal thought, p. 116.
123 See Robert W. Hefner, ‘Islam, state and civil society: ICMI and the struggle for
the Indonesian middle class’, Indonesia no. 56 (Oct. 1993), pp. 1–35; idem, Civil
Islam, pp. 142–3, 151.
122

Ricklefs_Islamisation combined t242 242

6/20/2012 1:21:17 PM

Grass-roots Islamisation and Advancing Islamism, c. 1980s–98

243

Soeharto, his wife and close family members went on the hajj to Mecca. The
regime also passed legislation in the early 1990s approving the wearing of
the jilbab in schools and the introduction of Islamic banking.
Anti-Communism had been a uniting issue for Dakwahists and the
New Order regime from the latter’s inception and now strengthened the
burgeoning alliance between the Soeharto regime and more insistently
puritanical versions of the faith. It has been observed that occasionally
stimulating an almost entirely irrational fear of Communism assisted the
regime to paper over the cracks in its own inner circle,124 but the roots of
anti-Communism were much deeper than that on both the Islamic and New
Order sides of the political equation. This was not just a matter of uniting the
regime with Modernists and Revivalists, of course, for Traditionalists shared
such views. In 1996 at the Lirboyo pesantren in Kediri, two leaders of NU’s
Banser told Suzaina Abdul Kadir that they believed Communism ‘remained
a threat in their midst and that they … had to [remain] vigilant against such
potential threats in the near future’.125
The military men who were the backbone of the regime were aware
that the international environment — for all the support given by nonCommunist nations to the regime — could not be counted on to remain
supportive. This was particularly true as the Cold War came to an end with
the progressive breakup and final collapse of the Soviet Union and its empire
in 1988–91, at which point there also collapsed the political imperative for
Western nations to support any state that was anti-Communist, no matter
how odious. Even before that time, during Jimmy Carter’s presidency of
the United States (1977–81), the Americans, upon whom Jakarta relied for
aid, pressured Jakarta to improve its human rights record. The regime had
then felt obliged to release several thousand political prisoners whom it had
held without trial — and frequently maltreated, even tortured — since the
events of 1965–6. Freed ex-prisoners and their families still faced severe
discrimination, but at least were out of imprisonment, except for those whom
the regime claimed that it would one day bring to trial.
From the late 1970s and through the 1980s ABRI elaborated a doctrine
of ‘vigilance’ (kewaspadaan) which became the leitmotif of military thinking
to the end of the Soeharto regime, and eventually promoted an alliance with
the more anti-globalisation, anti-Western and totalitarian schools of Islamic
124
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thought.126 This was based on the idea that Communism could revive as
leftist movements particularly among university students — this in the wake
of the suppression of student dissent in 1977–8 discussed in the preceding
chapter — or as ‘shapeless organisations’ working within society at large.
From the right, there was also a perceived threat of anti-regime Islamic
fanaticism, exemplified in the 1978 furore over Komando Jihad and the arrest
of Abdullah Sungkar and Abu Bakar Ba’asyir, described in Chapter 5.
In a paper of 1988, ABRI’s strategic doctrine concerning ‘vigilance’ extended to monitoring multiple threats to the regime and ABRI’s dominance.
These were, as Honna paraphrases them:
(1) social organisations which in the past had shown hesitation in
accepting Pancasila as the sole principle …;
(2) the fourth-generation Communist group which based its tactics
on the new-style Communism, no longer using physical means but
instead constitutional methods, intellectual activities, government
administration, etc. in order to ‘depoliticise ABRI’;
(3) extreme groups which would try to use extra-constitutional
methods — such as instigating mass riots — to further their
political interests based on racial and separatist motivations; and
(4) a certain group of people … who wanted liberal democracy with
unlimited freedom, and whose activities spread through academic
forums, discussions and seminars as well as via the mass media.127
A further document in 1993 about the threat of latent Communism identified globalisation as the means by which ‘capitalism, liberal thought and other
foreign ideologies’128 that contradicted Pancasila might enter Indonesia.
In 1995 Gen. Farid Zainuddin — later to be made head of military
intelligence in 1997 — specifically provided the link between defending Islam
on the one hand and military concerns for ‘vigilance’ against the multiple
threats of Communism, Western influence and globalisation on the other:
The West is always antagonistic to Islam. This is not unrelated to the
recent international campaign for political liberalisation … which
126 The following discussion of military thinking rests on Jun Honna, Military politics
and democratization in Indonesia (London and New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003),
pp. 108–30.
127 Ibid., p. 114, citing Analisa lingkungkan strategi pertahanan keamanan Negara
1988–1989 (published by the Department of Defence [Dephankam]).
128 Honna, Military politics and democratization, p. 115, citing Sekitar padnas, bahaya
laten & Tapol G.30.S./PKI (published by the Department of Defence [Dephankam].
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has also been promoted in Indonesia as the revival of Islam becomes
apparent …. It is globalisation that facilitates this [campaign]. It …
also strengthens the international network of non-pribumi [code for
Chinese] business which has dominated the Indonesian economy since
the beginning [of the New Order].129

The strengthening alliance between the New Order regime and Islamist
groups was in response both to the increasing confidence of Islamisers and
to the increasingly uncertain nature of the regime itself. Regime unity had
never been as total as outside observers were sometimes inclined to think,
and it was certainly becoming distinctly shaky by the later 1990s. Soeharto
and his cronies were engaging in favouritism and nepotism, including
within the military itself, which generated considerable disaffection. Even
military figures were by now discussing the need for reform. The elections
held in 1997 were the most violent of the New Order period. Outside the
regime’s inner circle, many religious, intellectual and political activists felt
that Soeharto must go. The president’s health was beginning to look shaky,
too. Soeharto was said to have passed tests in Germany on his heart and
kidneys but in December 1997, at the age of 76 and with the Asian financial
crisis gathering pace around him, he suffered what was apparently a minor
stroke. The possibility of an end to the Soeharto era was now in the minds
of many people.
Soeharto may now have made a calculation not unlike Sukarno’s in the
early- and mid-1960s. Sukarno knew that he could not trust the military to
support him, so he turned to PKI. Soeharto was also no longer quite certain
whether he could count on ABRI support, so it seems that he, too, looked
to civilian support. In his case, this meant Islamic forces, including more
extreme, exclusivist, anti-pluralist and anti-Western forms of Islam. No doubt
both presidents — surrounded by sycophants and overly confident of their
own unique abilities — imagined that, if necessary, they could dispose of
these civilian allies if they should become difficult to manage.
In the middle and later 1990s, the government found opportunities to ring the anti-Communist bell again. In 1995 the nation’s greatest
prose writer, Pramoedya Ananta Toer, was awarded the Ramon Magsaysay
Foundation’s award for literature. As we have seen, Pramoedya had been the
foremost literary figure in PKI’s Lekra; he had spent many years in confinement for his pro-Communist activities, only being released from the Buru
129
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island prison camp at the end of 1979. During his imprisonment he had
written the tetralogy of historical novels about early Indonesian nationalism
that won him international recognition.130 But he was no honoured figure
in New Order Indonesia. In 1989–90 students who distributed his works
were interrogated and put on trial.131 Great controversy followed the
announcement of the Magsaysay award. One of Indonesia’s other great
writers, Mochtar Lubis, had received the Magsaysay award for journalism
and literature in 1958 but he now travelled to Manila to return his medal as
an act of protest.132 Islamic leaders were inclined to see in this the potential
for Communism to revive in Indonesia.
The regime’s leaders were also becoming concerned about their capacity
to stage-manage Golkar electoral landslides. PDI had never previously
threatened Golkar’s dominance in the elections, but from 1993 it was led by
Sukarno’s daughter Megawati Sukarnoputri (b. 1947, later the nation’s fifth
president) and looked like it could become a serious challenge. So Soeharto
sought to intervene in the party by supporting an alternative candidate
as its chair, which led to a split, a contest over who should control the
party headquarters in Jakarta, and a standoff, with pro-democracy activists
and Jakarta’s urban poor rallying to Megawati. Indeed, to an increasingly
nervous military, PDI looked like it might embody all at once most of
the threats encapsulated in ABRI’s strategic doctrine of 1988: new forms
of Communism, extremists ready to provoke rioting and proponents of
liberal democracy. On 27 July 1996, the PDI headquarters were attacked
by thugs supporting Megawati’s opponent, including ABRI soldiers out of
uniform. This sparked two days of serious rioting in Jakarta. The government
sought to blame a new leftist group who called themselves the People’s
Democratic Party (PRD, Partai Rakyat Demokratik) for all of this, which
the regime denounced as an attempt to revive Communism. Several Islamic
organisations supported the government’s conduct in the crushing of the
PRD, as we will see in more detail below.
Through 1995–6, the leading Islamic biweekly magazine Ummat
underscored the risk of ‘latent Communism’. This was, said the magazine,
exemplified by the award of the Magsaysay medal to Pramoedya. It
quoted Mochtar Lubis: ‘We believe that the Magsaysay appreciation of
130
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[Pramoedya] is not just for his novels, but also for his contemptible attacks
on non-Communist writers and artists when PKI held power in the time of
President Sukarno.’ Twenty-six other Indonesian writers and cultural figures
wrote in protest to the Magsaysay Foundation. Others disagreed with the
anti-Pramoedya protests — prominent among them Abdurrahman Wahid,
the leading intellectual Goenawan Mohamad, the litterateur H.B. Jassin
(himself a prominent victim of Communist intimidation in the past) and the
sociologist and anti-Soeharto activist Arief Budiman. Ummat editorialised
about the past ‘viciousness’ of PKI and Lekra towards Muslim intellectual
figures, including Hamka, and expressed concern that ‘in certain circles,
above all among the young, Pram[oedya] receives extraordinary sympathy’.
Ummat continued:
Although Communist ideology is bankrupt, there are still some youths
who are infatuated with lapping up the books of Karl Marx and other
leftist writers. There are even many who are sympathetic towards former
PKI figures …. What is clear is that we should pay attention to the
warning by the chair of the East Java MUI and DDII, Ky. H. Misbach,
who has much experience of PKI tactics: ‘Communism always represents
a latent danger that we must be on guard against.’ … It is appropriate for
us all to reflect upon Ky. Misbach’s admonition.133

Ummat also interviewed Brig. Gen. Suwarno Adiwijoyo, then head of
ABRI’s information centre, who was predictably unequivocal in linking antiCommunism and Islam:
Communism represents a latent danger that threatens the life of the
society and the nation. Even more so because down to today they
acknowledge no regrets or errors. … If the society is not on guard,
there is a possibility that PKI will return, albeit in a different form. …
Including being on guard against those who seek to make heroes of
former PKI figures or seek to expunge the episodes of oppression by PKI
and its mass organisations against their political opponents, including
religious folk, in particular the Islamic ummah.134

As political tensions rose in 1996, Ummat grew more enthusiastic in its
support of the increasingly shaky Soeharto regime. Its issue of 22 July 1996
had Gen. Faisal Tanjung — then ABRI commander and one of the foremost
133

M. Syafi‘i Anwar et al., ‘Bukan dendam, tapi pelurusan sejarah’, Ummat yr 1, no.
6 (18 Sept. 1995/22 Rabiul Akhir 1416 H), pp. 21–3.
134 Surya Kusuma, ‘PKI harus tetap dicurigai’, Ummat yr 1, no. 6 (18 Sept. 1995/22
Rabiul Akhir 1416 H), p. 27.

Ricklefs_Islamisation combined t247 247

6/20/2012 1:21:18 PM

248

Islamisation and Its Opponents in Java

practising Muslim ‘green’ generals135 — pictured on the cover with the
quotation, ‘There are PKI in NGOs who want to overthrow the government’.
The article itself claimed that the supporters of Megawati’s branch of PDI
were using the stand-off at PDI headquarters to generate rioting — just as
in the 1988 ABRI doctrine about the next generation of Communists and
extreme groups that would try to foment mass riots to pursue their political
interests. Faisal Tanjung was asked deferentially whether he could clarify
the issue of NGOs that wanted to overthrow the government. ‘Yes, we are
examining that,’ he replied, ‘because within them there are PKI figures’.136
After the violence of 27 July, Ummat editorialised that ‘the voice of the
Islamic ummah unanimously supports the resoluteness of the government in
dealing with the riot of 27 July and its aftermath’. It added that,
the majority of Muslim leaders and Islamic organisations indeed support
the resolute action of the government in suppressing the riot of 27 July.
They have truly never sympathised with, indeed incline to be suspicious
of, PDI. … Moreover, they subsequently received confirmation from
government announcements, having seen and been convinced of this
themselves, that this movement is being utilised by groups that have the
smell of PKI. Clearly, the Islamic ummah can disagree about everything,
but not about the issue of Communism.

Ummat then quoted statements supporting this interpretation from
the leaders of hard-line movements including the Islamist KISDI (Komite
Indonesia untuk Solidaritas Dunia Islam, Indonesian Committee for
the Solidarity of the Islamic World) and DDII (with which KISDI was
closely linked). Other organisations’ support was also reported: that of
MUI, Al-Irsyad, NU’s Ansor and the Muhammadiyah Youth (Pemuda
Muhammadiyah). ‘As is known,’ said Ummat, ‘PRD and other such groups
often adopt Islamic symbols. In their actions and protests, they recruit
younger generation Muslims, including girls in jilbabs.’ But several other
Muslim youth groups were then quoted as rejecting such organisations and
emphasising that ‘PRD is a group whose ideology is Communist’. The only
dissenting voice reported came from the leader (rois aam) of NU’s advisory
135 Faisal Tanjung, Hartono, Syarwan Hamid and Prabowo Subianto were usually
regarded as the foremost ‘green’ generals; see Hefner, Civil Islam, p. 151; Marcus
Mietzner, Military politics, Islam and the state in Indonesia: From turbulent transition
to democratic consolidation (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2009),
p. 103.
136 Hamid Basyaib, ‘Gaduh PDI dan tuduhan Panglima ABRI’, Ummat yr 2, no. 2
(22 July 1996/6 Rabiul Awal 1417 H), pp. 28–9.
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board (Syuriyah), Ky. H. Ilyas Ruhiyat, who told Ummat that he was neutral
and neither accepted nor rejected the government’s claim that PDI was being
used as a vehicle by PKI. The Islamist Yusril Ihza Mahendra — an academic
with a Malaysian doctorate, a DDII and ICMI leader regarded by some
as the ‘young Natsir’, later to become a cabinet minister and be accused of
corruption — contributed an opinion piece in which he wrote, ‘[The claim
by PRD et al. that] religion must be separated from the state … is Marxist
secularism which in essence is hostile to religion’.137
It was thus appealing to both Islamists and the New Order regime
to perceive Communism as a reviving threat, along with globalisation,
Westernisation, doctrines of personal liberty and democracy and the Internet
that increasingly conveyed these threats. Islamists and the New Order were
alike in seeking control of what people did, what they believed, and the power
to enforce these things: they had now discovered that they wanted people
to do and believe pretty much the same things and thus could collaborate
in the exercise of power. Abu Bakar Ba’asyir and Abdullah Sungkar, out
of Indonesia and angrily running their school in Johor, maintained their
opposition to the regime, but many other Islamists had by now made their
peace with it.
The increase in the public presence of more hard-line interpretations
of Islam did not, at this stage, pose a challenge to rural-based NU, but it
was beginning to produce a potential split within the other great Javabased organisation, Muhammadiyah. Just as many leaders in NU were
becoming more modern, more progressive, more tolerant of other faiths and
more in support of democratic transition, a younger leadership group with
such aspirations was also rising in Muhammadiyah. At the once-in-fiveyears general conference in 1995, a group with such views was elected to
Muhammadiyah’s leadership. The general chair was now M. Amien Rais, and
supporting him were other progressive thinkers such as Ahmad Syafii Maarif
(who succeeded Amien Rais when he went into formal politics in 1999),
Amin Abdullah, Abdul Munir Mulkhan and others. These people were
generally Modernist in views, Dakwahist in aspirations and sometimes even
Liberal in their aims. They supported what they called ‘cultural proselytism’
(dakwah kultural), which was a means of reaching out in culturally sensitive
ways to people less committed to Islam, above all to abangan villagers who
remained in Java, and their analogues elsewhere. But at about the same time
137 Taken from multiple articles in Ummat yr 2, no. 4 (19 Aug. 1996/4 Rabiul Akhir
1417 H).
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there began to return to Indonesia a generation of Muhammadiyah activists
who had studied in the Middle East and who wanted a narrower, more
literalist — indeed often Revivalist — interpretation of Islam to be promoted
by Muhammadiyah. The group led by Amien Rais, Syafii Maarif and others
was dominant in the Muhammadiyah leadership until c. 2000, after which
time those who opposed them began to plan a take-over of the organisation.
Among the Muhammadiyah branches most anxious to overthrow the
influence of the 1995–2000 reformers were those in Yogyakarta and
Surabaya, along with some in Sumatra.138
The depth of the growing difference between these two wings within
Muhammadiyah is suggested by the comment of Ahmad Syafii Maarif in his
memoirs, reflecting the conclusion he had come to by the 1990s with regard
to what he calls ‘religious fundamentalism’:
Religious fundamentalism which is eager to monopolise truth in the
name of God will produce results not much different from those of
atheistic secularism which is totally divorced from faith. ‘Learn from this,
all of you with insight!’ calls the Qur’an in sura al-Hasyr (59): verse 2.139

We will see more of the ramifications of this contest within Muhammadiyah
in the following chapter.
Thus, by 1996–8, in Java (and across Indonesia more generally) there
was a potent mix emerging:
•
•
•
•
•

a shaky regime,
increasingly assertive Revivalist interpretations of Islam,
deepening general Islamisation,
increasing presence of Islamists and
both regime and Islamic insistence that the society was surrounded
by threats to stability, to development and to Islam itself.

There were parallels here with the late stage of Sukarno’s Guided
Democracy and — similarly — social violence began to spread. We noted
above that the 1997 elections were the most violent of the New Order
period, leaving an estimated 250 dead across the nation. Significant
violence was directed against Christian churches. This often included
an ethnic dimension, for many of Indonesia’s Chinese were Christians;
138

Interview with Prof. Abdul Munir Mulkhan, Kota Gede, 22 Oct. 2005. See also
Syafii Maarif, Titik-titik kisar di perjalananku, pp. 255–8, 270–88, 294–7.
139 Syafii Maarif, Titik-titik kisar di perjalananku, p. 251. Qur’anic translation as in
Qur’an: A new translation by Abdel Haleem, p. 365.
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anti-Chinese and anti-Christian violence were thus sometimes the same
thing. There was significant fighting between Muslims and non-Muslims
in Jakarta in 1992 and some churches were attacked. In 1996 a Muslim
mob burned six churches in the centre of Surabaya, but this was hushed up
on military orders. Then in October 1996, around Situbondo in East Java
— a NU stronghold of heavily Madurese ethnicity — 25 Christian schools
and churches were burned down and five people died. Multiple Chinese
properties were damaged or destroyed. A few months later, similar violence
followed in Tasikmalaya, West Java, leaving four dead and Chinese properties
damaged and destroyed. Recognising the role that NU followers had played,
Abdurrahman Wahid publicly apologised to Christians for this violence and
mobilised Banser to protect churches.140 Church-burnings were becoming
more common across Indonesia in this period. One calculation has it that
over 1985–94 13.2 churches were burned each year, but in 1995–7 that rose
to 44.5 each year.141
It was in this environment that the corrupt, oppressive, increasingly
unrealistic and dysfunctional Soeharto regime ran into the spreading Asia
financial crisis that began in Thailand in mid-1997; as it stumbled to its end,
the New Order found its greatest support from conservative Islamic circles.
By this time Prabowo Subianto was not only a prominent ‘green’ general and
Soeharto’s son-in-law, but also commander of ABRI’s special forces.142 He
was also regarded as an ally of Habibie and ICMI.
140

Hefner, Civil Islam, pp. 190, 192; Abdul Kadir, ‘Traditional Islamic society and the
state’, pp. 351–2; Mujiburrahman, Feeling threatened, pp. 293–4, 374 n164.
141 Calculation by Thalele and Santoso, cited in Mujiburrahman, Feeling threatened,
p. 374 n165.
142 To quote my own thumb-nail description of Prabowo: ‘Major-General Prabowo
Subianto (b. 1951) … was the son of the distinguished economist and former
PSI politician Sumitro Djojohadikusumo and was married to Soeharto’s daughter
Siti Hediati Hariyadi (nicknamed Titiek, b. 1959). Prabowo was brilliant, highly
educated, and, in the eyes of his opponents, a man of unbridled ruthlessness and
ambition. In 1983 he was named deputy commander of the army’s … Kopassus
(Komando Pasukan Khusus, Special Forces Command). This consisted of paracommandos and covert warfare elements. Under Prabowo’s leadership, the special
forces fought separatist movements in Papua, East Timor and Aceh. Their record
of using terror against civilians was probably the worst of any element in ABRI. As
Prabowo pursued his meteoric rise through the military, he won both admirers and
bitter enemies. Some suspected for a time that here, at last, was Soeharto’s successor,
others that Prabowo represented the ultimate corruption of ABRI by presidential
favouritism.’ Ricklefs, History of modern Indonesia, p. 354.
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In an atmosphere of rising tension and crisis early in 1998, Prabowo
in particular courted Islamic hard-liners, breaking the Ramadan fast
with a gathering of 5,000 people that included well-known extremists.
He announced that the current crisis was the result of an international
conspiracy linked to Chinese Indonesian businessmen. Sofjan Wanandi
(Liem Bian Koen), a Chinese Indonesian entrepreneur and Catholic, became
a particular target of Prabowo and his Islamist allies, along with the Center
for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) in Jakarta, of which Sofyan
and his brother Yusuf Wanandi (Liem Bian Kie) were leading lights. MUI
responded to Prabowo and the regime’s call for Islamic support. It declared
that there should be a Holy War (jihad) against ‘a group of irresponsible
people who dominate 70 per cent of the country’s economy even though
they are only four per cent of the total population [code for Chinese
Indonesians], in order to prevent their political conspiracy to topple the
government and Islam’.143
On 8 February 1998 a meeting at the Al Azhar mosque in Jakarta
denounced Sofjan Wanandi and CSIS for being behind the monetary
crisis. A ‘National Solidarity Front of Indonesian Muslims’ was announced
to oppose such alleged traitors to the nation. Among those present were
KISDI’s leader Ahmad Soemargono, Ky. H. Kholil (sometimes spelled
Cholil) Ridwan (a DDII and MUI luminary) and others of a generally
Islamist persuasion. The main speaker was the Arab Indonesian H. Habib
Hamid Alatas, who said that there was a conspiracy of non-Muslims afoot
and that ABRI and Islam must stand together against it.144 A few days later
the Minister of Religion Tarmizi Taher opened the national conference of
MUI. There the head of MUI, Ky. H. Hasan Basri, said that all Muslims
should carry out a ‘national Holy War’ (jihad nasional) in concert with
the government and ABRI to defend ‘the nation, the people and religion’
from all threats from a ‘certain group with an international conspiratorial
network’. The Secretary General of DDII, Ky. H. Hussein Umar, also said
that the enemies were hard to define, but it was clear that they were part
of an international conspiracy. Again, the only caution came from the head
of NU’s advisory board (Syuriyah), Ky. H. Ma’ruf Amin, who observed that
jihad had a wide range of meanings and that it was the view of religious

143

Honna, Military politics and democratization, pp. 48–9; the quote is Honna’s
translation from ‘MUI serukan Jihan Nasional’, Republika, 11 Feb. 1998. See further
Mietzner, Military politics, Islam and the state, pp. 114–5.
144 KmpsO, 9 Feb. 1998.
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scholars that the main enemy facing the nation was poverty arising from the
monetary crisis.145
Soeharto’s reign was about to end. The tale of local and international
manoeuvrings that attended the end of the regime has often been told and
need not detain us here.146 The important facts are that the Islamist-regime
alliance came to nothing, the military games played by various factions did
not end in a new military takeover, no international players were prepared
to salvage the regime, and in the end Soeharto — accepting the inevitable
— announced his resignation on 21 May 1998 and handed power to his
Vice-President Habibie. Many Islamist activists saw the latter as an even
more attractive ally than Soeharto, because of Habibie’s long-standing
personal piety.
Soeharto’s decision to resign was reportedly based on a combination
of Islamic and older Javanese considerations of the kind that had typified
his period in power. Prof. Abdul Malik Fadjar, a Yogyakarta-born Muhammadiyah intellectual who was head of the Muhammadiyah Universities in
both Malang and Surakarta, and shortly to become the first Minister of
Religion in a post-Soeharto Indonesia, was present at the final discussions at
which Soeharto decided to step down. Soeharto invited nine Muslim leaders
to meet with him on 19 May, a gathering that also included Abdurrahman
Wahid and Nurcholish Madjid, but not Amien Rais, who had emerged
as Soeharto’s principal opponent. At this meeting, various constitutional
matters were discussed along with Islamic legal issues. But Javanese books
of divination (primbons) were evidently being consulted as well and there
was consideration of what day would be most propitious for the momentous
step of resignation. It was reportedly still Soeharto’s practice to sit facing in
particular directions on particular days, depending on the location of the
invisible but supernaturally powerful serpent (naga) on that day. This sort
of thing created a profound gap of understanding between Soeharto and
Habibie, because the latter could simply make no sense of such ideas.147
In any case, there were no political, military, economic, diplomatic or
supernatural powers available to salvage the New Order. On 21 May 1998 it
died with Soeharto’s resignation.
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JP, 11 Feb. 1998.
A brief overview is available in Ricklefs, History of modern Indonesia, pp. 378–81.
A detailed account including the role of various Islamic figures and organisations is
in Mietzner, Military politics, Islam and the state, pp. 146–84.
147 Discussion with Prof. H. Abdul Malik Fadjar, Jakarta, 18 June 1998.
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Java Islamised?
Social processes never come to an end, cultures never stand still, the changing
influence of religions or ideologies has no end-point, and the story of the
deeper Islamisation of Javanese society will not end where this book ends. Yet
it is not inappropriate for us to observe at this stage that, when the Soeharto
regime fell in 1998, the religious changes that had taken place in Javanese
society over the previous three decades were profound, that something like
a watershed had been crossed.
We have seen that the New Order period — covered in the last
chapter and this — dramatically increased the impact of Islam at all levels
of Javanese society, both in the towns and cities and in the countryside. The
politics of this process were complex, with NU initially being treated as
an opposition force by the regime, as a competitor for social control of the
countryside, but then as an ally. We have seen how the abangan side lost
the only major institutions — the political parties PKI and PNI — that
supported abangan identity and practices, while the santri side retained a
vast range of institutions that supported the ummah and further Islamisation.
We have observed abangan Javanese becoming more observant Muslims, as
well as followers of other faiths, particularly Christianity. We have seen how,
in the last two decades or so of the Soeharto years, the regime intensified
its push for totalitarian ideological hegemony and won — albeit within the
limits imposed by its administrative shortcomings. As international waves
of Islamic reform washed up on Indonesia’s shores, Revivalist and Islamist
approaches to Islam became more visible, more active and more confident.
The essential totalitarianism of such groups and the regime — the wish on
both their parts to control not only what people did but what they believed
— made them, in those last decades, more allies than competitors.
When Indonesia became independent in 1945–9, it was probably true
(statistical inadequacies notwithstanding) that santri Javanese were in a
minority, perhaps a very small minority. Intense social and political conflict
was generated between santri and abangan. By 1998 (still in the absence of
really satisfactory statistical indicators) it was very likely that the proportions
were reversed. The abangan were possibly a minority now, and in any case
were politically voiceless and insignificant. They had nowhere to go that
was politically significant but Golkar, the vehicle of a regime that was itself
‘greening’, with the bureaucracy, the military and even the Soeharto family
burnishing their Islamic credentials.
We have tried to trace the deeper social transformation in Javanese
society here, necessarily working with evidence that is not always as complete
or convincing as one would like. But the general trend of the New Order
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period at grass-roots level seems clear: Javanese society was being more
deeply Islamised. The opponents to that process who were such a prominent
element of the pre-Soeharto story hardly mattered any more. I may offer
an anecdotal footnote to this which may be suggestive, even though it is
unsupported by any hard evidence and may be contrary to the impressions
of others who have also spent 40 years doing research in and about Java.
When we first lived in Central Java in 1969, young Javanese had both
indigenous Javanese and Arabic names — the former commonly found
among abangan and the latter among santri. The most common seemed to
be names of the abangan style: boys with names starting in Su …, or Joko,
Sigit and Bambang; girls with names like Siti, Nini, Ratih and Yati. Some
abangan boys were named Slamet, an Arabic-derived name, but I doubt
that abangan knew of that etymology or thought of the name as particularly
Islamic, any more than they regarded the slametan as such.148 Thirty years
later, it seemed that Arabic names were in the majority: now Javanese boys
were likely to be called Muhammad, Abdul, Hussein or Ibrahim, while girls
were commonly named Nur, Ayisya, Lina or Fatimah. If this impression is
correct, it is another indicator of the strengthening sense of Islamic identity
across Javanese society.149
In some ways, perhaps we can say that the Islamisation of Javanese
society had resumed a course that had been interrupted for about a
century, from the mid-19th to the mid-20th century, by the polarisation
and politicisation that are discussed in the previous book in this series —
Polarising Javanese society — and in earlier chapters of this book. That century
or so of polarisation and politicisation generated immense, deeply rooted and
eventually bloody opposition to the deeper Islamisation of the society. That
conflicted and tragic stage of Javanese history was now effectively over. Of
course there were still abangan and still people who resisted Islamisation.
Unlike in 1830, in 1998 there was a substantial Christian minority in Java
whose presence could not be gainsaid. But the general trend in the direction
of deeper Islamisation was probably now irreversible.
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On Javanese naming practices, see Uhlenbeck’s essay ‘Systematic features of
Javanese personal names’, originally published in 1969, in E.M. Uhlenbeck, Studies
in Javanese morphology (Koninklijk Instituut voor Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde
translation series 19; The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1978), pp. 336–51.
149 The LKiS leader M. Jadul Maula commented also on the phenomenon of children
of abangan being given Arab names as a part of the broader process of ‘santrinisasi’;
interviewed by Nur Choliq Ridwan, Yogyakarta, 9 Dec. 2007.
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It is a token of that resumed process of Islamisation that, in the
following Part II of this book, our discussion will have only little to say about
resistance to Islamisation per se. Rather, the conflicts that we will observe will
be contending views of what a more Islamic Java — and, of course, a more
Islamic Indonesia — should look like. The contending parties will be less
abangan and santri than defenders of conflicting interpretations of Islam.
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